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CHAPTER ONE

The cold wind nearly took Tarak off the edge of the mountaintop. He stumbled to a stop, managing to stay on his feet. Another freezing gust tore through him, sending him to his knees.

“I am damn well tired of this!” Tarak yelled to his father. “Either you tell me what I am to do up here, or I will climb down without you!”

His father stood tall, seemingly unaffected by the wind. He didn’t bother to help Tarak up.

“You will fall without my aid,” his father said. “You will die.”

“I may challenge you on that.” Tarak crawled over to the only protuberance on the flat mountaintop, a cluster of rock slabs that seemed as if they had been stacked and leaned against each other by the hands of man. He held onto the rough edge nearest to him.

“I cannot explain.” His father finally seemed troubled by the wind as he kept his body low and followed Tarak to the slabs of rock.

Lightning flashed. Thunder cracked. Sleet pelted Tarak’s back as he took cover against the tall standing rocks.

“Fine! Fine! As long as you finish this fast!”

His father went around the side of the rocks and took hold of one large slab with his massive hands. He groaned as he pulled it away from the rest, creating an opening just large enough for Tarak to squeeze through.

“Walk inside,” his father instructed.

Tarak peered in cautiously. It was dark inside, but there seemed to be something within. It looked like a shimmering sphere of sorts but made from something intangible.

Sorcery, he figured. My father’s sorcery. What could he possibly want with this?

“Is this because you think me to be difficult?” Tarak asked rhetorically. “You would not consider me difficult if you left me alone—”

“I only wish to keep you safe,” his father interrupted. “This is the only way. I cannot explain more, or this will not work.”

His father was always cryptic, but this was different. There was desperation in his father’s tone that Tarak had not heard before. If Tarak was not mistaken, his father actually sounded worried.

“Because if you do explain,” Tarak realized, “then I will refuse to obey you.”

“Tarak, this is the only way. Walk inside.”

“If you will not explain, then you will have to force me, because—”

His father shoved him inside and pulled the slab of rock across Tarak’s only means of escape.

“He actually pushed me!” Tarak muttered to himself in shock.

His father had done a lot of disagreeable things, but pushing him was new. Light pierced through crevices of this enclave, reflecting off the sphere of sorcery. It was close enough for Tarak to reach with his hand if he was to lift his arm.

Unwilling to touch it but curious as to what it was, he moved his palm close to see what he might be able to feel.

Nothing.

Tarak’s father had implored Tarak to learn sorcery, claiming he would need it one day. Perhaps that day was today, and this was nothing but an annoying test.

Tarak had wanted to skip all the boring studying, the painful errant spellcasting, and the frustrating moments of near success that young sorcerers invariably went through. He had tried to convince his father to start with teaching him a real spell, an illusion, but his father said that could not be done.

Illusions were some of the most complicated spells to learn and even more difficult to maintain once successfully cast. Tarak needed to start with something simpler, like casting a spell of light.

Tarak had tried and failed, over and over, countless times. If he could not even make light, how could he ever hope to do anything more? Even fire and water were out of the question.

He had plenty of healthy hobbies to keep him busy while trying to avoid his father’s ineffective lessons. He frequented taverns to keep up his wit and charm. He never shied away from a fight, which kept his senses keen and his body in top shape. Both hobbies went hand in hand and were so exhausting that he often needed much of the day to rest and recuperate—another hobby—but he still managed to find time to chop down a few trees here and there. Always at night, of course. It had to be at night, and usually while drunk, incidentally, though chopping down trees while intoxicated didn’t go together as well as his other hobbies.

After he’d been felling trees for a couple years, the lord’s guardsmen had begun looking for the people responsible for the illegal logging. Little did they know that it was only one man responsible, a teen who needed coin because his father was stingy.

Tarak had a portion of his father’s strength, and a portion was enough to make a living his own way—without having to wake up early and report to anyone. His father didn’t approve, but then again, his father didn’t approve of just about anything he did.

This is not a test, Tarak thought. It is a punishment.

He tried to move the slab of rock blocking his exit, but it was far too heavy.

“Are you still out there, Caarda?” he asked.

“If you had kept up with your studies,” his father replied, “you would be able to sense I was here without asking.”

Tarak rolled his eyes. “My ears work just fine, though.” He looked back at the shimmering sphere. It took up nearly the entirety of the small space within these huge rocks.

“What in the hell are you?” he muttered to the sphere and gave it a poke. The edges rippled as if it was made of water, though he felt nothing on his finger.

“What do you want me to do with this?” Tarak called out. Caarda had mentioned earlier that this was the only way to keep Tarak safe, and his father was not someone who usually used tricks.

“Step inside,” Caarda replied.

“What have your siblings done now?” Tarak asked.

“Why do you think this has to do with them?” his father replied.

“Because everything always has to do with them. Mother’s dead because of them. No one can know we are related because of them. I have to learn sorcery because of them. Everything you do is because of them. You must be tired of it! I am, and I have not even met any of them!”

There was no reply for some time.

“You are correct,” Caarda said. “You are here because of them. However, you will not have to worry about them when you leave that place.”

“How is that possible?” Tarak yelled. “Am I supposed to suffer in here for years?”

Caarda had many siblings, all powerful, all narcissists. As strong as Caarda was, there was no way even he could fix all his siblings’ issues before Tarak starved to death in here.

“It will not feel long,” Caarda said. “I will see you shortly after you enter the sphere. Stay inside until I fetch you.”

It was years ago that Tarak realized there was no point in arguing with his father. Caarda was not someone whose mind could be changed. That was why Tarak started ignoring him instead. This, however, was not something that could be ignored.

Tarak let out a breath of defeat. “Fine.”

Steeling himself for what he might face, he walked into the sphere.


CHAPTER TWO

Besides noticing a bit of resistance as if he was moving his body into water, Tarak felt nothing else as he reluctantly entered the sphere. It was just as dark in here as in the rest of his small enclave. The air still smelled like dust. In fact, nothing seemed different at all! What was the point of climbing up a mountain and enduring freezing wind just to step into a sphere and feel nothing? It seemed idiotic.

His father was many things, but an idiot was not one of them. There had to be a point to this.

Tarak moved his arms around expecting minor resistance, at least. He was within a bubble of his father’s sorcery, after all. There must be something, anything.

There was not.

He could no longer hear the howling wind outside. In fact, he could hear nothing at all.

“Father?” he called.

There was no response.

Maybe he is right. I should learn some sorcery.

It wasn’t that Tarak was unmotivated. It wasn’t that he was lazy, either. It was that…well…perhaps it was laziness.

Normally Tarak had many excuses, such as his hobbies that kept him busy and how happy he was with his life. He didn’t need sorcery. He hadn’t before, at least. What had his father told him the other day?

“Hard work is laziness leaving the body, and you have not had a single day of hard work in your life. Your laziness accumulates like the poison you drink, but unlike ale it will not leave your body the next day. You are years of bad habits in the making. If you will not start to correct them now, it will soon be too late.”

Tarak was starting to realize that his father might be right. He never understood how someone could wake up and begin their day with work, only to end their day with work, sleep, and repeat it all over again. They must get used to it somehow.

Tarak never could do that, but at least he’d have some spells to show for his trouble by now.

Oh hell, is this lesson actually working on me?

Before Tarak could mull that further, Caarda pulled away the stone covering the exit.

Caarda’s white robe still fell over the length of his body, though it was stained with blood and dirt. He was so damn tall that Tarak, who stood a head taller than most men, had to tilt back to meet his father’s eyes. The weather was oddly calm. Not a single gust of wind dared to disrupt them as Tarak stepped out from the alcove.

All clouds had disappeared from the sky. There was a fresh smell to the air. “Is it morning?” Tarak asked, noticing the sun on the eastern horizon.

“It is,” his father answered.

“I was in there all night?” Tarak asked in disbelief.

“You were in there for many nights.”

He felt a pit in his stomach. “How many nights…” Tarak grumbled fearfully.

“It would be easier to tell you in years.”

“Years?” Tarak yelled. He ran to the edge of the mountaintop. “Everything is changed!” Tarak no longer recognized the land below. What was once a small town was now a large city, surrounded by walls. Farms covered the land westward, thinning out along the edge of the forest. A large road flat and incredibly well-made seemed to stretch for miles, winding out of the large city and curving around the southern mountains.

“Lord and bane! How many years did you put me in there?”

“Anger makes you small, Tarak,” Caarda replied with maddening calm as he closed off the alcove. “Acceptance makes—”

“I will not listen to your nonsense right now! Tell me how many years I was in there!”

“I will tell you once you calm down. That is the only way you will accept your new fate.”

“I will not calm down! I will damn well shout until you tell me how many years I lost! Now say it!”

“Four hundred, Tarak.”

“What? Shut up!”

His father raised his eyebrows and turned over his hands. “Shut up?”

“You are making a jest, right? Four hundred?”

“Four hundred years have passed.”

“No,” Tarak muttered as he looked down off the mountainside once more. “It felt like moments. That cannot be possible.” But it must be. The land couldn’t have changed this much in a shorter time.

“I think you know by now I would never lie to you. There is no reason for it.”

Tarak’s moment of calm devastation ended as a new fit of rage came over him. He stomped back toward the alcove. “Send me back!” he demanded. “Send me back four hundred years!”

“That is impossible.”

Tarak ignored him as he tried to pull away the stone slab covering the opening, but it was far too heavy. Caarda stood nearby and folded his arms.

“You will do it!” Tarak demanded, still struggling to make a new opening to the alcove. “Damn this thing!”

“You are not listening. I said it is impossible.”

“You sent me forward, did you not?”

“No. Nobody, not even I, has that kind of mastery over time.”

“Then what did you do?”

Caarda’s honey-colored eyes sharpened. “If you had taken my lessons of sorcery with even a little bit of gravity, you would understand the capabilities but also the limitations of mana!”

“Anger makes you smaller, father,” Tarak replied.

“It is not anger but frustration that you are hearing. I have explained how to keep yourself safe, but you ignore every lesson. So I had to take drastic measures. I created a bubble of time that progressed at a fraction of the speed you are accustomed to. When you stepped inside, your time slowed as the rest of the world continued. Like time, it cannot be reversed.”

“I was not asked!”

“You would not have agreed. I saw the paths available to you, and I made a decision for your future.”

Tarak tossed up his arms. “I do not care if you thought this was best for me. Everyone I know is gone. My world has disappeared. I am an afterthought to what you find important.”

“You are not an afterthought. This is the best way to protect you.”

“But is it the only way?” Tarak challenged.

Caarda hesitated. “No. But it is the safest.”

Tarak shook his head and turned away.

Caarda continued, “You might have been killed had I not done this. I had to ensure you would live.”

“Who cares if I am alive if I have nothing to live for?”

“Tarak,” his father scolded. “You had nothing to live for anyway. Now you have a chance to remake yourself.”

Tarak gathered his thoughts. It took him a single breath to figure out what he wanted. Yes, he would punch his father. That was it.

No…that would not make him feel better. There was something else he could do.

He started to descend the mountain. “I will remake myself,” he called up as his father looked down upon him. “First by vowing never to speak to you again.”

“Tarak, of all the paths you could choose right now, this is the worst.”

He ignored his father as he looked for another foothold but found himself stuck. He glanced around and realized he had chosen an impossible way to get down from here. Grumbling a curse, he pulled himself back up.

“I want to hear nothing more from you.” Tarak swiped his finger in his father’s direction as he looked for a better place to descend.

“Tarak, stop.”

He ignored his father and found a place with more grooves along the mountainside.

“Stop!” Caarda boomed.

Tarak froze. The power of his father’s voice seemed to hold the mountain in its grasp. Of all the arguments they’d had, this was the first time Caarda had yelled.

“I will not allow you to kill yourself!” Caarda twirled his hand around, and Tarak felt weightless as he floated up from the mountaintop.

Caarda gave him a subtle push. Tarak descended like a feather, his father floating just beside him.

“We are leaving Dorrinthal,” his father informed. “I do not know what we will discover.” He paused, as if waiting for Tarak to respond, but Tarak refused to even look at him.

“If you are choosing to leave, then I choose to stay here.”

His father did not give reply.

They went down the mountain in silence and eventually landed at the bottom. The bubble of transparent sorcery around Tarak dissolved, and his father still hadn’t said a thing. Tarak finally glanced over to find Caarda with his eyes shut and his palms out. Caarda grimaced a few times.

He let out a groan, then a sigh. He opened his eyes.

“I have seen your path if you follow me. You will become someone great, though it will take time. But if you stay, Tarak…I cannot say what will happen. There is something unclear blocking the avenues of time—a force I cannot discern. Perhaps it is what the people have called a god, like your grandfather was. Now they refer to them more accurately as Ancients, and beings like me as Deviants. Or it could be something besides an Ancient or a Deviant, such as a cataclysmic event like what killed your grandfather. It will no doubt be dangerous.”

“I will be fine.”

His father frowned. “Because you plan to spend your days sleeping and your nights in the taverns.”

“Precisely.”

“Do not be a fool! You must involve yourself with the people—not the drunkards but the workers who supply your food, the combatants who keep the peace, and the sorcerers who maintain balance. I have imparted to you a gift. You are blessed with strength and the capability to learn great and powerful spells. I have seen them in your future. You need purpose, or you will never discover them.”

“Discover them? You must see how fathers usually behave toward their sons? They teach them.”

“Your failures are not my failures. You cannot separate from your family without accepting responsibility, or you will come looking for me only to find that I am not there.”

“I have had enough of your abstractions and more than enough of this conversation,” Tarak said. “Do not sire more children, father. Heed my advice.”

“I plan not to. I leave because there is little left I can do for Dorrinthal. I have convinced my siblings to leave with me, though all of us will go our separate ways. It is the best gift I can give to those who remain here, including you. There is a chance we may never see each other again. You might regret your actions if you end our time together in anger.”

“Perhaps, but you will not own my mistake. I will, and that makes all the difference to me.”

A heavy silence hung in the air.

“I did not know I could have a child,” Caarda said to Tarak’s surprise. “The offspring of Ancients have never been known to produce their own offspring. Perhaps that means I am not a Deviant as I once thought, or perhaps there is something more that has led to your existence.”

Another silence followed.

“I loved your mother.”

“Like you love me?” Tarak tested, never having felt anything close to love.

“No,” Caarda said. “This was different. She was mortal, but so much more. I do not know what to call you, Tarak. Are you mortal, a Deviant, or something in between? I was hoping to find out with you. Perhaps I will come back to check on you.”

“Father.” Tarak put up his hand. “No.”

“Very well.” Caarda pulled Tarak into him. There was no way to escape his father’s strong arms, so all he could do was wait for the embrace to end. “I am proud of my actions. I have brought peace to the land and saved the lives of many good people.” Caarda took Tarak by the shoulders and leaned down to meet his gaze. “That was my purpose. You must find yours, and soon. Or you will be beyond redemption.”

You cannot expect me to forgive you. I have lost everyone at your doing.

Tarak had one other thought besides his anger. I need a drink.

He didn’t dare voice that aloud. Instead, he asked, “Do we even still have a house?”

“Our home as we know it no longer exists. I have secured enough coin for you to live comfortably for one month in the large city surrounded by walls to the north. I was going to take this coin with us, but seeing as how you have decided to stay, I will impart it to you.”

Caarda started to hand over a heavy coin purse, but then he pulled it back. “A vision is coming to pass.” His eyes closed.

Tarak sighed as he waited with his hand out.

Caarda opened his eyes and put the purse back in his pocket. “This coin will do you no good.”

“Incorrect.” Tarak gestured with his open hand.

“Find honest work. Today, Tarak. The kingdom you are standing in is called Lycast. The large forest is Curdith Forest. The city nearby is the capital, optimistically named Newhaven. You will find that while many people are destitute, most are full of hope and pride, as they should be after the recent defense of their kingdom. I recommend you visit the castle and ask for the king. I have met him. He is a benevolent ruler and has made great sacrifices for his people, as any king should but most often do not. He will give you guidance, when you seek it. Just mention your relation to me.”

Tarak stepped back in surprise. “You told me never to mention my relationship to you and the other demigods…Deviants. Whatever they are called.”

Caarda had expressed fear that his siblings, after discovering Tarak’s relation to Caarda, would use him to get what they wanted from Caarda. Tarak had never found out what this was. Something to do with sorcery. His father had never wanted to tell him more, for Tarak had a habit of living each night so intensely that the memories of his transgressions often escaped him the next day. It was probably better that he knew less. There was a good chance he had even blabbed about his relation to a demigod, and there was an even better chance that no one believed him.

It was one of Caarda’s sisters who had killed Tarak’s mother, without hesitation or remorse. It happened when Tarak was too young to remember her now. Whenever he had asked his father about it, Caarda would say only that his sister, who would remain nameless, was troubled and jealous. He never expressed anger. He never vowed revenge. He never told Tarak who it was out of fear Tarak might attempt to retaliate and get himself killed.

Tarak figured it might’ve driven him mad had he known his mother, but he had come to expect this kind of behavior from his father.

“Everything is changed,” Caarda said. “I am the last Deviant to leave Dorrinthal. My siblings and I made an oath not to return. For the good of the people, it is best.”

“I can believe that.”

Caarda seemed surprised as his eyes opened wide. “I made a mistake. You are the last Deviant now.”

“The term suits me better than you anyway.”

“I suppose it does.”

“Goodbye, father.”

“Goodbye, son.”

Caarda sprinted off into the nearby forest. He gained speed until he was faster than a charging horse, blurring as he disappeared.

Tarak let out a grunt. “Lord and bane. Four hundred years?”

He gave himself a few long minutes to remember his friends first of all. He hoped they had led good lives. It frustrated him that he would never know. They must’ve wondered what had happened to him. They probably thought him to be caught and killed for his nightly crimes. No, they would’ve asked and heard nothing of the sort. Perhaps they thought he had left. He wouldn’t do that without telling them, but would they know this? They should have.

All of them had their own lives. It was their nights they shared with Tarak during their time away from their homes, their families, their other friends. But that was home to Tarak—with them.

“Goddamn above,” he muttered as he shed a few tears. “My fucking father. He should have at least given me a chance to write them a note.”

Tarak thought of his lovers next. There was one in particular, Oreca. They’d had their fair share of boisterous trysts, their resentful arguments, and of course their impassioned reconciliations. They always found the same comfort in each other, and the same problems later on. Tarak had figured he’d ask her to marry him one day and never have a boring day in his life with her at his side, but that option was taken away from him, too. She was long dead. So was her mother, her father, her brother, and any children she might’ve had. Her grandchildren were dead too.

Overwhelmed, Tarak needed to sit down. Instead, he fell flat on the grass. His head started to spin.

“Four hundred fucking years,” he muttered as he held his temples. He had nothing, no one, and not a clue as to what to do. He felt the weight of his future on his shoulders, and it was too heavy for him to bear.

After a time, he got up with renewed determination. At least he had taken his coin purse with him into the bubble of time. He took it out for a count. Twenty-nine copper. Hopefully the currency is still the same.

“My father told me to find purpose, and right now my purpose is to find a drink.”


CHAPTER THREE

The wall to the city had an unguarded opening, making Tarak wonder the point of the wall. Was it to keep wolves and other predators from stealing livestock? But there seemed to be no farms within the city. It was outside the walls that one farm seemed to blend into another. Who owned this land? The king? His lords? Surely not the people who worked it, unless the times had really changed.

What about inside the city? Who owned these properties? There were hundreds of homes and shops packed together along the narrow roads, seemingly without order. Lord and bane, a couple houses were sharing walls with a blacksmith’s forge. That couldn’t have been planned.

Tarak stopped to see how weapons might’ve changed. The blacksmith had a collection of swords and shields. Steel appeared to be the material of choice, and although the blasted things were polished and shinier than a sweaty bald man in the sun, they didn’t look all that different from the ones Tarak had gotten his hands on here and there throughout the years. The shields, on the other hand, were decorated in ways he had not seen before.

Tarak did not know what to call the beast engraved into many of the shields. It had the face of an eagle but with four legs and a tail. It stood proud and fierce, most likely representative of this kingdom—Lycast, his father had called it. Considering just how many shields looked to be unsold with this design, Tarak figured this blacksmith had overestimated how much pride his people had in their kingdom.

That makes sense. Look at this poverty.

Tarak knew what poor looked like. He had lived it. But even when he had spent his last coin, never had he gone around wearing the expressions he saw on these shopkeepers and hawkers. There was desperation in their eyes, their voices, and their gestures as they tried to wring pennies out of their patrons like getting every drop of water out of a rag. A tailor attempted to lure people from the street with promises of discounts. A shoemaker boasted about boots that supposedly would last a lifetime. A jeweler on the street, his gems on display, looked to have given up long ago and sat back in his chair as he waited for starvation to take him.

Only did a baker seem to have business. Tarak heard him apologizing for being unable to meet the offered price of one copper for a loaf of bread. One penny? That was how much a loaf had cost for Tarak, and it was only that price because of his friendship with the baker’s son. A penny was almost nothing four hundred years ago. How destitute these people must be to offer a penny for a loaf. Didn’t Tarak’s father say they were proud people after some sort of victory? They didn’t look very proud to him.

Tarak missed walking down the main road that transected most of his town, seeing the same faces, making jests, and killing time in the bakery. Everyone knew everyone. Tarak was liked, and he liked most of them, even if many pestered him about never having a job. Such comments were made with affection. Here and now, affection was dead. Dead as an abandoned rat in a trap. Dead as a carcass with vultures upon it. Dead like everyone and everything in Tarak’s old life.

The castle was surprisingly easy to miss. A number of tall buildings had apparently been blocking Tarak’s view. It was only when he came to King Street that the road finally opened and he caught sight of the towers built into the circular castle wall.

“Now this is impressive,” he muttered.

Even if it was not incredibly tall, it was tall enough. He had never seen anything like it. How much stone had been put into this? It was no wonder Lycast was victorious. Tarak couldn’t imagine any army getting over or through this wall.

There was a second wall! He saw it as he peered in through the open drawbridge. This one was just as tall and thick as the first, with no more than twenty paces between the two, though he did catch sight of a stable deeper in.

There wasn’t much else he could see from here; a guard eyed him…with suspicion? No, it seemed to be more with curiosity, and rightfully so. Many others stared at him in the same way. Not only was he taller than most men but he dressed very differently from them as well. In fact, he seemed to more resemble the women’s way of dressing, surprisingly.

He wore a red tunic that stopped at his knees. His cloak did not billow behind him like some he saw but hung loose across his chest. It was fastened on his left shoulder, fitting the fashion of men who had better taste during his time. He wasn’t sure he wanted to change it. How much would something like a new outfit cost? More than a few silver just so he could look as bad as the rest of these men?

No thank you.

All the shops along King Street seemed more high-end than he wanted while searching for a cheap drink, so he was about to turn down…what street is this?

Queen Street.

No. Something more humble. He went a bit farther.

Edward Street.

There we are.

It was narrow and twisted, and very short. A tiny tavern sat in the middle, with a chipped sign that read, “Ill Tidings Tavern.”

“Marvelous.” He strolled in and grinned at the dimly lit drinkery. There were only two patrons. Even better.

He walked up to the counter and met eyes with the barkeep, a gray-haired man who looked a little gaunt. The barkeep seemed to notice Tarak’s clothing, then met his gaze again.

“An ale, sir?”

“Certainly,” Tarak replied happily.

The barkeep swiped an empty mug off the counter and held it under the tap of a barrel. He filled the mug to the brim and set it down in front of Tarak.

“Two copper,” said the barkeep. “Or three copper for two.”

“A fine deal. I will have two,” Tarak said, easily parting with the coins. He had twenty-six pennies left. That was equivalent to two silver with six copper left over. His remaining coin should be just enough to purchase a decent axe and a wagon, but that meant he likely couldn’t afford any more drinks.

“Better try it first,” warned one of the patrons—a man who was old enough to be a father but did not look like one. The other one seemed even less likely to be responsible for any children, considering he barely appeared responsible for himself, judging by his greasy hair and ragged clothing.

Tarak ignored them as he took a generous sip and found himself unable to stop. He finished the whole thing without pause. Then he set down the empty glass as the barkeep nervously stood back, seemingly hesitant to give him another.

“That is the best ale I have had in my life,” Tarak admitted. “You should be proud of yourself, barkeep. Marvelous indeed.”

The two other patrons burst out in laughter as the barkeep frowned and handed off the other ale.

“If you want to waste coin on overpriced ale, then you can head over to Whistlers on Market Street, but don’t be disparaging my drinks if you choose to stay here.” He left the ale and dragged his feet over to the corner, where he sat and sulked on his stool.

Tarak opened his mouth to say that he was serious, but it didn’t seem like he would be believed. He wondered how much better the ale really was at Whistlers, but no, he didn’t care. This was delicious. He decided to nurse his second drink unlike his first, but he hadn’t appreciated it long before he noticed the two other patrons snickering at him.

“What?” he asked.

“Where did you get your robes, Fine Dyes?” asked one.

The other chimed in, “You look like a princess!”

Their boisterous laughter made their drunkenness all too clear.

As Tarak thought of a few retorts, like how one man’s eyebrows looked like eagle wings or how the other’s face was a better joke than anything that could come out of it, he heard his father’s voice in his head.

“The son of Caarda does not get into fights with riffraff.”

At least not on the first day, Tarak thought. This was his chance to start fresh and leave his reputation behind. Perhaps it was time for him to make something of himself, and that shouldn’t start with clunking two heads together.

They quieted suddenly. Tarak turned on his stool to see a young man entering. It was probably not the young man himself who stopped the chatter but his sleek cloak clasped with a pendant of the same winged creature Tarak had spotted on the shields in the blacksmith’s shop.

The cloaked lad couldn’t have been much older than Tarak. He had short black hair and a wide jaw that might’ve made him look like the type of person who was always searching for a fight, a little like Tarak, if it wasn’t for the young man’s eyes. They were so dark brown they were almost black, but they radiated with a witty spirit. “Gamey” was a word Tarak used to describe his friends when they were trying to be clever. Saying it aloud these days might date him, but it was the thing that came to mind when he noticed this official-looking young man drag his feet in with an expression as if he had a lot he wanted to say.

The dark-haired young man sat at a small table in the corner that had barely enough room for two chairs. He stared ahead and even seemed to mutter parts of a conversation that obviously was in his head.

I probably wore the same expression after my father ran off. Tarak quickly purchased another two tankards of ale because it was a better deal than one—even if that meant skimping on the wagon later. He brought the three drinks over to the lad’s table. The older patrons murmured to each other nervously as they glanced at the younger man sitting strangely still.

“One of the king’s sorcerers?” one murmured.

“What could he be doing in here?”

They thought they were being coy, but their raspy whispers were just as loud as normal speaking voices. Nonetheless, the king’s sorcerer didn’t seem to hear them as he stared at the faraway wall.

“Ale?” Tarak asked as he set it down in front of the man.

“Hmm?” He glanced at the ale, then at Tarak, then across the room at the bar where the two drunken patrons sat. They suddenly pretended to be completely disinterested, though far too late. The sorcerer didn’t seem to notice or care. “I thought I fetched a drink already. Thanks.” He had a sip then went right back to staring at the wall ahead of him.

Tarak gestured at the empty seat. “May I?” he asked.

The young man seemed surprised but shrugged. “Sure.”

Tarak was broad-shouldered and taller than ninety-nine out of a hundred men. There wasn’t much room for him at this tiny table, so he slid his chair back and leaned forward. The official was not small in any sense of the word. He looked as if he’d spent a good amount of time with a sword, with arms and shoulders to show for it, but there was nothing threatening about him in this moment, even if he was a sorcerer.

He suddenly started speaking, and Tarak wasn’t sure it was directed at him. “I just caught my girl kissing someone else.”

There were times when comforting words might cheer a man up, but many other times when expletives were far more effective.

“Well, fuck,” Tarak said.

“What kind of woman cheats on a king’s sorcerer?” asked one of the older men.

“She’s a sorcerer as well,” the lad replied.

“What type of sorcerer are you?” Tarak asked. He didn’t know what he hoped to accomplish with this conversation, possibly nothing. All Tarak knew was that his own misery was fading to the background for the moment.

“A wind mage. I’m Michael, by the way.”

“Tarak.”

Sorcery wasn’t very common where Tarak came from…when…Tarak came from? He shook the confusion out of his head and tried not to remember all the people he had lost. He’d never met a wind mage before. Most were fire or water. Wind didn’t seem all that useful in comparison.

“A lot you can do with wind?” Tarak asked.

Michael’s eyebrows arched. “I’ve surprised myself. Recently I’ve become accustomed enough to spellcasting with it that I can pick myself off the ground. I’m still working on landing, though. Been working on it for quite some time.”

“Are you saying you can fly?” Tarak asked in surprise.

“If the term flying doesn’t count landing, then yes. I haven’t had much motivation to practice. I’m a little tired of injuring myself, you know? Especially when my friend, the kingdom’s healer, just up and left, and no one’s heard from him since.”

Healer? Tarak wondered, but he kept his mouth shut. The older men had no longer bothered to hide that they were listening, and neither seemed surprised by the mention of a healer.

I didn’t know sorcery could heal. Why hadn’t my father mentioned anything about that?

What exactly can be healed, only cuts and bruises, or maybe more?

Considering there only seemed to be one healer in the kingdom, it sounded like a rare skill to possess. One thing was for certain: Michael knew a lot more about sorcery than Tarak did. More importantly, Tarak recognized some of his suffering in Michael. Both of their worlds had imploded recently, just in different ways.

“I really should be leaving,” Michael said, though he didn’t get up from his chair. “I have a lot to do today. I just needed a drink.”

“At least finish it then,” Tarak said as he gestured at the nearly full mug.

Michael nodded. “Yes, it would be rude otherwise,” he said somewhat sarcastically. “The king wouldn’t want his sorcerers to be rude.”

“Certainly not,” Tarak agreed.

“I don’t know what I’m going to tell her,” Michael muttered.

“What do you mean?” Tarak asked. “You will not have to tell her anything. It is over.”

Michael sighed and chugged down half his cup. “I’ve liked her since the moment she opened her mouth.”

One of the greasy older men made a comment. “Because she sucked you off?” He and the other man laughed, showing off their yellowed teeth.

“No, you heathen. Because she’s funny. With just the right amount of crude.”

“I share your pain,” Tarak said.

“You do?” Michael seemed surprised. “Oh.” He lowered his voice as he leaned forward. “So that’s why you’re in this place.”

“Correct.”

“What happened to you?”

“I lost everyone recently.” Everyone, he almost repeated, but anger would’ve caused the word to come out rough. He did not want to scare his potential new friend.

“In the war?” Michael asked gently.

Tarak lied with a nod. He wasn’t ready to reveal the truth. Everything would become about his father, and what his father had done. Tarak wanted to forget about Caarda for as long as he could.

“I’m sorry,” Michael said. “Did you fight? I don’t remember seeing you.”

“My father would not allow it.” And already Caarda was back in his thoughts. “He would not give me a choice. He fought. Now he is gone with everyone else.”

“Sounds like a good man.”

Tarak accidentally let out a grumble.

Michael, fortunately, didn’t seem to notice as he gazed down at his hand on the table. One finger shook violently, the one with a ring.

“Damn, Ali,” Michael muttered. He lifted his hand to show Tarak. “She’s always using the urgent call signal by accident, but I have to rush off just in case this time it was on purpose.”

Michael hurried out of the tiny drinkery. Tarak followed to watch from the doorway.

Michael gave a big wave of his hand, and a gust of wind stronger than Tarak had felt in his life pushed him back a step before it swept up Michael. The sorcerer flew off toward the castle.

To say Tarak was confused would be an understatement. It had to be the ring around Michael’s finger that had caused the tremor. Otherwise, Michael’s statement about this Ali sending the wrong signal would’ve made even less sense. How could a ring transfer a signal? It had to be a different form of sorcery than the kind that transformed mana into an element, like wind.

The two drunken men went back to chatting amongst themselves as if they’d watched the sorcerer merely stroll out of here. Tarak tried his luck as he approached the bar.

“What was that on his finger?”

“You’ve never heard of a callring, princess?” answered one.

A callring. That didn’t explain anything about how it worked. “What kind of sorcery does it require?”

“Why the hell are you asking us?” answered the same man.

It was a fairly good question, actually. Tarak noticed the barkeep heading over.

“I’m getting the sense you’re not from around here,” he said. “What accent is that?”

Tarak had noticed that he spoke differently, but he’d hoped he’d gotten away with it. Not only was his choice of words a tad different, he also had a distinct inflection compared to everyone else, it seemed. He spoke like a man who had something worth saying. The others in this bar, including the king’s sorcerer, grounded their words together and let them fall out of an open mouth, like spitting out food after a bad taste.

“From far, far away,” Tarak answered. “Where the ale is bitter, and not much is known about sorcery.”

“So you were serious about my ale.”

“I was. I would purchase more if I had coin to spare. I am in pursuit of work.”

Both of the drunken men stood up. With the bar to Tarak’s back, he quickly became encircled by them.

“Another foreign usurper,” said one. “You’re no better than the analytes.”

Analyte. That was a word he hadn’t thought of in some time. They lived in Korrithin to the southeast. Tarak had never met an analyte before and hadn’t the faintest idea why he would be lumped in with them. From what he’d heard, they spoke another language and had violet hair.

“Step back,” Tarak warned.

“I won’t have fighting in my bar,” said the barkeep.

“He’s the reason there’s no work.” One man pulled out a rusty knife. It looked as if he might attack Tarak with it, but his draw had been slow. Tarak grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted. He shrieked as he dropped the weapon.

The other swung at Tarak, but he was even slower than the first. Tarak caught his fist. Shock registered on the man’s face. Holding each man by his wrist, Tarak pulled them toward him as he crouched down. He picked each one up, one over each shoulder. It was just a few steps to the door, where he tossed them out.

“The barkeep said no fighting,” he reminded them. Both lumbered up from the ground, their feet slipping. Tarak waited to see if they would charge him, but they stumbled off the other way.

Tarak went back into the bar. He picked up the rusty knife. He might be able to get a few copper for it.

“I apologize if they frequent your drinkery often,” Tarak said. “I hope my actions did not scare them off permanently.”

“Drinkery?”

“Your tavern.”

Tarak made a mental note that “drinkery” was probably outdated, but he felt like it was a stretch to call this place a tavern. It was barely big enough to fit the bar counter. Nonetheless, the ale was good and served its purpose.

“I can’t say I’m familiar with the way you talk, but I see you mean well. I hope you do find work. You should know it’s not easy for anyone right now, and most folks are not going to want to hire a foreigner. They lose business that way.”

“Why is that?” Tarak asked as he finished his drink with a few chugs so he could be on his way.

“Many analytes came here after the war because of the famine.”

He spoke of the famine as if it was something Tarak should know about.

It hadn’t been very long since Caarda had informed him about the destruction of his world, and Tarak was already tired of pretending to belong. He wasn’t used to having so many questions, and he was even less accustomed to holding them in. He felt like he might have an outburst, possibly a violent one, if this kept up.

The barkeep was a gentleman and didn’t deserve to be the target of Tarak’s frustration. “It is time I leave” was all he could say without letting some emotion get through.

“Oh,” the barkeep replied, then gave a nod.

*****

Frustrated did not begin to cover the extent of Tarak’s mood by the end of the day. First of all, he was tired because his father had entrapped him in time in the afternoon, and it was morning when Tarak stepped out. Second of all, Tarak’s efforts to find work were fruitless. More than fruitless. He would’ve been better off taking a nap in a dark alley. At least then he would not be so exhausted.

As evening approached, and the streets began to clear, he changed his goal. Rather than find work, all he wanted now was to find someone interested in purchasing timber. Eventually he met someone who knew of someone else who might be interested.

He tested his luck by following this thread and was pleased to find a buyer outside the city who wasn’t going to ask questions. By then, Tarak had passed by many places where he could purchase an axe and a wagon. He went back into the city, had a quick bite to eat in a little place unfortunately destitute of spirit, and spent all of his remaining coin on a good axe and a shoddy wagon.

He went to leave the city, only to find that the previously open and inviting gate was now closed and guarded. He imagined how it might look to these constables if he requested leave with his wagon in tow. With a few curses here and there, he walked to the southern wall instead.

He looked out for guards. Finding none, he pushed his wagon up and over the wall. There was a loud crash as it hit the other side. He jumped up and grabbed the top of the wall with one hand, gripping his axe with the other. He pulled himself up, then swung his legs over and hopped down. His wagon still had four wheels attached. That was all that mattered.

“Riotous city. Absolutely riotous,” he muttered as he strolled toward the forest. “Never a moment of peace in that horrid place.” Tarak was used to boisterous activity in the taverns, but even he needed a break from the constant chatter. There were no breaks here. In his head, he could still hear the merchants yelling, the wagons clamoring, and the children screaming. The city was finally quiet, but the din left over would last until morning, when it would start all over again.

“There are too many people,” he complained to no one. “How can there be this many people in one place? Do they not grow tired of never having a moment’s peace?”

Maybe if some of them had some sympathy, it would not be so bad there, but it was as if all were in competition with each other. More than a few people he’d passed had laughed at his clothing, some even making remarks loud enough for him to hear. Those he’d met with and asked for employment scoffed at him as if he’d wasted their time.

“Oh, I am sorry!” he complained sarcastically, again to no one. “Did a few breaths worth of words ruin your day? How awful of me to ask for coin in exchange for honest labor, my prince, my lord.”

Tarak could usually go a day without sleep, but to combine his fatigue with having eaten very little left a claw in his stomach and a bell in his head. He felt no guilt about the law he was about to break. There were thousands of trees in this vast forest near the city. The king had plenty.

Tarak was tempted to cut down the first tree he came to, but even while furious he wasn’t that stupid. He would walk farther into the dense woods.


CHAPTER FOUR

Tarak talked himself into greater anger as he swung hard at a tree. “Visit the castle and ask for the king,” he mimicked his father’s voice. “He will give you guidance. Just mention your relation to me.” Tarak blew out air. “Oh thank you, father! What sage advice you have, as always! You are supposed to have visions of the future, are you not?”

After failing for most of the day to find work, Tarak had gone by the castle and asked to speak to the king. He had mentioned his relation to Caarda when the guard barred him from entering. All that had earned him was a laugh.

Tarak stopped swinging his axe. Could his father have sent him down this path knowing all of this would happen? Does that mean he anticipated I would end my day here? Tarak looked around. A wolf howled from nearby. An owl hooted even closer.

No, his father’s visions were never that clear. Caarda only saw pieces of possible futures.

The forest seemed different than four hundred years ago. It was never completely safe, but Tarak hadn’t felt this before, like something was sneaking up on him.

There was a rustle in the bushes. Tarak spun around and held up his weapon.

A woman came through the dense shrubbery. It was too dark in the forest for Tarak to make out much, just that she held a bow.

“Don’t move,” she said. Her shadowy movements made it appear as if she was drawing arrow to string.

“I have no money,” he informed her with frustration.

“I’m not here to rob you. I’m here to stop you from robbing us!”

“A female constable?” he muttered to himself. The times really had changed.

“Put down your axe and start walking south,” she ordered.

He already had spent the day regretting not informing Michael of who he was. He wasn’t about to go through more of that.

“This is the truth my dame, I am the son—”

“Put down your axe!” she interrupted. “And don’t call me a dame again.”

Tarak set down what must’ve appeared as a threat, though he would never use it on her. “Now dame is offensive? What do people say to a woman when they mean respect?”

“Why are you still talking? Start moving or I’m going to shoot you.”

“Listen. I am the son of Caarda.”

She laughed. “Right. The son of Caarda is illegally felling trees in the middle of the night.”

“Well, it would be stupid to do it during the day, would it not?”

“Start walking.”

“I am telling you the truth. I can prove it, do you see?”

“Do I see what?”

“Not…do you actually see. An expression.” He sighed in frustration. “I am picking up my axe, not to attack you.”

“Don’t you dare! I will shoot you!”

“I must prove to you that I am the son of Caarda. I will do so with a show of strength.”

“Leave the axe and start walking ahead of me!” she demanded.

“You have no reason to worry about my axe if you stay back. It will just take a moment.” He reached for the axe on the ground.

He was startled as she let her arrow loose. It struck him in the leg. He was too shocked to feel any pain…at first. Then it radiated out and forced a scream out of his mouth.

“I am shot!” he yelled as he fell. “You shot me!”

“I told you I would. Wait, don’t pull out the arrow! What are you doing, you idiot! You could bleed out.”

Tarak finished pulling out the arrow. Blood gushed from his thigh. He quickly took off his shirt and rolled it up, then wrapped it around his leg to stop the blood.

He glanced over at the woman to see her aiming another arrow. “You are going to shoot me, again?” he asked incredulously.

She seemed unsure of herself as she let down her bow. It appeared that she was doing something to her hand, but he couldn’t tell what it was.

“Now what?” he asked in anger. “Are you to carry me to prison?”

“I’m calling someone to help me. We’ll take you on your wagon.”

She probably had a callring like Michael had. Perhaps it was even him that she was contacting, which meant she could be Ali.

Tarak would likely be healed before Michael arrived. It was the reason he needed to remove the arrow, or his natural healing would do little good.

“Get out your papers and set them next to you,” she ordered.

“Papers?” he yelled. “What papers!”

“Stop playing dumb.”

“I told you I am the son of Caarda! I just arrived in your time from four hundred years ago. I know nothing about the papers you speak of.”

“Your identification papers. Never mind. I’ll get them later.” She was clearly ignoring his words. “And stop talking like you’re some ancient king. Your act is getting old.”

It seemed he wasn’t going to be believed. Considering he had no identification papers, he wasn’t sure this woman would let him prove his identity through a show of strength. Even if the other sorcerer was Michael, the two of them might throw Tarak into a prison cell. He was better off not taking the chance and escaping when he was healed. He just needed a little more time for his wound to close.

The sound of someone screaming in the distance turned his head south. A flying man came tumbling down, the whole time uttering shrieks of fear. He hit the forest floor and rolled between Tarak and the woman. It did sound like Michael after all.

Eventually the sorcerer rolled to a stop and slowly picked himself up with a grunt. “It better have been urgent this time, Aliana! Or I swear to all that is holy…who’s this?”

“It is urgent. I caught this person felling trees.”

Michael finished brushing himself off and stood still. “And?” he asked.

“What do you mean and?”

“And what else?”

“That’s it. He needs to be arrested.”

“Good god, Aliana! I thought you were dying when I found out you signaled me from this far in the forest. What are you even doing out here during the dead of night? We have more important things to worry about, like sleep.”

“I feel something changing in the land, mostly in the forest. I’ve been trying to figure out what it is. It doesn’t matter right now. Help me get him to the dungeon.”

Michael spoke to Tarak. “Just stand up and walk.”

“He can’t,” Aliana said. “I shot him in the leg.”

“Now why the hell did you go and do that?” Michael complained. “Do you expect us to drag him all the way there?”

“We can use his wagon.”

Michael glanced over at it. “Still, Aliana…it’s a long way back. I say we let him go. You already shot him in the leg. I mean, that should be punishment enough.”

“Don’t let laziness be the voice of justice.”

“Michael is right,” Tarak said. “I learned my lesson, my dame…correction, um, my woman?”

“That’s not any better,” she corrected. “Say ‘madam,’ if you must say something.”

“Ali,” said Michael. “Where do you think madam comes from?”

It was silent for a moment.

“Wait a minute,” Michael said. “You sound familiar.” He pointed at Tarak.

“We met earlier today.”

“Tarak?” Michael asked.

“Correct.”

Michael muttered. “Ah, Tarak, why do you have to put me in this position?”

“How do you two know each other?” Aliana asked.

“We met at a drinkery, uh, a tavern,” Tarak answered.

“Michael!” scolded the woman.

“I had just witnessed Eden kissing that hippopotamus! I needed a drink.”

“There is something I did not mention, Michael,” Tarak interrupted. “I spent the day deciding if I should let people know. I think it best that I do.” He paused to make sure Michael was taking him seriously.

“Uh, all right?” Michael said. “Always so formal,” he muttered.

“I am the son of Caarda.”

“This again,” complained the woman. “He’s been telling that lie since I first confronted him.”

Tarak contemplated showing them the now-closed wound, but he would need surprise if he couldn’t convince them of his identification and had to make a run for it.

“Nice try, Tarak, but demigods can’t have children,” Michael said.

“We’re not supposed to think of them as demigods anymore,” Aliana reminded him.

“Deviants. Whatever.”

This will not work. Seeing that the woman had set her bow on the ground next to her and considering how dark this forest was, Tarak didn’t need a distraction. His father was the only person faster than him, and he doubted the speed of the average man had changed much in four hundred years.

Tarak took off.

“Oy! Stop! Oy! How are you running like that?” Aliana yelled as she and Michael chased after Tarak.

He darted around trees and bushes, across a shallow river, then down a short path. He heard Michael yelling from above for Tarak to stop. Then Michael’s yells turned into shrieks as he crashed down next to Tarak and rolled into a tree.

It was only the woman after Tarak now, and she was farther back. He rushed through the forest, taking the clearest path available. He looked back several times and soon lost her. He kept going for good measure. There was no way either of them would find him.

He had almost stopped as he realized he wasn’t going to find his axe or wagon again, but he couldn’t go back for them. He had other ways to make coin. He would bet on arm-wrestling matches. That was the fastest. He would buy another axe eventually.

He hid deep in the woods, long past the point of catching his breath. He was getting cold with no shirt, so he took it off from his leg and put the bloody thing back on. No, his blood had wet the shirt and made him chill faster. He took it off again. Lord and bane, he really hadn’t thought this through. No matter. He wasn’t in prison. That was what mattered.

He would leave this place as soon as he could. He hated the city, anyway. Watching that wind sorcerer take off into the sky did make him want to learn what else sorcery could offer. In due time. He was young, only seventeen years old. Or was he technically four hundred and seventeen? Whatever he was, he still had plenty of time to figure out what to do with his life once he got out of here.

He heard footsteps—he couldn’t believe it! What kind of luck did they possess to find him?

He didn’t have it in him to hurt either of these constables, even if the woman had shot him. He ran the opposite way instead but gasped as he encountered the silhouette of Michael.

A gust of wind picked up Tarak and held him in the air. His flailing and shouting did no good.

Suddenly he fell, and the two constables jumped on top of him.

“Hold his arms!” yelled the woman as she tried to wrap rope around them.

“I’m trying! He’s way too strong!”

Tarak pushed himself up with both of them on his back.

“How?” Michael yelled as he and Aliana rolled off.

Soon he was free and making another run for it, but an arrow lodged in his ass.

He yelped and stumbled but caught himself before falling. Another arrow struck him, this one in the back of his leg. He fell and rolled over, immediately grabbing the arrows to pull them out, but had to halt.

The woman stepped on his shoulder and showed him an arrowhead in front of his face. “Don’t you fucking move!”

“She’s a ranger, Tarak,” Michael said. “There’s no point in running.”

Tarak slowly put up his hands. He didn’t know what a ranger was except annoying.

“I know I shot you in the leg earlier,” Aliana said, feeling around his leg with the tip of her boot. “You should be bleeding half to death.”

“I told you. I am the son of Caarda.”

“Good god, Ali,” Michael said. “I think he’s telling the truth!”

Ali gasped as she took her foot off Tarak and stepped back. He calmly rolled over and pulled the arrows out of his body, first from his leg, then his ass.

“What I told you earlier was also the truth, Michael. I just lost everyone. My father gave me no choice. He put me in a bubble of time and I remained there for four hundred years, though it felt like mere moments. My whole world is gone. Everyone I ever knew is dead. I only ended up in this time period today. I am still figuring out…well, everything.”

“But Deviants can’t have children,” Michael said for the second time.

“Incorrect, and I am proof.”

Michael asked Ali, “Do you think Caarda said something to the king about this?”

“I’m still not sure I believe it.”

“He picked himself up with both of us on top of his back!”

Tarak slowly got up and turned to show the back of his leg. It was no longer bleeding. Soon the wound would be completely gone.

Aliana crouched down for a close look. Her mouth dropped open. “Oh my god.”


CHAPTER FIVE

“As far as I’m concerned, you’re still under arrest for the felling of trees on the king’s land,” Aliana told Tarak. “Seeing as how you heal like one of the Deviants, you should be fine to walk back, and I won’t hesitate to shoot you again if you misbehave.”

Michael asked him, “I have bruised and battered my body worse than a tenderizer to meat. Can you do something about that?”

“I know nothing of how to heal others. The healing of my body comes naturally.” Tarak realized then that he had left his wet shirt behind during the last scuffle.

“Oh,” Michael said in obvious disappointment. “Why didn’t you tell me who you were earlier?”

“I was not sure I wanted anyone to know.”

“Why not?”

“Because I am much more than my father’s son, and as soon as I reveal that part of my identity, it becomes everything.”

That didn’t seem to be enough of an answer for either of them.

“And I despise my father,” Tarak added.

“But Caarda is an incredible—” Michael paused. “Is ‘person’ even the right word for someone like him?”

Tarak rolled his eyes. “Aye, a person, an annoying person. Consider how he has forsaken me. He refused to inform me I was to stay in a bubble of time for four hundred years. Only once it was over did he show me what he had done. He gave me no choice.”

“Where is he now?” Ali asked.

“He left Dorrinthal. He wanted me to come with him. However, I cannot stand to be with him any longer.”

“So then why are you here cutting trees?” she asked.

“I am out of coin.”

Both she and Michael scoffed and glanced at each other.

Aliana asked Tarak, “What can you do with sorcery?”

“Nothing,” he admitted.

She and Michael glanced at each other again.

“Nothing?” Michael asked Tarak.

“Correct,” he said.

“I suppose if you came from a time four hundred years ago it explains why you speak differently,” Michael replied, putting a hand over the back of his neck. “I don’t know. Ali? What do we do with him?”

“I suppose the king would want to meet him.”

“But why? He doesn’t even know sorcery.”

“That’s true,” she murmured.

A moment of silence passed.

“You must let me go,” Tarak implored.

“I’m more inclined to arrest you,” said the ranger, then waited as if this was a test of sorts.

He sighed. “Then bring me to the king if that is the alternative. I will make use of myself.”

Tarak had been caught committing a crime. They would make him serve the king as a lowly constable, never anything more. Or they would decide he wasn’t worth the trouble and throw him in prison.

Michael said, “You speak like someone who’s been in a prison cell before.”

“Incorrect.”

“He’s kind of irritating,” Aliana told Michael.

“That’s just his way of talking. I don’t think he means to sound like an ass.”

Both of them looked at Tarak.

“I do not,” he said. “I apologize if my manner of speech offends you…madam.” He just wanted to be left alone, here and later. Talking like everyone else was the first step toward no longer being noticed. No “drinkery.” No “dame.” Probably no “gamey” either. That was already slang in his time.

“He sure is big and strong,” Michael mused. “I’m sure we could find some use for him.”

Aliana asked Tarak, “You really have no skill with sorcery? None?”

“None yet,” he hinted. “But I do have some idea of how mana works. Do you still call it mana?”

“Yes,” Michael said. “But you can’t cast a spell?”

“I cannot.”

Aliana clicked her tongue. “Caarda is the most powerful sorcerer I know. Didn’t he train you?”

He tried.

If Tarak had slept and eaten, and had just a little coin left, he would find some way to get out of these woods and away from these bothersome sorcerers. Oh how he wished he’d taken his father’s lessons more seriously.

“My father wished to wait until after we were safe from the other Deviants to begin teaching me to cast.” It was a lie. Caarda had been adamant that Tarak learn to cast, but Tarak seemed incapable. “Caarda did not want his family to find out I was his son because I could be used against him. Our lessons were usually brief because of that.” That was completely true, but Caarda did want Tarak to spend more time training on his own. “He planned to teach me now, but I was too angry to let him.” That was probably true as well. “I told him to leave without me, and I do not have regret. You might know him as someone great, but I have never seen that side of him. He is gone and I am here, and I am better for it. I tried to inform the king of my lineage, but I was not granted access to the castle. Thus I am here.” With no money, no shirt, tired and hungry. “I request one final time that you let me go. I implore you, and I predict our paths will cross once I am strong and provisioned. I can do more for your kingdom than if you take me back and parade me in front of your king.”

Again, this was true. It might take him years, but he would make something of himself eventually. He had always planned to, just…he kept putting it off.

I have had too much fun for far too long. It really was time he grew up, considering prison was the alternative.

“Give us a moment,” Michael said. Then he and Aliana walked a few steps away and spoke among themselves.

Tarak could make another run for it, but the ranger seemed able to find him from far away. Unless he planned to run until morning while exhausted and starving—which he was in no mood for—he was not going to escape.

But maybe there was another way.

After a short while, Aliana asked over her shoulder, “Oy, you were going to cut down and split that tree into timber, all by yourself?”

“I have taken down and chopped up larger trees before.”

They spoke to each other a while longer. Eventually they both turned around.

“Come with us,” Michael said. “I’ll vouch for you when we speak to the king.”

Tarak tensed as he knew what had to be done. “And what do you suppose he is to do with me then?”

“He’ll probably have you trained.”

“To serve his needs,” Tarak added. “No matter how selfish they may be.”

“He’s a good leader.” Ali spoke defensively. “He is not selfish.”

“He’s not,” Michael agreed.

A moment passed as Tarak formulated his plan.

“I implore you,” Ali said, fingering an arrow from the quiver near her hip.

“Both of you shall remember that you put me in this position,” Tarak said.

Then he charged.

“Michael!” Ali yelled.

“Shit!” The sorcerer waved his hands for a spell of wind, no doubt, but Tarak had already dived toward the archer.

He tensed as he expected to tackle her, but a wall of wind halted him to a dead stop. He fell flat on his chest. He reached out and grabbed Aliana’s ankle, then pulled. She fell onto her back, but she did not drop her precious bow yet.

Wind pelted Tarak, almost crushing him against the ground.

“Get him away!” Ali yelled.

“I’m trying!” Michael screamed.

The wind rolled Tarak away, but he dragged the ranger with him. Michael ran after them as he stopped casting and took out his sword.

“Don’t make me do this—ah!”

Tarak grabbed his foot and tripped him just like he had the ranger.

She took out a dagger and coiled in on herself in an attempt to stab Tarak’s arm, but he let go of her leg to grab her wrist. She twisted to get her feet against his chest to push herself away from him, but he rolled over her, putting her between him and Michael as the wind mage picked up his weapon.

Tarak hoisted up the ranger and shoved her into the wind mage, effectively throwing both of them away from the bow on the ground. Tarak bent down and picked it up.

“It is done!” he told them, holding up the bow. “I will keep this and leave. Do not find me, or I will take your sword next, Michael, and keep both items. You are already losing a fine bow. Do not lose a sword, too.”

“Something is wrong in your head!” Michael shook a pointed finger. “You could’ve gotten yourself killed, and for what? What’s so bad about coming with us?”

“Shh!” Aliana shushed him as she glanced off into the woods.

“What?”

She didn’t respond for a moment, holding out her palm. “People are charging toward us aggressively! Quick, give me my bow!”

Tarak chuckled. “You think me to be as gullible as a child!”

Michael muttered, “Yeah, Ali, that wasn’t very convincing.”

“It is true, you goddamn idiots!” she said…quite convincingly. “Come on. Give me my weapon!”

Tarak started to wonder if this was not a trick after all as he glanced in the direction she had looked prior.

Too late. Three men barged in from the shadows.

“Halt!” the ranger ordered.

They did not stop. Not only was it surprising that they seemed to come from nowhere, but it was even more shocking that most of them seemed intent on killing Tarak as they rushed him with swords ready.

He had no arrows to use with the bow he had taken, so he smacked it into the side of the first swordsman. He could do little to stop the second, however, and took a blade into his side.

He tumbled with a scream.

“Not him. She’s the ranger!” called the third man, who stayed back and waved his hands for some sort of spell.

“Just went for the bow,” called back the swordsman who had cut Tarak. “Can’t see shit right now.”

Tarak could do little as he lay on the ground and held his hands over his bleeding wound.

“Michael,” Ali yelled, “my feet are bound by something!”

Who are these men? Tarak managed to slowly get up as he watched one swordsman unleash a stream of fire at the ranger. Michael cast at the same time, the wind igniting and blowing the fire back away from the woman and toward the two swordsmen.

The fire spread so fast and thick through the air that it caught leaves above Tarak. The forest became illuminated, revealing what looked to be vines wrapped around the ranger’s feet and legs, binding her to the ground. She looked very different than Tarak had pictured, but there was no time to notice anything else about her.

There was no way to accelerate Tarak’s healing. He could not twist or fight without reopening the wound, but it didn’t seem as if he had a choice. One of the two swordsmen was about to drive his blade through the woman’s abdomen, and the wind mage was too busy warding off the fire mage.

Tarak tackled the swordsman as his blade struck the ranger. Tarak couldn’t see what had happened as he rolled with the man. He wound up on top of this older intruder and got his hands around his throat, but the man stuck his fingers in Tarak’s wound, ripping a scream out of his throat and forcing him to let go…but not before forming a fist and striking the man in the neck.

As the one he’d struck gasped for breath, Tarak charged the sorcerer who seemed to be responsible for holding the ranger in place, a much younger man who fought from the shadows maybe ten steps away. The sorcerer twirled his hand as Tarak got close, and thorns sprouted up all over the sorcerer’s body.

Tarak did not hesitate as he swung at the nature sorcerer’s head. Tarak had never seen or heard of this type of sorcery, but it was clear that these men meant to kill the ranger. She might’ve been a pain in his arse, but she shouldn’t die for that.

The sorcerer lifted his arm to block Tarak, underestimating Tarak’s strength and failing to stop his swing. Tarak connected with his opponent’s face, but not without taking punishment. A number of holes were left in his fist and arm as he pulled away. The sorcerer stumbled backward and appeared shocked that Tarak had struck him. It was too dark away from the fire to see much of the sorcerer’s features, but his body language spoke of anger as he moved his hands about and vines reached up to grab Tarak’s boots like they had the ranger’s.

He freed himself with strong kicks and was about to charge the sorcerer again when a wall of thorns rose up from the ground. A scream from the woman turned Tarak around. He cursed himself for not paying more attention as he watched the ranger grab a sword with her bare hands as her only means of keeping it from impaling her body. The man appeared stronger, though, pushing it into her leg just before Tarak got there.

He swung hard at the back of the man’s head. With the running start he’d had, there was little doubt in Tarak’s mind that he had knocked the man unconscious. The fire and wind mage had continued to hold off each other with sorcery, doing little else, until the fire mage noticed Tarak charging him. His fire spell came to an end as he ran the other way.

Tarak was faster. He would catch up soon, but a yell from Michael stopped him. “We need help!”

He turned around to see that the ranger had collapsed to her knees. Shadows danced around her, giving shine to what had to be blood covering her hands, arms, and torso. It was too dark to see just how much there was, but it seemed like a lot.

“Michael…” she uttered fearfully. “Help.”

“Fuck!” he yelled, and found Tarak. “Help me get her to a healer.”

Tarak still had his own bloody wounds, a deep one in his side and less serious ones across his hand and arm, but he would live. This ranger would not if they didn’t seek help. The nature sorcerer had fled with the fire mage, while the last man was slow to get up and stumble off. It was just Tarak left with Michael and Ali. Michael picked her up with a groan.

“Fuck, Ali, it’s so far to reach Leon! Goddammit! Take her feet, Tarak! We have to try.”

Tarak and Michael ran as they tried to hold the ranger between them, but as soon as they left the few flaming leaves behind and traversed into complete darkness, Michael must’ve kicked something. He tripped and fell, and the ranger went down with him.

Tarak crouched down. “Give her to me,” he said.

Michael let go. Tarak held the ranger in his arms like a bride and sprinted south. Michael kept up.

“Who were those people, Aliana?” Michael asked.

“I have no idea,” she uttered, then hissed. “I’m bleeding out here!”

“I thought you said the kingdom’s healer left,” Tarak said.

“There’s another healer who isn’t nearly as strong with the spell,” Michael answered.

“Where is he?”

“In the castle. I’ll lead you. You’re going to make it, Ali.”

“At least try to be convincing,” she groaned.

“Damn, I wish I could fly with you on my back, but I can barely keep myself in the air. It’s not going to work.”

“My bow,” she uttered between groans.

“Forget it,” Michael said. “Think harder. Who could those people have been? They targeted you.”

“I don’t know. I’ve made some enemies with my many arrests.”

“Yeah,” Michael replied, “but a fire mage and a…what the hell was that other mage? I’ve never seen sorcery like that. It was like he had control of the forest.”

Aliana groaned louder. “I don’t know…Michael,” she whispered angrily.

“Never mind, never mind,” Michael said. “Save your strength. I’m going to go ahead and fetch a horse and make sure the gate is open. Just keep going this way, Tarak.”

Tarak had begun to sweat. The woman was not very heavy, but Tarak was nearly sprinting with her in his arms. It was not an easy task, and with so much farther to go. Feeling how much blood was coming off her, he feared he wasn’t going to make it.

What was Michael still doing here?

“Do you wait for a blessing from above?” Tarak grunted between heavy breaths. “Go, sorcerer! Go!”

“I didn’t want to leave you two alone, but all right! All right!” Michael took off with a gust of wind.

The ranger continued to groan as Tarak made his way toward the edge of the forest, but soon she stopped making sounds altogether.

“Ranger, are you with me?” he asked.

There was no response.

He broke through the forest line and into an open field. The first rays of morning glowed over the eastern mountains. Tarak had his first good look at the ranger. Only her face was not covered in blood. She was younger than he had imagined. She looked to be around the same age as the wind sorcerer, probably just a couple years older than Tarak. It seemed like there was much else to notice. She was possibly beautiful, but Tarak’s vision had blurred from his efforts to get her here as fast as he could.

Her eyes opened as she gasped.

“Are you with me?” Tarak repeated.

“I am,” she said faintly.

“We are almost there, and I see Michael coming with the horse.”

Her eyes slowly shut again.

Tarak cursed. With Michael just ahead, Tarak pushed himself to go as fast he could.

He soon met Michael on the horse and hoisted Aliana up onto the animal to sit in front of Michael.

“Come to the castle, Tarak,” Michael said he worked to turn the horse around as fast as he could. “The king is just. He will at least give you a shirt!” He took off with Aliana slumped against his chest.

Tarak staggered a few steps, then fell to the ground and passed out.


CHAPTER SIX

Tarak awoke with a startle. “How long have I been asleep?” he grumbled. He looked up to check the sun, but it was too bright to tell where it was in the sky. “What is this?” he asked as he picked off the woolen blanket on his naked torso. “Who covered me?”

He sat up and glanced around. He appeared to be on the field of a farm though it was dry, the earth cracked. A fence surrounded him. He had not passed out here. He would’ve remembered crossing over a fence.

“Oy there, lad!” called a graying man emerging from the farmhouse. “You alive, yeah?”

“It seems so,” Tarak called back. He got himself up and dusted off the blanket. Noticing the ranger’s now dried blood all over his body, he was sure he did not want to be seen in the light. He covered himself with the blanket again as he tried to figure out what to do.

The farmer called out as he approached, “I couldn’t have you freezing to death. I tried to wake you, but it was impossible. I tried to move you, but you’re heavy as an ox. I managed to drag you off the road and onto my field before my back gave out. Figured you’d be safe from wolves there.” The farmer stopped in front of Tarak. He gave an apprehensive smile with a missing tooth. “I’m Walter.”

Tarak had almost forgotten about the recent events. Of all the questions burning in his mind, two stuck out more than the rest. Was the ranger still alive, and why hadn’t Michael come back for Tarak?

When he rode off in a rush, Michael might not have seen Tarak pass out. What did he tell Tarak? Come to the castle. The king will give him a shirt? Something like that.

Tarak sighed at knowing he’d have to give back the blanket and show his body in the daylight. He’d better offer an explanation to this kind farmer. Walter might’ve protected Tarak from an even worse fate and deserved to know something akin to the truth.

“I was foresting illegally with some friends when we were attacked by bandits.” The men who’d attacked the ranger were not bandits, but it was easier to call them that than delve into the mystery of who they actually were. “One of us was cut. I ran out of the forest with her in my arms as another fetched his horse and took her the rest of the way back into the city.” Tarak took off the blanket. “I passed out from the exertion. Am I to assume correctly that you did not see her blood on me during the night?” He offered the blanket to Walter.

Walter accepted the dirty blanket. Fortunately, it didn’t seem to have any blood stains.

“Well shit the bed almighty! You just about told me everything I need to know about you but your name. I did see the blood on you in the morning light. At first, I thought you had been murdered, but you were breathing fine and I couldn’t find a wound on your body. I was wondering what could’ve happened to you.” Walter peered at Tarak with a squint as if still suspicious.

“Do you still want my name?”

“A name ain’t ever killed someone.” He paused. “But have you?”

“Just trees, good sir.” Tarak tried offering his hand. “I am Tarak, and I do appreciate you keeping animals from picking at me. I am telling you the truth. We were attacked. I would like to repay you, but dirt is richer than I am right now.”

“Not this dirt.” Walter shook Tarak’s hand, albeit a little cautiously.

Tarak had passed out like this before. It was never just from ale. When he hadn’t eaten or slept enough and overexerted himself, this seemed to be the way that he regained his strength. Apparently, it was common among beings like Tarak’s father to require such rest. Tarak still needed to eat, and soon, or he would have to take another nap before the day was done. The problem was that he had no money.

“The truth is,” Walter said, “I’m so desperate for help I’m going to offer you a deal. I’ve got a hot bowl of oats for you, Tarak. You interested? Or do you need to run off and check on your friends?”

Tarak shrugged. “I expect one to come back for me with his horse, and I am hungry and indebted to you. I will stay for the oats. What can I do for you in exchange?”

Walter motioned for Tarak to follow him toward the farmhouse. “You seem like a strong lad. I could use a couple hours of labor.”

“That sounds fair. What do you grow here?” Tarak asked.

“Nothing as of late because of the drought. I’m trying to get some coin together for a water mage.”

Walter showed Tarak to his kitchen, where a large bowl of oatmeal had already been prepared. They ate together as Walter explained how he had been collecting moonstone from the forest, but most of the material was trapped in rock. Tarak had never heard of moonstone before, but hearing of something that didn’t exist where he came from no longer surprised him.

Walter wanted Tarak to break apart the stone with a pickax. Apparently it was difficult for the old farmer, but it wasn’t hard for Tarak. The moonstone didn’t have much color to it as it was mostly clear. It seemed to form in clusters, making it difficult for Tarak to chip away the stone around it once he had broken off the chunks.

After a couple hours, the farmer said he could take it from here and offered Tarak lunch unless he was about to set off to find his friends. Tarak said he was not someone to turn down food and could find his friends after. Walter said Tarak didn’t sound like the best type of friend, but he wasn’t about to judge. These were tough times, and everyone had to eat when they had the chance.

Tarak had hoped Michael would come back by now to find Tarak and tell him what had happened with the ranger, but that didn’t seem like it would be the case. He’d started to fear that the ranger had died, putting Michael in a mood that made him unlikely to go looking for Tarak. Or perhaps the ranger had lived and Michael expected Tarak to show up as soon as he could? He couldn’t quite recall if Michael had seen him pass out.

Aliana had irked Tarak in her steadfast need to follow the laws, but she seemed like a good person at heart. She did not deserve to be killed in the middle of the forest by men she’d never seen before. Surely not. Very few people deserved such a fate.

The farmer had given Tarak his biggest shirt. Considering the state of Walter’s farm, Tarak felt that this gift was too much. He vowed to return and pay him back. Walter said there was no need. He wished he could give Tarak some pants as well. The fact that they had blood on them wasn’t even the worst thing about them. Tarak had torn a hole straight through to his rear end, but the farmer had none that Tarak could fit into.

Tarak ventured into the forest, attempting to retrace his steps so he could fetch his axe and wagon. There was no wind, but he could still feel cold air through the two holes in his pants. It was the one at his left butt cheek that he worried about the most. How was he going to show himself in front of others? Not everyone was as kind as Walter.

He searched for an hour, maybe two. He did end up finding the ranger’s bow, but only because it was easy to locate the patch of burned forest where both he and Aliana had been stabbed, pricked, and battered. There was also a scrap of cloth that must have ripped from the ranger’s clothing.

Tarak wadded it up and used it to plug the hole in the rear end of his pants. It might make him look as poor as he was, but it was better than leaving it open.

Hopefully the ranger was resting in a bed somewhere. Only sorcery could’ve saved her, for her wounds would’ve killed any person from Tarak’s era. He wondered how sorcery worked. When his father had explained it, Caarda had talked about mana as if it had the ability to turn into almost anything. However, he had not mentioned that sorcery could be used to heal or to bless a ring with the ability to signal another ring.

Tarak was certain that bless was not the right word, but he didn’t know the right one. He wondered if even his father might be surprised at the capabilities of mana now. Caarda had always talked about Tarak as if he should be like Caarda—he should have an innate ability to understand and use mana in ways others couldn’t. But now, in this place and time, Tarak felt like a child thrown into a world of adults. He came from a broken family without a penny to his name. He knew nothing, and his home was in a place that didn’t exist anymore. It was like he came from nowhere.

At least he had this bow, this very well-crafted bow. Were all bows of this quality these days? It couldn’t be. She was a constable, after all, and seemed to have close contact with the king. Of course she would have the best.

“This should fetch many silver,” Tarak said. He could spend the whole day searching for his wagon and axe with nothing to show for his effort. Better to consider them gone.

He was ready to leave Newhaven behind. He would take the road south and stop in the nearest town. It certainly wouldn’t be as large as the capital, but he figured he could still sell the bow at a decent price. Even at half the price of what it was worth, it should earn him enough coin for a week of decent meals and nights in a bed. He could find honest work after all, maybe in a small tavern. It was what he wanted. It was the easy way.

But why did it seem impossible to make his legs go that way?

He sighed as he stood a few steps away from the ranger’s pool of blood.

He had a feeling the ranger had lived, and he was partly responsible for that. They might give him a reward. Taking the bow would make him a thief, which was something he wanted to change. His mind was made up for now.

*****

The bridge to the castle had been pulled up. There were no guards stationed outside. Why would there be? There was no way inside. He had come too far to give up, though. He found one man patrolling the walkway at the top of the wall.

“Excuse me!” Tarak called up.

The guard looked down.

“I inquire about a female ranger. I brought her nearly to the city, and then a sorcerer named Michael took her the rest of the way on horseback.”

“What’s your name?” the guard asked.

“Tarak.”

“Hold on.”

The guard disappeared out of view.

Suddenly, the bridge started lowering with loud clanks of metal. Tarak stepped back to ensure he wouldn’t be crushed.

The same guard he’d seen on the wall walked out from the castle. He peered left and right quickly, as if checking for a trap but not suspecting one. He gestured for Tarak to approach.

The guard was dressed in the typical armor Tarak had seen on other guards around the city. They wore leather armor, no helmet, and kept their swords sheathed on their belts. This one in particular was clearly younger than most. He couldn’t be a day over thirty, but something in his eyes told Tarak that he had seen more battle than most men his age.

“I’m Rick Wepper,” the guard said. “Michael told me to expect you. Follow me.”

“Did the ranger make it back here? Her name is Aliana.”

“Yeah, she’s going to be fine. She’ll be resting for a few days at least.”

“I am relieved. This belongs to her.” Tarak tried to pass off the bow, but Rick would not take it.

“You can give it to her yourself. Follow me.”

A reward seemed imminent in his future.

“I wish to see Michael as well.”

“I’m sure you will,” Rick murmured.

Tarak followed the guard through an open space between the two round walls. He spotted a stable to his left that he’d caught sight of the last time he’d walked by, but now he could see it was large enough to house at least a dozen horses.

Was that another stable to his right? He wondered how many horses were in the king’s possession.

He must be a very rich man, surely from siphoning taxes from the hardworking people who suffered every day.

There had been a king in Tarak’s time, but he did not live in a castle like this. He dwelled in a wooden fortress with a moat. A strong palisade made it so he never had to look at the people he lorded over. He was a greedy bastard. He taxed the people into the ground, probably like this king. He sent his lords and guardsmen around bellowing about the end of times, that the town would soon come under attack and needed proper defense. Of course, none of the taxes went toward building walls or defenses. Tarak never saw where his coin went. It was another reason he cared little to make more. The king would just take a larger percentage.

That king did not personally get to know Caarda and the other Deviants, but Caarda had introduced himself to this king. He perhaps did much more than that, Tarak realized. His father had probably involved himself in the recent war.

Tarak wondered what he would’ve done if his father had pulled him out of the time bubble earlier and asked him to fight. He had always considered himself brave, but he had no desire to fight for people he had never met before. Who were they even fighting against? Did any of their enemies remain?

Tarak still wanted to leave, but perhaps he should at least learn more about this recent war, and especially more about the famine and drought. He would not travel to a place where he could not find honest work, not with new magic and rangers. This was no longer a time he could get away with chopping down trees in the night unless he went very deep into the forest.

I will pass off the ranger’s bow and inquire about the state of the kingdom. It is the best way to find my path. Then I will leave, hopefully after a reward.

He followed this guard, Rick, through a large opening in what Tarak would call a gatehouse, for there seemed to be a gate lifted to allow passage. They passed into a large courtyard, and Tarak could see every building within the castle walls. The keep stood tall straight ahead. Built purely of stone, it had to be where the king resided. Two mansions, four in total, sat on either side of the keep. Workers in common clothing bustled through the courtyard, using the open doors of the mansions to come and go as they pleased. Tarak passed a decorative well in the courtyard. Carved from stone, a woman stood strong on one edge of the well. Tarak had seen her before. She was Souriff, often thought of as a demigod, and a sister to Caarda.

Tarak always had suspicions that it was she who had killed his mother. Caarda would not speak highly about any of his siblings, but it was Souriff who seemed to cause him the most disappointment. Perhaps he had killed her before he and his other siblings had agreed to leave Dorrinthal, or perhaps he had forgiven her. Tarak hoped it was the former. He was certain his mother had done nothing to deserve death. Caarda could only speak highly about her.

Tarak saw no evidence of churches within the castle. He had passed by some in the city, but it seemed as though religion had little bearing within these walls. People in Tarak’s time spoke about Caarda and demigods as celestial beings who could bless them if they had faith. Basael, the father of Caarda and his siblings, was held in the highest regard. Tarak could only hope that had changed. None of them were worth praying to. Not only was it worthless because every prayer went unheard, but they were not superior beings. They were narcissists, all of them. Mortals were fodder to their strife.

Rick led Tarak to the right of the keep and through the door of a two-story mansion. “This is the apartments,” Rick said. “It’s where some of the castle staff and all of the king’s sorcerers have rooms.” His tone was as if he was giving a tour to a new recruit.

“I see,” Tarak muttered. Perhaps the guard was just being polite, or, more likely, he thought Tarak might be recruited. No thank you. Tarak enjoyed his freedom.

He followed Rick up a set of stairs to the second floor. There were two long hallways running down either side. Rick went to the right. They passed by many closed doors with quite a bit of space between them. These quarters must be very large.

Eventually, Rick came to a stop and knocked gently on the door. “She might be sleeping,” he whispered.

“Then I will then leave her bow with you.” Tarak tried to hand over the weapon again.

Rick ignored the bow and tried the door again.

Tarak begun to feel that perhaps he might be mistaken about what these people had planned for him. He became antsy to leave this place before he was dragged in front of anyone really important, like the king. He would visit taverns and find out from the riffraff what had happened during the war. Then he could decide where to start his new life.

“Who is it?” Ali called from the other side, clearly irritated.

“I should make my leave,” Tarak said.

He went ignored. “I’m here with Tarak. Do you still want to see him?”

“Yes, come in.”

Tarak didn’t want to be rude. If she had already been awakened, he might as well have a brief visit with her. It seemed to be what she wanted, and he could fetch good information from this ranger.

Rick opened the door and gestured for Tarak. He stepped into the room. The guard stayed outside and closed the door.

Tarak had never been in a room with such a tall ceiling. It was angled, with massive beams of wood crossing from one side to another. They seemed dangerous. They would surely kill a man if they were to fall. Then again, perhaps the whole roof would come down. Why did the ceiling need to be so high?

The rest of the room made more sense. There was a large white hearth in front of a massive bed, though no fire had been stoked. The weather was too warm. An expertly crafted dresser stood beside the bed, decorated with a glossy veneer and an elegant curvature at its apex. Across the room, thick blue curtains almost completely covered a set of tall windows. A spot of sun rested on a gray and green rug of decorative squares that sat between the bed and the hearth. Everything in here seemed to be made by experts in their craft. It was a very fine place, but Tarak had never cared much for opulence. He was perfectly happy in a small room with just a bed and a place for his clothes.

The ranger sat on the edge of the bed facing away from Tarak. She had a white robe wrapped around her. Groaning as she stood up, she looked over her shoulder. She hobbled over toward a glass of water on the desk, next to a large chest that appeared to be locked.

She seemed too proud to ask for help, so he wouldn’t belittle her by offering.

“I am here to hand off your bow,” he said.

“Oh are you?” she asked sarcastically. “You could’ve just handed it to Rick.”

“I tried. He refused.”

Aliana turned and held out her hand. Tarak passed her weapon off.

There was no mention of a reward. He cleared his throat. Still nothing. I should have known. At least he still might gather some information before leaving.

“Your hands are not bandaged,” he noticed. They were cut deeply before.

She set the bow on the bed and held up her palms. There were scars on each. “Our healer closed my wounds.”

“Then why must you rest?”

“I’m weakened from blood loss. Not even our superior healer could cure that.” She sat on the side of her bed and gestured at the one chair tucked beneath her desk. It did not seem that she used either very often, for there was nothing on the desk but quill, ink, and parchment that looked as if it hadn’t been touched in quite some time, only dusted. All were too neatly set off to the side.

“No thank you,” Tarak said. “I am to leave as soon as I have some information.”

“Leave the castle?”

“This city,” he specified.

“Sit,” she demanded.

Tarak didn’t move as he contemplated walking out right then.

“Please,” she said softly. “I want to talk to you. Then you can go.”

“I will but only because I have questions for you as well.”

He turned Aliana’s chair around and faced her. He allowed himself to notice things about her that had entered the back of his mind previously. Her appearance did not at all match what he had envisioned when he met her in the dark. She was the kind of beautiful that was distracting. There was a warm shine to her copper skin and a mixture of delicate features to her face that drew Tarak’s gaze more than he would care to admit.

She had dark eyes and hair. He didn’t know what it was about her face that exuded grace and charm, something about the slope of her chin and richness of her lips, or perhaps it was just her eyes. They were vibrant and innocent. Again, not at all matching her personality.

She had two very large distractions that gave shape to her robe. Tarak found himself glancing toward the door and reminded himself how much he despised this city. It was too easy to forget in this lavish room with a beautiful woman in front of him.

She surprised him when she said, “You look different than I imagined.”

“How so?” he asked.

“I noticed your size in the dark, but I did not think you were blond.”

Tarak tried to picture himself through her point of view. His size was most likely the first thing anyone noticed about him, but after that it was a guess. His blond hair was short but thick, usually brushed with his hand to the side each morning. He didn’t like it falling across his forehead, preferring it in waves atop his head.

He had green eyes that had often been mistaken for belonging to someone gentler. He shaved often, keeping a clean face, as he took pride in his appearance. Most young men would be hopelessly vain with a face like his, but Tarak was only bordering on moderate arrogance most of the time. His jaw exemplified his strength, his lips his passion, and his eyes his soul.

“Or this handsome,” he teased with a distinct note of sincerity.

She laughed tiredly. “I have dealt with pretty men before. I’m immune now.” She crossed one leg over another, each one bare of robe. It might’ve been flirtatious if it wasn’t for her tone. Instead, the act seemed more like showing off a weapon before a duel. She apparently felt that her own beauty surpassed his, and she was probably right.

“On to more important matters,” she said.

“Right. Regarding the men who attacked you, have you found out more?”

“We still don’t know who they are or why they wanted to kill me.”

“You do not sound afraid.”

“I’ve dealt with them before, just not like this. I was targeted specifically this time. I have not arrested anyone powerful or important enough to be capable of sending two sorcerers and a swordsman after me. Someone is planning something and wants me out of the way because of my tracking skill.” She gave a tired sigh, her body slumped.

Tarak stood up. “It is apparent I am incapable of helping your situation and even more apparent that you should rest.”

“Tarak, what do you want? Maybe I can help you.”

He froze. “I want to leave the city,” he said. “I was hoping for information that would send me on the best course.”

“Why do you want to leave?”

“Because I need a home, and I do not seem to fit in here.”

“You still haven’t explained why you think that is.”

“I am accustomed to quiet days and loud nights. The city amplifies the reverse. In this time period, I am more suited to a small town where there is a need for work. There is none here. If I do not leave, I see myself reverting to my old ways of illegal foresting, and thus, prison. My path toward growth does not begin here. Now can you at least direct me to a place that is more suited to my wishes? I think that is a fair request, can you see?”

“If you head south along the main road, you will find plenty of small towns, but you aren’t going to like any of them better. There’s not much work anywhere right now. If you let yourself be taught, you might actually learn something here and make use of yourself.”

“So you do wish to recruit me?”

“Me? No, I think it would be best for all of us if you did leave, but it is not up to me.”

“I cannot serve a king. You must explain this to him. I have no inclination to be a constable or fight for a cause I do not believe in. I know nothing. I require time, can you see? Once I learn the state of the kingdoms, I can form my own path. Perhaps it will cross with yours again, and perhaps they will align, or perhaps not. I cannot be certain until I learn more about this world I find myself in. You should convince your king of this.”

“Wait, Tarak, why are you talking as if it’s possible we might be enemies one day?” She sounded incredulous.

“How can I be certain we will not?”

“You saw those men attack me, unprovoked. They meant to kill me. They are enemies of mine, and of this kingdom. You really think you might side with them?”

“There are other enemies as plain as day. Poverty. The people in your city are hungry and jobless. I see nothing being done to fight such poverty.”

“We are!” Aliana stood up as she raised her voice, but then she grabbed her head and started to wobble.

Tarak caught her. He felt guilty. She should be resting, and here he was angering her. He started to set her on the bed but she pushed him back. “I am fine.”

“Rest,” he advised. It was past time to leave before that option was taken away. And without even a tiny reward! Damn them. He started toward the door.

“You have a hole in your pants, and I can see your bare ass.”

He looked behind him. His patch of cloth had fallen out.

“How do you expect to travel anywhere if you have no coin and half your ass is hanging out of your pants?” she asked.

“Destitution is not going to choose my path for me.”

“If only a strong-willed fool could make money with his ignorance, you would be rich.”

“Goodbye, Aliana.”

She somehow managed to rush over and put herself in front of her door. “Destitution is its own path. It was the same four hundred years ago, and it was the same four hundred years before that. Once you are stricken by poverty, you are trapped. You are poor, Tarak. The only difference between you and so many others is that you are strong and you heal, and one more difference. You are lucky. You may have a way out by cooperating.”

“Move, ranger,” he told her. “I am leaving now.”

She would not budge. “You could have a natural ability with sorcery, but you are a fool who has been caught breaking the law once already. You will break the law again even if you leave this city. To me, you are proving yourself to be hopeless, but you represent something else to the king. He thinks you wish to help people and just need the means to do so. He has set up an opportunity for you right now.”

“I will force you to move!” Tarak warned.

Aliana stepped aside. She kept speaking as he opened her door. “We figured you would come back to ensure I was alive. We hoped you would see reason, but it appears that force will be necessary. You are to be detained for your crimes if you do not agree to serve the kingdom, and your punishment will be worse if you try to leave right now.”

Tarak spun around in the hall and shouted in disbelief. “Detained? You are still alive because of me, and I found and returned your expensive bow. I expected a reward!”

She snorted a laugh. “You are really too much. A reward? I was attacked in the forest because of you—because of our shouting. I was distracted by you. I would’ve felt three men coming for me much earlier. You may have saved me in the end, but it was you who put me in danger. I believe you may do so again. I believe you’re not worth our time or resources. And I believe the king will see this soon enough. I hope to be wrong. Time will tell. For now, I recommend you do as you’re told. It’s the only way you will not end up in the dungeons. It is too late to run. Look out my window.”

Tarak went to her window and opened the curtains. The courtyard seemed the same as before, except there was a man in his thirties with a shadow over his deep-set eyes and a mean-looking mouth. He calmly walked toward the center of the courtyard.

“Son of Caarda!” he called. “Come out. I haven’t got all day.”

Tarak turned around. “I am tricked! You could have let me leave earlier, but you kept me here to entrap me!”

“Oh please, I am doing you a favor.”

“Son of Caarda!” shouted the man from the courtyard. “I will give you one minute to show yourself, or I will find you and toss you in prison myself.”

All activity in the courtyard came to a halt. The workers ran into the various buildings and shut the doors.

“This is unjust,” Tarak complained to Aliana. “My statements about your king are proven. He is not a fair man. No one with power is. They are corrupt, ranger. You speak of poverty as unchanging through time. So is power. So is greed. I will now walk out of here and leave this place. If that means I must knock down this man in my path, so be it.”

She laughed. “And I will be amused to watch you try.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Tarak made his way onto the courtyard. He knew this man standing before him to be a sorcerer. It was the only way he could expect to stop Tarak, who was clearly much stronger. Tarak had seen much sorcery lately, but none of it could prevent him from escaping from a single man.

“I don’t care for my time to be wasted,” said the sorcerer. “So save me the trouble and behave.”

“What does ‘behave’ mean in this instance?” Tarak asked.

“It means you do as you’re told.”

“By whom? You?”

“Yes. I hear you have a small knowledge of mana but cannot cast a spell. If you’re going to be useful, you have to know how to follow directions.”

“A question for you: Why would you want someone who is likely to abandon you the first chance offered to him? Training this man is a waste of your time, can you see?”

“Yes, which is why we need to make a deal. If you get past me, I will not only let you leave Newhaven but I will give you a free lesson of sorcery to help you become the best version of yourself.”

“And if I fail to get past you, I must agree to serve the king?” Tarak asked.

“Until he decides you are no longer worth our time and effort, which I predict will be soon. Airinold’s taint, you look like you are twenty years old, and you were born from Caarda? You must really be lazy to squander the gift you were given.”

“What will stop me from letting you win and then leaving at a time of my choosing?” Tarak asked.

“That’s the beauty of the agreement. No contract is needed. Honor will stop you. If you are such a dishonorable little daisy to agree and then run away, then you are not worth our time. A bounty will be put out on you. You will eventually be caught and rot in prison where you are unable to do us any harm, which you have proven you’re capable of. You threw away your money for ale and broke the law for more coin. You almost got our ranger killed in the process. I’d like you to know that I do not hold your father in high regard, unlike most. He’s only slightly better than the other Deviants, and it seems like he was spraying his seed in every orifice that caught his arrogant gaze to somehow make an offspring, because beings like him are not supposed to be able to reproduce.”

Tarak might’ve agreed with some of the things this man said if the sorcerer wasn’t so disagreeable in the first place. Still, he wasn’t done!

“The lineage of Ancients is better stopped. Proof of their destructive meddling is the change to sorcery that is reverting now that they’re gone. For all I know, your presence here could be slowing this change.”

“You speak as if you want me to escape this courtyard,” Tarak told the sorcerer.

“No, you are better under my thumb where you can be molded into a decent being rather than running around and causing mayhem. Now I’m getting bored. Do you agree, or will I have to mold you by force? It can be done, but it won’t be pretty.”

“I agree, but I warn you that no man or beast has ever stopped me from getting to where I want.”

“Boy, I have two titles bestowed upon me: Leon the Brave and Leon the Immortal. I have taken on an entire army and succeeded.”

“Don’t forget Leon the Shit Talker,” said a familiar voice from behind Tarak.

He looked back to see Michael with a chicken leg in hand as he stood in the open doorway to one of the mansions.

Leon pointed. “Don’t interfere with this, Michael.”

“I just want to say that I’m against this, Tarak. I said we should let you go so that you can see you need us.”

“Even you believe I am incapable without help?”

Michael took a bite, then pointed with his chicken leg as he spoke with a full mouth. “Tarak, I can see half of your ass right now. Of course you are incapable without help!”

“I only require some coin.” He was beginning to understand his father better now. If Caarda had given Tarak that pouch of coins, Tarak never would’ve been entrapped by these people. He never would’ve gone to the forest and met the ranger. He would be halfway to another town right now.

It is my father’s desire that I join them. Not just his desire. He saw it come to pass.

That was another reason for Tarak to escape. No one expected him to get past this Leon the Shit Talker, not even Caarda. It would be that much sweeter when he did.

“Enough talk,” Leon said. “Your first test.” He made claws out of his hands and lifted his arms. A wall of fire sprouted out, seemingly from nothing. It spread until it was ten paces wide.

Tarak decided to take a moment to try a spell of his own. He had a little sense of how to use his mana from his father’s lessons, and maybe he could now produce something with the changes to sorcery that he kept hearing about.

He might’ve felt a spell come out as he pushed with his mind but nothing seemed to be happening. No matter, he could get past this sorcerer easily. Tarak jogged toward the large opening to the side where the wall of fire ended, but the wall of fire moved. He went the other way, and it moved again.

“I can wait,” he muttered to himself. “No sorcerer can keep up a spell like that for long.”

The wall of fire suddenly condensed into a red-hot ball of swirling flames. Behind it, Leon threw his arm at Tarak, and the ball of fire shot at his feet.

He jumped backward to avoid the small explosion that might’ve caught his pants on fire if he hadn’t been quicker.

“That was a warning,” Leon said. “The next one will hit you. Come at me or die.”

The sorcerer made another wall of fire. Tarak could not tell how thick it was, as it was taller than him and impossible to see through. So long as he survived, he would heal. He put his hands over his face, protecting his precious hair and eyebrows as he dashed through.

It was the smoke filling his lungs that he had not anticipated. He collapsed as he made it through, scampering to get away from the fire just behind him. He found his breath quickly and got up as the sorcerer let the spell come to an end.

“Not scared of pain, I see,” Leon said. “But how determined are you to get what you want?”

The sorcerer made a wall of water this time. Tarak knew he could not dash around it, and he did not want to see what the sorcerer might do if Tarak waited him out. He caught his breath and then charged into it.

The water was unnaturally dense. It felt like trying to move through sand. The entire body of water moved, picking up Tarak and throwing him back.

It came at him again. He turned around and braced himself. It hit his back, which felt like being struck by a giant fist. He kept his footing thanks to his strength and pushed against the water.

It closed around him, suffocating him. He had a sudden idea. He swam to get his head above it. Like swimming through sand, his muscles burned. He felt he’d sprinted a thousand paces when he finally found air. He relaxed, as the water was so dense that he did not sink.

He grinned as he noticed Leon breaking out in sweat. Apparently maintaining a spell like this was too much even for a sorcerer like him. Leon let his arm drop, and the water fell with it.

Tarak did not want to give the sorcerer a moment of reprieve. He charged, though he was slowed by his soaking wet clothing.

“Now let’s see what’s more important to you,” Leon said as he prepared another spell with a wave of his arms. “Your goals or your pride.”

Tarak didn’t know what he meant. He had almost reached the sorcerer when wind threw him back. He landed on his hands and knees and inhaled mud as the wind spell never ceased. Tarak turned his head to cough out the mud and find breath as more flying mud stuck to his wet clothing and hair. He felt twice as heavy as he tried to crawl but could only just keep himself from rolling back.

Somehow he managed to stand amid the hurricane. The wind was so powerful that it broke off the mud and even water from his hair, then his clothing. He felt lighter and dry, and soon there was no more mud to fling between him and the sorcerer.

The origin of the spell seemed to be the hands of Leon, who trudged toward Tarak with a grin as he lowered his palms. The wind came upward, tossing Tarak’s arms back as it billowed up his shirt. The power increased, rolling him back.

The farmer’s shirt flew off Tarak’s body. He clutched the ground with his fingernails as Leon stood over him. He could feel his pants coming loose next.

There they went. He reached down to keep hold of his white woolen underwear. Like his pants, there was a hole in it exposing his ass, but a lot more would be exposed soon. He wasn’t about to let that happen. Without two hands on the ground, he rolled backward away from the sorcerer.

“Prideful I see,” Leon said smugly as the wind spell came to an end.

Red from anger and embarrassment, Tarak walked back to retrieve his pants and shirt. Michael held up his pants for him, but his shirt was a little ways off. As he fetched it, he shot a look toward the ranger’s window to see her looking down at him with a look that reminded him she had said this would happen.

Tarak was all the way back at the apartments now, but Leon had moved much closer. The sorcerer gestured with a smirk.

“Come here, son of Caarda. Let’s see how strong you really are.”

Tarak feared it might be a trick until he had stopped right in front of the sorcerer and no spell had been cast. Leon put up his hands, motioning for a test of strength. Tarak locked fingers with him. Each took a stance with one foot back.

Tarak was taller, heavier, and stronger than this arrogant older man. He had no doubt in his mind that he could push Leon over.

Tarak put nearly his full strength into shoving the sorcerer. He wanted to embarrass the man.

Leon held up like a statue.

How? Tarak wanted to shout, but he put that anger into more strength. He grunted as he exerted himself.

Leon stepped back with groans of his own, then stumbled back another two steps. Soon he was sliding backward across the dirt.

Tarak gained momentum. He could feel the sorcerer about to fall, but a blast of wind came from the sorcerer’s hands. Tarak tumbled over himself.

“All right, you’re strong.” Leon appeared out of breath.

Michael called out, “How did you do that, Leon? I know you’re not that strong.”

“I keep telling you that sorcery is changing now that the vile ones are gone. There are new ways to use it that must’ve been available before the changes they made.”

“And I keep telling you to show me.”

“How can I do that, Michael, when I don’t understand it all yet? It’s up to you to experiment. Use a vibmtaer and a color chart and figure it out.”

“I don’t have time! There’s crime everywhere, and it’s getting worse.”

“Tarak, what do you say now?” Leon asked.

Tarak could use Michael as a diversion and attempt to get around the sorcerer, but that would prove nothing. He had lost, and he was honorable enough to admit it.

“I am defeated.”

“Damn right you are.”

“Leon!” yelled someone from the window of a mansion. Tarak turned around to see a well-dressed man practically ready to fall from the open window as he leaned out and looked at the many walls splattered with mud. “Look at this mess you made! The ground of the courtyard as well! There is mud everywhere!” He spoke differently than the others, closer to Tarak with an inflection of purpose behind each word. Was this the king? He had no crown or robe.

“I had to determine what kind of sorcery this one should focus on. Lord knows it’ll take him long enough to learn a single spell. Best not to distract him with options.”

“And what did you find out?” asked the man from the window.

“I have my theories, but like I told Michael, I’m still learning about the changes to sorcery,” Leon answered. “It’s going to take time that I don’t have because I’ve got to give those goddamn water lessons to a bunch of no-talented—”

“We have argued about the water lessons enough! And you complain about wasting time. The king agrees with me. We need more water mages to combat this drought. End of discussion.”

Not the king. Perhaps an advisor?

“It’s been weeks, and I haven’t produced one water mage! Does the king know that?” Leon asked.

“Yes! Now get going.”

Leon grumbled a few curses as he pushed back the blond hair that had fallen over his forehead. “Tarak,” he said with a point. “You’re a sonofabitch, but you could be a useful one if you want. What do you choose?”

Tarak had to swallow his pride. He had made an agreement, and he would stick with it. “I will be a useful one.”

“Good. Then do what Lord Langston says, and I will find you later.”

“Leon. Leon!” Lord Langston yelled from the window. “Do not leave all this mud here to dry, or it will not come off without chipping the paint.”

“Fucking hell,” Leon grumbled as he turned and unleashed a jet of water. Lord Langston hurried to close the window to keep himself from being blasted as it struck the glass. “Whoops, sorry about that!” Leon yelled without sincerity. “Almost got you,” he muttered, then made another jet of water. He moved it across the various walls of the buildings, splattering off the mud without seeming to care that many castle workers had to run inside for cover, Tarak and Michael included.

Tarak’s clothes were dirty but mostly dry from Leon’s wind spell earlier. His hunger and thirst were quickly catching up to him. He stood just behind the closed door with Michael. They had entered the same building from which Lord Langston had yelled from the second story window. Tarak figured he should go upstairs and find the man, but he’d rather stay here with Michael until he was summoned.

“Leon’s the real sonofabitch,” Michael said. “But even he isn’t as bad as Lord Langston.” He spoke ominously. “He’s one of the king’s advisors and the father to one of the sorcerers.”

“Aliana?” Tarak asked.

“No, though her father’s quite a sonofabitch also.” Michael put his hand over the back of his neck. “I never realized that I am surrounded by them. No wonder I’m miserable all the time. Anyway, do what he says and try not to argue. It was hard for all of us in the beginning when he arrived.”

“How many sorcerers are employed by the king?”

“Many are employed by him, but only a handful of us live here and serve him directly. You’ll meet the rest of us eventually. Just watch out for Arthur. He’s the sonofabitch who kissed my Eden.”

Lord Langston appeared at the top of the nearby stairs. He looked like a man who did not coast through life. He made his own waves and rode each one until there was nothing left. Then he’d make more. He appeared tough, angry, with deep lines across his forehead and around his eyes. He wasn’t particularly large or strong, but his big square head made him appear menacing. A scowl seemed to be permanently etched into his face. He had large hands that seemed capable of strangling anyone who got in his way, and his eyes—brown irises with no spark of life—gave the impression that something like this had already occurred.

“Don’t you have better things to do, Michael?” Lord Langston accused.

Michael took a large bite. “I’m eating,” he said with a full mouth.

“It does not take this long to finish one chicken leg.”

Tarak was usually pessimistic, but there was no point in pessimism when every option was already taken. He was trapped in this situation. He hoped this meeting would end quickly and he could leave with coin in hand. Even as a trainee to the king’s army of sorcerers, they should care about the way he dressed…and what was left exposed. The only question was if Lord Langston had seen Tarak from behind yet.

Michael walked off down the hall with a casual goodbye to Tarak.

Lord Langston looked Tarak over. “Turn around,” he said with a twirl of his finger.

Tarak sighed and turned.

Lord Langston clicked his tongue a couple times. “For the love of god, you are the most disgraceful person I have ever seen. Turn back to me and do not turn again.”

Tarak did as he was told.

“It is only because you are the son of Caarda that we have decided to give you a chance for redemption. It does not bode well that you did not come to us willing. What was going through your head?” He started numbering off his points. “You need coin. You need shelter. You need clothing. You need training.” He let down his hand. “But most of all, you need some sense! Now are you at least a man of honor, or are you going to fight us on all of this?”

“I am capable of following directions.”

Lord Langston sneered. “Are you?”

He must’ve heard Tarak’s lack of confidence. The truth was that Tarak never had followed directions before, and he wasn’t completely sure that he could. It would be easy if they fed him, trained him, and paid for his clothing, but how could he be certain he would follow orders if they told him to arrest the man who stole bread for his starving family while they all lived here in wealth? Or worse, what if they asked him to fight against a group of people who Tarak knew nothing about? He could not kill a man who might be innocent.

He decided to give the truth. “I do not know your king.”

“He is your king as well!” Lord Langston interrupted.

“He is not,” Tarak replied definitively. “My king is dead. My kingdom is gone. I do not belong to this kingdom any more than I belong to the kingdoms beyond this one. My loyalty is not in question because I have no loyalty. I am from nowhere and possess nothing. This is a blessing. I have been completely free until this moment, can you see? You have entrapped me to serve you and your king. You call me disgraceful and ignorant, but I say that the most ignorant man is the one who takes away a person’s freedom and expects them to be thankful.”

Tarak was surprised when Michael poked his head around a wall. “Damn, well said, Tarak. I never thought of it that way.”

“Will you get out of here, Michael?” Lord Langston hollered.

“Just don’t be so hard on him. He has a point.”

Lord Langston made a shoeing motion, and Michael disappeared.

“You might have a way with words.” Lord Langston leaned toward Tarak in a way that made the lord seem oblivious to their height difference. “But if you sprinkle cinnamon on a pile of shit, it’s still a pile of shit. You possess nothing and have proven that you will rely on breaking the law. You are a burden on us whether we train you or imprison you.”

“Then let me leave this kingdom as I intended to do.”

“You must think of me as a fool. You might then join our enemies and fight against us one day. God above, you are as stubborn as you are thickheaded. I have nothing but doubts about you, but like I said earlier, you are the son of Caarda. He has achieved results. If there is any of him in you, then there is a chance you may prove me wrong. Until then, I will be speaking against you to his majesty. Do not be surprised if we give up on you after one mistake.”

Tarak was not so thickheaded that he didn’t know what giving up on him meant. Prison, or perhaps even a hanging if they felt that he was not worth the meals necessary to keep him alive. He would never let it come to that. Honor or not, he would rather break his agreement than throw his life away.

“What would you have me do?” Tarak grumbled.

“Sorcerers often specialize in the magic that first comes to them in training. I have been told you know little of sorcery. Is this true?”

“Correct,” he said.

“Leon will see you here in the great hall, and I may observe the lesson if I have time. He is busy at the moment, so you have a very brief interval to wash up and eat before returning to the castle grounds. I suggest you hurry.”

“Are there not baths and food here?”

“The bathing quarters and the dining hall are for esteemed members of his majesty’s court. You must earn access. You had best make yourself useful, son of Caarda.”

“Tarak,” he corrected the lord.

“Tarak what?”

Tarak showed his confusion.

“Your surname.”

“My what?”

“Your last name. Your family name.” At seeing Tarak’s continued confusion, he added, “Your second name! I know your father has no last name, so you must at least have your mother’s.”

“I have no other name.”

“What did your father put on your birth certificate? Surely he used your mother’s maiden name.”

“Birth certificate? Why would I require a certificate of my birth? I am here. Obviously I was born.”

“For the love of god. Just go. Go!”

“I have no coin.”

“For all that is holy…how much does a bath and meal usually cost?” Lord Langston pressed his lips together as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver coin. “Here. I expect repayment within a week. That is my own personal coin!”

“Am I to be paid for my service? If not, you should not expect repayment.”

“Take it and go before I lose my temper!” he yelled.

“Arselicker,” Tarak mumbled a little too loudly as he turned and walked away.

“Worthless scum!” Lord Langston yelled. “And buy some pants and undergarments as well!” He tossed another three silver. “I don’t ever want to see your naked backside again, do you hear? And you will pay me back. Four silver!”

Tarak caught one of the coins, but two fell to the floor and rolled to his feet. He knelt down and picked them up.

You should not have said anything, Tarak told himself.

There is no helping it, he concluded.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Tarak wondered how he might be able to bathe and eat while spending the least amount of coin possible. He now possessed four silver coins. From his time around the city earlier, he knew from which shop he could buy the cheapest pair of pants and undergarments.

There was not much Tarak could do about his bare ass showing, so he decided confidence was better than shame. Many people stared and even snickered as they noticed, but he strutted it off. Most seemed to find this more amusing, though some seemed alarmed by his unconcerned attitude and made haste to create distance from him. So long as he was not stopped by a guard before he could cover himself, he could put up with this for a little while longer.

He eventually came to the tailor shop and was lucky to find a size of pants that fit him. The tailor sold him what he needed for three out of his four silver. It was a good deal, certainly because the tailor took pity on Tarak after seeing the state of his current trousers, though it only left Tarak with one silver coin. But Lord Langston had little idea how much a bath and a meal cost a man like Tarak and had overpaid. Tarak was certain he could pay for both with at least six copper left over. He did not need to eat much. Some bread would do until the king decided to feed him for free.

He feared he might fail to grasp sorcery upon the first lesson. He had taken many lessons from his father, and very little had stuck. He’d always told Caarda that he was a terrible teacher, but many of the statements Tarak had uttered were in anger after refusing to face his own failures. He had little confidence that Leon the Shit Talker could be a better instructor. The man was a talented sorcerer, certainly so, but talent did not always translate into teaching.

A good teacher was not one who demonstrated with confidence, as Leon had done. A good teacher provoked thought and inspired optimism, and it was hard to imagine Leon doing that.

An example of one was Tarak’s friend, the baker’s son. He had taught Tarak not only how to play cards but how to win. He taught Tarak not just how to talk to girls but how to listen. He even taught Tarak how to stretch a few copper into a week’s worth of sustenance. His friend was wise beyond his years. Tarak imagined he had raised exceptional children.

It was a painful reminder of what Tarak had lost. A single note left with his name would have made all the difference. Father stripped that away from me.

He was in a sour mood as he walked into a bakery and asked for the oldest bread. As expected, he got away with spending only two copper to fix his hunger.

A little higher in spirits, Tarak thought about skipping the bath and making a run for the river just outside the city. He could save a couple copper that way.

A woman standing in the doorway of an old house spoke to the man walking ahead of Tarak. “Excuse me sir, would you like to join us for prayer? We preach the wisdom of the New Magic, the only true belief. You can be enlightened—”

“Waste of time,” interrupted the man.

The woman held her smile as Tarak passed by. “Would you be interested in a sermon of New Magic and the one true God? There is water for you to wash up and food if you are hungry.”

Tarak was hit by a number of thoughts and emotions all at the same time. First of all, how strange was it for this woman to be inviting people into what looked to be a house for prayer? He had seen churches around, so what was the point of having prayer here? His next thought was how destitute he must look for this woman to think that she could entice him with food and a bath, when she hadn’t offered the same to a man with frayed clothes right in front of Tarak.

Tarak had learned to ignore many things: the ramblings of drunken men, the preachers calling his family gods, and most certainly that nagging voice inside his head that usually told him his pride was important.

“I will gladly agree to your offer if I may bathe and eat before the sermon.”

“Yes, come in.” She took his hand and practically dragged him inside.

He feared this might be a trick. A pretty lady lures him in, locks the door, and a few large men corner him until he hands over his coin. He almost welcomed the challenge, but he was too busy today. He kept his hand on the door as he entered and looked around, but the scene before him dissolved his aggression. No men were coming to corner him.

This was not like any church or prayer house he had entered before. It was once a home, as he seemed to be entering a kitchen where a large pot of beans cooked over a fire. There was no furniture, however.

The smell of the place consisted a bit of beans but mostly a sickening sweet smell coming from the incense on the table nearby. Tarak sniffed as he detected something else. Yup, the stench of unbathed man was certainly there beneath it all.

“Down the hall you will find peace and truth,” said the woman. “Please remove your boots.”

“As you wish, but I will carry them with me.”

“You may.”

Tarak did not find peace or truth down the hall. He found someone’s old home had been converted into a very secretive prayer house. The rooms were large, the halls narrow, and there were no doors anymore. Men and women in gray robes stood in the doorways as if guarding them. Their eerie smiles were probably supposed to be disarming, but they had the opposite effect.

“Welcome, child of truth,” said an old man outside what appeared to be the bathing room.

“I am here to bathe and eat first and foremost,” Tarak said.

The old man moved aside and gestured at the room behind him. A number of baths were available. Each one had a stand nearby with some soap and towels with stains and holes. Tarak shrugged. He’d bathed in worse conditions. The river, for example, would’ve been worse. He didn’t even have a towel and hadn’t thought through how he’d dry without one. Standing near the river stark naked didn’t seem like the best idea.

Tarak undressed, painfully aware of the open door behind him and the old man standing in the doorway. The water was warm enough, the soap soapy enough, and the towel clean enough. He would enjoy this bath, even if it was brisk and he had an audience. Tarak sat in his barrel of water with his back to the man.

“Keep an open mind,” said the old man. “That is all we ask of you.”

“Understood,” Tarak said without turning around, then went right back to ignoring the man.

His bath was going well until a beggar entered the bathing room. He undressed to Tarak’s side, his body covered in scars. His long hair probably needed its own barrel to be washed thoroughly. The beggar seemed to be even better than Tarak at ignoring his surroundings, as he never once glanced over at Tarak and gave no response when the old man asked the beggar if he’d accepted truth yet.

Tarak became shocked when a woman entered the bathing room with scissors in hand and asked the beggar if he would like his hair trimmed. He grunted in affirmation. She pulled up a stool behind him as he leaned against the inside of the barrel and pulled his wet mop of hair up over the side.

“Cut it all off for all I care,” he growled in a raspy voice.

Tarak could smell him from a few paces away, even in the water.

“I advise you quit staring,” said the beggar as he still did not glance even once at Tarak.

Tarak was not afraid of the scrawny older man. He was curious, though. “Come here often?” Tarak responded casually, though he did keep his head from turning again. There wasn’t much to look at, anyway.

“Just arrived. Long trip. I lost a good man on the way.”

“Where do you hail from?”

“Rohaer. There’s no food there, and now I see there’s no food here, either. Our king in Rohaer fucked us, and now your king fucks us harder. Things were better during the war.”

“The new god will bless us,” said the old man.

“Well, what’s taking him so long?” asked the beggar. “People are dying.”

“It will be explained in the sermon.”

“Can’t wait,” the beggar said sarcastically.

Tarak had to stop thinking of him as a beggar, as he had not begged for anything. He probably just owned as little as Tarak did but had been poor for longer. A traveler. That’s how Tarak would think of him now. Tarak might’ve been a traveler just like him if things had gone differently.

Tarak didn’t know where Rohaer was, but seeing as how this man had traveled to get to Newhaven only to be disappointed, Tarak was really starting to see that leaving probably would’ve produced the same results for him.

Someone announced from down the hall, “The sermon will begin soon.”

Tarak stepped out of the bath unabashed and hurried to dry off. The woman cutting the traveler’s hair gasped and looked away.

“I apologize,” Tarak said. But he wasn’t going to miss his one chance to grab some food and eat quickly before being trapped in a sermon. He dressed in his newly purchased clothing and hurried to the kitchen. A short line of three men and one woman had formed. They had been given wooden bowls and spoons. Tarak took his place behind them and was offered the same.

He was disappointed to see the beans were mostly water, served far too hot for him to finish them as quickly as he wanted. At least there was still a good smell to them. He followed the others down the hall and into a windowless room lit by candles with a plethora of empty benches before a pedestal.

Tarak was surprised to see someone his age step up behind the pedestal.

“My name is Arthur Adarren. I’m here to open your minds.”

Everyone started blowing on their hot bowl of bean soup as if trying to put out a small fire.

Arthur had dark hair neatly combed back. He had a pensive look to his features that made it difficult for Tarak to imagine this young man smiling. He spoke in a deliberate, careful way.

Tarak figured it was a coincidence that this person had the same name as the young man Michael had warned Tarak to stay away from. With so many people in this city, many of them had to have the same name.

“There is no easy way to discuss the gods,” Arthur continued. “Evidence is required to prove most things, but what happens when the wrong evidence leads to an idea? That is what gave birth to the prominent religions of today, the Formationists and the Cessationists. Both are based on the idea that Basael is God.”

Now this was becoming interesting to Tarak. Basael was his grandfather. The people of Tarak’s time had considered Basael to be God, so not much had changed there. Caarda had told Tarak that Basael had been killed by a celestial body from deep sky but that some of Tarak’s uncles and aunts believed Basael had not died but instead had transcended into an ethereal form.

“He is dead and gone,” Caarda had told Tarak. “I am certain of this because I felt his presence fade. He never was God or any form of a god. I am also certain of this because his motives are too similar to those of mortals.”

Basael had been the source of many arguments between Caarda and his siblings, and it seemed that this was still a source of arguments among the people these days. Tarak had never heard of these two religions. There was only one in the time he came from, though it did state that Basael was God. He almost forgot about his bowl of beans as he listened to Arthur.

“Formationists believe Basael pulled the celestial body down from the heavens to destroy his body as he ascended to the stars to forever watch over mankind. Upon the death of a mortal, a person’s soul would ascend to heaven if they led moral lives, and to hell if they chose the path of immorality. Meanwhile, Cessationists have an even more diluted idea of God. They think He once lived among us and took different forms, first Basael and then Airinold after he fought against the other demigods and won but before he took the form of the winged beast.”

Arthur tossed a hand as if bothered, then went on. “We all know that the winged beast was killed and Airinold fought in the recent war. This is proof that not only the Cess have it wrong but Formists as well. The demigods are not demigods but beings with great power and long life. Caarda himself has spoken to our king about this. They are not to be called demigods anymore but Deviants, and Basael is not to be referred to as God but as an Ancient.”

It was finally something good that Tarak’s father had done. Tarak had never thought of his father or his aunts and uncles as demigods. What would it mean to live in a world where they were the sons and daughters of the being that had created life and earth? It would mean that mankind was doomed. Tarak was not always optimistic, but this was too pessimistic even for him.

“Wrong ‘evidence,’ more and more of it,” Arthur continued, “has led people to the wrong beliefs. Now…finally, we have evidence that cannot be refuted. We are the New Order, driven by the new magic that we are beginning to see now that the corrupted Deviants have left. There are some of us who have seen and even spoken to an Ancient—a being as powerful as Basael once was. He is not God, but he is closer to God than the rest of us. It is wise for us to heed his words. He is here to bless us with his power. All he asks in return is to believe and spread the word.”

There were murmurs from the small crowd, skepticism in the air. Arthur raised his voice.

“You have every right not to believe me, but you cannot possibly deny that magic is changing. We have seen sorcery in a new light. A seemingly endless array of spells is becoming available to us. Even if some of the spells we knew before are becoming more difficult to learn and cast, this was the world as God intended, and it was this world that was closed off from us by Basael and his offspring. You may have come here today to eat and bathe, but you should leave here with an open mind. As you see how the world changes, remember that we are in the midst of a holy war. Those who deny true evidence and hang on to lies wish to destroy the New Order and anyone who speaks ill of the old gods—the corrupters, as we see them.”

Amen to that, Tarak said to himself.

A few people had finished eating and were getting up to leave.

“A bunch of horseshit,” muttered the traveler, now clean and with short hair. Tarak figured the man should be more appreciative, but the traveler’s comments were only the first.

“Where is this Ancient now, and why hasn’t he given us rain?” asked a woman.

“He will when we believe,” replied Arthur. “We can begin by no longer denying what’s true. Keep your minds open,” he called after the people who were leaving. Tarak looked around and found only he was left. “God is good, but God has been suppressed until now. Water will come, as will new magic and a new order.”

As Tarak sat alone, Arthur’s gaze fell upon him.

“Tell me more about this new Ancient,” Tarak requested as he finished his beans and slurped the water. Caarda had mentioned an inability to see future events. His listed reasons were either a cataclysmic event or a powerful being, like Basael, who had some way of preventing others from seeing further ahead. This worried Tarak. The world was better without Ancients around.

Arthur stepped down from the podium and sat next to Tarak. “I have not met him myself, but I have spoken with a man who has. The Ancient watches us for now. He has just arrived. He desires to help.”

“And what does he expect to receive, besides our faith in his existence? There must be more.”

Arthur gave a quick, practiced answer. “He expects to have a place he can call home. That is all. He has been pushed out of every place he’s known because of his power over sorcery. There are changes to the land wherever he goes, and most people are not welcoming of changes no matter if they are beneficial or not.”

“Even if he might not expect something, you and the others must.”

“I expect you to embrace change. That is all.”

“Why not first convince the lords and those with power to embrace change? Everyone else will be easy after that.”

“I have tried, and I have found that the people who possess the most wealth and power are the least likely to embrace change. It has to come from those who need, not from those who have.”

Tarak supposed that was right. “But if this Ancient is so powerful, why does he not show himself?”

“He first needs to see how he can help. God did not create man and earth in one day. He saw what was good and what was needed. He went piece by piece. This Ancient plans to re-create Dorrinthal in God’s image.”

“That sounds destructive.”

“Mankind is already destructive. We need saving.”

“My mind will stay open,” Tarak lied as he stood up. “I am late for a prior engagement. My gratitude for the hospitality.”

Arthur stood and offered his hand. “Your name?”

“Tarak.” They shook.

“In case you didn’t catch it earlier, I’m Arthur Adarren. I have a feeling we will be meeting again.”

Tarak nodded. He had the same feeling. He hurried to make it back to the castle to ensure he was not late for his first and possibly last lesson with Leon the Shit Talker.

Tarak had hoped that he would be the last Deviant or Ancient to step foot in Dorrinthal for a long time. Did he really believe there was another Ancient here, someone as powerful as Basael? He knew too little about the state of the world…and too little about Ancients. Where did they come from? Basael had never revealed the truth to his children, but Caarda had a theory. He said that Basael was born human and came to great power because of his connection with sorcery. If that was true, then it was very likely that there were Ancients elsewhere. And if that was true, then it did seem likely that one might be drawn to this place now that all the Deviants were gone.

Why did Tarak feel like it was his responsibility to keep an eye on things here? Just earlier he wished to leave this place without even a look back.

He couldn’t deny that something was going to happen here, in this land. Why now did he care?

He muttered a curse. It was Arthur. Some of what he said sounded like it could be true, like the part about an Ancient wanting to change sorcery to his will. It was what Basael had done.

So Tarak believed what others considered to be the ramblings of a madman. Who did that make a fool, Tarak or everyone else?


CHAPTER NINE

The early afternoon appeared to be a busy time at the castle. Tarak was attempting to enter behind a small army of guardsmen escorting someone clearly important. Tarak followed closely behind them as Rick waved everyone through. Rick led them into the courtyard, where he stopped.

“Only Trevor Chespar will be permitted to see the king,” Rick announced. “The rest of you may wait in the courtyard.”

Tarak made his way around to get a look at this Trevor Chespar. He seemed to be in his mid-twenties, a very tall fellow, like Tarak. He did not match Tarak’s girth, but it didn’t seem like he was missing it like some thinner young men who were too tall for their own good, as if they’d been stretched beyond capacity. Trevor was well-dressed in a red cloak that looked as if it repelled dirt. He walked toward the castle keep with an urgency to his step.

A beautiful girl caught Tarak’s eye as she emerged from the castle keep. The princess? he wondered. She mostly dressed the part, with an elegant blue dress fit with hanging sleeves and a silver band around her waist. She seemed much closer to Tarak’s age, with soft features but something hard in her amber eyes as she blocked Trevor from entering the keep by standing in front. There was one glaring thing about her, however, that made Tarak think this might not be the princess after all, and that was a very deep neckline.

Trevor stopped in front of the young lady, who appeared ten years younger than him. “Callie, what are you doing wearing a dress like that? Step inside where prying eyes cannot see you.”

“It was the only way for you to notice me,” she complained as he ushered her into the keep. Trevor attempted to pull her farther in by her hand, but she stopped just within the doorway and yanked it out of his grasp. “You only ever come to speak to my father. We are engaged. Doesn’t that mean something to you?”

“I am busy trying to keep the kingdom from starving. I have told you this a hundred times.”

“I don’t ask for much. An outing here and there, a meal, anything. I tried to sit with you and my father during supper yesterday, but the two of you told me to leave. Do you know how that feels?”

“Callie, you are too young to understand the gravity of the situation.”

“Sixteen is not too young to understand what is happening in our kingdom. You are the one who doesn’t seem to understand something. You have no idea what an engagement is supposed to be like. It is not this, a woman ignored!”

“A woman,” he muttered with a roll of his eyes. “You are not acting like one.”

Sixteen was only one year younger than Tarak, if he didn’t count the four hundred years that went by in the blink of an eye. It was difficult to imagine anyone treating him the way Callie was being treated without him socking that person in the chin, and it seemed that this young lady might’ve had the same idea as she balled her fist.

“Princess,” Rick said as he quickly intervened, no doubt foreseeing the same event. “Have you met Tarak, son of Caarda?”

The princess loosened her fist. She and Trevor turned to Tarak as he approached. Trevor, meanwhile, quickly undid his cloak and held it over the revealing cleavage of the princess.

She scoffed and pushed the red cloak out of the way. “Does he look like someone who has never seen a pair of breasts before, Trevor?” she asked, then curtsied before Tarak.

“Callie…” Trevor uttered in a growl of a whisper but seemed to stop himself from whatever he was about to say.

Tarak bowed, and Trevor bowed stiffly as he eyed Callie with scorn.

“The son of Caarda, you must have quite the power with sorcery.” She spoke as if completely emotionless even though her round cheeks were still red.

“I am to think your father heard by now that I have very little skill with sorcery.”

“Perhaps that is true, but there is much my father hears that I do not.”

Trevor glanced at Callie as if expecting a look, but she didn’t take her eyes off Tarak. Gazing at her right now, he saw nothing that demonstrated her anger, and yet everyone here could feel it. It was actually quite impressive. Tarak could never hide his anger in such a way, as if screaming in silence and without even a trace of emotion.

The princess was quite short and slim except about the hips, but she stood with confidence and strength. It was easy to picture her doing something rude and aggressive, such as grabbing her betrothed by his nether regions and twisting. The thought seemed to be just behind her eyes.

Tarak found her far and beyond more attractive than any girl he had laid eyes on since he had been transported into this hellish nightmare. She exuded excitement almost as much as she did beauty.

Why lie to himself? His attraction came from the fact that she was not just beautiful but an engaged princess, and he was a poor, unskilled sorcerer. There wasn’t a single thread he could follow that would connect the two of them, even if it was just for one clandestine night. That was the appeal, and something he always despised about himself but did not know how to fix. It was what drove him to his first and only love, Oreca, because she was classes above him. Not to mention beautiful, like this princess. The amount of work and sacrifice it took for her just to notice him was not something he wanted to go through again. Best he didn’t pursue this impossibility.

“I apologize, but I’m late to meet with the king,” Trevor said. “Callie.” He took her hand, and her edges softened as she looked way up at him with her large eyes. “I will find time for you soon, and you look beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she replied, sweet as sugar. Then she kissed his cheek as he leaned down.

“Please change,” he added as headed up the stairs.

The guard stood with the princess as the three of them watched Trevor go in silence. The princess turned to Tarak. He dutifully kept his gaze above her collar. He was not known for being a gentleman where he came from, more of a bastard, and he wasn’t sure if he could change that. But he would try.

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, princess. I have never met someone of your stature before.”

“What about your father?”

“My father is an arse.”

Well, that didn’t last long.

He was surprised when she put her hand over her mouth and laughed. “How so?” she asked.

“He forced me into a bubble where time practically stopped for four hundred years. It felt like a mere moment to me. My world disappeared. Everyone I knew is gone. Had I known my father was capable of something this heinous, I would have fought him. He did not tell me, however. It is his method of raising his son. His decisions are unnegotiable.”

Her eyes remained wide as she stared up at Tarak.

“I have overshared,” he realized.

“No, I’m only surprised. I couldn’t imagine Caarda would do something like that.” She lowered her voice. “Though I imagine my father might be capable of something similar.”

“Princess,” the guard chastised.

“Oh Rick.” She spoke with a flitter of her hand. “He doesn’t have to know about every little transgression of mine.”

“In that case, it’s probably best that I take my post in the courtyard.” Rick walked off.

Callie had a wry smile. “Are you blessed with immortality like your father?”

“Not immortality, says my father. A life centuries long, most likely. It is something he regrets telling me.”

“Centuries! Holy glory, I don’t see how that’s something he could regret telling you.”

“He claims that now there is no urgency for me to become someone.”

“Oh, I could see that happening.” She glanced over her shoulder at the empty stairway, then looked back and lowered her voice. “I certainly wouldn’t have as much urgency to marry. Wait, how can your father have such a regret when he can see the events of the future?”

“He cannot see every possible version of the future at any given time. My understanding is that only a few paths are available to him. He cannot predict how his words and actions might change one of these paths until he has already acted, or in some cases, when he is about to act.”

“That’s confusing.”

Tarak nodded. “Yes, that describes my father well. Fortunately, my interactions with him have been few and far between.”

“Then how have you spent your days?”

He shrugged. “Sleeping off my nights, mostly.”

“Nights? Doing what?”

“What you might think by looking at me.”

Her eyebrows lowered. “You bewilder me. You speak like a man of class, but sometimes you say things of a scoundrel.”

“I am all scoundrel, my dame. This is what a four hundred-year-old scoundrel sounds like…apparently.”

She laughed, then turned to look at him from the sides of her eyes. “I’m getting the feeling I should keep my distance from you.” She ended with a hint of a smile and seemed to be uninterested in actually leaving. Perhaps she was not one who usually did as she should.

The same could be said about Tarak, but he was trying to change that. He gasped as he remembered the Shit Talker.

“My first lesson, I am late! You distract me, princess, with your…” His gaze accidentally fell for the briefest of moments. “Charm and wit.”

She chuckled with a shake of her head. “I’m not sure I could ever get used to the contrast between the words you speak and what I feel behind them. How old are you, Tarak?”

“I am far too old for you, young lady. Over four hundred years.”

“I am not asking for any semblance of romance! I am engaged.” She huffed. “I am merely curious, and those four hundred years in the time bubble do not count.”

“Tell me where I might find Leon the instructor and I will answer you.”

“He is likely to be in the great hall, upstairs in our training quarters. That is where new sorcerers have their first lesson.”

“My gratitude. I am seventeen.”

“Is that true?”

“It is. I am not a liar…when it matters.”

She gazed into his eyes for a moment, then seemed satisfied as she gave a nod.

He bowed. As he turned away, he encountered Leon and nearly fell backward.

“This is why you are late?” screamed Leon. “So you can flirt with the princess, with the engaged princess?”

“Priorities, instructor. I was on my way, but I could not be rude to such a fine lady.”

“You don’t even have the decency to try to deny it!”

Tarak shrugged. “Like I said, I am not a liar.”

Leon grabbed him by the back of his neck. “You had better impress me within the hour, or I might decide you are not worth the trouble.” He tossed Tarak away, forcing him to stumble. “The son of Caarda—you no doubt have a knack for sorcery but you have done nothing with it. Let’s find out if you are hopeless or just lazy. I hope for your sake it’s lazy. That I can fix. Come on.”

Tarak had always wondered the same: Was he hopeless or lazy? His lessons with his father had been fruitless. Had it been Tarak’s fault or Caarda’s? His father was always so dense about everything.

“Sorcery is poetry and mana is quill,” Caarda would say. “Write what comes to you, but strive for excellence.”

“What does that mean?” Tarak had asked. “I am to understand how to cast a fireball from that?”

“If fire is the tool of your destiny, it will come.”

“Let us start with light.” Tarak knew he’d like some light while illegally foresting.

“Feel your mana. Connect to it. Then connect your mind to light. Now connect the two of them.”

Tarak remembered taking a long while to try to figure out what that meant.

“How?”

“You must feel every step from start to finish.”

“All I feel is an urge to kick you in the shin.”

Nearly every lesson had gone that way. Tarak wasn’t sure he could handle his frustration if Leon was to give instruction in the same way. At least Caarda did not show anger. It gave more room for Tarak to become emotional. With Leon, however, there was no room. It was like trying to say something when someone would never shut up.

He followed Leon into the great hall and up a flight of stairs. They walked down the hallway and into a large room where a massive table seemed to be the centerpiece. Upon the table were a few things that Tarak had never seen before.

There were two objects similar to each other in appearance. Both were about the same size and had a glass panel at their front and an opening on top. Sprawled out on the table near them was a chart with varying colors and alphabetic letters listed above each panel of color. There had to be at least fifty different squares of color ranging from dark blue to bright white.

“This is where I am to learn sorcery?” Tarak asked. The princess had said the first lesson would be indoors, but Tarak had trouble envisioning it as he stood in the right place. All of his lessons with Caarda had been outside, away from life of all kinds in case a spell went awry. Even if there was very little furniture in here, there were still many nice things that could be destroyed, like the silken curtains framing the tall windows, and even the thick wooden table itself that all the devices sat upon.

“If you can pay attention to me half as well as you do a scantily dressed girl, then yes, you might actually learn something.” Leon picked up the two boxes with the glass panels. “This is a manamtaer and this is a vibmtaer. Normally they tell me exactly what kind of sorcery might become available to you with training versus what will remain out of your range.” He set them down. “But things have changed recently. Now more experimentation is needed because I don’t know what the fuck are the limitations of any sorcerer these days.” Leon folded his arms and peered sharply at Tarak. “I admit I’m curious to find out your natural state of mana. Tell me how much you really know about it.”

“I have learned how to feel my mana, if that is what you mean.”

Leon snapped a finger. “Good! That is good! You just saved us weeks of time. Feeling one’s mana is the most difficult part of learning your first spell. Tell me, how easy was it for you to discover your mana?”

“Very easy.”

“Very good!” He slapped Tarak on the side of the shoulder, then picked up the vibmtaer and held it nearby. “Go on, then. Cast it in this direction.”

“How?”

Leon frowned. “You grab it and propel it. Use your mind. You must know this if you can feel it.”

“Well, yes, I have done that hundreds of times in my failed attempts to make a spell with it. Am I to understand this will tell you something about my capability with sorcery?”

“Yes. Now stop questioning and do it. We have a ways to go.”

Tarak shrugged. He shut his eyes and felt once again the foreign source of energy that seemed to emanate from his body. His mind became an arm, gathering it and condensing, freeing the energy from its source. Once he had a good hold, he forced it out in a beam and toward the opening in the box that Leon held.

“Lord and bane!” Tarak yelled as he cast a dull beam of light out of his hand. He jumped out of his chair and grabbed his hand by the wrist. He looked over at Leon, who glanced up at him, still in his seat, clearly perplexed.

Tarak had done the same thing in the courtyard and seen nothing. There had probably been too much sunlight to notice. This room was just dark enough.

“I made light!” Tarak didn’t know why he was still yelling. He was too shocked to stop. “Or did you do something to cause that?”

“No, and you startled me so much that I couldn’t see the display of the vibmtaer.” Leon set down the device. “It’s pointless anyway because you are clearly casting two notes instead of one. I told you to cast only your state of mana, one note.” He held up a single finger. “Do not split it into two notes. I don’t understand, Tarak. Why would you lie about your ability to make light only to do so now during this test?”

“I have little idea what you are saying.” Tarak looked at his hand again. The more he thought about what happened, the more he realized that he knew—he knew—that the light had come out of him. Something had come together in his mind when the spell came to fruition, like a shirt button sliding into place.

“You’re pissing me off,” Leon said. “Clearly you are an elemental mage and are attempting a trick of some kind.” Leon pointed. “I know what it is. You want to learn another school of magic. That is why you claim to know nothing of sorcery, but you actually have some knowledge of elemental sorcery.”

“Incorrect. I still have no idea how that beam of light came out of my hand.”

Leon sighed. “What am I going to do with you?”

Tarak ignored him for the moment and decided to cast again. Now prepared, he maintained the light and took a closer look. It seemed to be more yellow than white, a spreading beam that disappeared in the window’s daylight. Weak it was, but easy to maintain. Tarak laughed with glee. He didn’t care that Leon thought him to be a liar. His first spell, and light! He had always wanted to make light. Why was it so easy now? Before, it was impossible.

Leon suddenly grabbed Tarak’s hand by the wrist. Startled, Tarak lost his focus. His spell came to an end.

“Impossible,” Leon said as he held up the vibmtaer. The glass panel at its front was tinted with a red color, though it quickly faded back to clear. “Cast that again,” Leon demanded.

“Let go of my wrist and I will.”

As Leon released him, Tarak made light for the third time. It was even easier now, as simple as throwing a stone.

“This thing must be broken,” Leon muttered as he smacked the side of the vibmtaer. “Stop casting.”

Tarak let his light spell come to an end.

Leon put his hand in front of the device and curled his fingers. The glass display changed to the same dull red as when Tarak made light, only no spell came from Leon’s hand.

“What?” Leon whispered. Then he curled his fingers a little more, and light came out. His beam was vastly different than Tarak’s. Firstly, there was plenty of space between Leon’s hand and where the light began. Secondly, the light appeared bright yellow—a solid beam that traveled across the room and hit the wall. Tarak could even feel some heat coming off as he stood nearby.

“Look at the panel, not the light,” Leon said as he pointed.

The glass displayed a muddy brown color, certainly different than the dark red displayed during Tarak’s spell.

“What does this mean?” Tarak asked.

“My spell is two notes, C and E min.” He pointed at the color chart where “C” showed the same dark red color as Tarak’s spell, while “Em”—which Tarak supposed was E min, whatever that meant—showed as green. “The vibmtaer is combining these two colors into brown, as it should. But it’s only showing one note for your spell.”

Tarak showed his confusion.

Leon rolled his eyes. “That means you’re somehow making light with a single note that’s not even in the elemental tree.”

“Note?” Tarak asked, then realized he had other questions. “Elemental tree?”

“Look here, closely.” Leon pointed at the large chart of colors and letters labeled, “Mana Color Chart.”
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Leon tapped his finger on the square of red with the “C” above it on column “6.”

“This is what the vibmtaer reads when you cast your spell,” Leon continued. “It is a single note. However, when I cast a similar spell but with two notes, C and E min, it shows their combined color, brown, as it should when you cast.”

He looked at Tarak as if this should make sense to him.

“And?” Tarak asked.

“What do you mean ‘and’? Don’t you see how strange this is?”

“I do not because I do not understand.”

Leon put up his palms and shook his head as he stepped back. “Wait, wait, do you know anything about notes and frequencies?”

“I do not.”

“How is it that you are advanced enough to use your mana to cast a spell and yet you have no idea what you are actually doing?”

“I cannot say. My father taught me to use my mana and little else.”

“What did he tell you about how spells work?”

“He told me they are based on feeling. I have to force my mana to make the spell I want. As I become accustomed to casting, so will my mana. We will grow together, he would always say, like my mana was my brother.”

Leon looked at Tarak as if expecting more, but Tarak was done.

“That is all,” he said.

“What?” Leon yelled. “Are you serious?”

“And he made me practice often?” Tarak said with a shrug. “I do not know what else I can say. Nothing ever came of it.”

“Well of course not! Your father is the worst teacher I’ve ever…” Leon stopped as he shook his head. “Airinold’s taint, of course you cannot cast a spell.” He gave a great sigh. “You are a strange case. I’m not sure where to even begin with you, especially considering the recent changes to magic that I am still attempting to figure out.”

“I am quite happy with my light spell for now,” Tarak said. He felt that there was much more he could do with it if he had time to practice.

Leon gave him a smack to the side of his head.

“Ow, you arselicker!” Tarak blurted in reflex. He never responded well to violence, though he did manage to refrain from smacking the instructor back.

“Listen, you idiot. We are on the verge of discovering something great, but you cannot be complacent. That’s the easiest way to kill greatness.”

“You think I could be great?”

“It depends on how well you take instruction.”

Tarak grumbled.

“I could explain everything easier if you understood music,” Leon said. “Do you?”

Tarak cleared his throat and produced his best singing voice. “Little Sammy went down to the river for fun. He saw a snake and began to run. He tripped over a stick and hit his head. Now he’s—ow!”

Leon smacked Tarak again. “Shut up!”

This time Tarak couldn’t control his anger and tried to smack his instructor in retaliation. Leon grabbed his hand, so Tarak used his other to slap the man’s cheek. Anger crossed Leon’s face.

Suddenly they were rolling across the floor wrestling. Tarak had just won superior positioning and thought he might pin Leon to prove a point when a voice interrupted him.

“What in the bloody hell is going on in here!”

They quickly separated and stood up as Lord Langston marched into the room.

“It’s nothing,” Leon said. “Send for Charlie Spayker, quickly.”

“The metal worker? Why?” asked the king’s advisor.

“Because that little fucker has always figured out something new every time I see him.”

“Something new about what?”

“About mana, of course! What do you think we’re doing in here?”

“It looks like you’re brawling like a couple of dimwitted bumpkins!”

“It’s all part of the process,” Leon assured. “Send for Charlie, and hurry.”

The adviser scoffed and shook his head, but he did turn and leave.

“All right, look here,” Leon said as he pointed again at the Mana Color Chart. Tarak was a bit surprised at Leon’s lack of reaction to the brief wrestling match…until Tarak realized how accustomed Leon probably was to expressing frustration in a physical way. “We’re going to find out your range as we wait for Charlie to tell us what the hell is happening with your mana.”

“You have no idea?” Tarak asked, wondering why Leon was the instructor and not this Charlie he kept speaking about.

“I could make a guess, but there’s no point. First, I want you to reach the highest note you can reach.” Leon seemed to stop himself before he was done. He glared at Tarak. “You probably have no idea what that means.”

“Not a clue.”

“It’s simple, all right? All mana is vibrating. Depending on how fast or slow the vibration, we label that mana as a higher note or a lower note. Fast vibration equals a high note, like Upper C. Slow vibration equals a low note, like Lower C. Your natural state of mana is at Middle C, or just C. We don’t use the word Middle every time. It makes things easier because the majority of notes are Middle notes. Are you following?”

“Yes. Now I understand my mana’s vibration is at C, in the middle of the chart.”

“Yes.”

“So how do spells work?”

“Hold on. We’re not there yet. We are going to keep discussing this in terms of your capability to keep this as easy as possible for you to follow. I want you to reach the highest note you can. First, tell me what that means.”

“It means I must increase the vibration of my mana as much as possible.”

“Yes, maybe you are not as stupid as you look.”

Tarak ignored the insult. “I believe I can do that. Hold on.”

He had spent ages stretching his mana to its limits in hopes of stumbling across a spell. He knew what it felt like to increase its vibration. He had never known what to call it. The process was like squeezing something in the palm of his hand. Putting all his might into it caused an excruciating hurt, but pain had never deterred him before.

“Upper C,” Leon announced, as he turned the vibmtaer so Tarak could see.

Upon the glass panel was a pinkish color. He checked the color chart to see the same color with “uC” listed above.

“Not bad,” Leon said. “Now cast your lowest note.”

Tarak was familiar with this as well. Slowing down the vibration of his mana was like attempting to suppress his breathing after a hard workout. It was a different kind of strain, one of containment that was just as uncomfortable as the other. He found it easier to slow his mana by closing his eyes and exhaling.

It was while suppressing his mana that he felt like this source of energy was part of him, but it also felt like it was its own entity—a life force connected to him but also alive in its own way. He felt that he could speak to it and that it understood him, but he never completely understood it, almost like the way his body functioned in relation to his mind.

“You lucky bastard,” Leon commented, breaking Tarak’s focus, but it didn’t seem to matter. Leon showed him the vibmtaer. “Lower C,” Leon said. “Lower C to Upper C. That’s a great range to have.”

“Wonderful!” Tarak replied with a brilliant smile. Then it faded. “Why?”

“Most sorcerers barely have an octave to their range. Yours covers two.”

“Am I to assume an octave is the difference between, say, Lower C and Middle C?”

“Yes. They are an octave of each other.”

Tarak glanced at the color chart again. “Why not list the notes as A through Z rather than repeat after G?”

“Because of how spells work. Many spells require the same notes except an octave apart. For example, the spell Ice is Lower C, Lower E, Lower G, and the spell Water uses the same notes except each one is an octave above. So tell me what they are.”

“That would mean to cast Water one would have to cast Middle C, Middle, E, and Middle G, or just C, E, G for short.”

“Good.”

“What about Upper C, Upper E, and Upper G? What does that make?”

“That makes Wind. And you can call them uC, uE, and uG for short.”

“I understand. My father never explained it this way. He expected me to figure out casting by feeling alone.”

“That’s like trying to teach someone the lute by telling them to pluck random strings until they hear something good. You’re never going to learn that way unless you are as brilliant as your father.”

Of all the insults Leon had dished out, this one hurt the most, and it might not have been on purpose. Tarak almost couldn’t bear the idea that he would never be as skilled as his father. He wanted to prove Leon wrong as soon as possible.

“What did he do that was so brilliant? I have seen him make fire and water, as you have, and he trapped me in a bubble of time. Besides that, I have seen him do very little.”

Leon chuckled without laughter. “You have missed much, then. And do you know how complicated it is to make a sphere in which time passes slower? There is no one alive right now besides your father who could cast such a spell. I cannot even begin to understand what notes he used to produce such a rule-breaking spell. And the gravity spell I heard about…it makes no sense to the rest of us.”

Tarak had almost forgotten that his father seemed able to control gravity, probably because Tarak had become used to it. Caarda used it all the time for transport.

Lord Langston appeared in the doorway again. “I was told by Rick that Charlie was already here. He’s stoking the fire in the dining quarters.”

Leon jumped up. “Stoking it with what?” he yelled.

“How am I supposed to know?”

Leon rushed out of the room. “Move!” he yelled as he pushed the advisor aside.

“How dare you, Leon! Leon? What is Charlie burning?”

But Leon was long gone.


CHAPTER TEN

Tarak caught up to Leon as the instructor stepped inside a room off their hallway. “It’s nearly empty!” Leon yelled in frustration, then shoved Tarak out of the way as he exited in the same hurry as before. Tarak peered inside the room to find what looked to be a small library with mostly empty bookshelves.

Lord Langston was slow, yelling after Leon as he fell even farther behind. “Is he burning the books on sorcery, Leon?”

Leon seemed to be too far ahead to hear as he practically flew down the stairs. Tarak did not know the man’s age, probably in his thirties, but he moved like a man in his youth. Tarak was faster, however, and caught up as Leon entered what appeared to be the dining quarters within this great hall. It was a vast room with mostly empty benches and long tables. A dais sat on the other side with a table fit for the king. It was decorated by large and intricate lamps, unlit for now, of course. A blue banner adorned the wall behind the table, the familiar image of the winged beast sewn onto it with gold thread.

A large hearth lay in an opening along one wall, a raging fire lit within even on this hot day. A young man Tarak assumed to be Charlie had an open linen bag of books and scrolls sitting beside him. He reached inside and threw in one scroll after another. He had just grabbed a small book when Leon shouted some pretty nasty things that would happen if Charlie tossed anything else into the fire.

Charlie spun around with shock on his face. “Most scrolls say nothing about the tree they’re now in. They all must be discarded and rewritten to accommodate their specialization.”

“So just write their specialization where there’s room!” Leon yelled.

“Where, on the back? That would look messy. Besides, most of these scrolls were made as I was first learning about each spell. I want to start over now that mana has expanded and I understand it all better.”

It was difficult to put an age on Charlie. He had the hairstyle of a boy whose mother had not forced him to cut his hair in quite some time, as his dark blond locks sat clumped over his head, though much had fallen to cover his forehead and the tops of his ears. His face showed more maturity, even bordering on handsome—a contrast to his nasally voice.

“And the books?” Leon asked. “There’s a lot of good information in all of those.”

“Yes, most of the pages in each book are still true, but there are some parts in each book that are now wrong. They must be discarded.”

“You are as dense as a brick,” Leon said as he removed the book from Charlie’s hand and returned it to the nearby sack. “I told you that you cannot destroy anything in the library until you are certain, or this is bound to happen all over again!” Although Leon’s usual frustration came through in his tone, there was something else Tarak had not heard yet from the instructor, a bit of restraint. Perhaps even patience.

“No, I know now,” Charlie said. “Someone came into the metal shop today who cast a spell on me. I could feel it was not part of your elemental tree, not part of Reuben’s enchantment tree, and not even part of Aliana’s divination tree.”

These were words Tarak had not heard before, “enchantment” and “divination.”

“You’ve already named them?” Leon asked.

“Yes. There is enough information about each one for me to name them now.” Charlie picked up the same book from the sack that Leon had just put back.

Leon grabbed Charlie’s arm. “You spent a long time writing this.”

“Yes, and now I know it has some incorrect information,” Charlie said, then tossed it into the fire. “I cannot have people reading it and thinking I am wrong.”

Leon sighed.

“Besides, I know so much more now. It is better my books are rewritten.” Charlie went for something else from the sack but seemed to notice Tarak for the first time. “Who is this?”

“That’s Tarak, the son of Caarda,” Leon said.

“Oh, very interesting!” Charlie replied.

A woman’s voice from nearby seemed to surprise everyone. “You won’t find much use with him, Charlie,” said Aliana as she sat in the shadows with a plate in front of her.

Charlie gasped. “Gods, I didn’t even see you there, Ali!”

“Why are you lurking in the shadows, Aliana?” Leon asked.

Tarak had gotten used to the ranger’s insults, and it seemed better anyway if this Charlie was not very interested in Tarak. The way Charlie had looked him up and down was as if Tarak would be good for something…Tarak didn’t know…maybe experiments?

“I wasn’t lurking. I was eating quietly. I am fatigued constantly, as you should know.” She stood with great effort and approached them. “What did this man cast in your metal shop, Charlie?”

“He made vines come through the floorboards to ensnare me and the others in the shop.”

“Like the one in the forest,” Tarak told Aliana.

Leon tensed. “Which way did he go, Charlie?”

“This was a while ago. He flew off like Jon. He’s probably long gone by now.”

“Which way!” Leon yelled.

“I don’t know. All of us were stuck, didn’t you hear? It took us a while to free ourselves.”

“Did you at least tell someone so we could have men looking for him?” Leon asked.

“Oh, no, I didn’t think I should waste their efforts. I went straight here to take the books from the library and burn them.”

“Charlie!” Leon put his hand over his face as he groaned. “I’ve got to send people after him and take a look. He might still be in the city. Charlie, finish Tarak’s first lesson.”

Leon dashed off.

“Who’s Jon?” Tarak took the chance to ask.

“A healer who can lift himself with sorcery,” Aliana answered.

“The friend of Michael who left?” Tarak asked.

“Yes,” Charlie answered. “And I wonder if sorcery has changed wherever he is in the same way it has here.”

“I’m not sure the one who stole from the blacksmith is the same as the one we encountered in the forest,” Aliana told Tarak. “He didn’t lift himself or anyone else.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Charlie interrupted. “What does is that he taught me something important. I did not recognize his mana, but I got a good sense of it. When Jon comes back, we will find out they are the same, I am certain of it. I can’t wait to tell Jon that he uses conjuration. I bet he doesn’t even know! I call it conjuration because it involves creating something tangible from mana. Isn’t that accurate?”

“I don’t know, Charlie,” Aliana muttered as she went back to her plate in the shadows.

Charlie turned his attention to Tarak. “I am excited to see what you can do,” he said, then picked up the sack and swung the entire thing into the fire. There was a small explosion, though it contained itself rather quickly as Charlie walked over to sit in front of Aliana. “Come, son of Caarda. Let’s begin.”

This was really going to be the person responsible for finishing Tarak’s first lesson? At least it is not Leon. Tarak shrugged and sat beside Charlie. Aliana seemed indifferent to their proximity as she focused on her plate of meat and greens.

“That looks delicious,” Tarak said. “Is there more?”

“That’s not up to me to decide,” she grumbled.

“Enough about food,” Charlie said.

“I barely said anything—”

“Let’s see what you can cast. Go ahead!”

“Very well,” he said with a half shrug. He made light again. He would not become bored of casting anytime soon. In the dark dining quarters, his yellow light was even brighter.

“C, that’s C, I can tell, and I even know what tree you are using.”

“I was not told what a tree is in regard to sorcery, but which tree am I using?”

“Divination, like Aliana,” Charlie said.

“You must have that wrong.” Aliana made a sour face.

“I would like to think so, too,” Tarak agreed. He wanted as little as possible in common with the surly ranger.

“No, I am certain. And a tree, by the way, is a specialization.”

That does not explain much.

Tarak let out his breath and tried to accept the idea. He supposed tracking could be a useful skill, if he had any idea how it worked. “Does that mean I am to be like her?”

“No, her range is very low and limited,” Charlie said. “How is your range? Obviously you can reach C, but what about above and below?”

“Hang on, Charlie,” Aliana interrupted. “How can it be possible that his light is not part of the elemental tree? I even know the notes for light. C and—”

“E min,” Tarak said with her. “Leon expressed the same confusion. He confirmed I am not using the elemental tree but something else unfamiliar to him.”

“Right, because it’s divination,” Charlie said. “I didn’t know light could be made with divination. I wonder if I must change the name? First, let’s find out what else you can do, son of Caarda. Show me your lowest note.”

“Call me Tarak.” He cast what he had come to know as Lower C, an octave below the natural vibration of his mana.

Charlie hummed in thought as he put his wrist in front of Tarak’s casting hand as if to feel for something. “Interesting,” he said. “Keep that up.”

“I cannot!” Tarak protested as he strained. It was ten times harder than maintaining C.

“A moment longer!” Charlie insisted, turning his wrist this way and that. “Yes, you can stop. That is Lower C, and what’s even more fascinating is that I can feel heat from it just as if you were casting light.” He hummed again. “I wonder what this says about C. Can you reach uC?”

“It is the highest note I can reach.”

“Wonderful! I have a prediction that whatever the note does, it will create heat in addition. I am ready when you are.”

Tarak cast his highest note as Charlie stuck out his wrist and turned his arm from side to side.

“Strange,” Charlie muttered. “I do not feel anything. Keep going. Push harder. More mana.”

“This is the most I can use,” Tarak groaned. It was like screaming at the top of his lungs.

“There, I feel something! But it does not feel like heat, more like burning. You can stop.”

Tarak nearly collapsed as he grabbed the table for balance and found himself to be out of breath. “Lord and bane, why does it feel like I have…” He stopped himself from using a bedroom metaphor that was certain to offend the ranger. “Run for ages?” he asked.

“That’s what happens when you strain yourself with mana,” Aliana explained. “You sure are weak.”

“Give it time, my dame.”

“I told you not to call me that.”

“I recall.”

He was pretty sure he caught what she grumbled but would pretend he didn’t.

Charlie walked over and put himself in front of the fire. “Look at this!” he yelled as he held his arm out in front of him.

Tarak and Aliana made their way over.

“Look. Look!” Charlie repeated as he showed them his arm. “Do you see?”

“It’s red,” Aliana said, uninterested.

“Yes, red!” Charlie replied. “And it feels like it’s been burned by the sun. Isn’t this incredible?”

“Yes!” Tarak said, feeling Charlie’s excitement. “But I do not understand why it is incredible…”

“Think about what kind of power you might be harnessing to create a burn without heat, and earlier, heat without light. It appears to me that you have a wide spectrum of power at your disposal.”

“Wonderful,” Tarak replied. “Now how am I to use it?”

“I have no idea!” Charlie replied with a wide grin. “Isn’t this fun?”

“It was starting to become fun.” Tarak spoke with a frown. “The lesson is finished, then?”

“No, we are just getting started.”

“Very good,” Tarak said. “Can you go over the difference between trees once more?”

“How much do you know about sorcery? It sounds like not very much.” Coming from someone else, this might’ve sounded like an insult, but Charlie seemed only to state it as a matter of fact.

“I am aware mana has a vibration, and each speed of vibration is labeled as a different note. Change the vibration, change the note. Change the note, change the function mana.”

“Yes, but frequency is a better term for the speed of a vibration,” Charlie said.

Aliana, meanwhile, seemed a little more interested as she mostly ignored her plate of meat that was surely getting cold and beginning to make Tarak salivate. “You learned that surprisingly quick,” she told Tarak.

“Is that an accusation?”

“It is. I am accusing you of knowing more about sorcery than you let on. No one should be able to cast anything on their first day.”

“Aliana, you are slowing us down!” Charlie complained angrily.

She appeared surprised as she leaned back. “I’m sorry, Charlie.”

“Charlie, it is fine,” Tarak interjected. “I knew how to use my mana but my father’s dense lessons never worked in teaching me how to cast a spell. I still do not understand. Leon said something about splitting mana.”

“Yes,” Charlie replied. “In terms of music, a single frequency of mana is a note, and a spell is a chord. Do you know what that means?”

“No.”

“It means you must cast multiple notes at the same time to make a spell. Sometimes two, most of the time three, and sometimes four or even five for the more complex spells.”

“Very well, how do I do that?”

“You will not be able to for a long time,” Aliana warned him. “Unless you are lying to us about your ability.”

“Hang on,” Charlie replied. “He is the son of Caarda, after all, and he has a good range available to him. I think the bigger issue is that there are no confirmed spells of divination besides yours, Aliana, and his octaves of C.”

“Aliana’s spell is the one for tracking?” Tarak asked.

“Yes,” Charlie said. “Low-Lower B, or llB for short.”

“Low-Lower, as in an octave below Lower B?”

“Exactly,” Charlie answered. “You catch on quickly.”

“That is too low, is it not?” He then asked Aliana, “You can reach that low?” Tarak couldn’t imagine anyone going below Lower C.

She nodded.

“Your range of mana is a lot like the range of your voice,” Charlie said. “You’re going to have an easy time reaching any note near the natural frequency of your voice and a more difficult time reaching notes further away. Someone else will experience the same ease and difficulty at a range that is impossible for you to reach.”

“Then I am to believe I will not reach Aliana’s Low-Lower B at any point in my long life?”

“Most likely not,” Charlie said. “Many talented sorcerers can extend their range by a few notes over decades, but…hmm how long is your life?”

“Centuries, unless I fuck it up.”

He was surprised when Aliana laughed, though she stifled it quickly and pretended that nothing had come out of her mouth.

“I suppose it may be possible for you to reach Aliana’s note eventually, but I can’t be certain.”

“One moment. Aliana…?”

“What?”

“You can track movement and sense aggression with a single note?”

“Yes, but it did not come easy to me. I have spent hundreds of hours refining this single note.”

“Her note, once refined into a specialty, is called Earth,” Charlie said. “I have done the same with my specialty, Mtalia. It is a single note as well. Both of us have a very limited range which makes it easier to focus on these notes.”

“Clearly your spell has to do with metal,” Tarak interrupted. “But how exactly?”

Charlie fished around in his pockets. He took out a lumpy block of what looked to be iron. “I always keep a little on me in case I need to mold something.” Holding it in the palm of his hand, he waved his other hand over it repeatedly. The sphere of hard iron slowly melted into sludge. Charlie continued waving his hand over it, and the sludge hardened back into a lumpy block of iron.

“Lord and bane! You must be rich.”

“I do fine,” Charlie said as he slid the lump of iron into his pocket. “You have a much wider range than me, but you should still have an easy time bending that note of C to your will. Seeing as how it creates light, there could be much you could do with it.”

“Very well, then what is my next lesson?” Tarak made light again. “This is easy now. I am ready for the next step. How do I bend it to my will, as you say?”

“Hang on, did you notice the color of the light?” Charlie asked.

Tarak made it again. “It is green,” he realized. “It was yellow before now.”

“I’m certain I have never seen green light come out of a mage,” Charlie said. “Aliana?”

“I haven’t.”

“That’s proof already that you can modify the color,” Charlie said.

“Very well, now what else can I do with it?”

“Don’t you see that modifying the color is a great feat on its own?”

“Yes,” Tarak replied instinctively but then thought about it some more. “No.”

Aliana scoffed as if annoyed. Luckily, she did not speak.

Charlie said, “If you can modify the color of light through the use of a single note, then you might have domain over all the colors with practice. If you can manufacture color, again with a single note, I can only imagine what you might be capable of with additional notes. Do you see now?”

“Yes.” Tarak scratched his head.

Aliana slapped the table. “Stop saying that if you don’t get it!”

“Fine, I do not understand! What might I be capable of?”

“I believe there is a ‘mastery’ spell in each tree,” Charlie said. “It is the only way to explain extremely powerful spells we have already witnessed before the Deviants left. The transformation of Airinold into Gourfist, for example, was use of a ‘master’ spell. Specifically, I believe he used a mastery spell of dteria, which, as you know, no longer exists.” Charlie paused. “Wait, do you know?”

“Yes, of course I know daterior,” he lied. Tarak had never heard of it, but he didn’t care about that. He just wanted to get back to his lesson because he was finally starting to understand what he might be able to do with a mastery over light, and it was something he had always wanted to cast.

Aliana tossed her fork at him. He lifted his arm and blocked it, fortunate the sharp side did not strike him.

“Hey now!”

“I told you to stop doing that!” she yelled, then put her hand on her head and grimaced. “You are going to make me faint again.”

“Then you should probably relax. I suggest you go back to your bed.”

“I have to finish this meal and two more like it before the day is done. It’s the fastest way I’m going to recover from the blood loss, which I still blame you for.”

“Is that why you are like a crab, always snapping at me? You have to let go of your anger. I am now stuck in this situation because of you, but do you see me snapping at you every chance offered to me? No.”

“Because it is not my fault.”

Tarak let out his anger. “And it was mine?” he asked rhetorically. “I had no coin. There was no work available. I tried to introduce myself to the king as my father advised, but he would not see me. No one would believe me. What was I to do? I was not going to hurt anyone. It was just one tree, ranger, one! I would sell the wood and make enough to leave this godforsaken place. Instead, I had to parade around with half my arse showing and not a penny to fix it! Need I remind you that I could have fled after I helped save your life? I had your expensive bow in hand. It would have sold for more than enough for me to make it to the next town over. However, for some stupid reason, I had to ensure you were alive. Now you are stuck with me, and I you. I wish for my grudge to go cold, but it continues to reignite because of you.”

Aliana did not respond. Charlie appeared nervous as he glanced at her, but Tarak almost wished she would say something that would push him over the edge. It had been a strain to hold it in all this time, and now he was looking for any chance to unleash the beast.

“You’re right,” Aliana said to his surprise. “I am blaming you for more than you deserve. I’m angry because crime increases every day, and I should be out there helping to stop it. Now I will be useless for days, maybe even a week. I cannot stand it, but I cannot continue to blame you. There is no point.”

“Really?” Tarak asked in surprise.

She offered her hand. “Really.”

They shook, and Charlie seemed more relieved than anyone as he let out a long breath.

“You’re wrong about one thing, though,” Aliana told him. “You didn’t just come back here to ensure I was alive. I think you knew that we’re on the right side and you wanted to join us.”

Tarak didn’t reply for a breath or two.

“I suppose I did believe the more immoral would be the men who nearly took your life. There is a reason they want you dead, and I am too curious to find out.” Tarak gestured at her. “But ensuring you were alive was my priority. The rest is secondary. You may be a crabby dame, but I know you are good. Because of that, I would defend you again, even if you never let this grudge die.”

“Then make sure you can do something with that light, and fast. I have a feeling we are going to need all the help we can get with whatever’s coming.”

“I will. Now are you going to finish that scrumptious hunk of mysterious meat, because honestly I cannot stand here and watch you toy with it much longer.”

She and Charlie laughed.

“I have to,” she said. “And it is beef.”

“I know beef, but it has never looked that neat and delicious. It is like it has been trimmed just for you. And the smell.” Tarak exhaled loudly. “Heaven.”

There was another laugh, but this time from behind him. It was the beautiful princess, dressed a bit more appropriately now, unfortunately. She still wore an expensive dress, though the top of it went all the way up to her neck.

Tarak bowed in her direction. “Speaking of heaven, it is always a pleasure to lay eyes on you, my lady.”

“Easy there,” she said after a scoff. “I have come to check on your progress out of simple curiosity. Nothing more.”

“Has he been bothering you?” Aliana asked.

Callie put her hands over her lips as she hummed in thought. She had a sly look in her eyes as she held Tarak’s gaze. He winked at her, and she tried to suppress a smile.

“No need to worry, Aliana. I can handle myself.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The princess sat down on the other side of Charlie. A man with a white apron emerged from the kitchen and walked across the empty dining hall, his footsteps echoing.

He arrived at their table and leaned down beside the princess. “Can I get you anything, my lady?”

“I am not hungry, chef, but thank you.”

“I will have what is here on this plate, my fine sir,” Tarak said as he pointed at Aliana’s meal.

“And you are?” asked the chef.

“Tarak.”

“Oh, no there will be no food for you until I am given permission.”

Callie chuckled. “Tarak, this is Chef Irwin. He is the best in all of Dorrinthal.”

“I appreciate the compliment,” the man said with a bow.

Tarak didn’t need the best chef. He’d settle for one who at the very least wouldn’t poison him. Aliana’s plate of neglected meat had enraged his appetite. “Who must give you permission for me to eat?” Tarak asked as politely as he could.

“Well, let me see. The order came from Leon, so I believe I would accept permission from anyone above him, such as the king or the king’s advisors.”

“What about from the princess?” Tarak asked.

“I’m truly sorry, my lady, but I would have to check with Leon first.”

“That screaming lunatic has more clout than this lovely lady?” Tarak asked in disbelief.

“Had I any say in the matter, it would not be the case, I can assure you.” The chef sounded sincere.

Callie announced, “I’ve changed my mind. I will have the same as Aliana.”

“You will, um…” He glanced at Tarak, who pretended to be oblivious to this obvious trickery. “Are you certain, my lady?”

“I am.”

“A plate of seared beef with spinach and onions, coming up.”

“May I have another fork, chef?” Aliana asked. “Mine…fell.”

He glanced around at the floor near her feet but found nothing.

Tarak cleared his throat as he picked up the fork by his shoe. He handed it to the chef.

“Yes, of course, Miss Forrester.”

As soon as he was gone, Tarak held his gaze on Callie until she looked over. His expression reflected the question foremost on his mind.

“Yes, I ordered it for you,” she acknowledged.

“Thank you.”

“Aliana,” she asked, “why does it appear that you threw your fork at Tarak?”

“Because I did.”

“Because he was too forward with you?” the princess assumed.

Tarak scoffed in shock and offense.

“No, he hasn’t been forward at all with me,” Aliana answered.

“Really?” the princess uttered. “That is surprising.” She glanced at Tarak.

“You do not know me very well,” he said.

“Apparently not.”

A tense silence passed. The princess put her palms on the table and stood up.

“It appears I’ve interrupted your training, Tarak. I should go.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “You have to at least stay until the chef brings back ‘your’ plate.”

“Oh, right.”

“Continue, Charlie,” Tarak said, needing to take his mind off food.

Charlie shrugged. “I suggest you experiment to find out what is available to you in the divination tree.”

“Divination?” Callie asked. “I, uh, never mind. I am interrupting again. Please continue.”

“How am I to experiment?” Tarak asked. “Am I supposed to cast notes at random?”

“Yeah, with the vibmtaer,” Charlie answered. “Didn’t Leon give you one?”

“No, he ran off as soon as he heard you were burning something. But why do I need one? You seem capable of identifying notes.”

“I suppose I can quite well after all my practice.”

“Then tell me what to cast and help me to reach it.”

Charlie put his hand on his chin and looked off toward a distant wall. He stayed like that for some time. So long, in fact, the Tarak started to wonder if he had forgotten Tarak’s request. Charlie got off the bench and began to pace.

The chef finally brought out Tarak’s—the princess’ plate—he corrected himself as he stopped himself from reaching for it.

“Thank you,” Callie said when the chef put it in front of her with silverware and a cloth.

“You are most welcome.”

Tarak was salivating by the time the chef returned to the kitchen and Callie handed over her plate. He took one, two, three, no four bites before he could speak. It was probably the most delicious meal he had ever eaten.

“Lord and bane, this is good!” he managed to utter with bits of meat spewing out.

“You are a barbarian,” the princess said with a laugh.

“C, E, and G,” Charlie said.

Tarak continued to eat, barely aware that Charlie was speaking, let alone to him.

“C, E, and G, Tarak,” Charlie repeated.

“What?”

“That’s what you should work toward,” Charlie explained. “I believe every tree of magic has a version of this spell. It is the most likely to produce a result.”

“I do not quite understand what you are saying except that I should cast the notes C, E, and G.”

“Yes.”

“Seems easy. Am I to assume D is one note higher than C, and E is one note higher than D?”

Callie spoke. “No, it is C, D min, D, E min, E.”

“What? Why?”

“Didn’t Leon show you the color chart?” Callie asked.

“He did. I had too many other questions to notice. Why are there min notes? What does min even entail?”

“The notes are named after music,” Callie said, “because they behave the closest to music out of anything else. Min is short for Minor, but most sorcerers just say Dm. The point is that E is four notes higher than C.”

“Very well. Let me attempt to reach E.”

Charlie put his wrist near Tarak’s palm. Tarak could already change his natural state of mana, C, to the highest frequency he could reach, uC. All he had to do, in his mind, was start to increase the vibration of his mana slowly, one note at a time. Eventually he would reach E.

“This should be Dm,” he said as he bent his mana to his will.

“Yes, surprisingly.” Charlie spoke with his eyes closed.

“Now D,” Tarak said.

“Yes.”

“Now Em,” Tarak said.

“Yes!”

“Are you serious, Charlie?” Aliana asked in disbelief.

“Yes, he has impeccable control over his mana.”

“So this should be E,” Tarak said, a bit fatigued but holding his mana strong.

“It is. I almost cannot believe it,” Charlie said. “Now memorize that feeling so you can cast E again later.”

“I have it.”

“You can’t possibly,” Callie said.

Tarak let the spell come to an end, then started again. “E, correct, Charlie?”

“Yes.”

“Now C.”

“Yes.”

“Now E.”

“Yes!”

“No way!” Callie exclaimed.

“I will keep going to G.” Tarak counted as he went up notes. “One, two, three—”

“Stop, that’s G,” Charlie said.

“All right, so here is C.” Tarak cast, then stopped. “Here is E.” He cast and stopped again. “And I think this is G.” He did so a third time.

“Wow, yes,” Charlie affirmed.

Tarak stuffed his mouth with more of the delicious beef. He didn’t bother swallowing it all before he spoke. “It feels just like singing a little bit higher of a note each time.” He paused as he noticed everyone staring at him in disbelief. “Is this supposed to be hard?”

Aliana said, “Yes, you arrogant oaf! It is much more believable that you have come to us a liar and that you do know sorcery very well than that you have learned to differentiate between notes in less than an hour.”

“I have trained years even though I was never told what to do,” Tarak countered. “I have bent my mana this way and that without knowing what I was doing until now. I never produced anything, but I practiced. You compare this to music, and so will I. This feels like I have been singing various pitches for years without ever learning a song. This is likely the explanation you are looking for.”

Charlie asked, “Why didn’t your father teach you about notes and chords?”

“He must not think of mana in those terms. His lessons were based on feelings.”

“Your father must be near godly to cast his complicated spells based on feeling alone,” Charlie said.

“Not godly enough to teach his son how to make light,” Tarak said. “I cast each note, C, E, and G. Now what am I to do?”

“Now you cast them at the same time,” Charlie said.

“What?” Tarak yelled, remembering to swallow soon after he almost spewed his mouthful of meat. “That is impossible. All my focus is required to cast one note! How am I supposed to cast three?”

“I never could master casting more than one note,” Charlie said.

“It’s like telling someone how to run,” Callie explained. “That’s how a fire mage explained it to me when I was learning. The result is going to be the same, but getting there is likely to be different. Don’t try to think of separately casting both notes at once. That is too difficult. You should, instead, think of casting all three notes as one note. Like patting your head, rubbing your stomach, and counting by three, all at the same time. It is possible because you are able to do each of these tasks individually with ease.”

Tarak’s eyes widened at the princess. “You’re a sorcerer?” he asked.

Callie smirked as she snapped her fingers. A swirling ball of fire appeared above her hand.

“Lord and bane, you are full of surprises.” Tarak stuffed the remaining contents of his plate into his mouth. “Very well, I believe I can do this.”

“You won’t for a while,” Callie warned him. “Even if you can reach the right notes, it takes most people weeks to cast their first spell. There’s a certain finesse to it, almost like—holy glory, what is that?”

As Tarak cast his spell, a black glob of some kind of energy appeared above the table and immediately sucked the plates and silverware up toward it. He grabbed his so it wouldn’t break, but with his focus interrupted, the spell ended.

Aliana grabbed her plate from the air as well, but not before her slab of beef fell onto the floor. Forks and knives toppled down.

“That was not very hard after all,” Tarak said as he walked around the table. Aliana’s beef had rolled up to the wall. He picked it up and blew off the dust. “Are you going to eat this?”

He enjoyed the shock on everyone’s face as they stared at him with mouths open. Aliana eventually shook her head.

Tarak put the dusty meat on his plate, then retrieved his fork and knife and started to dig in. “So what was that?” he asked them.

Charlie was the first to respond. “I’ve never seen anything like it! You have never cast such a spell? Never?”

“Casting light was the first that ever came from my hand…from my body? Where does it come from?”

“It comes from your mana,” Charlie answered, “directed out through your hand.”

“Where is my mana?”

“Within you and around you. Aren’t you worried about getting sick from eating meat that fell on the floor?”

“Never am I sick.”

“Never?”

“Correct.” It wasn’t exactly true. Tarak had been ill before, but it never lasted more than a couple hours. He was not worried about a little dust on this finely cooked meat. “Cannot let this go to waste. Food shortage and all.” He finished up Aliana’s meat rather quickly, then set down his silverware. “Shall we see the spell again?”

“This is all a show, isn’t it?” Callie asked. “You knew exactly what would happen because you’ve done it before.”

“Princess, I swear I have never cast a spell in my life before today. I am unsure what I made. It reminded me of one of my father’s spells. Gravity, perhaps?”

“Yes, that would make sense,” Charlie said. He gasped. “I wonder if the same element is used in your spell, Aliana. You can feel gravity, and that would explain how you can sense movement and weight. I have always wondered how it worked.”

“This is too much for me.” Aliana rubbed her head over her eyebrows. “I need to lie down.”

“Do you need assistance?” Callie asked.

“I’m fine, thank you.”

As they watched her stumble off, Callie hurried after her and said something to Aliana when she was too far away for Tarak to hear. Soon she had lent an arm to steady Aliana.

Tarak clapped Charlie on the back. “Good sir, I want to thank you before I forget. You are an excellent instructor. Far superior than Leon.”

“I’m sure he would’ve helped to produce the same result.”

“Perhaps eventually, between smacking and wrestling.”

“You wrestled with Leon?”

“There was a time we were on the floor grappling, yes.”

“How?”

“He struck me, so I struck him back.”

“I advise you not to strike anyone else, especially not Leon. The king might not have as much use for you now as he would’ve had during the war. Water mages are more critical these days.”

“I will keep that in mind. Answer something for me, will you?”

“What is it?”

“Why when I produce three notes at the same time does not my mana cast the product of those three notes? Can you see?”

“Can I see what?”

“I mean, do you understand my question?”

“I think so. Are you asking why casting C, E, and G does not produce the sum of the notes C, E, and G?”

“Yes. C cast light, and E and G cast nothing. So why does casting the three of them at the same time do this?” Tarak made the spell again, this time opting to hold it away from the table. There seemed to be a defined border to the sphere, where light shimmered around it and made up the circular edges. Other than that, there wasn’t much to see. It was a black sphere he could not see through.

“Hold it,” Charlie said.

“It is strong!” Tarak tired faster than if he was sprinting uphill.

Charlie put himself beneath the sphere that was the size of his head. His hair stood up, his shirt lifted. He raised his arms and laughed as his shirt flew off and bunched up within the sphere.

“Marvelous!” Charlie said, his arms still wobbling in the air as he seemed to enjoy fighting the pull of Tarak’s spell. “I can’t even put my arms down!” He laughed.

Tarak could hold his spell no longer. Charlie’s shirt fell as the sphere dissipated. As the thin, shirtless young man bent down to pick it up, he answered Tarak’s earlier question.

“Mana is a powerful and complicated force. Notes are the way you communicate with it. E and G might seem like they do nothing, but they are meaningful even if we do not understand them on their own. Think of these notes as words like ‘forceful’ or ‘circular’. They mean little on their own but are helpful to communication. Other notes, like C, B, and F, are more like the words that give meaning to language, such as ‘you’ or ‘I,’ or ‘run’ or ‘stop.’ That is why many spells have a base of C, F, or B and then use other notes like E, G, and D to change their outcome.”

Tarak was beginning to understand when he spotted someone entering the great hall behind Charlie that took his focus.

Tarak had never seen an analyte before, but he knew how to recognize one by their violet hair. The strangest thing about this young man was not his hair, however, it was his egregious limp. The dining quarters was too vast to wait this long for someone who moved this slowly.

“Who is that?” Tarak asked Charlie with a whisper.

Charlie had just finished putting his shirt back on when he turned around for a look. “That’s Zarin Finwyll, the king’s secondary advisor.”

Zarin was a fascinating sight with the most ostentatious hair Tarak had ever seen. It was shaved on the sides, and the rest sat in stylish waves of dull purple above his head. His eyebrows and trimmed beard, however, were dark. Tarak didn’t know if it was because of an injury or a permanent disfiguration to the young man’s leg, but he held a face of pain as he continued to approach as slowly as butter melting.

Not only was his hair a new sight to Tarak, but Zarin wore something on his face that baffled Tarak. There were two round circles of what appeared to be glass in front of Zarin’s eyes. They seemed to be held up by a tiny metal frame that went over his ears and rested on his nose.

When Tarak managed to look past all of these distractions, he could see that Zarin was someone who took pride in the rest of his appearance. He was well put together, from his pained eyes down to his tailored clothing that fit his sturdy upper frame closely. A handsome fellow indeed, limp and all.

“Are you Tarak, son of Caarda?” he asked.

Tarak made his way over so Zarin didn’t have to walk the rest.

“Correct. Charlie says you are Zarin Finwyll.”

“I am.”

Tarak offered his hand. Zarin looked as if he was trying to put on a friendly smile but discomfort kept the corners of his mouth from fulfilling the message.

“You are an analyte, are you not?” Tarak asked.

“I am,” he answered somewhat defensively.

“Analytes usually speak another language, do they not?”

“You’re wondering why I do not have an accent?”

“Correct.”

“I learned common tongue from an early age.”

“You were born in Korrithin?” Tarak asked.

Zarin laughed without humor.

“What?” Tarak wondered.

“I have come here to find out about you, son of Caarda, but I find myself the target of your interrogation.”

“I am to assume this is rude?” Tarak asked, then gave Charlie a glance, who seemed indifferent to the whole thing, perhaps even bored.

“Perhaps a little,” Zarin answered softly.

“I apologize. I find you fascinating.” Tarak straightened out his back to keep from leaning toward Zarin. “Ask your questions.”

“How is your training progressing? I understand it has been less than a day, but some of us have great expectations from the son of Caarda.”

Charlie answered “He is learning exceptionally fast. Show him what you can do.”

Tarak glanced down at the young man with the cane. “I think casting over here is best.” Tarak made the sphere of gravity again, this time on the other side of himself to keep it away from Zarin.

The analyte muttered something in a foreign language as he started to approach.

“Careful,” Tarak said. “It will pull you.”

“Yes, watch,” Charlie said as he tossed a fork toward it.

The small sphere sucked up the fork and held it. Tarak wasn’t sure if he had imagined it last time, with Charlie’s shirt, but now he was certain. With something held in the sphere, the spell was even more difficult to maintain. He didn’t bother pushing himself to his limit this time as he let the spell disperse and reached out to catch the fork.

He shot a look over his shoulder at Zarin, who held a small grin.

“My people have predicted that sorcery involving time and gravity is possible, but I had yet to see a spell in person.”

“He can also make light,” Charlie said.

Tarak demonstrated for the advisor.

Zarin seemed pensive as he put his hand over his mouth. He had another faint smile as he removed it. “I am very interested in your progress, Tarak. I believe the king will be as well.”

Tarak couldn’t contain his curiosity any longer. He pointed and asked, “What is that on your face?”

“This?” Zarin asked as he took off the strange thing. “These are glasses. They help me see better.”

“How?”

“The lenses are curved at just the right amount to correct a problem with my vision.”

“Lord and bane, that is a marvel. There was a man with poor sight in my town, and he was more useless than a cup with no bottom. Can I peer through them for a glance?”

Zarin retracted his hand. “They are difficult to make and easily broken. I’m fearful of letting anyone touch them.”

“I understand.” Tarak wasn’t bothered. They looked far more expensive than Tarak could afford. “What happened to your leg?”

“I fell from a moving horse and landed badly. The healer responsible for me was traitorous to my family and ensured I would not heal correctly.”

“That is permanent?”

“Yes.”

Fuck, Tarak cursed inwardly. “I hope you killed him.”

“Yes, after her plan was revealed.”

“I didn’t know any of this,” Charlie said.

“This is more than I usually care to reveal upon first meeting someone,” Zarin said, and glanced at Tarak as if hoping he was done with his incessant questions.

“I am an arse.” Tarak admitted. “I apologize.”

“It’s not a problem,” Zarin said. “Even with all your questions, you have given me better treatment than most upon their first meeting of an analyte.”

“Yeah, I heard some lowlifes spewing nasty talk in a tavern. How did you become an advisor here if you were born all the way in Korrithin?”

“It was King Nykal’s idea. He wants an alliance with my people. My mother is the queen.”

“I see now.”

“Hey!” Leon yelled as he entered. He made haste to join them. “Hey, whoa, Tarak.” Leon spoke as if to a wild horse. “I hope you aren’t alienating our host with your lack of common sense. Forget anything he said, Zarin.”

“He has been courteous in his curiosity,” Zarin said with an eye on Tarak. “It has been no trouble at all. Are you aware that he has cast his first spell?”

Leon stopped in front of them. “Yeah, light. You figure out more on that, Charlie?”

“I did. He uses the divination tree, like Aliana, and there is a lot more he can do besides make light. He seems to produce something else that may be related to light when he casts the other octaves of C. One creates heat and the other leaves my arm feeling burned but without heat. I will have to think on it some more. Show Leon what else you can do, Tarak.”

He was wondering if he might’ve progressed a little too quickly, the way they spoke about him like a prized horse. He still hadn’t even met the king he was now obligated to serve. It was a good sign that the king had met with the analytes and wanted an alliance, but what if it was because he planned on demolishing the other kingdoms?

Tarak sighed. He was in too deep now. He would have to see what the king asked of him before he could decide what to do, but that was only if they were ever to meet. Perhaps the king would continue to send his advisors to speak to Tarak for the foreseeable future.

He made the sphere of gravity over Leon’s head and smirked as he watched the blond hair and arms of the Shit Talker rise up against Leon’s struggle. “The fuck is this?” Leon groaned as he looked up, only for his lips and cheeks to be sucked toward it as well.

Tarak wanted it to grow stronger. He surprised himself by feeling a connection between the spell and his mind. It was like looking into someone’s eyes during a conversation and seeing that they understood. The sphere enlarged and pulled Leon off the ground.

“Tarak, stop, you shit!” Leon yelled.

“Don’t bring him so close to the spell,” Charlie warned Tarak. “We still must test it.”

“An accident,” Tarak lied as he let the spell come to an end.

Leon fell on his rump. “An accident my ass!”


CHAPTER TWELVE

Callie retired to her room for the night. She was supposed to lock her door, but she had been receiving mysterious notes around this time. She wanted to see who was leaving them.

It must be someone close to her father. How else would they include details of his business each day? The most she had ever learned about her father was through these notes. She wanted to be thankful, and she was, but she was too curious to let them go on any longer without investigation.

She sat on her chair in front of her open door. She thought about practicing her spellcasting or reading a book, but she didn’t want to miss someone who might be stopping by, only for them to dart off when they saw her waiting. She had to catch them.

There wasn’t much activity in the keep after sundown. After the war, her father had abolished the curfew in the city. Because of these notes, she was aware that he was considering bringing it back because of an increase in crime. Polling had been conducted. The people did not want a curfew. Now the question remained whether her father would impose a law that most people did not want. He would do it only if he thought it would be for their own good.

She imagined her father struggling these days. Her mother had gone off to the northern city, Tryn, to assist in keeping the peace during this drought as food was becoming scarce. It was her birthplace, and the people there respected her.

Callie was not allowed in meetings her father held, which was how he spent just about every hour of the day—in discussions with others. She used to have supper with him and her mother every day. There was a time when all the king’s new sorcerers were seated not too far away, and the dining quarters was filled with laughter. It was also a time when she was aware of her father’s struggles and even could learn about how he solved such complex issues. Now she had to hear about him through clandestine letters.

Leon walked by. Callie jumped up and grabbed him by his shirt. “Aha, it’s you!”

He screamed. “Ah! You nearly scared the shit out of me!” He pried her hand off his shirt. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Tell me then, what are you doing up here at this hour?”

“I’m on my way to speak to your father.” Leon looked at her empty chair near the doorway. “What the fu—what are you doing?”

Leon was not someone who would leave letters against the king’s wishes, and he certainly wouldn’t lie about it once caught. Leon and her father had their disagreements in the past, but the letters made it seem as if they now saw eye to eye about most things.

“Nothing,” she said. “I made an error.”

“Shut your door and lock it, Callie.”

“Why? Is there a danger of someone breaking into the keep?”

“There is at least one sorcerer who seems capable of lifting himself like dark mages used to do. We don’t expect him to attack the keep, but it’s best to be safe.”

“I can keep myself safe.” It was why she no longer needed some poor soul to stand guard outside her door. The chances of anyone getting to her might already be impossible, but if they somehow managed it, there weren’t many defenses against fire and a young woman whose scream could penetrate each floor of the keep.

“Just lock your door.” Leon turned as if to leave. “I have to go.”

“Wait,” she said. “At least tell me what’s to happen with Tarak.”

“He will remain out of the dungeons for now.”

“That means he must’ve earned at least some permissions.”

“Some,” Leon said, and looked off as if considering leaving in the middle of their conversation. With anyone else, he might have, but being a princess did have at least some perquisites.

“Which?” Callie asked.

“He’s earned himself baths, meals, and a place to sleep.”

“You must really see potential in him.”

Leon grunted.

“Are you still concerned about him leaving?” she asked.

“Somewhat, but no one has time to babysit him. He’ll be sent off with Reuben tomorrow, and we’ll see how he does.”

“That means he must be given a horse.”

“Yes. Dagaric.”

Callie gasped. “He will get himself killed.”

“I doubt we’d be so lucky,” Leon muttered. “I have to go.”

“All right, good night.”

“Good night, princess.” But Leon stopped once more. He shot a look back at her. “I suggest you keep your distance from him until we know more about him.”

“You believe he is dangerous?”

“Not on purpose, but he is arrogant, strong, and fearless. He’s likely to hurt himself and anyone nearby as he figures out his sorcery.”

“Reminds me of someone, doesn’t it, Leon the Brave?”

“Good night, princess.”

Callie let him go. She decided to shut her door. That might be the only way her mysterious letter deliverer would continue his routine. She did not lock it, though. She was unafraid, and undoing the bolt would only slow her down.

She waited long after she grew bored and began to yawn. This was usually the time she was finishing up her prayers and starting to fall asleep.

Then it happened—a note slid under her door. She jumped up and pulled the door open.

“Zarin?” she uttered in shock.

He did not seem surprised. In fact, he wore the same expression Callie always saw on his face, as if he was in pain and trying not to let it bother him.

“I did not wish to disturb you,” he said.

“Come in, please,” she invited.

He limped into her room. She shut the door.

He chuckled at the sight of her chair. “Were you waiting for me?”

“Yes, I had to see who was delivering notes. Would you like to sit?” She turned around her chair, then went to fetch another. “Please sit.” She spoke over her shoulder after looking back to see him hesitating.

He sat. “I shouldn’t stay long.”

Yes, that was true. The implications of him being in her room at night could mean trouble for the both of them if they were caught.

“This will be fast.” She sat and faced him. Like most everyone else in the castle, Zarin was older than her, but perhaps not by much. He had always been too kind with her, going out of his way to offer her compliments about her dress or hair, or provide a place for her to sit, or ask if there was anything he could do for her. She had thought at first that it was because she was the princess and Zarin wished to be in the good graces of the royal family. Now, that was clearly wrong. Informing the king’s daughter about discussions that his majesty wished to keep from her was not the best way to win over the king…unless he only cared about winning Callie over?

“I appreciate the letters, but I don’t understand,” she said. “Why are you keeping me informed, and why have you kept your identity hidden?”

“I didn’t wish to keep my identity a secret. I only did so long enough to make sure these letters would not fetch me trouble. I have come to trust that you have little interest in stopping them, so, in fact, I mention myself in the most recent letter.” He leaned down from the chair and picked it up from the floor.

Callie took it and put it on her lap. She did not open it yet. “Is that really the only reason?”

“I didn’t want you to feel obligated to reward me, either. It’s been long enough, however. If I did not reveal myself now, it might start to seem suspicious.”

She supposed all of that made sense. “But why are you inclined to inform me about my father’s meetings?”

“Because I know what it’s like to be you. You are part of his family. You will be queen one day. You are smart and can provide input. The only reason you are removed is because you are female.”

“That is true. The same happened to you?”

“Yes, I suffered persecution because of my limp.”

Callie had always wondered about that but didn’t want to be rude. She took a chance and asked now.

“What happened?”

“I fell off a galloping horse and the traitorous healer ensured my bone would not mend correctly.”

“That is horrible!”

He nodded sadly.

“Were there no healers with sorcery in your kingdom?” she asked.

“An injury like this cannot be fixed with sorcery.”

“You haven’t met our healer.”

“I’ve heard about him, but I doubt even he could do anything to help me. It has been over a decade. Healing works by accelerating the body’s process, however my body believes I am done healing.”

“Jon Oklar has performed acts of healing that do much more than accelerate the natural process. I am almost sure he will find a way for you to walk without pain.”

“Princess Callie, I do not wish to talk about it. I’m used to it by now and would rather not rely on fantasies as I once did. I hope you can understand.” With much help from his cane, he stood up.

“I apologize,” Callie said. “I don’t know what it’s like.”

“Sweet princess, you have a kind heart and could never upset me. Good night.”

It was times like this, when he bombarded her with charm, that she felt he had some other motive. She stood up and curtsied, then watched him go.

He was darned handsome. Perhaps he was used to receiving what he wanted from girls after just a bit of effort, but even in that case, what did he want from Callie? Could he possibly expect the king to annul her engagement to Trevor Chespar so their families could unite?

Actually, it was not that far-fetched. The analyte people had been hit first by the food shortage and had suffered the longest. Their kingdom was in shambles, from what she had heard. Even though times were dire here, they were much better than in the south.

She crossed one arm over the other and cupped her chin to rest her tired head. She did not know what to do. She thought she could love Trevor, but she felt that these last few months were a glimpse into her future with him. Even though he was handsome and incredibly tall, two traits she had wanted for her husband, she feared what might become of them.

She opened Zarin’s letter. She smiled at seeing his familiar handwriting. It was as neat and beautiful as he was.

“The king has not heard back from several messengers who have been sent to Rohaer. We have become concerned that they have been killed or bought by someone plotting against us. Crime is increasing everywhere as people become desperate for food. The king is considering enacting a law that would fix the price of every item of food, but my mother attempted that in our land of Korrithin and it did not work. Sellers refused to part with anything except perishables, hoarding the rest until the law of the fixed price was abandoned or until they found a black market deal, which became prevalent. People ended up paying even more than they did before. I advised the king on this, and I believe he will listen.

--Zarin Finwyll”

Callie went to her window and opened it by the latch. She burned the note and blew the ashes out. She was about to close her window when she thought she heard someone calling her name from below.

She peered down to see Tarak standing on the roof of the apartments. It put him about ten feet from her window on the second story of the keep. He had a handful of pebbles as if to throw at her window.

“What are you doing?” she whispered loudly. The ramparts surrounded them, and guards always patrolled at night. One of them might spot Tarak.

“Sneak out of that tower and come have an ale with me,” he whispered back. “I took some from the kitchen.”

“Are you mad?” she wanted to yell but managed to keep her voice down. “You will get yourself thrown in the dungeons. Go back to your room before someone sees you!”

“It’s fine. I will get you back to your room without anyone knowing.”

“Tarak, for your own good, go to sleep.”

“Very well.”

She was relieved when she watched him climb off the roof and disappear out of sight.

She closed her window, latched it, and then found herself chuckling. “He is absolutely mad! How did he get ales from the kitchen? Better yet, how does he expect to get me back to my room without anyone seeing? He can’t possibly do that.”

She changed for bed and got down on her knees for prayer.

“God, please give us rain. The kingdom is running out of food. Please also give my father the wisdom he needs to see us through this shortage.” She paused to wonder if she should continue with her next request. She muttered it quickly. “And please stop putting handsome boys in front of me especially tall ones amen.”

Callie had become skilled at clearing her mind before sleep. It had been the only way to sleep during the war.

She felt something strange tonight, however, as she started to drift off. She felt like she was falling into somewhere deep, like her mind had penetrated a place it had not reached before. A voice spoke to her.

“I have a message for you.”

She did not feel like she was dreaming, but she knew she wasn’t awake, either. She could almost reply to the message but couldn’t quite find her voice.

“Who are you?” she wanted to ask.

“Go to the armory in the keep. Go now. I am waiting.”

She awoke with a startle. Had she been asleep, or had she only been drifting off?

It was too real to be a dream and too strange to be real. She decided to ignore it and clear her mind again.

It didn’t take long for her to drift off once more. She noticed herself falling asleep, this time, and was certain she could feel herself falling…not her body, though. It was more of a soft fall, like leaning back to rest somewhere soft and warm, though it went on and on. Deeper she went until she felt like she had reached somewhere unstable and dark.

“Go now,” the voice told her again. “I am waiting in the armory. This is not a dream.”

She screamed as she awoke this time. Fear gave her shivers. She made a ball of fire and looked around her room expecting to find someone, for she was certain that she was not alone. But no, her room was empty. The voice had been in her head.

She was still shivering with fear as she caught her breath. “Oh gosh,” she muttered to herself. “Oh no, oh no, oh no.” Her damn curiosity. She continued to hold in curses as she got out of bed and tossed a robe over herself. She was going to take a trip to the damn armory. “Oh gosh, this is so stupid.”

The door would be locked, she was sure of it. She would leave after checking on it. She would return to her bed and have no more voices in her head, and she would laugh about this tomorrow.

The night was warm, but she was still shivering as she made her way, barefoot, down the cold stone steps. The armory was on the ground floor of the keep, down a few corridors. She almost gasped as she noticed Rick, the head guard of her father, sitting near the impenetrable door of the keep. She became angry with her father. Rick should be sleeping, not guarding a locked door that no one could get through. Even worse, he was going to see her when she walked out from the stairway.

“Princess?” he asked.

“I’ve just come to ensure that the armory is locked,” she said and started toward it.

Rick hastily intercepted her. “I can’t have you walking around the keep at night without a guard.”

“Then come with me. It will only take a moment.”

“Princess, it is very late, and I am certain the armory is locked and the key is elsewhere. I cannot leave my post.”

“Why? What trouble are you suddenly expecting?”

“You might’ve heard that someone stole from the king and this person has shown a capability for flying.”

“So you must stand behind a locked door all night?”

“There is a guard on each floor listening for break-ins.”

“Completely unnecessary.”

“It is not up to me.”

“Let me check on the armory. No one has to know.”

“I can’t allow it. Orders.”

“This is absurd. We could’ve gone to the armory and back by now.”

“Please return to your bed.” Rick almost sounded to be begging. She suddenly realized that she was not making his life any easier, and arguing was getting her nowhere.

She hurried back to her room and decided this was a waste of time. It had to have been a strange dream. What else could it be?

She eventually fell back asleep, only to be yelled at by the voice this time.

“Go to the armory, now! Do not defy me, or you will regret it!”

She screamed again as she awoke. There was no denying it anymore.

“Oh gosh oh gosh…oh shit oh shit.” She gasped for a quick breath. “Oh shit oh shit oh shit oh shit.”

Should she fetch Leon, maybe even her father? None of them would believe her. They probably wouldn’t even send anyone to the armory. There was only one person who would not only believe her but help her determine what might be in the armory before they got there.

Callie squealed in effort as she dragged her large bed to her window. She yanked off her sheet, rolled it up, and tied it to the frame of her bed.

“Oh shit oh shit,” she muttered all the way down as she climbed out and slowly descended onto the roof of the apartments. She scampered to the edge, then leaned over and knocked on the window.

“Please be the right room, please be the right room,” she repeated.

No one came to investigate the sound, so she knocked a few more times.

The window came open. “Who’s up there?” Aliana asked.

“It’s Callie.”

“What are you doing?”

“Help me into your room.”

“Hold on.”

“Before someone sees me, Ali. I don’t care if you are not dressed. Hurry.”

“Oy, fine.”

Aliana helped Callie down onto her window sill and then assisted her into the room. Callie glanced around the room as she began to tell Aliana what happened.

“You are not going to believe me,” Callie began. Ali wore a robe similar to Callie’s. Her room was tidy except her desk. “I heard a voice in my sleep, and I know it wasn’t a dream.”

Ali put herself in front of the desk as if to block Callie’s view. “Callie, a voice, really?”

“Hang on, what are you writing?” Callie had noticed a lot of words on parchment, far too many to be a simple note.

“It’s nothing. I thought you said you were in a hurry.”

“To enter your room and remove myself from sight. What is this?” Callie reached around Aliana.

“It’s a work in progress!”

Callie took the top page. She read aloud, “Alanna might’ve been known for her unmated beauty, but it was her bow that would bring peace to the kingdom.” Callie lowered the page. “Alanna, hmm?” she teased with a smirk.

“I am bored to tears in here!” Aliana grabbed the paper and stuffed it along with three more full pages in her desk drawer. “It keeps turning to smut anyway. So you heard a voice in your head and you decided to climb on the roof of the apartments?”

“I heard it three times, and each time it was clearer than the last. It was not a dream, I’m sure of it.”

Aliana exhaled sharply. “Then what was it?”

“A voice telling me to go to the armory. Demanding by the end. I wanted to at least check if it was unlocked, but Rick wouldn’t let me through. I came to get you because I thought you would believe me. I figured you would be the only one.”

Aliana sighed. “If we go, will you return to your bed afterward?”

“I promise.”

“Fine, but I cannot guarantee I will convince Rick to let us through.”

“You will.”

Aliana went to put on her shoes. “Sometimes I wonder, Callie, if you are this way because of privilege or there would be no stopping you even if you were a commoner, and you would surely end up in prison.”

“Probably the latter, now can we go?”

“Yes.”

They left the apartments and went next door to the keep. Callie pounded on the door. “Rick, it’s Callie…” She looked at Aliana.

“And Aliana,” she said begrudgingly.

“Let us inside,” Callie continued.

Rick opened the slot at eye level. “How in the world did you get out there, princess?”

“I climbed out of my window.”

He grumbled something as he freed the door from locks and bars and opened it. Callie pushed through with Aliana just behind.

“We are going to the armory for just a moment. If you’re concerned, you will come with us.”

“This is madness,” Rick said.

“Better just to let her be done with it,” Aliana whispered, though Callie still heard.

They went down a long hallway. The heavy door to the armory awaited at the end. Callie had begun to wonder if maybe this was madness. Perhaps she was going mad, for she knew she heard the voice in a state of mind that was not slumber.

“It’s unlocked!” she called out triumphantly as she opened the door. Fear struck her as she swallowed past the lump in her throat. “It’s really unlocked,” she muttered.

Rick pushed the door shut. “I’m going for help, and I’m not leaving you here. Come on.”

“Wait,” Callie said. “Do you sense anyone, Ali?”

The ranger shut her eyes. “It’s always difficult in the keep. There are people all around us.”

The door swung open from the other way. Callie screamed as wind pushed everyone into the armory. The door slammed shut behind them.

“Run, princess,” Rick ordered as he took out his sword.

She ran for the door, but wind threw her back. The room was too dark to see much. She had already lost a good sense of where the door was, so she made light and huddled close to the guard.

Aliana seemed to be muttering about how she should’ve brought her bow as the three of them stood with their backs together. “I sense someone in the room, but they feel different than anyone I’ve sensed before.”

“Different how?” Callie asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Show yourself!” Rick called out. “You trespass in the king’s keep. If you come out now and cooperate, your punishment will be more lenient.”

The armory was made up of rows of armor and weapons organized upon shelves, with the dark forming walls against sight. Out of the shadows stumbled a man. He moved unlike any person or creature Callie had seen, with jerky movements and even cracks of his bones. He spoke with a scratchy voice, like air pushed through his throat without much help from his muscles.

“Rain comes. Thank God and listen for your next message.”

“Get on the floor,” Rick demanded.

The man stumbled closer. He had short hair as dark as coal and a gruesome scar down his cheek. “Rain comes,” he repeated. “Thank God and listen for your next message.”

“I will cut you down!” Rick warned. “Get on the floor and surrender.”

The man collapsed with a cold slap of his face against the stone.

“What…?” Rick murmured, then glanced back at Callie and Aliana.

The man, or was it a corpse, did not move.

“Is he dead?” Callie asked Aliana.

“I still sense the same person, and they are the only person I’ve sensed since coming in here.”

“How is that possible?” Callie asked.

“I don’t think that corpse was ever really alive,” she answered.

Rick did not shift from his fighter’s stance. “Stay behind me. Aliana, where is this person?”

“Moving toward the door.”

Callie thought she saw movement through the shadows. She was just about to aim light down one of the lanes between the standing shelves when wind knocked Rick into her and Aliana. They fell backward.

By the time Callie was back on her feet, she heard the door to the armory shutting. Rick ran toward it, but Callie grabbed him. “Don’t!”

“We have to stop them.”

“You’re going to get yourself killed,” she warned him. “That is not an ordinary person. I’m sure they were the source of the voice in my head, and they don’t want you catching them. Think about what might happen if you do.”

The guard pulled out of her grasp and ran for the door. “They could be after your father.”

Callie cast a stream of fire in between Rick and the door. “Step back!” she warned.

He stopped, shot her a frustrated look, and stepped back.

“They do not target my father,” she said. “And in the off chance I am wrong, he has plenty of guards between here and his room. You heard the message. ‘Rain comes. Thank God and listen for your next message.’ This person wants us to think they are God, godly, or connected to God in some way, and that the rain coming is their doing. They wouldn’t kill my father after such a display. What would be the point?”

A rumble of thunder punctuated her statement.

“No way,” Aliana muttered. “Can we…?” She motioned at the door.

“Yes, I think so,” Callie said.

They rushed out from the armory and down the hall. They didn’t even need to leave the keep. The patter of rain beat like a thousand tiny drums.

They stopped at the door, which had been left unlocked by whomever or whatever had just lured them into the armory. “I can’t believe this,” Rick muttered, then pushed open the door.

The sound of rain was almost deafening as it poured down. Castle workers left the apartments with buckets and even barrels. They set them down with smiles, some stopping to grab each other and hop around in cheerful circles.

It was a miracle, and yet Callie could feel nothing but fear.

“So the person who spoke to us…?” she asked Aliana.

The ranger gasped. “I know who that is! The dark hair and the scar—he’s wanted for rape and murder. There have been reports of him, but no one had spotted him for some time. We thought he left Lycast.”

Callie knew in her heart what had just happened, but she still couldn’t believe it. “So whoever spoke to me in my dreams is able to reanimate the dead and make rain?”

“There must be some other explanation for it,” Rick said. “I had better go inform the king. The two of you should go back to bed.”

Callie wasn’t sure she wanted to sleep anymore. What if there was another message? Did she have to oblige?

“Aliana, will you stay with me tonight?”

The ranger nodded. “I will.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Leon had received a request to meet with the king at night. It was not their usual time. Leon figured powerful sorcery would be needed somewhere in the city, but where, and what for? He had been on the way when the king’s daughter had jumped out of her room and nearly scared the shit out of him. Now Leon was knocking on the king’s door as the cousin of the head guard appeared surprised to see Leon. Randy was younger than his cousin Rick by about a year.

Years ago, when Leon was rotting in prison, these cousins were supporting the efforts of the king to overthrow the corrupt leadership of Oquin Calloum. Leon knew they could be trusted. But did the cousins trust Leon? He could see the question in Randy’s eyes.

Leon always won his shouting matches, except once against the king during the war, and that was the most public of them all. He had proven himself since then, but it had taken a long while to earn King Nykal’s trust again.

“I received a summons,” Leon said as he showed the note with the royal seal to Randy.

“I see.” Randy knocked and called, “Leon is here.”

“Give me a moment,” replied the king from within.

Leon stayed back and gathered his thoughts. Even though Nykal was a good king, he had made plenty of mistakes. The worst thing he had done recently was to allow that rich bastard Reuben Langston II to be his primary advisor. There was a reason that Lord Langston’s efforts to help during the war had been limited to lending coin. Leon suspected the man had played both sides and did not want to show himself meeting with anyone until the dust settled.

Leon had expressed his concerns to Nykal, but Nykal—always practical to a fault—explained how powerful Lord Langston was within the walls of Newhaven and how much coin Nykal, and therefore the people of Newhaven, now owed to him. The fastest and painless way of resolving that would be to empower Langston rather than taxing the people, who had suffered the most because of the war.

“Painless for them,” Leon had said, “but what about for us?”

“He will advise me for now, but we will keep an eye on his business,” the king had replied.

That was months ago, and Leon had heard nothing from Nykal about Lord Langston since. They had discussed many other things. Nykal wanted to be prepared for anything. For issues residing in and around the capital, Lord Langston was Nykal’s man. But for other matters that required knowledge from someone more traveled, Nykal often referred to Leon’s judgement. One topic kept coming up.

A few sorcerers had left the castle after the war. Kataleya, a water mage, was now Lord of Livea. She was a big reason so much grain made its way from there to here. Remi, a fire mage, had no destination or goal and had left in hopes of exploring and figuring out what she wanted. Leon was upset by her leaving, but honestly a fire mage had little purpose these days. Besides, Leon had done the same when he was younger. He had gotten into heaps of trouble, but he had learned more than at any other point in his life. He might expect the same out of this fire mage. She certainly had the personality for adventure.

The last sorcerer to leave could not be described as succinctly as a water or a fire mage. Jon had several titles: bladedancer, healer, or as Leon thought of him, a lucky bastard who at least put in the work to earn what he deserved. He had the widest range of mana of any of the sorcerers employed by the king, and he had taken good advantage of it. He’d left to explore.

Jon deserved time off more than anyone, but that didn’t make him any less needed. Leon would love to see what someone with his range of mana might be able to cast now that sorcery had become free again. One day of testing with Charlie, and Leon figured a whole plethora of books could be written. Or perhaps Jon had already figured out a number of new spells and would return with the books practically written already.

Jon’s biggest problem? His “I can do anything” attitude might get him killed one day. Seeing as how he was from shit-in-a-bucket Bhode, he probably knew nothing of the world past Dorrinthal. Word from Rohaer was that his better half was with him. At least she had some sense. She should have been able to talk him out of taking a ship southeast or southwest. They could go straight west, to Oppol, and find themselves lost in a world of very different people and languages. Leon was not sure what they might do there, but at least they could survive the trip there and back, and Leon might see them again in the near future.

They could also have gone straight south, to Vandav. These were islands where trading with Dorrinthal was common, though the elves mostly dominated that trade, seeing as how Evesfer was located on the southern side of Dorrinthal and made travel much easier than for anyone in Lycast.

It was in Jolrune or Gleymar where the mysteries dwelled. Leon had traveled southwest many years ago. The oceans were filled with giant beasts capable of destroying ships. They chose the deep to stalk their prey. The fishermen knew how to avoid them, but explorers couldn’t skirt the deepest waters forever.

In another life, Leon had been paid well to safeguard a ship’s travel from Rohaer. Their direction, southwest. Their destination, Jolrune. Their captain, a man who Leon thought to be brave but turned out to be an idiot. The journey was supposed to take sixteen days. They made it in fifteen. The captain knew how to manage a ship. What he lacked was knowing when to count his blessings and turn back. He kept the true purpose of the voyage a secret. He had been paid to determine why no ships seemed capable of making it past the southern continents, Jolrune, Vandav, or Gleymar. There were maps, stories, and an abundance of information about faraway places called Ovira, Greenedge, and Aathon. How could it be that people knew about them, only for them to be impossible to reach?

Leon might never know if these places really existed, but he did see what happened when one tried to go too far south.

Leon’s captain had managed to convince even Leon that the rest of the trip to Ovira would be just as easy as the trip to Jolrune. The captain also announced that payment would be tripled by reaching their true destination, Ovira, or doubled if they at least brought back evidence of why it was impossible.

They could not bring back evidence, and there was a good reason for that.

Unlike the other continents south of Dorrinthal, Jolrune and Gleymar did not seem to be inhabited by any living souls. There were animals, or, more accurately, creatures, and most were far too large to be hunted. Leon’s captain avoided land and thought the trip around Jolrune would be as smooth as spreading butter on hot bread.

About halfway around Jolrune, Leon started to feel changes to his mana. He warned the captain to turn back, but the stubborn fool had no sense for mana and did not believe Leon’s warning to be made from anything but cowardice. Another mistake. Leon was many things, but a coward was not one of them.

Leon was the first to be sick, but it wasn’t long before everyone needed to spend at least a few moments hurling off the side of the ship.

They sailed into a haze. The sky went gray, then orange.

“Turn back,” Leon had demanded. But it was only when everyone’s hair started to stand on end that the captain began to heed Leon’s advice. Red and blue lightning bounced around the surface of the ocean. Thunder rolled across the deck so loud it felt like they were standing on a drum.

The captain turned the ship around and went back the way they had come. It was only by some miracle they were not struck by this red and blue lightning. Eventually, everything calmed again. They looked back and saw no signs of the deadly scene, but not a single person had suggested they’d imagined it. It was quite possibly the most real thing anyone had felt in their lives.

Not many people in Leon’s circle spoke about these things. Everything the king needed in trade came from their surrounding territories, with more arriving from Hammashar after the recent alliance with the krepps. They were barbaric lizard-men, but at least they always spoke their minds. Better than many people, in Leon’s opinion. Nykal had not only expressed interest but had taken action initiating a similar alliance with the analytes. Let them and the elves travel through dangerous waters to the south and bring back goods to trade. And more importantly, let them worry about getting past the manastorms if they so desired.

Leon imagined these tales were more prevalent in analyte and elven kingdoms in the southern side of Dorrinthal, but here in Lycast, where owning a ship did little good unless you knew how to fish, manastorms were considered more fantastical. Here people were more concerned about other realms and demigods interfering in the lives of men.

Leon and the king had gone over these details so many times that there was no point in discussing any of it anymore. If Jon returned—not if, when—he returned, then these conversations could continue.

The king opened the door. Nykal Lennox had lost so much weight since the end of the war that he could now be considered a thin man. For a while, Leon feared the king was ill.

“Come in, Leon,” Nykal said. “Shut the door.”

Not only had the king lost much of his weight, he had cut his silken hair and trimmed his beard. Never had Leon seen a man gray as quickly as Nykal Lennox had. He looked as if he’d aged fifteen years in less than one. He would be unrecognizable to someone who had not seen him for months, especially considering he often went without his crown or royal robe. He looked no richer than Lord Langston in the brief moments Leon caught sight of him within the keep, which Nykal barely seemed capable of leaving because of constant meetings. He usually wore dull colors, a cape of brown, or a robe of dark blue or red. He appeared tired all the time, and Leon was pretty sure he had never seen the man eat in the dining hall since the queen had gone to Tryn.

Leon shut the door after himself. The king wore a plain brown tunic with a gray belt around his waist to hold up loose pants.

“You look like shit.”

“Keep your voice down,” the king murmured as he motioned for Leon to move away from the door.

“Where did you even find clothes like that?” Leon asked through a whisper. They were too plain to belong to the king’s wardrobe. “And why are we keeping our voices down?”

“I need you to escort me out of the castle, secretly.”

“Airinold’s taint, what’s happening now?”

“I need to meet with someone.”

“So meet with them here.”

The king’s face twisted in obvious frustration. “Leon, can you do this?”

“What are we even doing?”

“I want you to take me out of the castle by the window.”

“Why? This better not be so you can stick your cranny hunter in some woman.”

“Can you cease being grotesque for one night? I need your cooperation now more than ever. Is it possible for you to take us over the castle wall without risk of injury?”

“I suppose now that you’re not fat anymore, but what the hell are we doing going out of the castle in the middle of the night?”

“It is not the middle of the night; it is the beginning. Like I said, I need to meet with someone, and I don’t want anyone finding out.”

“And like I said—”

“It is not for anything like that!”

“Then explain.”

The king exhaled. “I have a daughter.”

“I know, and she thinks she can get away with just about anything—sort of like her father.”

“I have another daughter.”

“What?” Leon exclaimed.

“Keep your voice down,” the king reminded him.

“Oh Airinold’s taint, how old is she?”

“She’s two years older than Callie.”

“I’m disappointed, sire. You were married to the queen then. I could never disrespect my woman like that.”

“I don’t want to hear it from you, Leon. You are the most disrespectful person in my employment. If it wasn’t for your talent with sorcery, I’m sure you would still be in my dungeon.”

“Disrespecting someone who’s being an idiot makes me an ass. I’m fine with that, but my woman has opened her heart to me, among other things. Disrespecting her after that would turn me into something much worse than an ass, and that’s a cheater. I could never call myself an honorable man if I was a cheater.”

“It was a single moment of weakness.”

“I don’t know about you, but when I lay with a woman it takes longer than a single moment.”

“Enough, Leon! I have already punished myself plenty. I will have you take me out of the window now. I’m certain you’ve heard of the Ill Tidings Tavern nearby. I hear you frequent it often. That is where we are headed. Can you land in front of the tavern from this window?”

“That will require actual flying. I’m not Jon Oklar. Better not risk it. Best I can do is land just beyond the wall. We can walk from there.”

“That is fine. I am ready.” The king opened his window.

Leon shook his head in disappointment as he crouched in front of his majesty. “Out of all the reasons I thought you might end up on my back, this was not one of them.”

“I am just as disappointed as you are.”

Like most nights recently, a warmth sat in the air as if the sun had never really set. With the curfew gone, there were people on the streets at this hour, but it was too dark to see them from this high up. The only way Leon knew they were there was because, like the king had said, Leon was often frequenting the nearby tavern, usually at the end of the day.

He waited for the patrolling guard on the wall to walk away, then he swept himself up and out of the window with wind, king and all. Nykal clutched him tightly and sucked in air through his teeth as they shot out across the night sky.

“Careful! Be careful, Leon!” the king hissed.

“One cannot be careful with wind sorcery! You must jump into it like a flip, brave and headstrong. Hesitation is death!” Leon tensed his mind and increased the power of his wind, propelling them well above the thick wall below. Now it was time for the hard part.

“We descend,” he warned the king. “We might land hard.”

Leon weakened his spell and let the pull of the earth take them. Then he shifted the trajectory of his wind to fight against gravity, slowing them to the speed of wadded paper tossed off a desk in frustration. Leon would be fine with hitting the ground and repairing his injuries, but he had the most valued person in the kingdom on his back. He attempted to slow them even further, but his wind became too strong, putting them at a dead stop in the air.

They hung there for a moment, neither letting out a breath. Wind was tricky, much harder to control than fire or water. It was especially difficult when used for flight because of the way it bent around anything in its path. It was like trying to lift a man using gauntlets far too big for one’s hands. Everything was awkward.

The sheet of constant wind slipped around the two of them, and suddenly they fell free. Leon quickly made another spell of wind to slow their descent, but it was too little too late, for there wasn’t enough room for the wind to form between them and the ground. They struck hard. Leon twisted his ankle before he fell backward. The king’s bony body protected him, but Leon smacked the back of his head against the king’s forehead.

“Fuck!” Leon groaned as he rolled off the king.

“Goddammit,” Nykal complained. “You said it would be safe.”

“That was safe. You’re alive, aren’t you?”

“You could’ve broken something, and you told me you cannot mend broken bones.”

“It takes a lot more than that to break a bone. Hold still and I will heal you first because that’s how much of a gentleman I am.”

“Gentleman? I could laugh if I wasn’t—”

“Fine, I’ll heal myself first—what?”

The king yanked on Leon’s shirt and pointed behind him.

Leon shot a glance over his shoulder at a young man with a terrified look on his face. He fell to a knee and produced a small knife from a holster near his ankle. “I saw you fly,” he muttered in a shaky voice. “Dark mages…I…I, stay back.”

“We aren’t dark mages, you dolt,” Leon said. “Put that away before you hurt yourself. I’m a wind mage.”

“Then why do you have someone on your back near the castle if not to find a way in?”

“We came from the castle,” Leon explained. “I’m practicing flying and need the extra weight for training, don’t you see? Besides, all the dark mages are gone. Dteria no longer exists.”

Not in its previous form at least, but Leon didn’t want to argue semantics with this boy.

“I suppose that makes sense,” the boy muttered as he walked off but shot looks of suspicion over his shoulder.

“He’s probably going for the guards,” Nykal said. “I do not want to have to explain why we are out here. You can heal my bruise later. Let’s go.”

“Wait. I have to heal my ankle first.”

Leon’s healing spell was not the most optimal one, with only two octaves of F instead of three. He did not have the range to reach Lower F and probably never would. The healing spell had changed since the Deviants left. It was slightly harder to cast, and it wasn’t quite as efficient.

Leon used to feel the spell repairing flesh and accelerating the body’s process of healing. He prided himself on his ability to communicate with his mana. He trusted what it told him, and nowadays it told him that this healing spell did little more than mimicry. It repaired injuries by observing the healthy tissue around the target spot and fixing what was different.

Charlie had predicted that there could be another healing spell in a different tree that worked not by turning mana into flesh but by accelerating the body’s process of healing. Charlie assumed that Souriff, the Deviant responsible for what used to be called dvinia, had connected both healing spells into one. This theory went along with something Leon agreed with, which was that the Deviants simplified most of sorcery by condensing multiple spells into one. By doing this, however, they prevented sorcerers from discovering the forgotten spells—those that were not simplified by the Deviants.

“Let’s go,” Leon said.

They hurried off. It was a good thing the king did not spend much time outside the castle these days. There was little chance he would be recognized by anyone who stayed out this late, as mostly the tavern frequenters were about.

But the same couldn’t be said for Leon.

“Hey Leon!” said a bearded man who’d drank with Leon a few times. “Where you rushing off to? Someone giving away a free drink?” He laughed at his own joke.

“Business.”

“So your lady then, eh?”

“Real business this time,” Leon replied. “Can’t chat.”

Leon took the king down a dark alley where they slowed to a stop. “I can heal your forehead in here.”

“Your lady…are you still seeing Aliana’s mother?” Nykal asked.

Leon gave him a perplexed look. “Why do you care?” It might’ve been the first time Nykal had asked something personal since they’d known each other.

“What you do with the mothers of my sorcerers pertains to me.”

“Not in this case it doesn’t. Don’t think of her as the mother of your sorcerer. Think of her as the woman who’s going to be my wife.”

“How does Aliana feel about that?”

She was going to be pissed off, that’s how. It would be the same reaction she had when Leon had expressed his interest in her beautiful mother, but she would learn to get over it. Gwen Forrester brought out a side of Leon that was taking some time to get used to. He was nice, very nice. Eventually his days of serving the king would be over and he would buy her a mansion. He could already afford one with the king’s generous weekly payments, but the plight of Dorrinthal had gotten in the way.

“Stop distracting me so I can heal,” Leon said.

He fixed the welt on the king’s forehead, as that would be difficult to explain. Then he repaired the slight damage to the back of his own head. Each repair took seconds.

They crossed through the rest of the alley and avoided eye contact with a few people as they finished the short trip to Ill Tidings Tavern.

“Is that her?” Leon asked soon after they entered the tiny tavern, pointing to a hooded figure at the corner table. There were two older men who often drank here and made remarks about foreigners. A couple of younger fellows sat next to each other with an open space between them and the others. Given the lack of conversation, Leon’s entrance should’ve turned every head, but not a single person seemed to give a single fuck about who else had come in. Leon could almost taste the sorrow in the air.

The woman took down her hood, revealing herself as a young lady with a dark look about her otherwise plain face.

“That’s her,” said the king as he stepped around Leon and started to make his way to the table. Leon grabbed his arm.

“The hell are you doing?” Leon whispered. “This could be a trap. We are most vulnerable now. Keep your distance from everyone here and let me go first. Why did you bring me if not to keep you safe?”

“It was a momentary lapse of judgment.”

“Like what created this girl in the first place?”

“Just go.” Nykal gave Leon a push.

Leon trusted he could hold his own against any sorcerer. It was a quick jab from a hidden dagger that he feared the most. The two older men were harmless, except of course toward analytes. They couldn’t seem to stop spewing hate about a group of people who they’d had just about no contact with. Leon usually walked right out if he saw they were here.

He watched for movement from the four men at the bar, but there was none. He pulled out the chair closest to the wall for the king to sit across from the girl. Leon sat next to the king, on his outer side.

“You must be Leon,” she said and offered her hand. “I’m Tienna. I’ve heard you are the most powerful sorcerer in Lycast right now.”

“I’m not here for pleasantries. Put your hand away.”

She put up her palms as she made a face. “All right, but it doesn’t have to be this way.”

The king asked, “What will it take for you to leave Lycast?”

Tienna appeared shocked. “Leave? Why would I leave? I just arrived.”

“Why would you leave?” Leon asked rhetorically. “Maybe because the king wants you gone? Audacious is an understatement, you f—”

“Leon,” the king interrupted. “You are here to protect, and that is all.”

“Yeah, all right,” he grumbled.

She had short hair with bangs, brown and straight. There was no charm to her facial features, but there was something interesting, and that was her eyes. They looked similar to those of her father.

Callie, on the other hand, must’ve taken more after her charming mother. It was not something Leon had noticed before, but seeing this girl, Callie’s older half-sister, made it obvious.

“Tienna,” Nykal continued, “I have already made it clear that we cannot have any type of relationship. I am prepared to send you back to Koluk with twenty gold, paid out in silver. That should be more than enough to keep you sustained for the rest of your life. I will have the letter in exchange.”

What letter? Leon wondered.

“You would send me back to Koluk with the criminals, like you did my mother?”

“Your mother was given all the support she needed to raise you properly.”

“My mother was a fool, and you know it. She wasted your ‘support’ on alcohol. I had to fend for myself because no one cared for me.”

Leon asked, “What happened to her?”

The king shot him a disapproving look, but Nykal had to know Leon well enough by now that he wasn’t going to keep his mouth shut this entire time.

“She drank herself to death by the time I turned ten,” Tienna replied. “And I was relieved because it meant I would no longer have to care for her.”

“You will return to Koluk and stop attempting to interfere,” Nykal demanded. “You have disrupted my marriage already. If you do not obey, I will take your continued presence as a threat.”

“You would put your own daughter in the dungeons?” Tienna asked.

“I do not consider you my daughter. You are the result of bad judgment. Your mother seduced me with ale and flirtatious behavior. She was intent on destroying my marriage, as you seem to be as well.”

“That is a shame, because you are my father. I can see myself in you. You are strong and protective of what matters.” Her face softened as she reached across the table, putting the tips of her fingers on top of his. “I can help you, and you can help me.”

Nykal’s shoulders slumped. He turned his hand over and held hers. “Tienna, you went to my wife with the letter your mother blackmailed me into writing. I’m not sure if the queen is ever going to forgive me. How can you expect me to continue a relationship with you? It will destroy my family. I cannot have that. It is the reason I sent your mother to Koluk with enough coin to last her entire life. If you do not want to go back to Koluk, I could make arrangements for you to travel elsewhere.”

Tienna retracted her hand. “You said yourself that I am the result of bad judgment, which your wife would eventually understand. She would also see that I am a person, a girl, in need of family. You have not given me a chance to show you how much like you I really am. I heard about what you’ve done. You overthrew a corrupt king, then prepared for war with practically no capital left to your name. You have made mistakes, but you have also shown moments of brilliance. I want to be with you as we see the kingdom through this drought. Don’t send me off. I am not at all like my mother.”

The king took back his hand and used it to prop up his chin as he seemed to ponder her words.

In Leon’s opinion, this girl was not like Callie. The king had no male heir. It had become well-known that Nykal and his wife, Esma, had tried for many years, through several failed pregnancies, before Callie had been born. It had almost killed Esma in the process. She wasn’t queen at the time. That changed only in the last few years when Nykal led a rebellion against the previous king.

Whoever was to marry the princess would be set up to become king once Nykal passed, but Tienna made the situation more confusing. Would her husband have a right to the throne if Nykal recognized her as his daughter? It probably depended on how powerful the family was she married into. Nykal had put everything into the rebellion. More than everything. When the dust settled, he had many debts to lords that needed to be repaid, and he had little coin to call his own. Now lords owned a fair amount of land when it used to “belong” to the prior king, but keeping them happy was still crucial to peace within the kingdom.

“Are you married?” Leon asked.

“No.”

“A suitor?” he pressed.

“One older man has continuously harassed me, but I wouldn’t call him a suitor. He is part of the reason I do not want to go back to Koluk. It is dangerous there for a young woman, even now after the reforms following the war. It is dangerous everywhere for me, except with you. My mother was a scary drunkard. I lived in fear from her, but at least I feared little else while she was alive. Everyone stayed away from us until she passed. I have been alone for eight years now, and I have dealt with harassment for half of that time. I am tired of it.”

“You won’t have to worry about that anymore once you marry,” Nykal explained.

“And that is the only solution?” she snapped. “Marriage? How would you feel, at eighteen years old, if the only way to protect yourself was to marry someone? Especially when I have a powerful father who could easily take care of me without anyone knowing our relationship. Yes, I have a stepmother who cannot stand the sight of me, but that could change. I want to learn sorcery, but I’ve had no instructor. I could in your care, and no one would have to know you are my father. I would finally be happy, and it would not negatively affect you at all. We could say I am Leon’s cousin and that he promised my deceased mother he would keep me safe.”

Leon did not want to be responsible for yet another person’s training, but the girl had some good points.

Her words seemed to have the opposite effect on the king as he stiffened. “I have given this enough thought. There is not a life for you here,” he said. “The amount I care has no matter in this decision. Your presence will create a division no matter how hard we try to prevent it. It is not possible. A driver will arrive at your inn tomorrow afternoon. He will take you south to Salbeth. It’s a beautiful city in the forest, and a good place to create a life for yourself. You will be given two hundred silver coins. All of this is in exchange for the letter I wrote to your mother confessing our sin and your promise that you will not return. You will hand off the letter to my driver tomorrow. If you disagree, you will be forced out and receive nothing.”

“Father, please!”

Nykal showed pain, but he stood up. “We are leaving.”

She put her hands over her eyes as she began to cry.

Leon didn’t see much choice besides protecting the king as he left. The girl was still crying when they reached the door and Leon looked back. She had begun to draw the attention of the two younger men.

“Are you all right?” one asked.

Nykal called to Leon from the street, “We are leaving.”

Leon departed from the tavern. “Are you sure about this?”

“I have dealt with her mother well enough to see the same signs of manipulation. Don’t let her innocent act fool you. She will destroy my family and therefore be a detriment to the kingdom. She must go.” Nykal walked briskly down the street. “We should approach the wall of the castle before we take off. I want to ensure you make it in my window.”

Leon followed closely. He couldn’t let the king go off on his own. Leon didn’t feel right about the situation, but he barely knew this girl. It was not up to her to ensure there was food for an entire kingdom of people. That was Nykal’s duty, and he took it more seriously than anything in his life. Nykal would not part with twenty gold easily when it could go toward many good causes. He must really believe Tienna was trouble.

As they neared the wall to the castle, thunder struck. Leon glanced up. Rain poured down. It was warm and reminiscent of mana to his senses. This was the doing of a spell.

The king’s expression reflected equal concern. “This is not natural rain, is it?”

“No.”

Cheering rang out from around the city. People rushed out of their homes with buckets and barrels. Some grabbed each other and danced in the street.

“Unnatural or not, this rain is needed,” the king said. “But what is the source, can you tell?”

“I feel no sorcerer nearby.”

“Who do you know who could cast such a spell besides the Deviant of the elements?” Nykal asked.

“No one. Even she couldn’t produce rain this heavy.”

“What are you saying?”

But Leon didn’t want to say the words until he was certain.

Nykal spoke for him, though. “You believe this is the work of an Ancient.”

“I’m hoping to be wrong.”

“Do you believe Basael has returned as the Formationists have predicted?”

“Hell no, I don’t. This is not a god and especially not the God. This is a being, like you or me, except much more powerful, so we had better find out what the fuck they want before they take it, and us, by surprise.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The rain had been so loud during the night that it might’ve kept Tarak tossing and turning, but the real problem for him came from the hooting of celebration around the city. He had drunk his two ales and practiced his spells well until the night, taking the advice of the princess to stay in his room rather than try to sneak out.

The day before, Leon had given Tarak permission to eat with the other sorcerers. They were offered three meals a day, but Tarak was told he would often find sorcerers missing during lunch and sometimes even supper because of their tasks.

“What is my task?” he had asked Leon.

“You’ll be guarding someone until you prove yourself.”

He hoped Leon was referring to the princess, but it turned out to be the son of Lord Langston with the same name, Reuben Langston. Tarak was to meet with him after breakfast in the dining hall, which he was on his way to now. He couldn’t imagine the son of Lord Langston being much more tolerable than his father.

Tarak entered the dining hall to find it bustling. There had to be a few dozen people, mostly the castle staff. No less than five people were up and about at any given time. Everyone here seemed used to the crowd, but Tarak had never spent a single moment within a group this large and busy. He felt almost invisible.

Someone cleared his throat to Tarak’s right. He found a man with a cart of trays. Each had a bowl of oats, bread to one side and a glass of juice on the other.

Tarak took a tray and made his way down the center walkway. He found Michael seated with Charlie and another young man Tarak presumed to be Reuben, based on his silken shirt. A little ways down sat Aliana with the princess and a dark-haired girl Tarak had not met.

“Hurry up and eat,” said Leon as he walked around Tarak. “No one cares where you sit,” Leon called back as he headed toward an open spot between the groups split by gender.

“If that was true, then sitting with the girls right now would cause alarm to no one.”

Leon ignored him.

Tarak took a spot with the boys, next to Charlie and across from Michael.

“You must be Tarak. I’m Reuben Langston,” said the young man sitting diagonally across from Tarak.

“I figured. What am I defending you from today?”

“It is more of a chore than anything else. You will take the place of a guard as we go to Livea and back. I’m told you are unlikely to behave. I hope this was just Leon exaggerating again.”

“Incorrect. I am bored already thinking about it, but I will try to behave. What is in Livea?”

“Lots. Don’t you care about being thrown out of here? I’m told that is what will happen if you don’t follow orders.”

“If I misbehave long enough everyone will realize that misbehavior is my normal.” Tarak ate as he spoke and gestured with his spoon. “Then only when I behave will you all consider that something is wrong, can you see?” He gave a laugh, but no one laughed with him. “In no mood for games? Michael? You are usually rather gamey.”

“I don’t know what gamey is, but what I usually am is grumpy when I have to eat near Eden.” Michael stared over at the dark-haired girl.

She was slight and beautiful, with a confident gaze at Michael with her deep brown eyes. “I’m sorry,” she mouthed.

Michael scoffed and shook his head, then stirred around his oats that were mostly untouched. Then Michael seemed to notice something as he took on a look of anger. “This must be a jest! You are not thinking of sitting here.”

Arthur sat down on the other side of Charlie. It was the same Arthur who Tarak had met; the one who had given a speech in the tiny and hidden church of the New Order.

“Michael, please listen,” Arthur said. “I just found out that you and Eden were together. I had no idea. I never would’ve kissed her had I known.”

“You’re serious?” Michael sounded incredulous. “You expect me to believe that?”

“How was I supposed to know? I had not seen you two together.” Arthur glanced over and met gazes with Tarak. His face reddened with alarm. He tilted his head and opened his mouth as if to speak, but Michael spoke again.

“So it is a lie, then.”

“No, it is the truth.”

Eden had stood up and walked over. “It is the truth, Michael. He was shocked when I told him about us after the kiss.”

Michael looked as if he was going to yell, his finger lifted, but the anger suddenly left him. His shoulders fell as he glanced at Arthur. “Oh.”

Arthur peered at him and waited, but not without shooting a look at Tarak. There was a fleeting moment in his gaze, a pleading look that was enough to tell Tarak not to say anything, before Arthur returned his gaze to Michael.

“I suppose we’re all right then,” Michael told Arthur.

“That is a relief,” Arthur said as he set his tray down. He reached his hand around Charlie’s back to offer it to Tarak. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Arthur.”

“Tarak,” he said and shook the man’s hand for the second time. It was easier to go along with the ruse for now and try to figure out later why Arthur would want to keep this devotion to the new religion a secret. The first answer that came to mind was the most obvious one. If the people here found out, something would happen to him. The bigger question was what.

“He’s the son of Caarda,” Charlie said, motioning to Tarak.

“Really…the son of Caarda?” Arthur seemed most intrigued.

“Haven’t you heard?” Reuben asked. “I’ve been away, and even I heard about it.”

“From Leon just this morning,” Michael added. “Arthur has been away just as long. Where have you been?”

“Working for my uncle,” Arthur answered with a quick glance at Tarak.

“Who is your uncle?” Tarak asked.

“He’s the reason I had an opportunity to train at the castle.”

“Kind of like this one,” Michael said, pointing at Reuben. “He was the weakest sorcerer of us all in the beginning, but he sure was the proudest.”

“Yet my sorcery has now surpassed yours,” Reuben replied with a smug expression.

Michael forced a laugh. “Right. And how do you expect that enchanting is going to defeat a wind mage? Are you going to enchant my ass so that I fall on it? And why are you still here?” He pointed his oat-dripping spoon at Eden.

“I was hoping we could talk.”

“Go back, witch.”

She huffed and went back to her table.

“I could defeat you in a duel,” Reuben replied. “What are your terms?”

Michael frowned. “Terms?”

“What is considered defeat?”

“Whoever knocks the other down first.”

“I accept. As soon as we finish breakfast.”

“Really?” Michael seemed more surprised than angry. “Damn, maybe you have gotten better. What the hell can you do to me in a duel to knock me over before I blow you away?”

“You will find out.”

Leon walked up behind them. “There will be no dueling. The ground out there is mud thanks to the rain. No one has time to clean up the mess the two of you are sure to make. Especially you, Michael.” He leaned over Tarak’s shoulder. “Looks like you’re done. Come with me. You are to meet your horse. You had better hope he likes you because it’s the only one you’re getting until we can trust you.”

Tarak left the table with Leon.

“Oh, this I want to see,” Michael said as he hurried after them.

“Which horse is he getting?” Reuben asked, trailing along as well.

“Dagaric,” Leon answered.

“No!” Reuben protested. “Tarak will be more of a nuisance than a help on that horse.”

“Why do you think I stuck him with you? You’re the best sorcerer we have to deal with nuisance.”

“Oh,” Reuben replied in surprise.

“It’s not a compliment,” Leon added. “It’s because your task is the easiest.”

“Surely I can’t be blamed if he kills himself on that horse!”

“No, you will not be blamed for that.”

“Or if we are late?” Reuben asked.

“That you will be blamed for.”

“Nox’s blade, this is not fair.”

“No it isn’t,” Leon agreed.

Tarak followed them out onto the muddy courtyard. He didn’t worry about killing himself on a horse. He had done a lot more stupid things than ride a wild horse, and he had always recovered.

“You have all this stone,” Tarak commented. “Why not cover the dirt so it does not become mud?”

“That is on the king’s list,” Leon replied.

“Why was it not done when this castle was built?”

“There used to be grass here until a few years ago,” Leon said. “The grass died after the rebellion because hundreds of bodies lay here for too long, not to mention the inches of blood.”

Charlie spoke up from behind. “With enough water and heat, Leon, you might be able to pave this dirt with clay just on your own.”

“Charlie, what are you doing out here?”

“I want to see Tarak fall off the horse.”

“You—!” Leon spun around. “Do not give away the surprise.”

“I have fallen off plenty of things, horses included,” Tarak said. “It is not much of a spectacle.”

“I’m glad you believe that,” Leon said. “Here he is. He’s the only horse you’ll get, so you had better appreciate him. Meet Dagaric, a magnificent beast and aptly named after my father.”

“Lord and bane.” The horse was gray and magnificent indeed, but…really huge. Tarak had seen a few horses around, and none was close to this size. “What the hell have you all been doing with horses in the last four hundred years to produce this?”

“You might be one of the few people who can get on this horse without a boost,” Leon said. “We’ve been trying to find a use for him.”

“Your father was huge, I take it?”

“No. It is his personality that brought forth the name.”

“How wild is this animal?” Tarak asked.

“He is just stubborn, but he will take direction quite well. This mud is the perfect place for you to try him. I have never seen a man die from falling in the mud.”

Tarak went up to the side of the horse’s gargantuan head. “Hello there, Dagaric.”

The horse met his gaze with one eye, then snorted, his hot breath blowing back Tarak’s hair.

Tarak noticed the princess watching from the doorway of the great hall and felt inclined to do something daring.

He pulled himself up onto the saddle. It required a jump even for someone of his height. He held on tight expecting the horse to fight him, but the animal seemed completely indifferent, as if a fly had landed on his back. Everyone watched, but none appeared surprised.

“He does not feel wild,” Tarak commented.

“I told you, he’s just stubborn,” Leon said.

“I do not believe you.”

“He hasn’t had many riders,” Leon continued. “Most are intimidated by his size. Get him going, if you know how.”

“I know how, but does he know how to listen?” Tarak gently squeezed his calves together against the horse’s ribs. He was surprised when the animal broke into a trot. “Whoa,” Tarak said, expecting a slower speed. The horse gave a loud snort and sped up to a canter.

“Whoa there!” Tarak said. There wasn’t much room in the muddy courtyard for such a large animal to move this quickly. The horse made a round as Tarak tried to slow him with mellow commands. He tightened his stomach to resist the movements of the horse, but the animal seemed too powerful to care. He then tried tightening his knees against the saddle. It did nothing.

“You’re flinging mud everywhere!” Leon complained as the horse crossed by the great hall and the onlookers jumped inside to avoid the splashing mud. “Just jump off. He’ll stop after.”

“Are you insane? I will not jump off a moving horse.”

“You’ll heal.”

“I will stop him. Watch.”

Tarak held the reins in place against the horse’s head movement. “Halt,” Tarak tried. “Slow.”

The horse snorted and whipped its head, pulling the reins out of Tarak’s hands. There were a few chuckles as Tarak took hold of the reins again. He held on firmly as he pulled back slightly and applied pressure to the stirrups with his legs.

Dagaric liked this even less, but Tarak needed to show the animal who was in control. The horse shook his head before coming to a stop.

Tarak was about to celebrate when the animal bucked. Tarak yelped and held on tight. He managed to cling to the animal long enough for Dagaric to stop, and only then did Tarak realize that most of the people watching had been gasping.

“I haven’t seen that,” Leon commented.

Unfortunately, Dagaric had gone back into a trot.

“You have not seen the animal buck?” Tarak needed to know.

“No, I’ve seen that plenty of times. I haven’t seen anyone stay on.”

Tarak tried to slow Dagaric again, but the animal snorted in disagreement and seemed about to buck once more. Tarak immediately let the animal have control, loosening his grip with his hands and legs.

“He appears to disagree with the notion of stopping.”

“That’s exactly right,” Leon said.

Callie yelled out, “You have to jump off, Tarak. It’s the only way with that horse.”

He didn’t think the princess would deceive him in front of so many people. She most likely had a reputation to uphold, but it was still hard to believe.

“There must be a way to stop this beast!” Tarak said.

Leon explained, “My father was a real son of a bitch who did whatever the fuck he wanted, and nobody could stop him.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m telling you that Callie is right. This horse doesn’t stop for anyone. You have to jump off.”

“That is absurd.”

“It’s the truth,” Michael added. “No one can stop the animal. I personally think he enjoys watching people nearly break their neck. He’s pure evil.”

“Hurry up, Tarak,” Leon said. “You’ve wasted enough of everyone’s time already. Just jump off.”

“I have wasted?” Tarak asked rhetorically. “This was your idea.”

“I told you to get used to the horse because he’s going to be yours for the time being. You had better get used to jumping off as well. Go on, you daisy. You sure are scared for someone who can heal.”

“What you are witnessing is not fear. It is stubbornness.” Tarak had been attempting to slow the horse through resistance, but the animal was just too large and strong and didn’t seem to care that Tarak held his body against the movements of the horse. He pulled on the reins again. The animal shot a look back at Tarak that sent a shiver down his spine.

Michael is right. He is pure evil.

Maybe I am a little scared.

At least the horse had slowed enough for Tarak to jump off without the risk of breaking anything. He’d broken bones before. They did heal, but sometimes it took up to an hour. That was a lot of unnecessary pain he didn’t want to deal with.

He swung his right leg over to ride sidesaddle in preparation of jumping off, but the moment he swung his leg over, Dagaric increased his speed to a trot.

“Hey. Slow,” Tarak ordered.

The horse grunted as if in response and sped up.

“He toys with me as if this is a game!” Tarak complained.

“He doesn’t like when people ride sidesaddle,” Leon said. “Just roll off and get it over with.”

Tarak refused. He had to at least slow the animal down enough to land on his feet, or he would muddy up his new clothes. He had nothing else to wear. He rode normally again and pulled on the reins slightly. The horse grunted profusely and shook his head.

“Now you’ve really pissed him off,” Leon said. “You should’ve jumped off earlier.”

“Oh shit,” Tarak muttered as he tried to hold on, but the animal bucked too violently.

Dagaric launched Tarak off his back. He let out a deep scream as he flailed all the way down and splashed into the mud.

The collective laughter made him feel like the comic relief in a play, and there was nothing he could do about it now except to play the part.

Tarak grunted. Then he slowly sat up, wiped the mud off his face, and flicked his hand. “Seeing as how you knew this would occur,” he told Leon, “what is to happen with my clothes now?”

Leon surprised Tarak by offering a hand to help him up. Tarak accepted, covering the instructor’s arm in mud.

“Just change and wash yourself off,” Leon said.

“I have no spare clothing unless you want me to wear the pants with a tear in the rear!”

“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” Leon retorted.

Tarak found himself gripping some mud. He tossed it so that it splattered against Leon’s chest. “Oh, I am sorry. Was I supposed to know I would be tossed into the mud?” he asked sarcastically.

He realized his mistake when Leon would not look up from the mud stain on his shirt. Finally, slowly, he lifted his head.

“You gigantic contumacious shit!” Leon grabbed Tarak by the shoulders as Tarak tried to wrestle the man’s arms off him.

“You were already muddy,” Tarak said as an excuse. “Am I supposed to understand what contumacious means?”

Leon tried to trip Tarak with a sweep behind his ankle, but Tarak pulled Leon down with him. They splashed into the mud with Tarak on his back. He rolled for better position.

They ended up on their knees, both grabbing each other’s arms and shoulders as each tried to push the other down. Tarak won out, but Leon grabbed his shirt and pulled him down with him. They splashed again. Mud in Tarak’s ears dulled the sound of laughter, but suddenly all went quiet and Leon stopped fighting.

There was a muffled voice. “Leon, what could have possessed you to put on a mud-wrestling match with another man for the entertainment of everyone?”

Laughter broke out again.

“He threw mud at me,” Leon said. “I could not let that pass.”

Tarak wiped the mud off his eyes to have a look at the speaker. He had mostly gray hair that was short and possibly thinning. There were deep wrinkles around his eyes as if he had years of sleep to make up. He was not handsome, not charming, but there was something about the way he carried himself that told Tarak this must be the king.

He seems too old to be Callie’s father, Tarak realized, because the man looked akin to the sixty-year-old drunkards that Tarak used to run into within the taverns. It was in his eyes that Tarak could see a younger man, a leader. That and his deep, commanding voice.

“So you punish him another way,” the king said. “We have business. Clean yourself up and meet me in the dining hall, where I will be having a late breakfast. Tarak, this is not the behavior I expect out of you if you wish to stay here.”

“I am unsure if you are aware, your majesty, but I wished to leave from the start. I am now to stay because I am a man of honor and lost a fight against Leon.”

“I am aware. I have a question for you, man of honor. Do you believe this kingdom is in need of help?”

“I can see that it is.”

“And you believe that you can one day do something about that?”

“I suppose so.”

“Then shouldn’t the answer be obvious?” the king asked.

“It should, however, I do not know your intentions. I am yet to see what kind of leader you are.”

The king’s eyes became tight. He trudged through the mud to stop in front of Tarak. “You are from this place but from a different time. That puts you in a unique position of neither paying taxes nor freeloading from the benefits of living here. Because of this unique position, I believe you are owed a lesson from me, but you had better pay attention because I am only going to explain this to you once.”

Tarak stopped wiping mud off himself and held his gaze on this king.

“I was once a lord here in Lycast,” Nykal explained. “I served a king named Oquin Calloum. You may not trust me yet, but you should believe what I have to tell you because it is a logical truth that you will soon see. Corruption cannot be hidden. It is as plain as poverty, as evident as filthy hands. If I was a corrupt king, you would have seen it already by the sorcerers I employ. You would have seen it by the opulence within the castle. You would have felt it the moment you entered my home, because corruption creates a division within the populace. A corrupt leader is not interested in helping his people but in stealing from them, tricking them, and using them to remain in power. A corrupt king cannot exist without powerful people on his side, and you, Tarak, seem destined for power because you are the son of Caarda and have already shown exceptional growth in sorcery. I only stopped you from leaving earlier because you had not given me or the people I employ the chance to show you what we are trying to do here, though now I believe you have seen enough.”

The king continued without pause. “You have met my daughter. You have met most of the sorcerers who reside here. You have met Leon and my two advisors. You have seen the city and felt the plight of the people. You certainly have enough information now to understand that there are no divisions here. We are looking to solve this hunger problem and stop crime above all else. Now you have been accepted, provisionally, into our ranks. You have been afforded shelter, food, and a horse. If you still wish to leave, I now permit you to go anytime you want. No one will stop you. No one will come looking for you. You are even free to return any time and continue your studies with sorcery, but I tell you with absolute certainty that leaving only to come back is a waste of your time. You will not find better instruction or a group of people with a higher quest for good. If you do not see yourself as one of us, then neither can we. But if you stay, understand that there is a hierarchy for a reason. I will be your king for as long as you are in Lycast, and many people will hold rank over you. Leon is one of them. Throwing mud, or other childish behavior, will result in punishment. Implying I am not your king will result in even more severe punishment. Do you agree, or are you going to leave? Decide now.”

Tarak paused to give the illusion of thinking. He had already decided halfway through the speech that the king was right. He would’ve felt dubious behavior by now if it existed. The only person who made him suspicious was Lord Langston, but Tarak was about to go off with the adviser’s son. He was pretty sure he would feel if that family was up to no good.

“I am to stay, your majesty.” Tarak pulled his pants and undershorts away from his nether regions, allowing some stuck mud to fall down his leg. He shook his pant leg to get it out. “Am I supposed to bow?” he asked as he realized everyone was staring at him.

“That’s not necessary,” the king said. “I heard your altercation before I arrived outside. You have no spare clothing?”

“A loose, dirty shirt and pants that leave me indecent.”

“We can’t have that, and I do not believe anyone here has clothing to lend that might fit you. I know what we will do. Arthur will clean the mud off your clothing as you wear them and Callie will dry you with heat. I would force Leon to do both, as he is the one responsible, but I require him for something else. When you’re done, you’ll meet with my tailor who will take your measurements and have more clothing for you by the time you return. It was very irresponsible of your father to bring you into our time without spare clothing. I would not expect that of Caarda.”

“I do not wish to offend, your majesty, but you do not know him very well. I appreciate the clothing, however. Thank you.”

The king nodded, then looked over Tarak’s shoulder. “All right, enough gawking. All of you have things to do. Reuben, give Tarak the other tracker. He will catch up to you once he is done. Dagaric is good for it.”

“I’m fine on my own, sire,” Reuben said.

The king simply stared back at Reuben, who appeared abashed as he lowered his head.

“All right, sire,” Reuben muttered.

“And you will not be late. We are relying on that grain from Livea.”

“Yes, sire.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Arthur met Tarak after the king departed. “Let’s clean you off near the eastern wall,” he said.

Tarak nodded and followed him.

“I appreciate you not mentioning anything about my somewhat secretive endeavor,” Arthur murmured as they walked toward the wall.

“I am still undecided if I should keep it to myself,” Tarak said. “Why must it be a secret?”

“Because our god is not ready yet. This water, though. This rain we had…” He held out his hands like a sacrificial offering. “It was his doing last night. He has made himself known to the princess, and soon she will tell her father if she hasn’t already. I will speak to them at a later time, now that I will no longer appear insane. Please wait until then. Now try to hold still. This will feel somewhat…funny.”

“What do you mean he has made himself known to the princess? Ah, haha!” Tarak giggled as Arthur moved a glob of warm water down his chest. “That tickles. What are you doing?” The water was dense, reminding Tarak of his bout with Leon. Arthur guided it down Tarak’s shirt, past his abdomen. “Hey, we do not know each other that well,” Tarak joked, and Arthur stopped at his hips.

Arthur ignored his quip. “I’m condensing water and using it to scrub you and your clothes clean. This mud is fresh. It will come off easily. Try to hold still.”

It didn’t seem like Arthur had much of a sense of humor. Tarak let the young man concentrate as he cleaned Tarak’s torso. He figured Arthur had chosen not to answer his earlier question…until a few minutes later, when Arthur finally spoke again.

“I was only told what our god’s intention would be. I don’t know how he got through to the princess, just that he would before making rain.”

“Who is telling you this?”

“My uncle. He speaks directly to the Ancient. This will all come out in time.”

“So he is an Ancient not a god.”

“I would think that you more than anyone would know Ancients are gods.”

“I do know more than anyone—that Ancients are not gods.”

Arthur stopped and looked up at Tarak. “Consider what your father is capable of.”

“A talented sorcerer of immeasurable indifference,” Tarak muttered.

“Now consider what his father was capable of.”

“I can only imagine,” Tarak said sarcastically. He wasn’t going to bother arguing with this fanatic.

“I see I am failing to convince you.”

Callie joined them, and Arthur stopped suddenly as if fearful she’d heard.

“Are you almost finished?” she asked. “I have to dry him.” Was that a bit of excitement in her tone as she feigned annoyance, or was that Tarak’s wishful thinking?

“I am at the awkward part now.” Arthur stepped back.

Tarak looked down and saw there was only one section of him still muddy. “Give it a good blast from the back end and let us see if water comes out the front,” he jested.

Callie laughed loudly but stifled it as she put her hand over her mouth. “You are horrible!”

Arthur gave a quick half-smile before straightening his mouth. Tarak took it as a major victory.

“I think a large volume of water should be sufficient. Move yourself around as you see fit.” Arthur made a square of water. It was a bit awkward indeed as Tarak moved around and tried not to rub himself too explicitly to remove the mud from outside and inside his clothing.

“Say now,” Tarak began as he finished up. “This was the most entertaining bath I had in a long time, though I presume the best part is yet to come. Shall I remove my shirt to aid your drying process, princess?”

“That is certainly not necessary.”

“Take care,” Arthur said as he walked off.

“My gratitude,” Tarak told him, then focused his attention on the beautiful young lady standing before him. “You really expect to dry my clothing while I am still inside it?”

“How else am I to dry your undershorts, smarty?”

“Eesh. This is going to hurt, isn’t it?”

“Slightly. Now stop with all the jokes and let me concentrate, or I may actually burn you.”

The princess proceeded to create hot air out of her hands and used it to first blow out the excess water from his shirt. She then expelled the remaining wetness of his shirt with another long blast of powerful air. She was panting by the time she finished.

“I need a quick rest,” Callie wheezed.

“Lord and bane, that is a lot of hot air for such a small girl.”

“Did I burn you?”

Truthfully, it hurt, but Tarak would heal and didn’t care about the pain. “You were perfect, but may I ask you to be a little gentler…not so much here, or here.” He put his hand over his thighs and legs. “Not so much here, either.” He reached down to his ankles, then back up. “But here…”

She grabbed his hands. “Yes, I know! Must you always make a scene?” She went back to work drying him but stopped almost immediately after. “I still cannot believe you were on the roof of the apartments last night. What were you doing up there?”

“Trying to find a way to speak to you.”

“But how did you know which window was mine?”

“I asked Michael. He also showed me how to retrieve ale from the kitchen. Do not blame him, though. Well, actually he was quite easy to convince. Perhaps some blame is fine.”

The princess merely chuckled and shook her head as she started her next spell. “You really shouldn’t be doing that,” she muttered.

She was halfway through drying when he decided to find out if Arthur really was as insane as he sounded. “Do you believe the rain from last night could be made by man?” Tarak asked.

She stopped her spell. Somewhat out of breath, she looked into his eyes as if searching for something before she eventually spoke. “I do. I spoke with my father about it this morning.” She went back to drying Tarak’s pants, but her distant look made it clear where her focus lay.

“Ow, careful!” he yelped as she burned his thigh.

“I’m sorry!”

“That was extremely hot and awfully close. You wish to make me sterile, do you, princess?”

She laughed and slapped his arm.

He asked, “The spell of rain is on your mind, is it not?”

“Yes. I want to ask if you’ve ever heard of your father or the other Deviants speaking to someone in their dreams.”

“Um. I cannot say that I have.”

She looked down for a breath before glancing up again. “Do you think Basael might’ve been able to do that?”

“I have never heard anything about it. Did that happen to you last night?”

Her top lip curled over her bottom as she let out a breath. “Yes. My father told me not to mention it for now, but I don’t agree with his decision. I think people should know. I was told to visit the castle’s armory, and when I did, I saw something I’ve never seen before. A corpse seemed to come to life and speak. It appeared to be controlled by the same sorcerer who spoke to me in my dream. He said he would make rain and there would be another message for me later, and then, well, you saw the rain. It had to be him.”

Callie appeared to be waiting for Tarak to offer some sort of answer, but this was as new and unsettling as the kind of spook story his friends would share over a late-night fire.

The sound of footsteps approaching turned Tarak toward Reuben as he held a ring out. “This is a tracker ring, Tarak. My cart is ready, so I must leave. You will use the ring to find me.”

“Are there many roads to Livea?” Tarak asked as he took the reflective silver ring and inspected it. Immediately he could feel something unusual about it, like mana beckoning to be used.

“There is one road, but you might not see me on it until you are close to me. I use an enchantment to camouflage during parts of the trip.”

“Marvelous, like turning invisible?”

“Not invisible, just reflective enough that it appears like nothing is there from afar. It doesn’t work well from up close.” Reuben pointed at the ring, and it became so reflective that the silver could no longer be spotted. All that could be seen was the mud, the sky, and the various colors and distorted shapes in between as Tarak shifted it in front of his eyes.

“You must explain how this enchanting works.”

“If there’s time. First you have to understand how to use the ring. You should be able to feel that there is an enchantment on it.”

“Correct. It feels like a memory just out of reach.”

“Your mana will tell you what the enchantment is. The more simple and straightforward the enchantment, the easier it is for your mana to understand it and relay it to your thoughts.”

“How?”

“How what?”

“How does mana communicate with my thoughts?” Tarak asked.

“Oh pssh. I have no idea. That’s a question for Charlie at a later time.”

“Do you at least know how the enchantment works?”

Reuben’s eyelids lowered halfway. “The rings are made out of a metal called birlabright,” he explained quickly. “When the metal was melted down, it was enchanted before being separated into two rings. Now one part of the metal—one ring—can feel the direction of the other part of the metal—the other ring.”

“Such a feat is possible? Marvelous. Every man and woman should have a set of these. Is the material rare?”

“Birlabright? Extremely. The rings are even harder to come by because most sorcerers haven’t heard of the tracking enchantment.”

“How can that be?”

Callie spoke. “There are hundreds of enchantments, many of them just as useful as tracking. It’s impossible to know of all. In some places, certain enchantments are used more than others. For all we know, tracking could be more known among the analytes or elves.”

The elves—they were a prime topic of conversation during the years leading up to his transportation to this time period. There had been a war between the elves and humans just before Tarak was born. The elves had lost and left the country. This didn’t stop the remaining groups of humans from fighting one another. There was always a small war going on throughout Tarak’s life. It was probably why his king at the time was so protective of himself, although if he had cared about his people more, they might’ve been willing to do more for him.

“Where are the elves now?” Tarak asked.

“Where they have been for centuries,” Reuben said. “In Evesfer. Try the ring now. I will stand on the other side of the courtyard.”

He didn’t know where Evesfer was, but this was not the time for questions about anything but the ring. “How am I to try it?”

“Your mana will communicate with you when you tell it that the ring has an enchantment,” Reuben said as he walked off. “It’s simple.”

Callie gave Tarak an inscrutable look and said, “You sure are curious about everything.”

“Were you not before you knew all of this?”

“I was more curious to cast a spell before finding out how it was possible. My father did not want me to train in sorcery any longer after we realized I had an affinity toward fire, but I convinced him I would not let it go and eventually went on training. I did learn how it worked afterward, but everything has changed recently. Enchanting is one of the most complex specializations, we are now discovering. I don’t believe Reuben would admit it, but I am confident even he doesn’t know how it works anymore. He casts by feel.”

“How can that work?”

“He bends his mana to the right notes, tells it what to do, and that’s pretty much the extent of his knowledge. It’s the same way you make light, I’m sure.”

“That is a good point.” Tarak knew nothing about how his spell worked, either, just that specific notes were involved.

Reuben yelled from across the courtyard. “Can you use the ring, Tarak?”

“Yes, it’s fine!”

Callie pushed his shoulder lightly. “You haven’t even tried it.”

“I am sure to get it.” He waved to Reuben. “Go on. I will catch up.”

Reuben walked off toward the lifted gate.

“Here it comes,” Tarak told Callie as he held the ring in front of him and put his hand above it. He closed his eyes and swayed his hand around the ring. He breathed deeply.

His eyes popped open. “Shit, I was making a jest, but it actually worked. The ring tells me, ‘This way.’ Gamey little thing.”

The princess laughed. “It is a simple enchantment, as Reuben says.” She patted Tarak’s shoulder as she walked off. “Perhaps less theatrics next time. It’s your mana speaking to you, by the way. Not the ring.”

“Gamey thing, mana,” he muttered. “What else can you tell me?”

He shut his eyes and decided to listen to his mana for the first time. Usually he heard his breath, his thoughts, and nothing more, but he focused past that, toward something just out of reach of his senses. It was not hearing, smell, or sight, but touch. It was as if he could reach up and hold it, not with his hand but with his mind. No, he could not hold it. He could only graze it.

His mana was complex, possibly more so than he was. It was like touching the cover of a book with every answer he could ever hope for, only this book spoke back to him in real time.

“Are you part of me, or am I part of you?” Tarak wondered. Mana was alive, like a pet, like a companion, but closer to Tarak than any other creature could ever be. Like his body.

“Where did you come from?” he asked. “Have you always been a part of me or did we find each other as I came to terms with my sorcery? Or are you sorcery, and it is you who has given me the ability to cast?”

He opened his eyes and was glad to find Charlie chatting with Michael outside the great hall. They looked like two young men who were putting off work and willing to do so all day if they could get away with it.

“Hey Charlie,” Tarak called as he walked over to them. “Explain mana to me, if you will.”

Michael whistled. “That is quite a request.”

“I have written books on mana,” Charlie said. “I cannot explain it simply.”

“Did you not burn all your books?” Tarak asked.

“Not the one on understanding mana’s connection to us. That remains the same.”

“How about a summary?” Tarak asked.

Charlie held his head. “Gosh, I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“Tell me one thing, then. Where does my mana come from?”

“No one knows for sure, but I believe it comes from multiple sources. You initially gave birth to the mana like a mother to her child. Over years, the mana emboldens itself the same way a man grows strong. It feeds on other mana that is in the air and comes out of the ground. It evolves from that and from sunlight, air, water, and everything it touches until it is strong enough to shift, usually by our teenage years. That is when we usually start to feel it for the first time and can use it to start casting spells. From then on, it has the ability to morph into almost anything, but it needs training. You must teach it through communication and practice. It’s not that different at this point from using tools and science to produce results.”

“Science?” Tarak asked. He had never heard this word.

“The knowledge of the world gained through observation and experimentation. Mana is your tool for experimentation. Science is the knowledge gained from the study of experimentation.”

“Plenty of people have figured out a lot of things without science,” Michael commented. “I’m sure Tarak will be fine learning like the rest of us.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “You don’t have to think of it in fancy terms. Just hit the notes, tell your mana what to do, and the rest will follow.”

“I want to understand mana better.”

“I did, too. At first,” Michael said. “I changed my mind after a few lessons with Charlie.”

“May I take your book with me before I leave?” Tarak asked Charlie.

Lines formed across Charlie’s forehead. He shook his head vigorously.

Michael, almost whispering, told Tarak, “It’s like asking a mother to part with her baby.”

“I promise to keep it in good shape and bring it back,” Tarak said. It sounded like he would have a long ride before he caught up to Reuben. He couldn’t think of a better way to pass the time, besides working on his spells, but he feared that casting might frighten his mount.

Frighten? What was he thinking? It was more likely to piss him off.

“Do you promise no harm will come to it?” Charlie asked. “It is the first book I wrote.”

Tarak crossed his hand over his chest. “I do. I will bring your book back in the same condition.”

“All right, I will have it in a bag for you before you leave. Please do not drop it.”

“Have you seen these hands?” Tarak asked, showing them off, large and capable.

Someone yelled from a window above them. “What in god’s name are you still doing in the courtyard, Tarak?” It was Lord Langston sticking his square-shaped head out. “The tailor is waiting for you in here. The king’s tailor, you disrespectful lumberman. Get in here.”

“Is lumberman supposed to be an insult?” Tarak asked Michael as he strolled into the great hall.

“Pretty much any job besides ordering people around is an insult coming from his mouth,” Michael muttered in return.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

After the fitting, Tarak received a couple of bags. One was from Charlie containing the leather-bound book. Tarak did not want to admit that he was a slow reader. Most of his reading had been devotional literature about the gods, specifically Tarak’s grandfather, and his aunts and uncles. There were also notes passed between him and Oreca, mostly about their meeting places and what they would do with one another.

Tarak never did tell her that it was his friend, the baker’s son, who had transcribed the notes because Tarak’s penmanship was, as his friend described, like a lizard dragging an inky tail across paper.

It was still hard to believe that all of them were dead. He had just seen them a few days ago. Not only were they dead, they had grown old first, Tarak hoped. They had grown old, had children, and died. They had each lived an entire life without him.

It ate him up inside that his disappearance was not explained to them. Did they think he had died? Did they think he had run away? They were not aware of his relation to the so-called demigods. Had his friends known, they might’ve realized he had been sucked up into the affairs of his family.

He also would’ve liked them to know that he considered them to be more family than the demigods. Caarda…Tarak was so angry that only curse words came to mind as he thought about his father.

The other bag he received contained fresh bread, soft and beckoning to be eaten now, and cold water, which would do well to wash down his bread. He barely made it out of the city on Dagaric before he started eating.

The thought that he had to jump off this gigantic animal every time he wanted to stop irked him. If this was really to be his horse now, which was still a little hard to believe, he would have to find a way to stop the animal.

“Stubborn bastard, are you?” Tarak asked the beast.

The horse snorted and looked back at him.

“I can be even more stubborn,” Tarak said.

He had received directions to Livea from Charlie. The trip seemed simple enough, and Tarak had the tracker ring to guide him just in case.

Dagaric seemed to know to stick to the road. Tarak felt more like a pest on the animal’s back than its master. He shrugged and took out Charlie’s book and had a long, slow read over the next few hours.

The writing, the penmanship, the knowledge imparted…the boy had a gift.

Tarak supposed he should stop thinking of Charlie as a boy. He was probably the same age as Tarak or even older. There was just something boyish about him that was difficult to ignore.

Charlie had warned Tarak earlier that most everything in this book was not fact but conjecture based on experiments. It was written as if it was a steppingstone for other mana enthusiasts to build upon, often addressing the reader as if he was a brilliant study, providing paths to go down and specific note combinations to explore.

Tarak became so engrossed in the book that he had an ache in his neck, and he never had aches there except when waking up in an odd position after passing out from too much ale. The greatest single thing the book taught him was to stop thinking about mana as something. Rather, it was everything, or more specifically, the potential for everything.

Charlie opened Tarak’s eyes to other ideas as well. Everything in this world was made out of something, and that something was made out of something smaller, and smaller yet, and smaller still. It was at the smallest scale that the very nature of something was decided. Tarak had never thought about life in this way, but it seemed like it had to be true. What else could explain why dirt was different than rock, or how wheat could turn into bread? Something at its core decided this.

According to Charlie, mana existed in a state even smaller than our minds could comprehend. It existed in a state that just needed the right transformation to become wheat, water, fire, or anything else. Mana took from its environment. It stored all kinds of energy, primed for transformation. Charlie therefore believed mana could become many things, but it did have its limitations.

He did not believe it could ever become hard enough to transform into steel, but it could transform steel from solid to liquid because it could learn the properties of steel. He did not believe it could mimic complex things like bread, but it might be able to make wheat if seeds, water, and sunlight were provided. He did not believe it could reverse time, but he did believe it could slow it.

Mana’s ability to slow time had been proven since Charlie had written these words, which made Tarak believe that his other theories might be proven later as well.

Tarak ended up finishing the book by the time afternoon had set in, with a low hanging sun trying unsuccessfully to pierce through the clouds. He believed Charlie’s theory that mana seemed connected to him in a way that could not be broken. There was a case of a sorcerer who had lost consciousness and forgotten how to do many things, but he relearned sorcery before anything else, before even the ability to speak. As he regained his other abilities, he described his connection to mana as unchanging even though everything else had. This provided evidence that it was connected to us, but somehow still separate enough to be its own entity. It brought on the question, what happened to our mana after we die? Perhaps it still existed in some form. It might even carry our soul with it, wherever it went.

It was a poetic way to end the book, Tarak thought. He wanted to buy Charlie an ale when he returned. The boy…young man, really was a marvel.

Tarak itched to use his mana after reading all about it, but what if he startled Dagaric into running off and leaving him…where was he now? Grass and trees filled Tarak’s sight all around the road. It was not worth the risk.

Better use the tracker, Tarak thought.

How was it supposed to work again? From the book he had just finished, he learned that he should be able to communicate with his mana, and it was his mana that could decipher this enchantment.

He focused on his mana just like casting a spell, but instead of altering the frequency he simply asked it to inspect the ring for a tracking enchantment.

Like hearing a loud sound, he sensed that Reuben was off to Tarak’s left, not ahead as Tarak had predicted.

I must have gone the wrong way at some point.

There was a loud rustle behind a tree. Tarak glanced over to see an analyte step out.

“Oh thank you,” said the analyte with a thick accent. “I am lost. Please stop.”

“I cannot stop this horse,” Tarak explained as Dagaric walked along the road without a care.

Tarak saw no horse behind the man. What was he doing all the way out here? As Tarak became suspicious, he felt a prick to his leg.

“You touch sword, you die,” said another analyte who held a dagger against Tarak.

A third analyte came out from the trees and went to grab the reins out of Tarak’s hands.

Tarak kicked away the one with a dagger against his leg. “Go Dagaric!” he yelled and gave the horse a squeeze and then a heel, but the last analyte had managed to grab the reins and pull Dagaric’s head around.

The horse whinnied furiously and rose up, throwing Tarak off his back but not before smacking the analyte holding his reins with the bottom of his hoof.

The other two analytes put daggers to Tarak’s throat and chest before he could get up.

“Simple robbery,” one explained. “Cooperate and you live. Move and you die.”

The analytes yelled to each other in their language as Dagaric ran off. Tarak kept an eye on the animal to see which way he went. Dagaric went down the road and stopped to look back. The one Dagaric had knocked down got himself back up with a nice red hoof print on his pale face. He started after the horse, but Dagaric swiped his feet against the ground as if to charge, and the analyte put his hands up passively and backed away.

Tarak held still. He thought about casting the sphere of gravity, but one of these thieves had his dagger already pushed against Tarak’s neck and seemed eager to use it.

One reached into Tarak’s pocket and pulled out the one silver coin left over that he had been given by Lord Langston, the same coin he was supposed to pay back to the rich arselicker. Tarak’s only other possessions were his clothes, Reuben’s ring, and Charlie’s book. He had more things that belonged to other people than to him!

“Hey now, there is no need for you to take that book. It belongs to a friend,” Tarak complained as one analyte grabbed it out of his bag.

The analyte ignored him and showed it to the other one, who seemed to have given up on stealing Tarak’s horse. They spoke to each other in their language again. They seemed happy by what they found inside the bag. They probably figured it was worth a fair amount.

Tarak grabbed the hand of the analyte holding his dagger to Tarak’s throat. The dagger slid across and fresh blood wet his neck, but he could still breathe. He twisted the wrist in his grasp, willing to break it, but he had to worry about the other two. He stopped to kick back one analyte lunging at him with his dagger.

Tarak swung his legs around to fend them off and managed to stand up. Shit, where was the other one? Only two stood in front of him.

He started to turn around when the missing analyte jumped on his back and held his dagger against Tarak’s throat.

“Stop or die!”

Tarak had the man’s arm in his grasp, but it was too late. He froze and slowly lifted his hands in the air.

“Take off your ring,” demanded the one on his back.

Tarak took it off and handed it to one of the other approaching men.

They said something to each other. They sounded worried. Perhaps they were realizing by his book that he might be someone of importance, someone who might be able to pass their description over to someone else of importance and put them in serious trouble.

He felt something shift…a change in the way the analyte held his knife at Tarak’s throat.

He considers ending my life.

Tarak took another cut to his neck as he grabbed the man’s arm and bent down, flipping him over his head. He struggled for breath as he put his hand over his new wound.

Better fucking heal fast.

The three analytes started after him as he backed away and tried to gather his focus to cast his sphere of gravity. It might slow them enough for him to get on his horse.

But he heard Dagaric charging from behind and turned. Tarak jumped out of the way as the horse charged through and knocked over one of the analytes. The others helped him up as they all watched the horse come around and charge again. They dashed off into the bushes before Dagaric could reach them.

Tarak fell to his knees as his vision started to blur. He held his hand over his throat, but there was more blood than he’d first realized. He had to press so hard to stop it that he couldn’t breathe while doing so.

He soon found himself alternating between stopping the blood and taking a breath. This was bad. Very bad.

Fuck fuck fuck fuck.

Dagaric came up and bent down his massive head as if in sympathy.

Tarak had to clear his mouth of blood anyway. Might as well speak his mind.

He spat red. “Lot of good you are, you scared moose!” He coughed as he choked on his own blood again. That was a mistake. He couldn’t keep talking as he gasped for breath.

Tarak struggled for breath for a while, but he did not pass out.

Eventually the wound seemed to have closed. He spewed out the last blood in his throat with a few hard coughs and rose up. His animal took one seemingly confused look at him now steady on his feet, then went over to graze on the grass.

Tarak thought about kicking the horse in frustration, but that was a recipe for being kicked back. He then thought about going after the analytes, but the woods were thick here. He had little chance of finding them.

“Charlie will be furious,” he muttered. “So will Reuben. I lost both of their rarities because I let myself be distracted and went the wrong way.”

He looked down at his shirt. The collar was tattered and covered in blood. Another article of clothing ruined.

Tarak wanted revenge. He needed it. But more than that, he needed to get back Charlie’s book, at least. He had promised the young man he’d take good care of it.

An idea came to him. He climbed on Dagaric’s back.

“Go, you giant bastard. Make haste, Dagaric!”

He was surprised when the beast listened to him, but then again, Dagaric seemed to enjoy moving. It was stopping that was his issue. Tarak would worry about that later.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Tarak rode through the woods in the direction the tracker ring had signaled before it had been stolen. He didn’t know how far away Reuben was from here, but Dagaric made good time. There was no road through the woods, but the beast was stronger than any animal Tarak had seen. It could gallop through tall bushes and small rivers with ease, even snapping low branches with bunches of leaves in the way.

It took a long while before Tarak passed out of the woods, but Dagaric had not slowed. Tarak came to another road. Reuben had to be along this one. Tarak looked ahead. He could see for quite a ways, but he didn’t see Reuben with his horse and wagon.

Tarak had been furious since the robbery, and not seeing his comrade seemed to be the tipping point. If the other people who had spoken so lowly of analytes have endured similar experiences, then he was starting to join them in their hatred.

This was the anger diluting his thoughts. There were good analytes, he was certain, but he had only met one…one out of four.

He put it out of his mind for now. He needed to find Reuben. It was the only way to get his revenge.

He remembered something Reuben had told him. An enchantment made it difficult to spot Reuben and his cart from far away. That was why he couldn’t see his comrade.

Dagaric kept up a good pace for a long distance down the road until Tarak spotted something peculiar just ahead. He picked up the outline of a cart pulled by a horse, though it was colored just like the road.

“Reuben!” Tarak yelled.

The enchanter must’ve disabled the enchantment, the strange reflection disappearing, and Reuben—with his horse and cart—coming into sight beautifully.

“There you are,” Reuben complained. “What took you so long? I’ve been vulnerable all this way without protection.”

“Never mind that and listen to me.”

“Excuse me?” Reuben challenged, clearly offended.

“Listen to me, I am a robbed man! They took everything but my horse. Look at my shirt.” Tarak rode up alongside Reuben.

“Is that your blood?”

“Yes. I would be dead if I could not heal. They must be stopped.”

“How far are they?”

“Not very far. We shall track them down using your ring. They took mine and must not realize it is enchanted. They cannot escape us, can you see?”

Reuben didn’t appear very interested as he refused to even stop his horse and cart. He lifted his ring, stared at it a moment, then looked back the way Tarak had come.

“They are the complete other way,” Reuben complained. “How long ago were you robbed?”

“Not long ago.”

“Less than an hour?”

“Yes,” Tarak lied. It was probably a little more than that, but it seemed unlikely for him to convince Reuben with the truth and he wasn’t about to let these robbers, these murderers, get away.

“We just don’t have time,” Reuben said sympathetically. “We have to get to Livea before sundown. They are expecting us. We can look for the criminals later.”

“When is later?”

“Well, not tomorrow because we have to bring the grain back to Newhaven. That will take until nightfall. So the day after that.” Reuben spoke as if this was no big deal.

“They will have sold off their stolen goods by then and we will never find them! Charlie’s book might never be recovered.”

“He has paid for copies to be made,” Reuben explained. “He just cherishes that one because it’s the one he wrote. He will get over it.”

“Will he, Reuben? Will he? Was it not the first book he wrote?”

Reuben stopped his horse and let out his breath. “Tarak, there is no time. You shouldn’t have been robbed. How did you even let that happen? This road is usually safe. It is patrolled by guardsmen. The only reason you are here was to get you out of the castle with a task that is simple. Yet somehow you messed it up. How?”

“I went the wrong way! I have the urge to strike you, son of a lord, which I’m sure will end badly for both of us. Now if you are not going to help me, then at least give me your ring and I will track them down myself.”

“You? What do you expect to do on your own if you couldn’t handle them the first time?”

“They caught me by surprise. I even could not draw my weapon. This time, I will surprise them!”

“Fine. Go get yourself killed. It’s better than me being late.” Reuben took off his ring. Tarak grabbed it and started off. He already knew the direction they went and would only need the ring when he got closer.

“Tarak!” Reuben yelled. “Don’t actually get yourself killed, all right? Do you hear me?”

“Yes!” Tarak yelled back.

“What does yes mean?”

“I hear you!”

*****

Even through Tarak’s anger, he was starving. He hadn’t eaten much since breakfast, just his bread, and that was right after he left. The chase went on for hours until he found himself back in front of the walled city of Newhaven. The ring told him they were in this direction. Were they within the city?

There was no indication about how far away they were. The ring only told Tarak the direction of the other ring. He rode alongside the wall as a test, constantly reading the enchantment of the ring. The direction of the thieves changed enough for it to become clear they were within the city after all.

He went back and entered through the open gate. The two guardsmen stationed there seemed displeased by the blood on his shirt and the speed of his horse, one even saying something about it, but Tarak hardly paid attention.

“I am a sorcerer of the king here on important business,” he stated confidently, and was a little surprised they didn’t stop him.

He was going to have to get off Dagaric, or the thieves would hear him coming. He rode hard, scaring many people in his way, but it was for the greater good. There was little time left before nightfall, and the streets were already covered in shadows.

He was pleased to recognize the guard standing outside the open drawbridge of the castle. “Rick!” Tarak shouted as he approached. “There are three robbers in this city!”

“Only three?” Rick replied with a bit of a scoff. “Is that blood on your shirt?”

“You must inform the king!” Tarak implored.

“The king? His majesty should not be bothered for a few thieves.”

“They must be stopped before they get away. They are analytes willing to steal the very last possessions of even a poor man.”

“How can you possibly know all that?”

“Who do you think is the poor man who was robbed?”

“Oh Tarak.” Rick shook his head. “Shouldn’t you be protecting Reuben rather than getting robbed in the city?”

Tarak could not stop his animal, so he rode around in a wide circle as he yelled at Rick.

“There is little time to argue! They robbed me on the road and took my tracker ring. I used the other tracker ring of Reuben’s to track them down here. They will soon sell off the ring and Charlie’s book, and they will disappear with my coin.”

“How much coin could you possibly have?” Rick asked with lowered eyelids.

“It does not matter! They tried to murder me. I would have died had I not healed myself.”

“And Reuben?”

“He was elsewhere. I went the wrong way, can you see? If you are not going to help me, at least take Dagaric to the stables so I can follow them on foot.” Tarak swung his legs over and jumped off just as the animal started to speed up again.

Tarak rolled and grunted but picked himself up as soon as he could. “Fetch me a sorcerer as well,” he said as his horse finally came to a stop. “And have them bring rope. We will apprehend the thieves. The ring tells me they are this way. Send the sorcerer this way. Do you hear me, Rick? This way!”

The guardsman was walking off with the horse. He gave one look back as Tarak pointed. “I’ll send someone,” he muttered. “But I can’t promise they will find you.”

“Do not forget the rope!” Tarak darted off.

When did night fall upon the city? The sun set quickly here, as if wanting to escape this horrid place as soon as possible. Tarak imagined these three robbers were just a small percentage of the actual criminals dwelling here. He hoped to find out where they lived and then go back to bring the guards. As much as he wanted to arrest them by himself, he was a reasonable young man and knew there was a chance that would go wrong.

He used Reuben’s ring to track them further and finally had some luck. A little ways off, he found them speaking to a gray-haired man behind a shop with a sign reading, “Exotic Rugs and Fine Jewelry.” Tarak hurried down the street to the front of the shop, where he climbed onto the roof and scurried across for a look from above.

One of them gestured with Tarak’s bag at the older man. They spoke in their language that Tarak still didn’t know what to call. The older man replied back in the same language. He must be an analyte, though his purple hair had gone gray. The older man seemed unwilling to take the bag of stolen goods as he pushed it away, but the three robbers put themselves intimidatingly close.

The conversation went on. One of the robbers made fire with a spell and pointed at the shop. Apparently this fire mage had been so confident that the three of them could rob and perhaps even kill Tarak without sorcery that he hadn’t shown it before.

It really was foolish of me to fight them. I had little chance. The thought only pissed him off greater. Arselickers have probably done this to more than a dozen people. Who knows how many they actually killed.

The shopkeeper seemed to give in, passing off a handful of coins. The robbers pushed the bag of stolen goods into the shopkeeper’s chest.

Good, at least I can get back Charlie’s book and Reuben’s other ring.

However, the shopkeeper refused the bag. The analyte holding it shrugged and took it with him as the three of them scurried off.

The shopkeeper quickly unlocked his back door and looked as if he was going inside. Tarak jumped down and put his foot in the way to stop the door from shutting.

Tarak spoke quickly to the frightened man. “I am with the king. I saw what happened.”

The shopkeeper let go of his door. “How?”

“I was on the roof. What business do you have with those thieves?” Tarak had to be quick. He could feel the ring was still with them. He didn’t want them going far.

“I have no business with them.” The shopkeeper spoke with an accent. “Did the guards tell you?”

“Incorrect. I was told by no one. You speak of the guards in the city?”

“Yes, I informed them this was happening. They say they will look into it. Those three believe because I am analyte I will buy their stolen goods. They threaten to burn down my business when I do not cooperate. I pay them to leave, and I do not accept their goods. I must have protection. I pay tax.”

“I understand. I will stop them right now after one last question. What is that bulge in your shirt pocket? Is that food?”

“This?” He pulled out a box and opened it. “My keys.”

“Blast.” Tarak hurried off.

“They are dangerous. One makes fire. All have daggers.”

Tarak was already halfway down the street, though it was wise for him to consider the shopkeeper’s warning. Tarak wasn’t going to stop all of them on his own, but he couldn’t let them go, either.

He caught up to them. Each had a water pouch…but based on the speed at which they were taking sips and the swagger to their step, Tarak presumed it was not water in those pouches. He followed them down a few streets until they stopped in a brothel.

Tarak stayed back as they entered. He checked behind him in hopes that whichever sorcerer Rick had fetched would find him soon. Except for a man walking the other way and minding his own business, the street was empty. Tarak had no rope. They could be in the brothel for a while. Would it be best to take them on in there?

Yes, he decided. But as he approached, the three of them were pushed out by what looked to be a hired guard of the brothel given his unofficial attire.

“No analytes,” said the guardsman, then shut the door.

The analytes replied in clear anger in their language, some of them spitting on the door. One of them said something that amused the other two. They all laughed and walked off.

Tarak spotted his bag in the hands of one. Using the callring on his finger, he could tell that the other ring remained in that bag ahead of him. Charlie’s book was probably there as well, but Tarak’s one silver had surely already been spent on whatever was in those drinking pouches.

Arselickers.

He followed them down a few streets until they stopped at another brothel and went inside. He waited, but they were not thrown out of this one.

He had formed a plan in preparation of this. He would arrest them one by one, catch them by surprise. He almost shouted in shock as someone came down from the sky and rolled across the ground in front of him with a few groans.

Michael came to a stop and looked back at Tarak. “It is you. I could tell by your size. You were harder to find than a virgin in a brothel…speaking of…have we given up on the thieves?” Michael sounded almost hopeful as he peered at the brothel while Tarak helped him up.

“No, I saw them enter. They carry the tracker ring and the book of Charlie.”

Michael had rope wrapped around his shoulder and under his arm. He patted it. “Got enough for three of them here. So they robbed you, did they?”

“I would be dead if I had not healed.”

Michael whistled. “Murderers too? This should be fun.” He started toward the brothel.

“One of them can make fire.”

“What?” Michael shot back a look as he stopped short. “How much fire is he capable of?”

“I saw only a small flame used to threaten an analyte shopkeeper who refused to buy their stolen goods.”

“He didn’t use fire on you?”

“Correct.”

“I hate fire, Tarak. I knocked on Arthur’s door in hopes he would come as well, but he wasn’t there. Mysterious bastard, always out. You have a plan yet?”

“We arrest them one by one, and we hurry. They are drunk. They might be quick, can you see?”

“Oh I can see. Best let me do the talking. I’ve got papers, and you don’t.”

Tarak let Michael take the lead as they entered the brothel. They came into a large room with a number of young women reclining on chairs. A man, not an analyte, perused the room before he turned and noticed Michael and Tarak. He appeared alarmed and hurried out.

An older woman approached. “Weapons are not permitted,” she began to explain, but Michael handed her a paper.

“We’re sorcerers of the king. Did three analytes just come in here?”

She took one look at the paper. Tarak had a glance as well, but only long enough to find a wax insignia at the bottom.

“Are they dangerous?” she asked.

“Yes,” Tarak answered. “They possess weapons as well, daggers.”

She seemed to notice his shirt then. “Are you all right?”

“Just wonderful,” he replied. “Are there kitchens in your establishment?”

“Yes…why?”

“Yes, Tarak, why?” Michael asked even more inquisitively.

“Have the chef prepare a meal for me,” Tarak said. “Whatever he has best for hunger back there. You have coin, do you not, good sir?” he asked Michael.

Michael rolled his eyes and ignored Tarak. “We’ve come to arrest the analytes for thievery and attempted murder. Which rooms are they in?”

“Please promise not to damage anything,” she said.

“We will be cautious—”

Tarak stepped in front of Michael. “Your girls are in danger with them! Which rooms, my dame? And hurry!”

“Rooms five, ten, and eleven. The last two rooms are on the second floor.” She started off as if to show them to the rooms. “The doors lock from the inside, but I have the keys.”

“Best you hand over the keys and stay here,” Michael advised. “Safer that way.”

She nodded as she reached into her pocket and picked three of them out of a small pile in her palm. “Five, ten, and eleven,” she said.

Michael and Tarak hurried off, but Tarak looked back. “I request that meal be ready by the time we finish!”

“You are unbelievable,” Michael muttered. “Let’s arrest the first one in room five and then split up to arrest the other two at the same time.”

“Why is that?”

“If we arrest room ten, room eleven will try to escape after he hears what’s going on.”

“How do you know they will hear the arrest?”

“Um, a guess. Look, room five.”

There was a number outside the door. Michael put his fingers over his lips as he slowly unlocked the door. Tarak crept in after him as the sounds of slapping flesh filled the hallway. The analyte stood at the edge of the bed, his pants around his ankles and his skinny rear end thrusting as a woman perched on all fours in front of him on the bed. With his back to them, the analyte didn’t seem to hear them coming.

“Um,” Michael whispered, clearly not wanting to approach the analyte or have him turn around. “Why don’t you arrest this one?”

Tarak didn’t care. This was one of three men who would’ve killed him. He went up behind the analyte and grabbed him. Tarak heaved the man over his head as the analyte squealed like a scared pig. Tarak tossed him hard against the wood floor in front of Michael’s feet. The analyte smacked his head and seemed to be halfway unconscious as he moaned with his eyes closed.

Michael looked down at the naked man, then slowly up at Tarak as the unlucky strumpet screeched in fear and ran out of the room naked.

“Well?” Tarak said, gesturing at Michael. “You have the rope.”

“Good lord, Tarak…” Michael bent down and readied the rope, but the analyte sat up quickly and jabbed Michael in his throat. Michael fell back and gasped as the analyte darted out of the room, still naked. The smack to his head must have done a number, because he tripped over nothing as Tarak chased after him.

Tarak reached down and picked him up over his head again. Michael was crawling out on his knees, holding his throat and gasping, as Tarak threw the analyte back toward Michael.

“Rope him, Michael!”

“Can’t breathe!” he squeezed out of his gasping throat.

The analyte ran back into the room, tripped over nothing again, but soon found his dagger among his pants. He held it up in front of him protectively as Tarak drew his sword.

Tarak recognized this analyte as the one who had initiated the threat against him. “Simple arrest,” Tarak mimicked. “Cooperate and you live. Move and you die.”

“How are you alive?” he responded.

“Cooperate and you live. Move and you die,” Tarak repeated as he walked toward the analyte.

“You should be dead!” said the man as he backed away and looked for a means of escape.

“Cooperate and you live. Move and you die!”

The analyte grabbed his pants off the floor and held them in front of him. Tarak could see in his eyes that he was not going to give up.

“You are under arrest,” Michael wheezed as he came to Tarak’s side.

The analyte spat in Michael’s face and tossed his dagger at Tarak, but Tarak didn’t care. He let it strike his torso as he wound up his sword for his own strike. He had never used a sword of any kind before. There had been no need until now, but it was pretty self-explanatory.

He let out a cry of aggression as he jabbed it through the robber’s chest while the analyte tried to escape around Tarak. The analyte couldn’t utter a scream as he fell back and started to bleed out.

“Hell, Tarak, was that really necessary?” Michael asked.

“There is no time for him. The ring is on the third floor. I can feel it.”

Tarak had not killed a man before, either. That was about to change as the analyte bled out on the floor. Tarak didn’t feel much yet, not with two others to worry about.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The woman who’d greeted them at the door had come to investigate. “Best you not see,” Michael told her as he closed the door to the room. “We’ll deal with the body later.”

“You killed him?” she asked incredulously.

“He did not obey orders,” Tarak said, realizing only then that he had somehow already gotten accustomed to the power to arrest and even slay criminals. Perhaps his father was right. He did have a calling besides drinking and sleeping late. “We will take care of the other two now.”

“Must you kill them, too?” asked the woman.

“Only if they do not allow us to arrest them,” Michael explained gently.

Tarak was already off toward the second floor. He saw the stairs in front of him. Michael caught up.

“This is not a game,” Michael muttered. “One of them can burn this whole place down. Need I remind you we have no water mage?”

“I will retrieve Charlie’s book and Reuben’s other ring. If you are concerned about fire, we must overpower them quickly.”

“I don’t have the lineage of gods behind me, Tarak! I cannot overpower one of them on my own. I can only threaten them with my sword, but fire beats sword. I’m pretty sure it beats everything you have as well.”

They reached door number ten on the second floor.

“I changed my mind,” Michael said. “We’ll arrest this one together and deal with the other escaping, possibly.”

“That is fine. Shall I go first?”

“You shall.”

Tarak unlocked the door as quietly as he could, then pushed it open.

“Oh fuck,” Michael muttered as they met eyes with an analyte pulling up his pants and pushing away the prostitute on her knees in front of him.

“Occupied,” he said angrily.

Tarak showed his bloody sword. “Remember me?”

The analyte said an unfamiliar word as he rushed to close the belt of his pants.

“You are under arrest,” Tarak said. “Do you wish to die fighting or spend the rest of your life in the dungeon?” He found himself thirsting for another fight.

“He wouldn’t spend his whole life there,” Michael muttered. “I mean, he’s not that old. He doesn’t even look thirty.”

“He tried to kill me!” Tarak argued.

“Tried. That’s very different than did.”

Tarak ignored Michael. “Where are my belongings?” he asked the analyte, who seemed to be eyeing his cloak on the dresser, which probably covered his dagger.

Michael appeared willing to take away the option of fighting the analyte as he made a dash toward the man’s cloak, but the analyte got there first. Michael blew him onto the bed with wind. The strumpet gave a scream and huddled in the corner of the room.

“Shush!” Tarak told her. “We cannot alert the other in the room next door.”

Michael tossed the rope onto the lap of the analyte as he sat up in bed. “Tie your ankles together. Do it quietly.” He threatened with his sword.

The analyte took one look at the rope, then shouted at the top of his lungs. “Gin! Gin!”

Tarak jumped onto the man and muffled his mouth. He used his other hand to flip the analyte over. He shoved his face into the bed and pried his arms behind his back.

“Rope him!” he told Michael as he held the man’s face down with his knee.

“You’re suffocating him,” Michael commented.

“So then hurry.”

“The door—Tarak!”

Tarak shot a look toward the door to find a shirtless analyte man with old burns across his chest. He put his hands together and formed a fireball. Tarak rolled and held up the other analyte in front of him as the fireball struck.

The force threw Tarak and his captive off the bed. He landed between the wall and the bedframe and held his head as he waited for the dizziness to pass.

Sound came back to his senses; the analyte wheezing next to him. He rolled the man over to find his chest singed. Tarak stepped over him, onto the bed, and leapt as the fire mage cast a stream of fire at Michael, who hid behind a dresser.

Tarak tackled the mage and raised his fist to strike him, but the analyte blasted him in the chest. The fireball threw Tarak high enough to hit his back against the ceiling.

“No!” the fire mage yelled as Tarak landed. He looked up to see Michael slicing through much of the mage’s neck as he tried but failed to roll out of the way.

It was a gruesome sight as the mage quickly bled out, but it was the fire on the dresser that took Tarak’s focus. Michael was busy taking off his cloak and shirt, which, too, were aflame.

Tarak walked around the bed and roped up the weakened analyte who had been struck by his compatriot’s fireball. This was the last thief standing, and he would remain alive. The man didn’t put up a fight as he watched his comrade die in front of him.

Michael bustled out the door. “We have fire in here!” he announced. “We need water!”

Tarak followed him out with his prisoner as the fire crackled and grew behind him.

“Fire!” Michael announced as he walked down the hall. “Are there any water mages? The king will pay you for your service, and this lovely place won’t burn to the ground!”

Many doors opened and men leaned their heads and shirtless bodies out for a look. Some even came out in their undergarments to check out the room, followed eventually by a few of the strumpets.

“Fire!” one woman screamed.

Soon many of them were shouting that one word, though no one did anything to help.

The woman from the entrance found her way to the scene and nearly pulled her hair out from her scalp as she yelped. She then screamed at Michael, “You said you would be cautious!”

“Fetch water!” Tarak screamed back.

A door quickly opened and shut near Tarak. Arthur, fully clothed, seemed to have come out of the room. He darted across the hall and into the glowing room.

“Water is not necessary anymore!” he announced.

By the time Tarak dragged his prisoner over, the fire was out and the dresser was soaking wet. “God, there is a dead analyte in here,” Arthur muttered in shock.

“Sure is,” Michael said. “So this is where you are most nights, Arthur?”

Arthur looked down and away but kept one eye up on Michael. “Once in a full moon.”

“Which room did you come out of? Thirteen?” Michael asked as he started toward it.

Arthur hurried in front of him and put his hand on the doorknob. “There are some things that should stay private,” he said in warning.

“Perhaps, but I am curious,” Michael replied, as if that was enough of an argument to convince Arthur of anything.

An audience had gathered in the hall. Many came to look at the body, but most made an expression as if wishing they hadn’t.

The woman who seemed to be in charge announced, “Everyone back to your rooms.” She made some hand gestures at some of the strumpets, who took their clients by their hands and lured them away. Other men needed more of a push to stop gawking at the scene.

When the hallway was just about clear, the woman turned to Michael again. “I expect the king will pay for this damage. There is blood everywhere, and my dresser is ruined.”

“Go to the castle tomorrow and make a request, but don’t expect a ruling to go your way. The thieves fought back. There was nothing else we could do.” Although the explanation seemed sincere, he gave Tarak a look as if angry he had to lie.

Tarak didn’t regret anything. He pushed the prisoner against the wall and leaned down in front of his face. “Where are the belongings you took from me?”

“In that room.” The analyte appeared more shaken up by the events than anyone else, his face white as he pointed.

Michael walked down the hall and entered the room where the fire mage must’ve come from. He brought back a bag.

“The ring and book?” Tarak asked.

“Both here,” Michael said, “along with a few other things that I’m assuming did not belong to these thieves.” He pulled out a silver necklace, a couple brass earrings, and then an old pipe.

“The pipe is mine!” the analyte said.

“You’re not going to need it in the dungeons.”

“I will take the necklace and earrings,” the woman said as she snatched them out of Michael’s hand. “To pay for the damage.”

“Hey, no.” He reached back for them, but she twisted away.

“Unless you plan to wrestle them out of my grasp, I am keeping them.”

Michael looked at Tarak as if wondering if he might wish to take them back forcefully. He shook his head.

“I inquire about my food, my dame,” he said.

“You still wish to eat after witnessing that?” She gestured toward the room with the dead analyte lying in a puddle of blood from a gaping wound in his neck.

“Yes.”

“If you are sure…?”

“I am.”

“I will have a meal prepared.”

“You have not made the arrangements yet? I told you when I arrived—never mind! I am too tired to wait.” Tarak handed the prisoner over to Michael. “You and Arthur take him from here. I have missed too many meals to deal with this bastard.”

Arthur took hold of the prisoner. They started toward the stairs.

“Wait, I think I forgot something…” Michael turned around, then suddenly darted back the other way.

“Michael, stop!” Arthur said, but Michael ignored him and opened the door to the room Arthur had emerged from.

Michael’s big grin slowly flattened as confusion spread across his face. He turned to show his expression to Arthur, who gave a long sigh.

Michael politely shut the door and slowly made his way back.

Tarak wondered what Michael had seen. Whatever it was provoked speechlessness. That already said a lot.

They quietly made their way out. Even as they reached the street, not a single word was spoken. Arthur seemed to have a good hold on the prisoner, but more importantly, the prisoner looked as if he had no intentions of trying to run after witnessing what had happened to his friends.

“I would appreciate if you’d stop staring at me,” Arthur told Michael.

Tarak had been too hungry to notice Michael’s rude gaze until then.

“I’m just trying to understand,” Michael muttered.

“What is there to understand?” Arthur replied in a cold tone.

“You kissed Eden. I saw you. I spent days trying to un-see it, but I couldn’t get it out of my head because of how interested you seemed in her mouth.”

“So?” Arthur replied.

“So how can you be interested in a girl’s mouth when there was a man in that room!”

“What?” Tarak asked.

“Yeah,” Michael said. “A man.”

The analyte squirmed away from Arthur and said a word in his language. Although Tarak doubted anyone else had heard it before, there was no doubt in his mind that the three of them could figure out what it meant.

“I do not want this one touching me,” the analyte said as he held his ground.

Tarak punched the prisoner in the stomach, then grabbed him by the back of his neck. “Fine, then. I can walk you to the castle.” He twisted the man’s arm as he pushed him along.

The analyte yelped. “That hurts!”

“Really? I am sorry. How is this?” Tarak twisted harder.

The analyte screamed louder.

“Is that better?” Tarak asked. “Or would you prefer to walk with Arthur again?” He twisted even more, near to the point of breaking a bone.

“Let go!”

“Apologize to him,” Tarak said.

“I apologize! Now let go!”

Tarak let go. Arthur took a firm hold on the man’s arm afterward. He had a grateful look toward Tarak, a hint of a smile, but he lost it as he noticed Michael staring at him again.

They walked in silence for a short while.

“I kissed Eden because I don’t want anyone to know the truth about me,” Arthur admitted.

“So…” Michael murmured. “Um…you used her?”

“Will the two of you keep this a secret?” Arthur asked.

“It is not very hard to keep a secret about something that has no effect on my life,” Tarak said.

“It’s not your lady he kissed,” Michael retorted. “I’m still confused by all this. You seduced her even though you have no interest? She was that easy?”

“Unfortunately, yes. I could tell she was interested in me during the conversations we had, but like I said earlier, Michael, I had no idea you two were involved. She mentioned nothing about it.”

“I don’t know if I should be less or more insulted that she cheated on me with a gay man who was only going to use her.”

“It was just going to be a few kisses,” Arthur said. “I never planned to initiate a relationship. I could not be that cruel to someone.”

“No, but Eden could,” Michael realized.

“I’m sorry,” Arthur said. “I feel at fault.”

“Don’t be sorry. I’m glad it happened now and not later.”

They walked in silence for a while.

“I will keep your secret,” Michael said.

“Thank you.”

Another silence followed as they made their way to the castle.

Tarak asked, “Will the chef at the castle prepare something for me?”

“He has to sleep sometime, Tarak,” Michael said. “But I’ll show you where you can find some smoked meat in our reserves.”

“How about some ale to go with it?”

“Who do you think I am? Of course we’re going to have some ale. How else am I supposed to forget the terrible things you made me see today?”

Their prisoner turned and spoke harshly in Michael’s direction, then spat on the ground and stared at Tarak. “Why fuck you live? I saw your throat cut. No wound now. Healer? Fuck lucky healer.”

“Charming man, you are,” Michael said. “I think you’re going to make a lot of friends in the dungeon. There’s plenty of other charming people like you down there.”

“Fuck you. Fuck your king and your people. You treat analyte like trash.”

“You certainly aren’t helping change that,” Michael commented.

The thief was right about one thing, Tarak had to admit. He was lucky to be alive. He had lived his entire life until now without fear. He had thought he knew danger before, but felling trees illegally was not danger. It was risky. This—whatever this was he had gotten into—was real danger, and he’d better start recognizing it before his luck ran out.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Leon did not usually have to waste his time overseeing the meetings between the king and the people his majesty granted audience, but Nykal had summoned Leon to these proceedings today, and he did not know why. Something messy, he assumed. With Nykal, it was always something messy when Leon needed to get involved.

Leon twiddled his thumbs and yawned his way through several meetings. It was Lord Langston’s job to hear the plight of these people before putting them on the docket, and it seemed that he had an easier time telling Leon off than any of them. There were a number of important testimonials, such as the multiple reports of fire to farmers’ land. Whether it was arson, accident, or nature was tough to say. Stopping the fires was one of the king’s top priorities, as it was Leon’s. If it was arson, then whoever was doing this didn’t deserve life, even in a cell.

He figured it could be a grain seller who wanted to inflate prices even more than they already were, but grain was monitored closely. Everyone in possession of large amounts, mostly lords, had been investigated and vouched for by other trusted friends of the king. It seemed more likely to be caused by this unnaturally long dry season.

The less important testimonials consisted of discussions of thieves, thieves, and more thieves, yet without evidence, just reports of missing items from shops and homes. Other reports consisted of farmers complaining about the price of water mages not employed by the king—which was not something the king controlled. And there were a few testimonials about debts unpaid, deals broken, and even one about some places in the city always reeking of urine. It was a crime to piss on the street, but so long as ale was legal, it was going to keep happening. Many had been caught and fined, Leon included.

Part of Leon’s tasks was to provide instruction to anyone who wanted to learn elemental sorcery—specifically water magic. It had been a complete waste. No one had either the dedication or the abundance of free time needed to learn a water spell, which Leon had told Nykal plenty of times by now. The king still made him do it a couple times a week. Fewer and fewer people showed up each time. Soon there would be no one, Leon hoped.

Things finally became interesting in the courtroom when a madam came to discuss damage to her brothel thanks to a couple of the king’s sorcerers slaying robbers in her rooms.

Leon sat between the two advisors, Lord Langston and Zarin Finwyll, and most of the time he was leaned back with his arms crossed, but now he sat forward.

“Which sorcerers?” he asked the king.

Nykal did what he usually did when he didn’t know something; he subtly shifted his gaze toward the man who most likely had the answer. In this case it was Rick, who oversaw most arrests.

“It must’ve been from when Tarak and Michael apprehended the three analytes last night.”

“Yes, they were analytes,” the madam replied. “Two of them were brutally killed. The act ruined multiple rugs, sheets, and even will mean some walls must be repainted. A dresser was also destroyed by fire.”

The king rested his back against his tall chair. “We do not provide compensation for damages caused during an arrest.” He gave a look at Lord Langston as if silently asking why he allowed this woman to speak about the event.

Lord Langston seemed to get the hint. “I wanted you to hear the damage Tarak caused. His first task was an easy one. He was told to protect my son and our shipment from Livea. Instead he followed three analytes into a brothel and practically murdered two of them.”

Nykal glanced at Rick, who spoke with his usual lack of emotion. “It is my understanding that Tarak was robbed by the three analytes before he followed them into the brothel. They cut his throat and would’ve killed him if he had not healed. Any man in that position is met with a choice: to be afraid or to seek vengeance. He sought vengeance.”

Nykal gave it a moment of thought before asking the madam, “Why do you believe these thieves were brutally murdered and not merely stopped from escape?”

“Because of the way one was killed. His neck was sliced open. I don’t see how a man escaping would have his neck cut.”

Lord Langston spoke. “That sounds like an execution. Tarak is out there performing his own trials, and what about his abandonment of my son? Reuben was forced to fend for himself.”

The analyte advisor interrupted. “The road to Livea is under watch. We sent Tarak with Reuben because we knew there was little chance of danger.”

“Yes. As a test. Which he failed,” Lord Langston replied. “And there is always some chance of danger when riding alone, no matter the destination.”

“If one of your men is as reckless as you say,” the madam spoke up, “then I should be given compensation for the damage he caused.”

Lord Langston answered her, “You took responsibility for damage by allowing analytes into your establishment. Most of them are criminals and should be treated as such.”

Zarin sat forward and glared at him. “Excuse me?”

Lord Langston mimicked the analyte’s positioning. “How many reports have we heard of analytes breaking the law?”

“No one would come to complain of good deeds,” Zarin retorted.

“You know as well as anyone that analytes have not come here to perform good deeds. They are looking for an easier way of life at the expense of everyone else who was here first.”

“Your ignorance is not only frustrating but severely dangerous to my people!”

“Ignorance? I speak with fact.”

“You ignore fact! To lie in such a way in my land would make you a criminal!”

“Gentleman,” Nykal interrupted. “Madam, I thank you for your time. I will investigate the arrest and ensure it was performed properly. However, no compensation will be issued. I recommend you take better care in who you allow into your brothel.” He held up his hand as Zarin looked insulted anew. “Not because they are analyte but because they were dangerous thieves capable of murder. My advisor is right that you must take responsibility for those you allow inside.”

“But sire—”

Lord Langston stood up. “The king has concluded the matter.”

The woman bowed her head and turned to walk out.

The king then asked Leon, “What do you have Tarak doing right now?”

“Nothing. Was he supposed to be my responsibility?”

The king glanced at Lord Langston.

“I have been busy going over the docket, sire,” replied Reuben Langston Senior.

“Are you telling me no one has given Tarak direction today and it is already the afternoon?” The silence that followed provided answer. “Have him found, and let us hope he has not caused any other problems in the meantime.” The king gave a look at Leon, who stood up.

“I still believe he is not worth the trouble,” Lord Langston said. “I bet even Leon would agree with me.”

“I might,” he said. “Can’t say for certain yet.”

“Leon, I need to speak with you after you find Tarak,” the king said as Leon headed toward the door. Then he asked Lord Langston, “How many more?”

“Just one, then Orvyn.”

Leon halted for a moment. He had heard the name Orvyn mentioned several times between the king and his advisers, but Leon had yet to find out who this man was. The only thing he had gathered was that Orvyn was a large reason there was enough grain to feed the people of Lycast.

Leon hurried through the great hall and to the nearest window that overlooked the courtyard. If Tarak was at all predictable, and he was, he was either practicing his spellcasting, as he should be, or off making trouble.

Leon did find him in the courtyard, and he did seem to be practicing as he moved his hands in front of him. He had even worked up a bit of a sweat in this heat, but there was one glaring problem.

“Tarak, for God’s sake put a shirt on!” Leon yelled from the window. “You are in the castle of the king. Have you no respect?”

Leon realized yelling was a mistake when he heard snickering from various staff and sorcerers below and then noticed Callie emerge at the window of her study for a look.

“But it is hot out here,” Tarak argued. “And I cannot practice indoors anywhere. My spell has become too strong.” Tarak seemed to notice Callie looking at him as he gave her a wink. She shook her head.

Leon had not spent much time with the young bastard and was already at his limit for hearing backtalk. Leon ran through the great hall, down the stairs, and flew out the door. “You need to cool down, do you?”

“Whoa now, I am fine.”

“No, I insist.”

“Wait, I will fetch a shirt!”

Leon cast a jet of water at Tarak, but he already seemed to have his sphere of gravity ready. It pulled the water to the side of Tarak and struck the wall behind him. Leon didn’t hold back this time as he made another stream of water, putting his full force into it. The power would be enough to cut skin, especially bare skin like Tarak’s, but Tarak drove it away again with a widening sphere positioned at his side.

Tarak laughed in grunts, the effort of his spell evident, but his laugh was cut short as he stepped too close to his own sphere. It dissipated quickly but not before it pulled him off the ground. His laugh shifted to a curse as he flew up to the second-story window of the princess’ study in the great hall before flopping back down.

Leon caught him with wind. Tarak might heal, but it did not happen immediately, and Leon did not want to explain any injuries to the king. He let Tarak fall the last few feet onto his face.

“Oof.” Tarak lifted his head and spat out some dirt. “Was that last drop really necessary?”

“Get a shirt on immediately,” Leon said. “Then meet me in the great hall. The king has summoned you. Do you hear me? You had better hurry!”

“I hear you.” Tarak hustled off to the apartments.

Soon after, Callie emerged from the great hall and approached Leon. “I have not heard back from my father about the new Ancient.”

“Because nothing has changed since you spoke with him,” Leon explained. “Unless you’ve heard another voice?”

“I haven’t.”

“Did you speak with Charlie about it?”

“Yes. He only knows of one thing that might explain the voice, and that is someone using a callstone. It is something Hadley had in her possession.”

“I’m aware.” Hadley, the witch, had left with Jon months ago. She had done things with dteria that Leon had not seen before. Now that dteria had disappeared with the Deviant who’d created it, Leon was curious which specialization the witch’s spells would fall under.

Eden had been the other heavy user of dteria, but she’d used the dark arts in a more common way, with force rather than curses. She no longer could cast the same dteria spells as before, but she was a decent enchanter even before dteria got ahold of her. She and Reuben had shown Leon some fascinating spells he didn’t know were possible, like a way to reflect fireballs with a powerful yet short-lived enchantment. Perhaps there was some overlap between the old dteria and the new enchanting tree. More testing needed to be done to confirm this.

The callstone, and what Leon had learned about it, had taught him something interesting about mana. The witch had enchanted the diamond with her own blood, leaving an imprint of her mana within the diamond. A thread was then created between the diamond and the witch that sustained itself even miles away. When someone else came into contact with the enchanted diamond, their mana could communicate with the witch’s mana in such a way that messages could be relayed from the witch to the holder of the diamond.

“Has your room been searched for a callstone?” Leon asked Callie.

“Yes, I had Eden take a look because I figured she would sense one that might be hidden. She said confidently that there was nothing enchanted in my room, but the Deviant might’ve gone into my room to retrieve it. I stayed with Aliana that night.”

Leon figured if this Deviant could get into the locked armory, he probably could find a way into Callie’s room, but she seemed frightened enough already.

“I don’t think he could make it into your room without anyone knowing. It probably wasn’t a callstone.”

The last part was true. Leon didn’t believe a callstone was involved. Something that powerful would’ve been felt by the young royal sorcerer if it had been planted in her room.

“Then what do you think it was?” Callie asked.

“What are we discussing?” Tarak asked as he reemerged from the apartments wearing a shirt.

“I don’t have time right now, Callie. Continue speaking to Charlie about it as I think on it more.” Leon put his hand on Tarak’s back and shoved him toward the entrance to the great hall.

“A pleasure as always, princess!” Tarak started to say as Leon pushed him again. “You look—all right, I am going!”

Leon pushed him a third time, then grabbed him by the back of his neck as they reached the base of the stairs. The defiant fucker was too damn tall. Leon pulled his head down.

“Listen to me, boy. I’m deathly serious with you right now. Stop flirting with the princess. You’re one slip up away from being thrown into the dungeon, especially now with your killing of thieves rather than apprehending them. You might’ve lived your life without consequences until now, but things have changed. She is the daughter of the king, and she is engaged. You’re only causing trouble for her, and more so for yourself.”

Leon pushed Tarak away when he was finished. Tarak bent his head as if to work out the kink in his neck, then took on a serious look.

“So the king wants an explanation? Fine. I would like one as well. I would like to know what I am supposed to do with three men who attempt to kill me after they take all of my possessions. What is the answer if not to stop them by any means necessary? What would you have done, Leon the Brave? Would you have let them get away? We both know the answer to that. I have been told you were found in the dungeon not that long ago. You killed sorcerers who stole from you, did you not?”

“I am not an example for you to take after.”

“And why not? Now you are the king’s most trusted sorcerer. You are powerful and I imagine wealthy. I even heard that mana has given you long life, like it will me.”

“I can see you’ve been an inquisitive shit.”

“Correct.”

“I am only in this position because the king needed me when he came into power. He had no coin left after the rebellion and no way to continue paying the salary of the army he’d garnered to overthrow the corrupt king before him. War loomed and dteria threatened his people at home…dteria which was created by your family, by the way. Much of the reason we had to fight and lose so many good people was because of your bloodline, so forgive me if I’m not so welcoming to a younger version of what might once again become a giant pain in my ass. Take my advice, Tarak. Control yourself; start correcting your behavior before it’s too late. I waited too long, and now look at me. Come on. We are late.”

Tarak followed Leon up the stairs but not without complaint. “You cannot blame me for my family.”

“No, but I expect you to understand what happened so you can see why some of us are cautious about you. I hope all your inquisitions were not just about me.”

“You are not that interesting. I am now informed all about the war of dteria and the demigods, as my aunts and uncles were once known. Michael spoke to me about everything.”

“Then you must know that we are still dealing with the effects of the war. It is at its worst in the Kingdom of Rohaer, south of here, where the system of food distribution was most disrupted to feed the massive army of our enemies. The king regent there is the king’s most trusted friend, Barrett Edgar. We’re looking for ways to communicate with him that aren’t continuously disrupted. What I saw from you just now makes me think you might one day have a quick means of travel like us wind mages and other sorcerers, like Jon Oklar, who learned a spell we once called dvinia.”

“You speak of my gravity spell?” Tarak asked.

“Precisely. With your ability to heal, there is little risk of you disabling yourself with a rough landing. Practice, and make sure you don’t kill yourself. All right, we’re here. Keep quiet unless you are asked a question, and leave your attitude at the door. No emotion is better so you come off less as the young sorcerer with little control you are and more as a responsible adult, which I hope one day you will be.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

Leon brought Tarak into the jury chambers and told him to take a seat, pointing at a section where others normally waited to be heard by the king. It was empty right now. Then Leon walked past an ugly middle-aged man approaching the king and returned to his seat on the other side of the room. Rick handed him a parchment with information about the man standing before them. As Leon suspected, this was Orvyn. What was strange was his last name.

“Orvyn Nyvro?” Leon questioned. “Your name is the same forward as it is backward?”

“Yes,” Orvyn answered. “My parents had a sense of humor, but alas, I do not. Sire…” He bowed in front of the king. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you. Barrett Edgar has spoken very highly of you.”

The king gave a quick bow of his head. “And he you, Orvyn. We appreciate all you have done to supply Lycast with grain.”

Leon did not get this far in life without judging a few people by their looks, and Orvyn looked absolutely deplorable. He was bald as a pig, pale as a sick child, and wrinkled deep to the sides of his eyes as if he slept with a scowl.

Leon usually wanted less to do with the affairs of the king because they took considerable time away from drinking or relaxing with the beautiful Gwen Forrester at the end of the day. But upon seeing the face of the person responsible for providing a break to the guards patrolling the one road connecting the kingdoms, Leon knew he had to learn more about how this came to be.

“Catch me up, Orvyn,” Leon interjected. “How did you come to have all of this power?”

“And you are?”

“Leon Purage.”

“I’m more curious as to how you have not heard more about me. Aren’t you the king’s most trusted sorcerer these days?”

“I’m a little busy,” Leon said, managing to suppress a more pointed response. “Enlighten me.”

Orvyn appeared angry, unusually angry, like the kind of rage that overcame a man just before he let go. Yet he only let out a raspy sigh.

“I have earned my trust through repetitious provisions to your people,” he lectured. “I have saved countless lives that would’ve been lost to starvation. I did not come all this way to be interrogated. I should be thanked for what I’ve done for Lycast.”

“You have our gratitude,” Nykal said, casting a warning look at Leon. “Forgive him. Leon has been hardened by time in the dungeon before the war. What brings you all the way to Lycast? Surely not just for a face-to-face.”

“I wish to expand my service to your kingdom,” Orvyn answered. “My associates have recruited a group of trustworthy men and women here. I came to meet you but also them. I could get started immediately. I guarantee I will lower the cost of grain and produce more growth at the same time, and you will hardly notice I am here until you see the results. All I ask is lordship over Koluk. My research tells me it is the best place for my new headquarters. It is surrounded by farmers and, even more importantly, by fertile land that is not being utilized as it should.”

“You will have your answer before nightfall,” Nykal said. “I invite you to stay in the castle tonight.”

“Thank you, but I have business that takes me elsewhere.”

“Very well.”

Orvyn bowed slightly before leaving.

Leon spoke before anyone else could. “I don’t trust him.”

“Well, Barrett Edgar does,” Nykal answered. “And he’s the one who has been doing business with Orvyn. Barrett has not been wrong about anyone.” Nykal put up his hand as Leon opened his mouth. “This discussion is not about trust in Orvyn. It’s whether we grant him lordship of Koluk.”

A group formerly known as the Thieves’ Guild, and now as The Bracket, had become responsible for the city of Koluk, a place where criminals once found new names and lives for themselves. The leader of The Bracket, Syrah Fielder, had proven her dedication during the war. She was someone Leon trusted, not Orvyn Nyvro.

“I understand you both have concerns.” Nykal seemed to be addressing Leon and Lord Langston. “However, Koluk is the place for Orvyn at this time. With The Bracket there, his actions can be monitored. He will be watched, and this should not come as a surprise to him. If he has a problem with it, then we have a problem with him.”

At least Nykal seemed open to disagreement. He always listened to Lord Langston more so than he did Leon, and it seemed that the rich bastard finally had something worthwhile to say, so Leon let him.

“If you think Orvyn is right, then I’m with you.”

You ass-kissing fuck. The two of them looked at Leon, and Nykal didn’t seem to like what he saw. He glanced at the analyte advisor next.

“I do not know Orvyn well enough to make a decision,” Zarin said. “There are few analytes in Koluk now, and there will probably be more as time goes on. I ask that they are treated fairly once he is lord.”

“I will ensure that when I speak with him. Leon, anything to add?” Nykal asked.

“Why not stick him in Koluk for a time without giving him the power of a lord?”

“Because people are starving and he produces results,” Nykal responded. “Any suspicious behavior will be reported.”

Leon supposed he trusted The Bracket to monitor Orvyn most of the time, but he might want to make sure on his own.

“Yeah, fine,” he said.

“Then the matter is concluded,” Nykal announced. “Now for the final speaker. Tarak! Come stand in front of us.”

Leon watched Tarak calmly stand before the most powerful men in the kingdom, wearing an expression as if he was waiting to order an ale. The boy had no fear, and that had better change soon.

“May I explain myself?” he asked.

“Go ahead,” Nykal responded. “Start with how you were robbed on a road deemed safe.”

“I traveled in the wrong direction for some time.”

Lord Langston swatted a hand in his direction. “This fool,” he muttered to the king, then told Tarak, “You had the tracker ring. How could you possibly travel in the wrong direction?”

“I was told which road to take, and I thought I was on the right one. I became engrossed in Charlie’s book. I did not use the tracker ring for some time. Then I was robbed and my throat was cut.”

“So you would have died without your innate ability to heal?” Nykal asked.

“Most likely. I could not let the three of them get away. I rode hard to Reuben and convinced him to give me the other tracker ring, which I used to track them back to Newhaven.”

“What happened in the brothel?” Nykal asked.

“I gave each of them a chance to surrender. They fought in hopes of escape. One showed himself to be a sorcerer of fire and struck his comrade while aiming for me. Two of them died before the last one gave up.”

“How did you end up cutting open the neck of one?” the king asked. “That is an unlikely place to strike someone unless on purpose.”

Michael spoke from outside the room as he hustled to stand beside Tarak. “I was the one who cut the thief’s neck. I apologize—” He stopped to catch his breath. “I just heard of this interrogation, or I would’ve been here sooner. Tarak tackled the fire mage and was about to subdue him with those boulder fists, but the mage blasted him off. I didn’t want the fire mage getting up and burning us anymore—my clothes were already on fire—so I swung at him while he was on the floor. His head happened to be nearest to my blade. He tried to roll out of the way, so I nicked him in the neck.” Michael clicked his tongue as if imitating a mild version of the sound it had made. “Blood everywhere. It was horrific.”

Nykal glanced at Lord Langston.

Lord Langston spoke. “You go weeks without slaying any criminal during an arrest, and I’m to believe that the first time Tarak is with you, it is unavoidable?” He paused. “I think it is more likely that you would lie.”

“I have lost criminals who have gotten away because killing them was the only way to stop them, and I chose not to,” Michael retorted. “They had not tried to murder one of our sorcerers, however, like these criminals had. At first I thought it might have been unnecessary when Tarak cut down the first analyte who tried to fight his way past us, but after more time I have come to realize that his instincts were right. We couldn’t let them get away this time, no matter the cost. If they were brazen enough to cut Tarak’s throat and leave him to die, they have probably murdered others.”

Lord Langston glanced over at the king. “Tarak still showed an incapability of following direction. If he is not to be punished, he should at least have responsibility taken away from him.”

“I do agree that he is not ready for more responsibility,” Nykal said.

“What does more responsibility mean?” Tarak asked. “Stopping crime?”

“Until something more suited to your skills comes along. You might want to take that into consideration, if you do not enjoy acting as a constable.”

“I do, surprisingly. It satisfies me to rid the city of horrid people. There were a couple of arselickers from my time I would have liked to arrest as well. Nasty fuckers, they were, accused of all sorts of…” Tarak paused. He must’ve noticed the stares of offense.

Lord Langston gestured at Tarak in frustration as he spoke to the king. “He swears before us like speaking to his fellow lowlifes during a tavern binge. He is more animal than man. I say cut him loose before he seriously damages your reputation.”

“Leon?” Nykal inquired. “Have you seen any behavior from Tarak that would lead you to a decision?”

Leon thought about Tarak’s incessant chasing of the princess that, if mentioned, would surely result in Tarak being thrown out of the castle, nay, the city, tonight.

“I have one question before I give my answer,” Leon said.

“What is it?”

“Whose responsibility is he going to be?”

“That should not matter,” Nykal said. “We decide now if he is—”

“More trouble than he’s worth,” Leon interrupted. “And I say that depends on who he’s causing trouble to. I want to know. Is it going to be me?”

Tarak raised his hand. “I would rather take direction from Charlie.” He dropped his hand. “If you want honesty.”

The king shook his head. “Charlie is not an instructor and is busy with multiple endeavors including metalworking and deciphering the changes to sorcery. Although he may be enthusiastic to speak with you about mana, as he is with anyone, his time is better spent elsewhere.”

Leon opened his mouth to voice his insult.

“And so is yours, Leon,” Nykal said before even glancing over at Leon.

Sometimes I swear the bastard has eyes pointing out of his ears.

“So what are you suggesting we do with Tarak during his probation stage?” Leon asked.

“I do agree with Lord Langston that he is more trouble than he’s worth…if he requires you or Charlie to guide him for the next few weeks.”

“I do not need an instructor,” Tarak answered quickly.

“No, more of a babysitter,” Lord Langston replied.

“There is some truth to that,” Nykal said. “Unfortunately. You are simply too reckless with your power. I am not sure you can be trusted without some sort of chaperone.” He sighed and looked at Lord Langston. “This might’ve been a mistake after all.”

“I’m glad you agree.” He stood up and announced, “I vote to absolve Tarak from his responsibility to King Nykal. Who is in favor?”

“I abstain,” the king said.

“Who votes in favor?” Lord Langston said.

“You would really get rid of me just because I—?”

But Michael put his hand over Tarak’s mouth and shook his head. “Best not.” Then Michael asked, “Can I vote to keep him?”

“You may leave,” Lord Langston said.

“Ah.” Michael dragged his feet as he headed to the door. He shot many looks back, appearing hopeful someone might allow him to return.

“Hurry up, Michael,” Lord Langston said.

“Bah.”

Everyone waited until he was gone to resume the voting, though Leon could pretty much feel Michael lurking just outside the doorway.

“I vote to keep,” Zarin said.

Lord Langston groaned. “You always vote against me, no matter the subject.”

“That is not true,” Zarin replied.

“Yet you vote to keep someone who has killed two of your beloved analytes.”

“They are not beloved. Analyte criminals make life more difficult for the rest. They needed to be stopped at all costs.”

All gazes fell on Leon, including Tarak’s.

Apparently he had a vote in this, and Rick didn’t. Leon wasn’t usually present in the meetings, but the king seemed interested in his opinion enough to grant him this decision.

“Do you want to be here?” Leon asked Tarak.

“Yes.”

“Can you stop fu—messing up?”

“I can.”

Leon gave it some thought. “I can’t be responsible for him,” he told the king, “or I’m going to murder him. But I think it’s too early to kick him out.”

“Assign me something difficult,” Tarak said.

The king focused his gaze. “How is that to help?”

“My task was too easy. I brought Charlie’s book for entertainment. Assign me something difficult and see how I handle it. I will not need instruction or babysitting in that case. And if I get myself killed, then your decision will make itself.”

“If he wants difficult, then send him to Rohaer to speak with Barrett,” Lord Langston suggested. “Have him find out what’s happening to our messengers.”

“How far is it to Rohaer?” Tarak asked.

“Many days riding,” Leon answered.

“Whatever my task, I require more time to practice my spells. Is not the reason I am so desired because of my potential? I cannot practice while riding my horse.”

A short silence passed.

“I have decided what we will do with you,” Nykal said. “Because no one has time to babysit you, you will have to be responsible for yourself. That means you will train most of the day. When you require a break, you may patrol the city.”

“You are giving me freedom?”

“I’m giving you responsibility right now. Do not prove me wrong. I do not want to hear more complaints about you from citizens, your fellow sorcerers, or even from Lord Langston. You will behave yourself appropriately, or there will be serious consequences. Very serious. If you do not feel ready to patrol the city without causing problems, then solely train. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

“You will be given papers identifying you as one of my sorcerers. If you make me regret this or cause Zarin or Leon to change their opinion of you, then you will be dismissed permanently. And yes, it is because you are the son of Caarda that you have been given these chances. I recommend you do not squander them.”

“My gratitude.” Tarak gave a bow. He stood up swiftly. “I am to be paid for my service, now? I owe coin to a farmer who assisted me after I saved Aliana’s life and was left passed out with no shirt.”

“How much do you owe?”

“Five silver,” Tarak answered quickly.

“Lord Langston will issue you five silver tomorrow, but it must be repaid to this farmer. All of it. You will earn your first stipend at a later time, so long as you behave.”

“Marvelous,” Tarak said, then gave a deeper bow. “You will not regret this, your majesty.” He bowed to Reuben Langston Senior. “My lord, and my, umm…” He looked at Leon, then at Zarin.

“Ass kissing does not behoove you,” Leon said.

“Right. Quit with advantage.” Tarak waved as he turned and hurried off. “Thank you, fine sirs.”

“Sire…” Lord Langston began.

“I know your opinion on the matter.” Nykal stood up. “But we have wasted enough time on this. What is the worst that can happen with Tarak? If he disappoints us again, I will banish him before he can do any real damage, but his arrests in the brothel are not grounds for dismissal yet.”

“As you say, sire.”

“Leon, I’d like to speak with you,” Nykal said.

The rest left the two of them alone. As Nykal changed demeanor, Leon had a good feeling what this was about.

“What happened with your other daughter?”

“I told you to stop calling her that,” Nykal snapped. “She was offered half the gold upon entering the carriage and the other half after arriving, but she jumped out sometime before passing by Hemstown. She was gone when the driver stopped to check on her there. You are the only one who knows the truth about Tienna, besides the queen. I want you to see if you can find her and bring her to me discreetly.”

“A couple of questions, sire.”

“Yes?”

“How the hell am I supposed to do that? And what the hell are you going to do with her if I somehow do manage to find her and bring her here?”

“I expect you to ask about someone matching her description. Someone might have seen her. Once you catch her, you will bring her here as a criminal arrested for the crime of theft. Put her in the dungeon as you would anyone else, and I will deal with her when I can.”

“Are you saying she stole from you?”

“I’m saying it doesn’t matter. She will be arrested for theft and sit in the dungeon until I know what to do with her.”

Leon said, “I’m not sure I can do that.”

“You have done everything else I’ve asked of you.”

“None of those things crossed a line.”

Nykal made a fist. “I do not ask you to trust me often, do I?”

“No.”

“I’m asking you to trust me now. I know enough about this young woman to believe that, while a life at the castle may improve her situation, it will be worse for everyone else and ultimately the people of Lycast.”

Leon, perhaps, made a face, for the king didn’t let up.

“Leon, I am not saying this because she is my illegitimate daughter and I only wish to get rid of her. I see her mother in her. She is trouble, as her mother was.”

Nykal had a way of convincing anyone to do his bidding. It was what led to him being king in the first place, that and his good ideas, which were secondary.

“I will do as you ask,” Leon conceded, “but I will not agree with it.”

“That is good enough.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

It was the morning after Tarak had almost been kicked out. He planned to ride Dagaric out of the castle today. He would visit Walter, the farmer who had helped ensure that wolves didn’t pick at Tarak when he’d passed out just beyond the farmer’s land.

Tarak had better be a good boy now. That meant keeping his distance from the princess, or trying to at least. No, he had better. No trying, only doing. He had told himself this during his morning bath before sitting down for breakfast with Michael, Arthur, Charlie, and Reuben. Tarak did get the chance to thank Charlie for the book and give the lad his deserved compliments, which in turn made Michael admit to wanting to read the book for the first time. Charlie said he would lend it to him if Michael promised to read it only in his room and never near a full glass. Michael changed his mind.

Tarak had been told not to bother Charlie by requesting instruction, but a little time here and there, especially while eating, couldn’t get Tarak into trouble. Besides, Charlie seemed very inquisitive about Tarak’s progress, which unfortunately had halted yesterday as he had chased down the analytes.

Reuben seemed surprised to hear what Tarak and Michael—without mention of Arthur—had done to capture and slay the thieves. Reuben was less surprised, however, when he found out that Tarak had almost been removed from the castle because of his mistake of getting lost and his subsequent chasing and killing of these criminals.

“Lord’s mercy, Tarak,” Reuben uttered. “I hope I don’t get in trouble for giving you the tracker ring.”

Michael commented, “You are incapable of getting in trouble with your father here.”

But Reuben scoffed. “You don’t know what it’s like to be his son. He holds me more accountable than anyone. You should hear him talk about Burda.”

Tarak asked who that was and found out that Burda was Reuben’s lady, someone disapproved of by his father because she had been a serving girl at a tavern before they met.

Tarak wanted to stay and chat, but the girls had already left their table and Tarak wasn’t able to resist following the princess to speak with her.

Leon appeared seemingly from nowhere and blocked Tarak from reaching her with a look as if Leon would rip Tarak’s ear off if he continued, and it was probably a good thing. Tarak didn’t know what he was going to tell Callie. He hadn’t been able to get out of his head how beautiful she looked today. She always had on fancy dresses that fit snugly around her trim waist before running down the curve of her hips, the sight of which made Tarak feel like a magnet was pulling his eyes her way as she walked by.

Perhaps if he had time today, he would find himself a nice lady who was not engaged to a rich, older man. It had been a while, and he did not like himself in this state. How long had it been? Over four hundred years…that was far too long!

Tarak rushed to leave the castle. He would visit Walter, hand off the silver with some nice words of gratitude, then hurry back to train. He would be a good boy. He would.

He rode out of the city on Dagaric.

He didn’t realize he was still distracted by the girl who he couldn’t have…the girl who he could almost swear thought about him in the same way…until the terrain suddenly changed.

“Whoa, Dagaric.” Tarak had crossed into the woods.

What was the name of these woods again, Cutehips Forest? That couldn’t be right.

Of course Dagaric would not stop for Tarak, but he did turn around and head back to the road at Tarak’s command.

Walter’s farm really was the closest anything could be to the forest without encroaching into the twisting line of trees that made up the edge. No wonder wolves were an issue. The sound of Dagaric’s heavy hoofs pulled Walter’s attention from his wet yet empty field. The old man, a shovel in hand, looked up and wiped the sweat off his forehead. He looked already defeated by this hot day, and it was barely noon.

Tarak, quite embarrassed at what he now had to do, told his horse, “I will jump off, as you please. Keep a slow pace for me, will you?”

As Tarak swung his legs over to ride sidesaddle for a moment, the horse broke into a trot. Tarak jumped off anyway and rolled across the dusty ground, stopping just before Walter’s fence.

“Is that the big fellow I found passed out?” Walter approached. “Is that you, boy?”

“It certainly is.”

“Shit the bed almighty, you got yourself a horse and some nice clothes. Why jump off that thing? Now you dirtied yourself up.”

“The horse refuses to stop, Walter! Not until you jump off, can you see?”

“I never heard of something like that. I would take him right back from where you bought him. Wait a darn minute. How did you buy him? You told me you had no money.”

“This might be hard to believe, but I have discovered I am a sorcerer and I now work for the king.” Tarak produced a coin purse he had so gleefully been handed by Lord Langston. It had five silver coins. Lord Langston reminded Tarak that he still owed the lord four silver, but because the lord was a gentleman, he would allow this farmer to be paid back first.

Tarak handed five over and refused to let the nice man give any back, as hard as he tried for some time.

“You took care of me when no one else would. I was in your debt. Now I feel better.”

“Well I won’t lie. I could use the coin. I paid a water mage just this morning, hence the wet field. I’ll probably have to pay another before something will grow unless I’m blessed with the same rain that fell upon the city. Were you there that night? I heard it came down harder than it has in ten years.”

“It did. Some people are saying it was a Deviant.”

“A what?”

“A demigod.”

“Oh, one of them is back? I thought they left.”

“It could be a new one. It is too early to tell.”

“Well whoever it was, if you run into them, send them my way.”

“I will, Walter.” Tarak retrieved his horse and climbed on.

A wave of rippling energy shot out from the forest and threw Tarak from his horse. It somehow did not scare the animal even though it had shocked Tarak. He sat up.

“What was th—?”

But before Tarak could finish his sentence, a sound unlike anything Tarak had heard followed the energy. It was like an eruption of force, air clapping so loud that this time Dagaric up and sprinted away.

“Hey, come back!” Tarak yelled as he ran after the animal. He could hear Walter shouting from behind him.

“I ain’t never heard anything like that! It came from the forest, boy!”

Dagaric did come to a stop, allowing Tarak to take him by the reins and lead him back to the farm.

“I think I feel something,” Tarak said as he sensed a force of some kind from deep within the forest. “It might be the source of whatever that was.” Tarak hopped on Dagaric and started into the woods. “I have to go!”

“Be safe,” Walter called after him.

This abnormal force was like a strange smell that he could only detect with his mana. Dagaric wove around the thick trees and jumped over the dense shrubbery. It was almost as if the animal needed no direction, curious on his own as to what had caused such an explosion of energy.

Soon, however, the sense of this abnormality disappeared completely. There was nothing left to give Tarak direction except for him to continue riding on the same course.

After a couple miles, Tarak worried that he had veered off track. Dagaric no longer seemed curious. All traces of the event were gone, that was, until Tarak came across a strange sight.

Clumps of wet dirt littered the forest floor in just about every direction. As he continued on, the dirt clusters became larger. Previously buried rocks were upturned and speckled. He eventually noticed a crater ahead that was too deep to see the bottom from a distance. He didn’t want to ride Dagaric too close, so he jumped off the moving horse and rolled over himself.

“Bastard animal,” he muttered as he got up and dusted himself off. Then he went to the edge of the crater for a look.

There was a young woman at the bottom, her pinkish-violet hair telling Tarak of her race.

“Not another one,” he muttered. “What now?”

Apparently he still did hold anger for them as a group.

She didn’t seem to notice him watching as she was too focused on making a pile out of some sort of metal chunks and brushing dirt away as if to look for more.

“What are you doing?” Tarak asked.

She spun around with a gasp.

“Did you cause that blast earlier?” he tried.

She cocked her head as if she didn’t understand him. Then she muttered something.

“What?” He put his hand behind his ear.

She spoke louder. It was definitely another language, and she was definitely annoyed about something.

“Can you understand me?” Tarak tried.

She gestured at him and yelled something. She continued to yell as she picked up one of the clustered chunks of silver metal and pointed at it.

“I do not understand you. Do you want assistance?” He got down on his stomach and offered a hand.

She began chucking the chunks of metal out of the crater. There weren’t very many, perhaps six or so. Some were as large as Tarak’s big feet and others were as small as the analyte woman’s dainty hands.

A thought crossed Tarak’s mind that should’ve occurred earlier. If this woman did create the massive blast, why was Tarak so unafraid of her? It was because she was a thin woman at the bottom of a crater, he realized. Should he really be helping her out before he knew more about her?

He retracted his hand just as she began to reach for it.

“Leywey,” she said. “Leywey!”

Tarak wished he knew at least a few words of the analyte language, but he couldn’t even greet her if he wanted to. He looked around but saw no one.

“Is anyone nearby?” he shouted, hoping maybe someone knew a little bit of the language. Perhaps he was being stupid again and was alerting murderous men who also were out looking for what had caused that blast. He knew nothing about the situation, nothing. Better to just go back to the castle for backup.

But would it really be better to leave her in this crater? She would get out eventually on her own, and then Tarak might never see her again. She might have useful information.

She couldn’t possibly know more about Tarak than he did about her…so why was she trusting of him? She must really want help.

He looked at her more closely. She didn’t look very menacing, but he imagined for a moment that she were a man who looked like that grain trader, Orvyn. Tarak doubted he would be pulling that man out without a second thought. Maybe it was worthwhile to consider this situation a bit longer.

The woman appeared around the same age as Tarak, though it was tough to tell for sure. Her hair color was quite wild, a pinkish purple that Tarak had only seen before in flowers. Her locks were long and thick, falling down to her chest. She had high cheekbones yet a dainty, somewhat pointed chin. With her small face, but large lavender eyes below cinnamon eyebrows, it was almost impossible to imagine her harming Tarak.

He decided to investigate one of the metal chunks she had thrown out of the crater. It was strangely warm. It didn’t look all that different from silver, but it felt lighter and perhaps more brittle.

She yelled, “Leywey ya! Leywey!”

He stuck his head out over the crater. “I need to find out if you are dangerous. You are analyte?”

“Analyte.” She nodded, then pointed at him. “Dorrin, you. Dorrin.”

Tarak didn’t know this word, but it was a good sign she could say “you.”

“Me, human,” he tried.

“Yes, me human. Me analyte. You human. You dorrin.”

“Oh, is dorrin a human who is not analyte?”

She nodded. “Yes. Leywey, dorrin. Leywey!” She put her hands up, clearly wanting to be pulled out.

He lay down and offered his one arm. She seemed hesitant suddenly.

She said a few words in her language that he couldn’t quite pick up, but he could tell from her gestures that she worried she would pull him into the crater.

“You do not look very heavy, and I am strong,” he explained. He shook his hand one time, firmly.

She appeared nervous as she went to her toes and reached up. He grabbed her by her wrist as she grabbed his, and she put her other hand on top. He slowly pulled her up by his one arm.

She was light enough for him to get to his knees and lift her all the way, setting her down on her feet. She seemed surprised by his strength, and even more so by his height as he stood up from his knees and towered over her.

Strangely, there was no dirt on her face or even on much of her clothing, just around her hands and sleeves. Her outfit was an oddity: a thick checkered robe of white and black that seemed more like some sort of uniform than everyday attire.

“Rohaer?” she asked nervously, gesturing around them.

“No, Lycast,” Tarak answered.

“Lycast? Lycast?” she repeated, as if that couldn’t be right.

“Yes, Lycast.”

She muttered something as she went to collect the scattered chunks of metal and started putting them into a pile again. She looked around as she went and soon noticed Dagaric grazing. She pointed at the animal and seemed to ask Tarak something.

“Yes, that is my horse.”

“Falle!” she said, then spread her arms as wide as she could and turned vertically. “Falle,” she repeated. “You, falle. Opalun falle.”

“Falle big?” Tarak guessed.

“Yes,” she said with a nod.

“Opalun horse?” He pointed to his animal.

“Yes!”

Tarak picked up one of the chunks of metal and showed his confusion.

“Akorell,” she said.

“Akorell?”

“Yes.”

Tarak set it down and mimicked an explosion sound as he gestured over the metal with his hands.

“Yes,” the woman said, then mimicked the same explosion sound before pointing at the metal. “Akorell.”

“Then it is dangerous!” Tarak tossed the metal away from them. He grabbed her and tried to run.

“No, no, no,” she said with a laugh as she pulled on him to stop. She went back and picked up the akorell metal. She said a few words as she knocked her knuckles on it and shook it around. He figured this meant it was safe.

She pointed at herself. “Illia Reever.” She pointed again. “Illy.”

Tarak pointed at himself. “Tarak.” Then he pointed again. “Tarak.”

She laughed and touched his arm.

He felt an attraction to her that was so sudden that he knew something was off about it. It was as if she had stripped in front of him, yet her body was still well-covered. He stepped back quickly.

“What was that?” he mumbled.

But it was gone as soon as it came. She lost her smile and tilted her head as if confused. She seemed to be speaking to herself as she collected the chunks of akorell metal and put them in the deep pockets of her coat. Then she started toward his horse.

Fearful she might try to steal it, he hurried over and stood in front of her.

She spoke to him in her language as she moved her two hands on the top of her head. She seemed to be imitating a crown.

“King?” Tarak asked.

“Yes,” she answered with a nod.

“You want me to take you to the king?”

“Yes,” she repeated.

He wasn’t sure she was fully understanding him. He didn’t see how she could, but there was no confusion in her gaze.

“King,” she repeated, and imitated the points of a crown once more on her head. “Zarin?”

“Zarin! Yes, I know Zarin.”

“Zarin!” she mirrored his enthusiasm.

“Oh good. He will add clarity to this.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Tarak wanted to explain that it might be better to walk back even though it would take close to an hour. Then they wouldn’t have to jump off the horse, but she either didn’t understand what he was saying or she did and refused. Eventually she was trying to jump up onto Dagaric on her own, but she was too short, as were most grown men.

Tarak did not know how the horse would behave with two people on him, so he went up first. Illia let Tarak help her up to sit behind him. She gripped him rather tightly, though he felt no fear from her.

She was strangely courageous throughout all of this, perhaps too much. Shouldn’t she have been a little afraid of Tarak? He was much bigger than her.

The only explanation he could think of was that she had some skill with sorcery that she had yet to show him. It might explain how she had produced an explosion powerful enough to throw him off his horse miles away.

Then there was the attraction he could not ignore. She sparked heart-pumping flutters in his stomach. She was rather cute and certainly fascinating to the eyes, with her hair so unnaturally vibrant. However, this attraction to her came on too suddenly. He could only think sorcery was involved, which made him a tad bit nervous. Was he being used? Could this be a trick to get into the castle where she would cause another explosion?

He decided it would be best to make her wait outside the castle walls when they arrived.

Dagaric seemed indifferent to Illia’s extra weight. They made good time through the woods and onto the main road into the city.

It was uncommon for two riders to share a horse, especially with one being an analyte and the other a human, or a dorrin, as she had taught him.

They didn’t speak on the way there, not a single word, but he was almost certain that he could feel her emotions. She was attracted to him. She was interested in the city. She was a little nervous. She longed for something, but what? A sense of home came over Tarak, and it seemed to be that.

She then seemed interested in his abs, lightly running her fingers around them here and there. She even lifted one hand up to squeeze the muscles near his shoulder. It was as if he was a toy to her. He doubted all analyte women were this unabashed. He could almost feel her thinking of him as an intriguing suit of flesh at this point.

They approached the castle. Tarak was pleased to recognize Rick watching them arrive.

“Now for the awkward part,” Tarak tried to warn Illia. “We have to jump. Jump!” He repeated, and gestured as if throwing something off the horse.

“Jump?” she asked. “No.”

Amazingly, she seemed to understand him.

“Yes, we have to. Jump!”

Tarak swung his leg over and hopped off. He hit the ground hard and rolled, but he was more concerned about Illia now riding on her own.

Illia scooted forward and grabbed Dagaric’s reins. She promptly pulled him to a stop…and that was that. He did not throw her off. He did not even show any inclination of annoyance.

Illia stared at Tarak with confusion.

He popped up. “Goddamn above, Dagaric! You stop for her?”

Illia swung her leg over and climbed off using the stirrup of the saddle as a foothold. She walked Dagaric over by his reins and handed them to Tarak, her confused expression never shifting.

There was no point in even trying to explain why he had jumped off. He snatched the reins out of her hands and led the way to Rick.

“Who is this?” the guard asked.

“Did you feel that blast earlier?” Tarak asked.

“Everyone did. The king has sent a few people to investigate.”

“I was already near the forest,” Tarak said. “I found a crater, her, and a lot of metal of what she calls akorell.”

He pointed at her sagging pockets. She pulled out one of the clusters of metal. Rick took it for a look.

But Tarak seized it for a closer look. “Lord and bane,” he muttered. There was a slight glow to the metal, and it was even warmer than before. “It is glowing! It was not earlier.”

Rick took it and turned it over in his hands. “Care to explain this?” he asked Illia.

She shrugged and muttered something.

“I don’t speak analyse,” Rick replied.

So that is the name of the language, Tarak realized with some relief.

“She does not speak our language, either.”

“No common tongue?” Rick asked Illia. “None?”

“Very little,” Tarak answered. “She wishes to see the king—or more specifically, Zarin. She brought him up before I could think of him. She must have known he is here.”

“Zarin, yes,” she echoed.

Tarak leaned forward toward Rick. “I am concerned somewhat about bringing her into the castle if she is capable of the blast I felt.”

Rick looked the thin woman up and down. “Has she performed any sorcery?”

“She has cursed me in some way to cause an overpowering attraction toward her.”

“Tarak…” Rick said with a roll of his eyes.

“It is not a jest! Something is strange with this one. The attraction does not feel normal.”

“Is there anything else you’ve noticed?” Rick asked, clearly ignoring this.

“I can almost feel her emotions at times. I swear sorcery must be involved.”

“Wait here with her. I’ll speak with the king.”

Illia stared up at Tarak with large, confused eyes. It was almost impossible not to feel sympathetic, but he didn’t trust his emotions around her for now. Not until he had some explanations. He was starting to believe that she had not cast a spell to cause that blast. Instead, it was as if something had happened to her that resulted in the blast.

Wasn’t it strange that she was here with hardly any knowledge of common tongue? Even the analyte criminals knew much more than she did.

He had a chill down his back as he remembered that she hadn’t even known where she was.

Has she been transported here somehow?

How could he have ignored all these clues before now? First he had been curious, and then he had wanted to help her. There had been little else that had gone through his mind. He had heard of witches, master manipulators of emotions. He had heard that curses required ingredients, however, and that witches had to cast a spell to make the curse take hold. He had not seen her use anything, nor had he felt mana for a spell, but what else could it be?

Then again, he knew very little about sorcery. Charlie or Leon should have a better explanation, so long as they believed Tarak.

Charlie, then.

“Tarak?” Illia asked.

“Yes?”

“Zarin?”

He nodded but put up two pinched fingers to signal that it would be soon.

She put her hand on his arm. He had the reflex to retract it before she made him feel something else, but he couldn’t bring himself to insult her, just in case he was wrong.

“Polash uni,” she said. Then she repeated the line as she bowed her head as if in gratitude.

“Thank you?” Tarak guessed.

“Yes, thank you,” she said.

“How do you know?” he wondered. “You always seem to know what I mean.”

But this confused her as she tilted her head.

“You understand me.” He gestured between them. “You understand”—he pointed at her head—“me.”

She nodded with a smile. “Yes, understand you.”

He gave a slow, exaggerated shrug. “How?”

She leaned very close and waved her finger between their foreheads. Then she patted her chest with her fist.

“You feel it?” he asked.

“Yes! You?”

He nodded somewhat nervously. She did well to pretend that she had no idea how this was happening.

He wanted to scream. He didn’t feel like he could trust anything he felt about her.

“You…?” she began, but seemed to struggle. She tapped her head, made an evil face, and wiggled her fingers as if casting a spell.

“Me? No. You!” He imitated her, as she seemed to be asking if he was manipulating her mind.

“Me? No, no, no!” she said. “You. You. You!”

Thankfully, Tarak saw Zarin approaching with the king, with Rick leading the way. Illia appeared even more relieved as she pointed at Tarak and seemed to be asking Zarin something.

Zarin stopped short and appeared quite confused as he glanced at Tarak. “She asks if you are a witch.”

“She is the witch,” Tarak said. “Tell her I know it is her and to stop pretending.”

But Zarin did not translate, putting up his hands instead. “Hold on, Tarak.” Then he told the king, “I know her. She’s on a team of sorcerers who study mana for my mother. What she is doing here, I don’t know.”

Two men walking by spoke loudly, “Analyte scum,” one said as the other blurted, “Go back to where you came from.”

“You embarrass yourselves,” Nykal responded. “Act like that again, and you’ll hope for mere embarrassment.”

“And who are you to say—?”

But his friend interrupted him by pulling on his shirt. “We are sorry, your majesty. He did not recognize you.”

“The king?” asked the first.

“Remove yourselves from here,” Nykal ordered, and Rick started toward them.

“Go on!” Rick echoed.

They hurried off with quick looks over their shoulder.

“I apologize about that,” Nykal told Zarin, then glanced at Illia. “I am King Nykal Lennox.”

She bowed. “King. Thank you.” Then she asked Zarin something in analyse.

They spoke back and forth for some time. Zarin appeared confused at first, but then there was no denying the anger that came upon him as he attempted to hide it with subdued expressions and a forceful lowering of his voice.

Illia responded with anger as well. Eventually the two of them no longer bothered to hide their frustrations and began screaming at each other.

Tarak shared a few nervous looks with the king and Rick.

“Zarin,” Nykal interrupted.

The analyte showed the king a bothered look. “I would like to speak with Illia in private.”

“No. I demand to know what caused that blast in the forest, what she is doing here, and why you are arguing. I will not have anything kept from me.”

“I am trying to discern that, your majesty, but she is being difficult.”

Tarak asked, “What is it she wants?”

Zarin seemed to ask this in analyse.

She gestured with the akorell metal and pointed south as she responded in the same language.

Zarin took his time before answering. “She is still trying to figure that out.”

“It doesn’t seem like she’s trying to figure out anything,” Nykal retorted. “It seems like she knows exactly what she wants.”

“I do not lie,” Zarin responded, then told Illia something in anger.

Soon the two of them were yelling at each other once more.

A small audience had gathered.

“Zarin, Zarin!” Nykal announced. “Stop this. Invite her into the castle.”

Zarin hesitated before speaking to Illia again and gesturing for her to follow. Nykal held back with Rick and Tarak.

“It seems that Zarin is inclined to lie about this event.” Nykal then asked Tarak, “Do you sense the woman to be more forthcoming?”

“Yes. She is oddly unafraid and open with me, though she does lie when accusing me of being a witch. That is her doing. She twists my emotions.”

“Like a curse?” the king asked.

“I believe so, but I have never been cursed before.” He paused. “I am confused by her.”

Nykal told Rick, “Have Lord Langston find an analyse translator. Try not to let Zarin find out. Tarak will see what he can learn from her in the meantime.”

“There is a trustworthy analyte man who owns a rug and jewelry shop nearby,” Tarak said. “He informed me about the thieves before I stopped them. I am sure he can translate.”

“Relay that to Lord Langston, Rick. I do not want to give Zarin the chance to poison this woman against us. Zarin!” the king called, and the analyte advisor turned around. “Come with me to the keep. I want you to tell me everything she has told you.”

“But I am not finished finding out—”

“You will tell me what she has told you thus far. I don’t want you speaking with her any longer until I know I can trust you.”

“I have done nothing but show you trust.”

“Yes, until now. Tarak, take her to the dining room. Rick, make sure she is fed and that no one comes in until the translator is here.”

Rick hustled toward the great hall. Tarak quickly put himself between Zarin and Illia as Zarin seemed to be wanting to warn her about something as he spoke in their language.

“Hey now,” Tarak interrupted. “Come with me, Illia.”

She needed no convincing to part with Zarin and follow Tarak. She even stuck out her tongue at the other analyte and said one word to him that sounded like an insult.

“Fortre.”

He responded with a flood of analyse.

She shook her head and grumbled something as she walked with Tarak and Rick.

“Take her into the dining quarters,” Rick told Tarak as they reached the great hall. “I need to ensure a translator is coming.” He split off.

Good, I can have an extra meal.

Illia asked Tarak something. Although he understood none of the words she used, he had a sense she wanted to know what was to happen now.

He brought her into the dining quarters and pretended to eat invisible bread. “Eat,” he said.

“Eat?” She pretended to chew and swallow.

“Yes.”

She sported a charming smile.

Tarak walked across the long dining quarters and opened the door to the kitchens. The chef and his staff were already at work preparing lunch.

“I request two meals, please,” Tarak said, and the dozen of people bustling about stopped to stare at him. The chef was the only one who continued staring as the others returned to their tasks. “At the king’s request,” Tarak added as the chef glared at him. “We have a visitor.”

“Go sit,” said the chef. “You will have two plates soon.”

By the time Tarak returned and helped Illia onto a bench, Rick had appeared with a parchment and quill.

“I thought this might be useful,” he said as he put it between Tarak and Illia.

She immediately went for the quill and started drawing something.

“You thought right,” Tarak commented as he and Rick watched her.

She seemed to be sketching a sphere in the middle of the woods. She spoke as she went, but Tarak didn’t understand what she was trying to say. She finished the sphere rather quickly and pointed at it.

“A portal?” Tarak asked, as it was already something he had assumed.

A few lines formed across her forehead. She started another drawing below the first one, making another sphere. She drew a straight line underneath and wrote “Korrithin” next to it. Then she drew a line underneath the sphere in the forest and wrote “Lycast.”

She whistled as she ran her finger from one portal to the other, then she made the sound of a blast as she extended her hands.

“So it is a portal,” Tarak realized.

“Seems so,” Rick agreed.

“You took a portal here?” Tarak asked.

She didn’t seem to understand.

The chef brought out two plates containing bread, a thinly sliced meat of some kind, and two shiny apples.

Illia grabbed the bread as if starving and ripped off a chunk with her teeth. Tarak sampled the meat first.

“Mmm, what is this?” he asked the chef.

“Ham,” he replied coldly.

Tarak had not eaten ham in this fashion. “New and delicious. Have any more?”

“You can wait for lunch.” The chef left.

Illia seemed too distracted by the food to share any further information, so Tarak decided to focus on his plate as well. He almost forgot Rick was there until the guard said he would be at the entrance if they needed anything.

Tarak finished eating before she did and thought of his first question. He couldn’t ask about Zarin. It was too complicated. He had to stick with simpler inquiries.

“Age?” he asked, then pointed at himself. “Seventeen.” He wrote “17” on the parchment.

She pointed at herself. “Jyji.” She wrote down “17” next to his number. Then she snickered.

“Are you jyji, really?”

She nodded enthusiastically.

She suddenly got up and walked around the table. Then she sat right next to him and looked into his eyes.

He leaned away slightly. “What?”

She took his shoulders and kept him from leaning.

He sighed and accepted his fate, looking into her eyes.

“Zarin?” she asked.

He shrugged, then asked her the same question. “Zarin?”

He could almost feel her answer even though she spoke no words. She disliked Zarin.

She took Tarak’s hand and asked, “Ches?”

It was probably because of sorcery, but he could feel her asking if he trusted her. Or perhaps she was wondering if she could trust him?

“Yes. Ches,” he replied.

She dropped his hand and moved away from him as she spotted something across the room.

Lord Langston appeared with a familiar analyte man with gray hair. As the two of them came closer, Tarak realized it was the one with the rug shop the other analyte thief had threatened.

“I know you,” said the analyte. “I heard that you stopped all three of those deplorable criminals. I wanted to thank you.”

Tarak stood up and gave a slight bow. “My gratitude for coming here today.”

Lord Langston asked “What has she told you so far?”

“That she took a portal here, and that she says she is seventeen years old.” He omitted the part about disliking Zarin. He would save that for the king, possibly. It depended on what they found out through the translator.

The translator spoke with Illia. The two of them went back and forth for some time. Tarak reached for the last bit of bread on Illia’s plate, but she grabbed it and popped it into her mouth before he could take it. She showed him a playful smile before her serious expression returned.

They tossed around Zarin’s name a few times, then the translator took a deep breath and turned to them.

“So…she says the portal she took here was an accident. She was conducting an experiment in Korrithin that went wrong. She did not intend to transport herself anywhere.” His tone changed as he asked them, “Was that the loud noise we heard earlier today?”

“It seems so,” Lord Langston said.

“What about the metal?” Tarak asked, then addressed Illia. “The akorell metal?”

She took one from her deep pockets and said something to the translator.

He spoke for her. “It absorbs energy from the earth and the air, but it takes time to be…” He stopped to ask her something. He appeared confused by her answer. “I do not know this word in common tongue. The metal brings in energy until it cannot any longer. Then it is…I’m sorry. There are many words I do not know. It is ready to burst, so to say.”

Illia spoke to the translator and gestured as if sucking out the energy with her hand.

“A sorcerer can withdraw the energy from the akorell metal,” he translated. “This happened accidentally in Korrithin…no wait.”

Illia was speaking to him as he tried to translate.

He shook his head and tried again. “I don’t quite understand it even in my own language.” He spoke to her for some time, and eventually he was nodding his head. “I see now. She has much akorell metal in the castle back home, stored for experimentation. Someone, not her, cast a spell that withdrew all the energy stored in the akorell metal. It formed a portal. She stood nearest to the portal and was sucked in. It must’ve closed after. She does not know why it brought her here to Lycast, but she is glad to be alive and not on another continent.”

Tarak asked, “Did the sorcerer who cast the spell mean to withdraw the energy from the akorell metal?”

He asked her. She shook her head and answered Tarak directly, “No.”

While Tarak had the attention of the translator, he thought he could squeeze another question out before Lord Langston took over. “Ask her how she made me feel a sudden attraction toward her.”

“Tarak, don’t waste—”

He interrupted Lord Langston. “I think she is a witch. My emotions have been twisted since meeting her. Go on, sir, ask her,” he told the translator.

He issued the short question to Illia. She giggled and gave an even shorter reply as she looked at Tarak.

“Because I am attractive, she says,” answered the translator.

“You are right,” he admitted to Lord Langston. “It is a waste because she is unwilling to admit to it.”

“I have felt nothing strange in her presence,” Lord Langston replied.

“Never mind. Oh, translate this for me, good sir. Fortre.”

“That means traitor,” he answered.

“When did she say that?” Lord Langston asked.

But Illia answered for Tarak. “Zarin,” she said. “Fortre.”

Lord Langston practically jumped. “Ask her what she means.”

After the translator went back and forth with her, he answered, “Zarin wanted her to ride back to Korrithin. He would ensure she had a horse and supplies. She did not want to leave without figuring out why the portal led here and not somewhere else. They argued. She called him a traitor because she is analyte, like him, yet he treated her like an intruder.”

“Why would he treat you this way?” Tarak asked.

When the translator relayed the question, she shrugged and seemed to give a few different answers.

“Perhaps because of my family,” said the translator. “Perhaps because he does not approve of my behavior.”

“And what behavior is that?” Tarak asked.

The translator asked and then answered with a confused tone, “She just says fun. I asked her to elaborate, but she will not.”

It sounded to Tarak that Zarin was not very respectful toward this young woman.

Lord Langston asked, “Is there anything else she can tell us about Zarin?”

She shook her head when the translator asked the same question.

Tarak turned to Lord Langston, “Have you heard of the akorell metal she has in her pocket?”

“Yes, nothing has been accomplished with it before. The metal heats up over time, and that’s it. I’ve never heard of anyone withdrawing the heat and using it for a spell, let alone a portal.” Lord Langston told the translator, “Ask her how it works.”

The translator did. “She says that is what her work entails. She is trying to determine that.”

The king showed up with Leon, who seemed bothered to be here as he hung a little behind and had his arms folded

“Is the interview complete?” Nykal asked as he approached.

“Nearly so,” Lord Langston said. “What did Zarin say?”

“That she has been a nuisance to him since he was young. Her mother is a powerful sorcerer and a friend of the queen. According to Zarin, Illia is spoiled and causes trouble wherever she goes. He does not want her in the castle. I asked if she could be dangerous. He says she isn’t because of sorcery, but she might cause divisions within the ranks because of how she behaves.”

“That reminds me of someone,” Lord Langston said, and cleared his throat as he glanced at Tarak.

“Does it sound like Zarin was truthful based on her side of the story?” Nykal asked.

“It does,” Tarak answered. “What did Zarin say about the portal?”

“He had no idea such a thing was even possible. He didn’t know that Illia has been working on producing one, most likely with her mother.”

“And you believe him?” Lord Langston asked.

“If it matches the story Illia has given.”

“I suppose it does, but I’m still not sure I believe Zarin,” Lord Langston replied. He glanced at the young analyte woman. “I might agree with one thing he says. We should send her back to her home immediately and confiscate the akorell metal for our own experiments. The analytes kept this from you even though we are now allies. I think you should send Zarin back with her. He probably knew about these experiments to open a portal.”

“I could ask her,” Tarak offered. “I believe she trusts me because I brought her here safely.”

“Go ahead,” the king said.

“It might be best if we are alone with the translator,” Tarak suggested.

“That is preposterous,” Lord Langston said.

Leon interjected, “Just let the lad do it his way and let’s be done with this. I have places to be, as do the rest of us.”

“Leon’s right. We will keep her in the castle for now,” Nykal announced. “You may tell her she is now our guest, Tarak, and ask her what is her plan. You can show her to her room after. I will have it made up now. Look for an open door in the apartments on the upper floor.”

“She could be a spy,” Lord Langston warned the king.

“If she is a spy, then the analytes have succeeded in tricking me because I can’t fathom them going through so much trouble to get her here. And for what? What do they gain by spying on us? We are already transparent with them through Zarin. I suggest you drop the notion and treat her better than you have the prince of Korrithin.”

Lord Langston bowed. “My apologies.”

“Let us leave them in peace and see if Tarak might find out anything else.”

Leon approached the young woman and started taking the akorell from her hands, then her pockets, stacking it onto his folded arm. “You will see these again,” he told the translator. “Tell her.”

She appeared to relax her shoulders when the message was relayed.

Soon Tarak was left with just her and the translator. Through the shopkeeper, she asked, “What now?”

Tarak gestured at the bench and sat. She sat on the same side as him, one leg over the inside bench and the other on the outside. She gave him an intent stare as she leaned forward.

Tarak glanced at the translator, who stood idle with lifted eyebrows.

“I cannot tell if her actions are normal where she comes from. Is she an odd girl or just foreign?” Tarak asked.

The translator started to speak to her in analyse.

“Do not translate that!” Tarak interrupted, but the translator had already begun and now stopped midsentence. “I was asking you…never mind. You might as well finish. I am curious what she will say.”

She laughed when the translator was done. “I am not odd,” she spoke through the translator. “I do what I feel. Everyone else is odd. Life would be more interesting if no one held back.”

“It would be more interesting,” Tarak agreed, “but a lot more violent and upsetting.”

She grinned wide. She said something that the translator didn’t seem to want to relay to Tarak. She lost her smile and repeated herself.

The translator gave a sigh. “And a lot more sex, she says. I should be getting back to my shop soon if you are almost done.”

“My apologies, good sir. She fascinates me, but onto the important questions.” Tarak spoke directly to the woman sitting very close. “Illia, you are now a guest of the castle. You will have a room here and everything you need. What is your plan now?”

She seemed to exaggerate her expressions, from flirtatiously listening to flirtatiously grateful, then just flirtatious as she gave Tarak a wry smile. Or perhaps he was imagining all of the flirtatious behavior.

Through the translator, she said, “We wait for the akorell. Then someone here must make a portal.”

“Who?” Tarak asked.

“Whoever can.”

“And where will this portal go?”

“Hopefully back home. We will see.”

“I understand,” Tarak said. “My final question is about Zarin. Was he aware of these portal experiments?”

“No. He was aware of very little before he left with the queen and did not return with her.”

Illia said something else, but the translator paused again. His cheeks became red. Illia did not repeat herself this time, just held Tarak’s gaze with a grin.

“She says you are special somehow, and not just because you are so tall and handsome. What is special about you?”

Even Tarak felt himself blush, especially considering how comfortably she stared after issuing such a statement.

“I really must be leaving,” the translator said.

“One last moment,” Tarak replied as he gathered himself. He didn’t know what to reply. He hated the idea that what made him special was being the son of Caarda. He felt that he was much more than that, but what exactly? Nothing came to mind, which frustrated him more. Perhaps he was not as special as he thought, especially when comparing himself to this analyte woman.

He decided to turn the question around on her. “What is special about you besides that you say what you think?”

The translator remained red in the cheeks as Illia spoke to Tarak.

“She says you will find out if you do not have a woman already.” The shopkeeper let out an exasperated breath. “Now I must put my foot down. I appreciate what you have done for me, but I’m leaving now. The two of you can find some way to communicate, or even jump into bed together. I do not care, and I cannot facilitate this any longer.”

Illia seemed to understand him even though he didn’t speak her language, already shooing him off and telling him something. But Tarak stood up and shook the man’s hand.

“My gratitude again. I will see you out.”

“That is not necessary.” The translator hurried off.

Tarak did not want to admit he was frightened to be alone with Illia. He had no idea what she was capable of or what she might attempt, and although he had never turned down a woman’s advances before, none of them had behaved like this. Something didn’t sit right about the whole situation.

He gestured for Illia to follow him. “I will show you to your room.”

She collapsed and screamed as she held her head.

“What is the matter?” Tarak asked in a panic.

She suddenly stopped and looked up. With ragged breaths, she appeared concerned. Whatever happened the first time then seemed to occur again as she screamed a second time and held her head, collapsing all the way to her side.

He knelt down over her but had no idea what to do. She could not have been injured and looked perfectly fine. He was about to scream for help when she stopped showing indications of pain.

Illia sat up and said something. Although Tarak didn’t know the words she used, he could tell by her calm expression that she was telling him it had passed. He helped her up.

She lost some confidence in her step as she walked beside him the way someone might walk out of their bedroom once breaking a fever. Tarak did not know how to ask if she was all right, so he put his hand on her back and showed her his worry with his expression.

She nodded and said something. She was fine now, if not a little shaken.

Tarak had no idea what could’ve caused what seemed to be unbearable pain in her head, but he was almost certain it had not happened before because she was changed now. She showed fear for the first time.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

A sense of calm returned after Tarak showed Illia to her room and she lay on her bed as if to take a nap. He shut the door as he left, then went to find Leon and told him everything that had happened. Leon was in the courtyard demonstrating a dense block of water for Arthur when Tarak interrupted them.

“It sounds like sorcery gone awry,” Leon commented. “It happens to most. You say she’s twisted your emotions?”

“Yes.”

“Then what happened to her head could be an accident,” Leon commented. “Sorcery is changing in all of Dorrinthal, including Korrithin. She could be coming to terms with something.”

“Witchcraft?” Tarak asked.

“It doesn’t sound like a curse,” Leon responded. “Something else.”

Arthur commented, “The portal might’ve done something to her. Or her experimentation prior to today. Sorcery can be dangerous even without tools used to amplify casting, and it sounds like that’s what they have been using.”

“Spot on,” Leon said. “But most of these issues are not permanent. I wouldn’t worry about it unless it continues. Shouldn’t you be training, anyway?”

“Correct. I will practice my gravity spell over here.”

“Hold on, Tarak. First tell me what you have planned.”

“I will train, then I might visit Illia for a spell—a different kind of spell.” He lifted his eyebrows.

“Not your immediate plans,” Leon interrupted. “And you should stay away from her.”

“First you tell me to stay away from the princess, and now I am not supposed to be near a woman who has just about thrown herself at me? You want me to go mad! That must be it.”

“I want you to stop thinking with your cranny hunter and start considering what kind of sorcerer you would like to be. Are you satisfied with light and gravity? Or are you more interested in finding out what else you can cast? You have limited time each day. You need to make the most of it before you’re caught in a situation where you need sorcery.”

“Is that really likely to happen?” Tarak asked. His strength and natural healing had always been enough, as it was with the analyte thieves.

“I’ve been around long enough to know that something’s coming. It’s not war. I highly doubt it’s betrayal, this time. But it’s something. I want you to be prepared because you’re one of us now. That means we have to look out for you, and more importantly, you have to look out for us.”

“Are you telling me in so many words to forget about light?”

“Fuck no!” Leon shook his head. “You sure are dense. How old are you again?”

“Four hundred and—”

Leon grabbed him. Suddenly they were wrestling again.

“Are you done with the jokes?” Leon asked as they grappled. Tarak tried to push him over, but Leon used the momentum to back step and tried to pull Tarak over his foot.

Tarak hopped over it. “These are new clothes issued by the king!” His anger got the better of him as he tried to move in and lift Leon, but the instructor was quicker than he looked. He stepped back and put a knee down.

“Gentleman,” Arthur commented. “Is this really the appropriate way for either of you to behave?”

“This dimwit needs to be taught a lesson,” Leon said.

“Maybe someone needs to teach this old bear a lesson!” Tarak retorted.

They got low and went for each other’s legs, but interlocking hands got in the way. They came loose as they grabbed each other by the arms.

“Why are you so strong?” Tarak asked. He had never failed to win a wrestling match, even against men much bigger than Leon.

“Sorcery, you daisy. New sorcery. You might have discovered something like it by now if you weren’t so prone to distractions.”

Tarak moved in and tried to grab Leon around his neck in a hold, but Leon slipped out and picked Tarak up.

“Lord and bane!” he exclaimed in shock. Tarak was even heavier than he looked, being so dense with muscle.

Leon tried to slam him, but Tarak wrapped his legs around Leon’s head.

The instructor screamed with a muffled voice, “Get your crotch off my face!”

“My cranny hunter is not so useless after all!”

Leon, clearly disturbed, decided to throw Tarak down even with Leon attached to him. They both slammed into the dirt and groaned in pain as they rolled off each other.

“Explain this sorcery that gives you strength,” Tarak said as he sat up and rubbed his back.

“What do you want to know? It is not in your specialization tree.”

“In which tree does it exist?”

“Charlie calls it the mortal magic tree, and I think that’s a fitting name. It’s the same tree of my healing spell.” Leon seemed to cast this on his neck, then the rest of his body.

“How does your healing and strength spell work?”

“You should know this by now. Mana converts itself.”

“Yes, I understand mana converts to light or gravity in my case, but how can it convert to something that is not physical, such as strength or healing?”

Leon threw out his hands. “That’s why it’s in another tree! It is completely different from your spells.”

“So explain it! How can mana convert to strength?”

“What is strength? Do you even know? How are you supposed to understand how mana converts to strength if you don’t even know what it is? What is healing? Are you beginning to see the issue with your questions?”

Strength was not just muscles, Tarak had realized throughout his life. There were men with bigger muscles than he had, and he was still stronger. There was more to it, and Leon was right, Tarak didn’t understand.

“As a sorcerer,” Leon continued, “you don’t have to understand how mana transforms into your spells. Do you think I can explain to you how mana can turn into water? I can’t. Take a lesson from your father, probably the most talented sorcerer I have ever met, and use a little more feeling and a lot less of your empty skull to try to figure this out.”

“You asked me earlier what I intend to train. I am trying to discern what my mana is capable of.”

“In your tree of divination? Light, gravity, and probably other elements of nature related to those, unless you stumble into another tree, which I highly doubt is possible at your stage of training. Don’t think about what mana can do. Consider what light can do, what gravity can do, then use your already learned spells to obtain those things. If neither of them interests you, then experiment with other notes.” Leon lowered his voice to a grumble. “This is why I didn’t want Charlie destroying all of those scrolls. I could send you off to read them rather than waste time reciting them because we’re finding many spells in different trees share the same notes. That is how you discovered your gravity spell. It uses the same notes as Water in the elemental tree, C, E, and G. Usually there are spells in the same tree using the same three notes, but an octave lower or higher. For example, Lower C, Lower E, and Lower G make the spell Ice in the elemental tree. And uC, uE, and uG make Wind. You should remember not only that but that one of these spells is in your range. I tested you; do you remember your range?”

“Yes, Lower C to Upper C.”

Arthur, who had been practicing his water spell, commented, “That is a lucky range to have. There should be much you can do with it.”

“If you want to experiment, try the same notes of your gravity spell but one octave lower. Or if you want something even easier, as you probably do, there is another spell you can try. The difference between Fire and Water in the elemental tree is one note. You lower E to E min. You can try the same with your gravity spell.”

“Yes, let me find out what it does.”

“Remember that one note is the difference between fire and water,” Leon warned. “Go to the corner of the courtyard away from everyone. It might have volatile results.”

Tarak walked over. It seemed that Arthur had stopped practicing to watch him, and look, there was the princess observing from just outside the keep. How long had she been there?

He approached her.

“Tarak!” Leon called.

“Just one moment!”

Callie smirked at him as he approached. “Shouldn’t you be training?”

“And what about you? What should you be doing right now?”

“I am taking a break from my studies. Is there ever a moment when you are not wrestling with Leon?”

“You saw that?”

“Yes, it appeared that you both lost. I didn’t know a wrestling match could end that way.”

“There are moments we are not wrestling, and that is when he is actually providing me with instruction as he just did. I am to cast a new spell. You should watch, but first two things. You have heard of Illia, the analyte who just arrived in a portal?”

“No…what? Did you say a portal?”

Leon yelled, “Tarak, get back to training!”

“Oh, in that case there is too much to discuss.” He started back to his corner. “I will have to explain later if someone does not catch you up first.”

“Quickly then, what else were you going to say?” Callie inquired.

Tarak stopped and turned around. “I want you to know that my offer to socialize over an ale has expired.”

“Oh,” she said in clear surprise. “All right…but why? I am just curious.” She appeared to be hiding disappointment, or perhaps that was just his narcissism.

“Votes have been cast against me by your father’s council. I was one vote away from being thrown out permanently, but your father has allowed me to stay. I have to assume that if he hears about how much of my attention you have stolen, he will change his mind. Uh oh.” Tarak noticed Leon coming over. “I have to back off, but it does not mean I find you any less interesting.” He darted toward his corner. Fortunately, Leon stopped when Tarak separated from the princess.

She had not moved a step. She couldn’t seem to shift her gaze. He could almost feel her wanting to reply. Then suddenly her demeanor changed, her cheeks returning to the same pale color as before.

“Let’s see that new spell, then,” she called with a teasing cadence, clearly expecting him to fail.

Well, apparently she at least wanted some contact with him after all of that. A good sign, indeed. Tarak thought it would be near impossible to stop showing interest in the princess, and it turned out he was right. He really had better redirect this desire—part of it lust; unadulterated, shameful lust—elsewhere, or he would not be able to keep to his word. He hoped Illia was really as forthcoming about her interest in him as she seemed.

If he was going to fail, he would do it spectacularly. What was the fun of quick healing if not to take a few risks?

He put great power behind the spell he’d never cast before.

There were times in Tarak’s life that something happened so quickly and went so terribly wrong that he knew he had messed up before he had come to terms with what had happened. This was one of those times.

A force he had to assume was gravity pulled every part of him, yanking him off the ground and into the air. Disoriented, he flew backward. It was as if the axis of the earth had shifted. He half expected to strike the dirt as if the world had rotated behind him. Instead, he flew backward until the pull came to an abrupt end. Then he fell to the ground just below him and rolled over a few times.

There had been no shift—the ground had remained beneath his feet. It was the pull of gravity that seemed to have shifted. He had cast the spell directly in front of him, and he vaguely remembered seeing a large sphere of black during the chaos. He was also now remembering that he had screamed in shock, and while the princess smirked at him, Leon seemed even more pissed off than usual.

“What the hell are you doing casting with such strength?” Leon yelled as he approached.

Tarak got up and brushed himself off. “What happened?”

“Your spell must have the opposite effect with E min. It sends gravity away from it.”

“Not that,” Tarak said. “It changed gravity. I felt no downward pull.”

“Bullshit,” Leon replied. “You cannot change gravity, or the whole castle could come down.”

Arthur and Callie approached, and Aliana walked out from the apartments equipped with her bow and quiver. “I felt something from my room,” she said. “What happened out here?”

“What did you feel?” Tarak asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Like your usual spell, but stronger and disorienting. It threw off my senses.”

“Cast it again there.” Leon pointed at Tarak’s feet. “With less strength. If the spell changes gravity as you say, even a weaker version will cause you to float. If you remain standing, that means it creates a second field of gravity on top of the first.”

Tarak cast a weaker version at his feet. While he felt lighter, like he was about to float, he did not actually move from the ground. Leon was right. Just for fun, however, Tarak jumped.

Glee, first, and then terror seized him as he took flight. He did not slow until he was on equal heading with the second story windows of the great hall. Then suddenly he felt the normal pull of the earth. He fell fast, but he already had the spell in mind and cast it again beneath him, this time with much more strength.

It felt as if he had jumped again, though his feet had not touched the ground. He went higher this time, screaming as he could see over the great hall. He could not slow!

He screeched as he still flew higher, now able to see over the castle wall. He might not survive a fall from this height.

“Tarak, listen to me!” Leon yelled from below. “Let yourself fall. I will keep you from cracking your head open.”

“I am supposed to trust you with my life?”

“Yes!”

Forget that, Tarak thought and finally regained the ability to focus as his spell came to an end. He slowed, then quickly began to fall. This high up, he had plenty of time. He cast the spell beneath him a third time, as weak as exhaling.

It did nothing to slow him. He fell straight through the black sphere as it broke apart.

He swore as he panicked and cast again, stronger this time. It felt as if his body was attached to something stretchy as he felt two fields of gravity battling against each other, one pulling him down and the other pushing him up. The one pulling won out, barely.

Tarak saw his feet about to touch the black sphere, which seemed to break the spell the last time. He moved his feet and legs around it, maintaining the spell with his mind.

This turned out to be a grave mistake as the sphere shot his legs outward, pulling the rest of his body toward the great hall. He heard many screams, but none as loud as his own as he hurtled toward the large glass window on the second story ahead of him.

He cast the spell in front of him now. It slowed him and kept him from striking the glass, but he did not account for the pull of the earth dragging him down. Suddenly he was beneath his spherical spell, and both it and the pull of normal gravity combined to launch him toward the ground at a deathly speed.

He cast while plummeting face down, barely forming the spell between him and the ground before striking. His head and arms whipped back as he slowed suddenly. Pain shot down his spine, but he did slow to a near stop in the air.

That was it. That was all he had left in him. He could barely move as he flopped down a few feet and struck the ground with his face. He had never torn anything in his neck and back before, but he was almost certain that something had ruptured.

He didn’t try to move. It hurt too much.

He heard many people speaking to him, but his agony shut out everything. Then a few hands started to turn him.

“Do not touch me,” he grumbled into the wet dirt. “Just let me lie here.”

“Are you hurt?” the princess asked.

“Extremely.”

Leon said, “I told you that you could kill yourself! Airinold’s taint, you’re lucky to be alive. I said I would help. Instead, you decided to take matters into your own hands and almost died for it. I hope you learned something.”

“If pain is an indication of learning, then I have learned enough for a lifetime.”

Someone put his hand on his back.

Tarak hissed. “Who is that?”

“It’s me,” Leon said. “I’m letting my mana go through you to see what you’ve done to yourself. Whooo-wee, boy, you’ve torn all sorts of things.”

“I do not need your mana to tell me that.”

“Be quiet.”

All fell silent.

“What are you—?”

“Shhh,” Leon said. He held his hand on Tarak’s back for some time. “Fuck all that’s holy, you heal like a demigod. Considering how quickly you’ve taken to casting complex magic, I’d say you cast like one as well. You must have gotten more from your father than your mother. It’s too bad you didn’t take more of his personality.”

Tarak already felt much better and rolled over to sit up. “That has to be a joke. My father has less personality than a rug.”

“Are you all right now?” Callie asked.

“I am.” He rubbed his neck and moved his head around in a circle. “All well now.”

“Tssh,” Leon muttered. “You heal too fast for your own good. You need to suffer from your mistakes longer, or you’re going to end up dead. I hope you at least see that I was right. Even if you can create your own field of gravity, you cannot alter the one that exists. There are some things in this world that cannot be controlled no matter how skilled a sorcerer is. A water mage can never alter natural water. A wind mage cannot control the wind. A fire mage will never manipulate fire made by anything other than mana. And an ice mage…you understand, right?”

“I do.”

“Maybe now you can see why your father is in his own class by his manipulation of time. His skill does not make sense according to the rules of sorcery. I would like to find out how he does it. I have a feeling, however, that no matter how simply he explains it, it will go over my head.”

“It will go over your head because he is as terrible an instructor as he is a father.”

“Leon,” Aliana interrupted. “I’m well enough to return to my duties.”

“Are you?” Leon tested, shoving her shoulder.

She stumbled back. He followed and pushed her again. She stumbled harder.

“I don’t want you out there if you’re weak,” Leon said. “We have men trying to kill you.” He pushed her a third time, hard. She fell but got up quickly and tried to push him back.

“I am ready,” she said, but she seemed to lack the strength to even knock him back one step.

“It doesn’t seem like it,” Leon said.

“I am ready!” she yelled, as she shoved him clearly as hard as she could.

He stumbled back two steps.

“And I want to investigate the forest,” Aliana added forcefully. “Specifically the spot where Illia portaled to.”

“It has already been investigated,” Leon said. “There is nothing there but a crater.”

“I am a ranger,” she replied. “There might be something there I can feel that others cannot.”

Leon pursed his lips. “That is a good point,” he murmured.

“I will take a callring and a tracker ring,” Aliana added. “And you may have their counterparts, if you are really that worried.”

“Fine,” Leon replied. “I will.”

Tarak noticed Leon and Aliana looking at him, and soon he realized why. “Lord and bane,” he grumbled. “Is there not someone else who can show her the route to the portal? I am onto something here with my training.”

“You need some time off anyway,” Leon said. “You almost died just now, Tarak. I want you to think about that. You can do so while you show Aliana the way. And keep her safe, you daisy, by not being an idiot. There may be another ranger out there tracking Aliana, but they’re unlikely to have her skill. So long as you don’t distract her, she should sense them coming. Go straight there and come right back.” Leon took off two of his four rings. He handed them both to Aliana. “Call at any sign of danger, and I’ll rush there as fast as I can.”

“I will.” She accepted the rings and put them both on her middle finger. She pretended to observe them as she held her middle finger up to Tarak. “They look nice. What do you think, Tarak?”

“Oh you are a riot,” he muttered. “Is this one still around?” He lifted up his fist with his right arm, smacking his bicep with his left hand. “The blessed arm of honor, we call it. Stick it up as far as you can reach.”

“Yes, we have that.” Aliana rolled her eyes.

Arthur commented, “Can’t say we have a name for it, though.”

“You do now,” Tarak said. “What about this one?” He put the tip of his thumb into his mouth and flicked it out from the side with a popping sound.

“Can’t say I’ve heard of that one,” Aliana replied.

Callie answered, “It’s the same as the middle finger. We don’t use that anymore, though.”

“Then how do you know about it?” Tarak asked.

“From my studies of history. It was that gesture that led to a battle outside of Tryn hundreds of years ago. A human soldier made that gesture to a group of passing elves during a time of high tension. A battle broke out soon after peace had been agreed upon. Thousands were killed on both sides, and neither accomplished a darn thing for it.”

“Safe to say the elves presumably remember the gesture,” Tarak commented. “What about—?”

Leon interrupted, “For someone so intent on returning to training, you sure have a lot of bullshit to get out of you.”

“Leon, I would like to go with them,” Callie requested.

“Why?”

“I could be of use.”

“Ask your father.”

“He would have to hear everything that led up to this point. It would be a waste of his time. I’m asking you for permission.”

“You know I can’t give it.”

“But he will never grant me permission.”

“I’m not going to, Callie. Go on, Tarak and Aliana. Prepare your horses. Arthur, fetch Tarak’s sword.”

Callie protested, “If I were a boy, I would not be forced to remain in the castle. I would be free to leave at my own volition and offer support where I can.”

“Not without a horde of guards, you wouldn’t. Just like it is now. Go, Aliana. Go, Tarak.”

Tarak and Aliana went off to the stables as Callie continued to argue.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Tarak and Aliana rode out of the castle. Aliana’s bow drew a few looks from those they passed, but Tarak wondered if these people might have recognized the ranger, because they did not seem nervous.

They had barely gone anywhere before a young man ran up beside Aliana’s horse. “Where have you been?” he asked.

“It does not concern you anymore,” she replied.

Tarak leaned forward around Aliana and her horse to get a better look at the young man. He had dark hair and seemed friendly enough, with gentle eyes even if he did seem perturbed by something. Handsome devil, he was, though he was probably older than Aliana. He appeared as though he had not worked a day in his life. Probably from wealth, though it could be charm.

“What do you mean?” he asked. “I’ve been worried about you. I sent you letters.”

“I got them.”

“Why did you not reply? I had to ask one of the castle guards just to make sure you were all right.” He noticed Tarak staring. “And who is this?” he asked as if threatened.

Aliana did not slow her mount as she spoke with a cold tone. “Nothing I do should concern you anymore.”

The young man put himself in front of her horse, forcing it to a stop.

“You at least owe me an explanation. What we share…”

“I have tried to end things with you countless times. I now have to ignore you.”

“God…I have never called a woman a bitch before…and I refuse to let you turn me into someone I’m not.” He stopped and warned Tarak, “Watch yourself with her! She’s completely heartless.”

Aliana kept a straight face as they continued riding.

“This will sound sarcastic,” Tarak said, “but he seemed like a nice fellow.”

“He is.” Her eyes glistened, though she made no other indication of crying.

“Then why treat him like dirt?”

“I have tried to be gentle with him, and we always end up in bed.”

“Ye of little control.” Tarak chuckled. “I thought you were immune to the good looks of men.”

“That was a lie.”

“Very revealing, ranger. You had me tricked.”

“Blond men, though, I am immune to them. Always have been.”

There was a long pause.

“Have you tried one with a hat?”

A snort of laughter came from her mouth.

*****

Surprisingly, after a few jests, they were both chuckling by the time they left the city. They stopped, however, at the sight ahead of them.

“Never have I seen that before,” Tarak commented. “What am I looking at, ranger?”

“It must be sorcery.” She stopped her animal and squinted at it. Tarak could not stop Dagaric and did not bother to try, so he was forced to ride in a slow circle around Aliana as he turned his head back and forth and tried to discern what he was seeing.

Rain clouds hung low…very low over streaming rain. They barely seemed taller than the trees of the forest nearby, and yet, a far distance to the north, they came to an end. The rain stopped there as well. Farmers rejoiced under the rain—drenched in water and under the dark shadows of the clouds, they danced, they called out thanks to the gods, and they hooted in celebration. The rain clouds covered as much ground as the entire city of Newhaven, and they moved. They seemed to be heading north.

“It must be the same Deviant who covered Newhaven in rain,” Aliana said. “We should investigate. I might be able to sense them.”

“And do what?” Tarak replied. “If they do not want to be identified, what do you think they might do if you force it? I say we go into the forest, where it is dry and safe, and when I return you safely and my duty is done, then you can think about confronting a Deviant who does not want to be discovered. You can take Leon.”

She appeared surprised. “I did not think of you as someone who would scare so easily.”

“Oh, I am not scared for myself. I would not be the one pissing him off. I just do not want to be thrown out of the castle when I come back without you. I have grown to like it there. The food, Aliana!”

“Yes, I have seen what you call eating.” She seemed to ponder his words as she stared at the moving rain cloud. Then she sent her animal forward, toward the forest, thankfully.

“You must think I am right,” Tarak said as he caught up to her.

“In this case, yes. We should probably wait for the Deviant, or maybe, let’s be honest, the Ancient to approach first. If they are going to kill escaped murderers and provide rain, I see no reason to impede them.”

“Then we are agreed.”

They were silent until they breached the dense line of trees.

“Can I ask you something?” Aliana inquired.

“You may.”

“What’s the hardest thing you’ve done?”

“Err um.” He scratched his head. “I am not sure. The question is new to me. Why do you ask?”

“I’m wondering if your experience in the castle might be it.”

Tarak thought back to his period of time. The hardest thing he’d done was court Oreca. He had never tried harder for anything in his life, but then again, it hadn’t taken very long to win her over.

Aliana continued, “My mother believes we should be kind to everyone because there isn’t a single person going through life without a battle, but I think she’s wrong. First of all, there are some people who don’t deserve kindness.”

“I believe you are correct in that.”

“And second of all, I think there are some people who don’t know what a hard day is really like.”

“I have gone days with little food and less sleep, felling trees in the night and hauling wood for a thousand paces. I know what hard work feels like, and that is why I try to avoid it as much as possible. Now may I ask you a question?”

“You may.”

“A good friend of mine once said that some people put up walls to keep people out. Others put them up to see who will knock them down.”

“And which are you?” Aliana asked.

“I have no walls,” Tarak replied. “I barely have pants.”

She chuckled.

They rode for a while. Tarak forgave Aliana for not answering his question, even if she didn’t ask for forgiveness. It was easier than being bothered by her silence. Being bothered was so much work.

Eventually Aliana made another comment. “It seems like you go through life dancing to a song that no one else hears. Are you really as carefree as you appear?”

“I could take a job I despise. I could surround myself by rapacious fools who have power and coin, licking their arse until I have something I can call my own. But why? I have a life that is worth living. I was blessed in that way, and I have worked toward keeping it that way. Until recently, however. I suppose I am no longer carefree. There are now things I would like to accomplish, and those take hard work. I have seen hard work take a man’s soul, though. I refuse to let that happen.”

“I think I understand you better now.”

“I hope to one day say the same about you. Why are you so…?” He fluttered his hand. “The way you are?”

“And what is that exactly?”

“Arrogant. Look at me. I am beautiful like you are, and yet I am humble.”

“Humble, right. I have met plenty of boys more handsome than you, and none have ever mentioned how beautiful they are.”

“Because doing so would not lure you into their bed. But I do not care about that. You are lucky. This might be the first time you can see what boys really think of you.” There was a tense silence. “And you are a pain in the arse.”

She tossed her water flask and struck him in the forehead.

“That hurt, you witch! That thing is mostly full!”

She stopped her horse and pointed at the flask on the ground, now behind them. “You have to pick that up for me.”

Tarak did not stop his horse. “You know I cannot dismount so easily.”

“Which is doubly why you must fetch my flask for me. Your punishment.”

He grumbled, “You are proving my point.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” He tumbled off his horse and struck the ground. “Ow,” he muttered, lifting up his arm to find a small twig stuck in his skin. He yanked it out.

He fetched Aliana’s flask and handed it back to her.

“So why are you the way you are?” he asked as he got back on his horse.

“Because people are terrible.”

“That cannot be the reason. They are terrible to me as well, and I am nothing like you.”

“Then I don’t know.”

“Know thyself, ranger, or you are destined to learn things about yourself the hard way. Through mistakes.”

“You sure have a lot of wisdom for a tavern rat.”

“What do you imagine me doing all the nights I am drinking?”

“Singing, dancing, chasing after a girl.”

“I am a study of life, of emotion. Singing gets old. Dancing is tiring. And I had no need to chase. I caught one. She was beautiful and chaotic, complex and as deep as tree roots. And now she is gone, dead centuries ago, and probably had forgotten me long before she passed.”

Aliana didn’t respond. Tarak didn’t care. He wasn’t looking for empathy. He was glad for the silence, in fact. It allowed him to remember fond moments with Oreca, but that was a double-sided blade, because he could not think fondly of her without feeling the stab of missing her.

They rode in silence for a while. Tarak almost forgot he was leading Aliana to Illia’s portal location, but Dagaric seemed to know where they were headed. The animal plodded onward without Tarak needing to do a thing.

“Maybe people aren’t as terrible as I think,” Aliana said.

“Not all of us, at least.”

“I’ve been very angry.”

“Shocking,” he replied with sarcasm.

“I realized I could be more than just a sorcerer to the king. I have been trying to prove that to him by upholding his laws better than anyone else in his staff, and what do I get for it? I was almost killed by a small group of men. It is frustrating.”

“Now I understand your behavior toward me. You thought I ruined your chances at proving you could be trusted for more important tasks.”

“Yes.”

“Is that why we are out here, Aliana? You are looking for some way to prove yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Is it not enough that you are stopping crime?”

“No. I want to do more. I want to oversee the entire kingdom of Lycast. I want to know everything that is happening here, and I want the king to listen to me when I offer advice. I can feel something changing. I have spent hours among these trees trying to figure out what it is, but it seems to extend past the trees even if it has origin here. I thought the portal might be a sign of what it is.”

“It is not far ahead, so we will find out.”

*****

They approached the crater. “Easy, Dagaric,” Tarak tried. “Slow down. I do not want to jump off you.” He tried to give the horse the command to stop, but Dagaric snorted and whipped his head from side to side. “Damn you,” Tarak muttered. “Why stop for Illia and not me?” He gasped as he realized something he should have thought earlier.

“What?” Aliana asked as she hopped off her stopped horse with ease.

Tarak couldn’t concentrate with Dagaric fussing, so he jumped off and plopped to the ground. “Ow.” He spat out some dirt. “Illia must be a witch after all! She used her spell to stop Dagaric. That is the only explanation.”

Aliana stared at him blankly.

“Well?” he asked.

“Well what do you expect me to do?”

“Maybe…something?”

Aliana shrugged. “I’ve met a witch before. The king employed one. She was good, kinder than I am.”

“The king employed a witch?” Tarak had only heard nasty things about witches. They boiled children and ate them. They destroyed relationships out of jealousy. They could even curse a man to be impotent for the rest of his life.

“You’ll probably meet her one day if you’re around long enough,” Aliana said with a shrug. “Come on, I want to investigate this crater.” She headed toward it ahead of him.

“So…no one seems concerned about Illia.”

“We are all concerned about an analyte taking a portal here. The metal she brought is being investigated. Her being a witch, however, is not so scary.”

“I do not believe she brought the metal.”

Aliana was trying to crouch at the edge of the crater when she looked back. “Are you saying she found it in the crater?”

“That is exactly what I think. You had better make sure the king considers this possibility.”

“I will when we get back.” Aliana looked into the crater.

“But Illia—”

She whipped around. “Why are you so curious about her?”

“She is showing a romantic interest in me!”

Aliana rolled her eyes. “Sure she is. Curses don’t seem to exist in the form they once did. Whatever she’s doing, it’s probably not witchcraft. Let’s worry about that when it’s actually something to worry about, yeah? Now, help me down here. Oy, this is steep.”

Tarak helped Aliana climb down as she continued, “No wonder I felt this from the castle. I can’t imagine the power needed to create this crater.”

“Do you feel anything now?” he asked as he helped her set her feet down.

“Yes.” She crouched and took some loose soil up in her hand. “There is the same type of energy that I felt from the metal Illia brought to the castle.”

“And what does that feel like?”

“Like nothing else, Tarak. Be quiet and let me focus.”

“You are the one speak—!”

“Shhh.”

He grumbled and waited as she paced around, crouching here and there, pulling up more soil, shutting her eyes, extending her palms, pacing around some more, crouching again…it went on for a while. Tarak grew bored.

I should be using this time to practice my light spells. He had been so focused on gravity that he had almost forgotten them. It was an exciting time to be using sorcery, because many spells were not just new to Tarak but to everyone alive.

It was also frustrating.

No one could tell him what to expect. He really had almost killed himself with gravity and was a little nervous about what he might accidentally do with light.

Charlie had felt heat from Tarak’s spells and even showed a red arm as if it had been burned by the sun. What did that mean about Tarak’s capability? There was more to it than light, something invisible, like heat, he figured, but different in some way.

If even Charlie didn’t know, then Tarak had little hope of figuring it out without experimentation. He shut his eyes and tried to connect with his mana. He spoke to it.

What can you do if I cast the octaves of C?

He could almost feel it trying to answer, or perhaps it was his imagination. It was like a distant voice that he could barely hear. He tried several times, but the voice never became clearer.

“Tarak!” Aliana shouted.

It startled him. “What?”

“Oy, you scared me! I thought you had left. I’ve been calling to you.”

He crouched over the side. “I was distracted.”

“What could be so distracting that you didn’t hear me calling to you? Did you think you saw Callie? I’m ready to get out.”

“So you know about my feelings toward Callie?”

“You are not exactly subtle.” She lifted her hand.

He helped her up. Like Illia, Aliana seemed shocked at the ease with which he yanked her all the way up using only one arm.

“I forgot how strong you are,” Aliana said as she brushed dirt off her hands and clothing. “I hope you use that for something useful one day.”

He was becoming tired of her tone. “Are we leaving? It will be supper time soon at the castle.”

“No, I want your help to uncover the dirt. I believe there is something in the ground.”

“We did not bring a shovel,” Tarak complained.

“Your gravity spell is better than any shovel.” Aliana stepped back and pulled Tarak away. “Cast from here. Pull up as much soil as you can without taking down the walls of the crater. Whatever it is cannot be too deep or I wouldn’t feel it.”

“You ask for accuracy when I have displayed none. I will start with a weak version and work my way toward a more powerful spell, but I only do this because it seems like a good opportunity to practice without Leon breathing down my neck.”

“Thank you. I have to find out what’s down there.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Over the course of an hour, Tarak learned how to manipulate his spell of gravity so as to pull dirt out of the ground and toss it along the edge of the crater. The process was much faster than a shovel, as Aliana had predicted, but it was extremely tiring. Tarak’s gravity spell sucked everything toward it, and the heavier everything was, the more difficult it was to maintain the spell. With just how much dirt lay in the crater, each spell grabbed almost more than Tarak could handle.

He worked through layers, pulling off more dirt at a time than the weight of his horse. The only thing keeping him going was not Aliana’s nagging but what a marvel it was to witness his own power. He had never thought he could be capable of something like this. If he’d known, he probably would’ve taken more time to train rather than avoid his father, not that Caarda had been much help.

The dirt became harder to pull apart the deeper Tarak went. The exertion caused him to break out in a sweat and breathe raggedly. It soon got to the point where he could do little more without jumping into the crater. It was just too deep down for him to reach the next layer with his gravity spell.

“Do you hear the music?” Tarak asked.

“What music?” Aliana replied.

“It is a figure of speech. It means the time has come.”

“Don’t give up now.”

“It is not a matter of giving up. I am unable to reach the dirt any longer.”

Aliana got on her knees and looked into the deep crater. Tarak had just about tripled it in depth. He was fairly certain Aliana would break something if she tried to jump in now.

“Can you get us in and out of there?” she asked.

“Aliana…”

“I am certain something is down there. I can feel it. Can you?”

“Does it feel like anger?” he sputtered out as he struggled to catch his breath.

“No.”

“Then no, I do not.”

“I realize how tired you must be, but this is important.”

“It is not only that I am tired. Did you not witness earlier that I nearly killed myself? It is dangerous to cast on myself, especially if I am carrying you with me.”

He was glad to see that Aliana took his words with consideration as she peered down into the crater again, then back at Tarak.

“It is strange that we have not struck water,” she commented. “There should always be at least a little at this depth. I think it’s a sign of what might be down there.”

“If you are trying to intrigue me, it is not working.”

“How can you not be intrigued? I promise you something is there!”

“Let me see if I can explain this so that you can understand it. When we try to get down or get out, we are going to find ourselves seriously hurt!”

“Maybe an hour ago, but I have watched you improve before my eyes. You have gained control of your spell at a rate I didn’t think possible. Oy, Tarak, I hate to admit this, but you are something else. I have never heard of anyone learning spells as quickly as you. Can’t you feel how much control you have over the spell now? You will not let us be hurt.”

“It is not normal for sorcerers to learn this quickly?”

“No! My tracking spell has taken hundreds of hours to be what it is, and it is only one note. I’ve met other casters who’ve spent most of their teenage years learning one three-note spell, then years more to strengthen it. Trust in yourself. You can do this.”

Tarak thought about having Aliana call for Leon, but it would be a waste of breath. They were not a short distance from the castle, and he was most likely having supper right now. Besides, Leon had given Aliana the callring for matters of immediate danger. He would be pissed off beyond redemption because Aliana was right. Tarak did believe now that he could get them down there and back safely.

“Fine, you have convinced me.”

“Great.” Aliana jumped on his back.

“Whoa, what are you doing?”

“How else do you expect to get us both down there at the same time?”

He thought about it for a moment but realized she was right again. He stepped close to the edge.

“Tarak,” she said. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Yes.” He paused. “No.”

“Envision it first. Envision every detail and every sensation. Go through it as many times as you need. Make sure there are no surprises.”

“I understand.” He closed his eyes and breathed deep.

He envisioned the process once, then again, and that was when he realized he did not need any more time. This would not be hard after all of his practice.

“I will need my hands as we begin,” Tarak said. “I will have to let go of your legs.”

He dropped his hands. She squeezed him with her legs and dug her arms in against the top of his chest.

“I won’t fall,” she said.

He held her legs again to ease the pressure off the rest of his body as he prepared his spell.

Tarak had just spent the afternoon learning how to move his sphere of gravity after casting it. He used C, E, and G for possibly the hundredth time, but this time he told his mana to form the black sphere ahead and above. It pulled him off the precipice of the crater, Aliana and all.

He let go of her legs to use his hands. She clutched him tightly, making him feel like he couldn’t breathe. He had not envisioned this part, his need for deep breaths with her pushing against his chest, but he could not tell her to loosen up without potentially losing his focus.

They floated down into the crater as Tarak pulled his sphere of gravity down with them, straining his mind to keep it the same distance from them. Any closer or stronger and his spell would overpower the natural gravity and cause them to float back up. Any farther or weaker and they might slip out of reach of his spell and plummet.

They had descended halfway down when Tarak heard the dirt crumbling behind him. He felt Aliana turn around.

“You’re pulling apart the wall of the crater!” she said. “You’re too close to it.”

“I cannot help that,” he huffed.

But then he heard a large portion of the wall come apart and felt the difference in weight.

“The top is caving in!” Aliana yelled.

“I cannot help that!” he repeated as a shadow fell over them.

“It’s coming down. Get ready!”

“Arse-fuck!”

Tarak tensed his mana, strengthening his spell. A wall of dirt rained around them. Much of it pulled into his small sphere. It was too heavy on his mind. He could not hold it.

He had to let go while he still had some control. He reformed the spell as they plummeted. Aliana separated from him as if hoping to land on her feet, but they slammed together in the air as a stronger version of the spell formed overhead and yanked them upward.

Dirt fell on top of them as Tarak’s spell broke once again from the impact with Aliana and her screaming in his ear. He thought about casting another, but he had already struck the ground by then.

He was too worried about Aliana to know how hurt he was.

“Aliana!” he yelled as he looked around for her. “Lord and bane, I am sorry. Aliana! Where are you?”

She sat up out of the pile of loose dirt and spat some out.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“Are you certain?”

“Yes, all of the loose dirt must’ve broken my fall.”

Tarak realized he had no pain. “The same happened to me.” He whistled as he looked up. “It feels a lot deeper standing within. Are you certain you want me to keep going?”

Aliana crouched down and brushed away the newly fallen dirt. She then put her hand on the hard and wet soil. “We are close. I am certain.”

*****

They stood against one side as Tarak fought against hunger and fatigue to clear more and more soil. He could cast with more accuracy now that he stood closer to his target, digging out a thinner hole before him. It took nearly all of his strength to upend the dense earth down here.

It did not take long before he reached an impasse. Fortunately, it was only deep by about Aliana’s height from where they stood.

“I cannot move it any longer,” Tarak said after straining for some time. “The soil must be stuck firm.”

“That doesn’t make sense. It can’t suddenly go from movable to impossible.”

Tarak made light as they peered into the narrow hole. It looked just like the rest of the dirt.

“Give me your sword,” Aliana said. “I’m going down.”

Tarak had a feeling this was coming. He let out his breath. “It is better I do it in case something happens.” He shook a finger. “You owe me for this, yes?”

“Yes, I do.”

Tarak hopped down. He bent to touch the stubborn soil. It was like touching rock.

He took out his sword and put the tip against the ground. The sound it made was not at all like he expected, more like steel against stone. He pushed and turned, attempting to drive the tip of the sword into the soil but it would not give.

“Goddamn above,” he muttered as he put more strength into it. “It is like solid rock!”

“That can’t be possible,” Aliana called down. “Use more of that strength of yours.”

Tarak lifted his sword up and thrust it into the ground with nearly all his strength. His mana alerted him to a force breaking as the ground beneath him fell.

There was nothing under his feet to catch him. He gasped as he looked down but was unable to see through the falling dirt. He was about to make a spell of gravity to slow his fall when he struck something hard.

Then he noticed Aliana screaming as she tumbled toward him. He was quick to make his newer spell of gravity, the repeller, but he had done so too close to himself. It rolled him over and tossed him away.

He maintained the spell through it all, getting to his hands and knees as he watched Aliana slow down until she almost struck his sphere. He let the spell come to an end. Natural gravity, unfettered, grabbed Aliana and pulled her the rest of the way, but it was just a short fall by then. She landed on her feet, crouching to steady herself, then rose up.

She ran to Tarak as he let his head down and rolled over with a groan.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“Nearly broke my back, but I will be fine.”

Aliana gasped. “Tarak,” she whispered. “Look.”

He sat up slowly and forgot about his pain when he saw it.

“Is that…a portal?” he asked.

“It looks like one, but then why is it red?”

“Is it what you have been feeling?”

“It certainly is.”

Aliana approached the shimmering rift. Streaks of white light snaked across the oval exterior, though only darkness awaited within. The red color seemed to exist only around its edges, none of which were very clear. The whole thing wavered, as if it were a large bubble floating, drifting, about to pop…except it didn’t seem to be moving. Just an illusion? It emitted a sound, a deep hum that Tarak could only hear in the utter silence.

His injuries abating, Tarak approached.

“I would stay away from it,” Aliana warned. “There’s no telling what could happen if you touch it.”

Tarak looked around for something to throw and found a rock that would fit in the palm of his hand. He was about to bend down.

“Don’t throw anything into it, either!” Aliana said as she grabbed his wrist. “It could be unstable. Oy, sometimes I forget how young you are until you do something stupid like that.”

He looked at it again. It certainly appeared less than stable. He let his silence tell Aliana that she might be right.

“I believe this looks like the same type of rift as the one that leads to Fyrren,” Aliana said. “It might be another entrance to the fae world.”

It had been a long time since Tarak had spoken with his father about Fyrren. He had almost forgotten it existed, probably because it never had anything to do with his life. Caarda had said that he would never see it because one of his sisters had chosen it for her domain. The fae were a race of people like the dorrin, analytes, or elves. They had their own world, their own problems, and there didn’t seem to be much interaction between them and the people here.

“Is that narcissistic slut still living there?” Tarak asked.

“Slut, really?” Aliana scolded.

“She is my aunt. I am allowed to call her that.”

“I thought you’d never met your uncles or aunts.”

“I have not. I am using my father’s description, though he specifically called her an egoist whose promiscuity has directly led to the deaths of many men. I prefer a more colloquial description.”

“I don’t know if she’s still there after your father made everyone leave Dorrinthal. I suppose she might be because Fyrren isn’t technically in Dorrinthal.”

They both gawked at the rift for a long while, neither speaking. Finally, Tarak had the mind to glance around at their surroundings. He had never seen a place like this. It was an underground dwelling but huge, extending far past the edges of the crater above. The ground was covered with some sort of soft growth, like puddles of hardened mud. Surrounding him was indeed dirt, though it appeared slimy in some places.

A strange material hung from the roof in the form of icicles. They shimmered when Tarak aimed light at them. Deeper within, there seemed to be a glowing pool, azure in color. The roof was low above it, reflecting light. Plenty of narrow slits in the walls provided alternate routes. Some could be as shallow as Tarak’s finger, while others might run so deep as to connect similar underground dwellings.

“This must be a cavern,” Aliana commented. “I’ve heard of them but never anything about a rift. There is some energy at play here. You cannot feel it at all?”

“No.”

Aliana bent to pick up the same rock Tarak was going to throw into the rift. She put her palm on it but fell over rather than pick it up.

“What the hell?” she muttered as she got up and put her hand on the rock again. She seemed to test it as her arm slightly moved, but the rock would not budge. “This is incredibly heavy for its size! Feel it.”

Tarak bent and tried to pick it up, but he almost fell over as well. It felt like it contained the weight of a boulder. He pulled harder, then stopped. He could’ve sworn that he felt the cavern shake.

When Aliana put her hand on his shoulder, he knew he had not imagined it.

“It’s all connected,” she whispered with wide eyes. “That’s what I’m feeling, and that’s why we couldn’t break through.” She pointed at the large gap in the ceiling. “The last dirt in the roof was connected to the dirt around it.”

Tarak understood what she was saying, but he couldn’t quite believe it.

“Look,” Aliana said as she crouched and scooped up some of the loose dirt that had fallen through. The pile of dirt around them moved as she lifted a scoop of it, but then it stopped. She bent and tried again, but this time there was no movement from the rest of the dirt. “You saw that, right?” She tried a third time, but there was no other movement.

“I did.”

Tarak tried, but again nothing happened.

“Why won’t it happen again?” Aliana asked.

“Maybe the connection takes time.”

She moved around the dirt and eventually found a rock that had fallen with them. “Look for another.”

Tarak searched and found a second rock similar in size and color.

Aliana lifted her rock, and Tarak’s rolled over, then stopped.

The two of them stared at each other. “What the hell is happening?” Aliana asked.

Tarak pointed at the rift. “Maybe that is connecting everything.” He walked over to the rock neither of them could move. “This has been here a long time. It is probably connected to every other rock like it.”

“But how? Why?” Aliana uttered. “I have never heard of anything like this. Have you in your time?”

“Never.”

“And how strange it is that there is a rift open underneath the place Illia teleported in from Korrithin.”

“That cannot be a coincidence,” Tarak agreed.

“I think we’ve seen enough. It’s best we get back so I can tell Leon.”

“Why not call him here?”

“Because I cannot convey a message with the callring. He would assume our lives are at risk and come quickly and most likely by himself. What can Leon do here, though, by himself? It is best we tell him when we return so we can explain what we saw. Then he can decide who to bring with him and what materials, if any.”

“We are finally to return?”

“Yes.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Tarak did not feel comfortable carrying Aliana all the way out of this cavern. One slip up, and she would fall to her death. The only consolation was that Tarak would probably be dead too, so he wouldn’t have to deal with his guilt.

There was no other way, however.

They went through the different methods they might go about this and tried to decide on a plan. Safety was Tarak’s priority, but Aliana wanted to make sure Tarak would not cave in the cavern on his way out and disrupt the rift.

“The results could be catastrophic,” Aliana explained. “Remember what happened when Illia teleported here? Something like that could happen again, but with us right nearby. You have to make sure to get us out with minimal disruption.”

“Lord and bane, Ali, I have only just begun learning sorcery. You said these spells take time, years, did you not?”

“Yes, and I also said you are different. I know I am asking a lot of you today. I will make it up to you. Now please get us out safely, without much disruption.”

It was flattering that Aliana trusted him with such a difficult task, but flattery couldn’t make men fly.

“A deal, I propose,” he said. “I will begin carefully. If disaster is soon to strike, I am to set us down, and you will call Leon. We will then wait here until he arrives. I understand there is not anything he can do on his own, but at least he can go back to the castle for assistance.”

“Yes, of course. If there is any chance of disaster, stop, but you should be aware that it will be night by the time Leon gets here and returns to the castle to fetch help. It may be even more dangerous than getting us out. I see him making us wait here until morning in that case, and I don’t feel like sleeping here on an empty stomach as we wait for morning.”

No, Tarak did not, either. He was even more determined to lift them out safely now.

He shut his eyes and envisioned it. This will not be hard, he realized. There was a massive gap in the ceiling that appeared too large for the sides to be affected by his spell.

He crouched so Aliana could get on his back easier. He would use the gravity spell that pulled them up, not the repeller. The latter, although more powerful, seemed more likely to create problems.

Tarak formed the spell overhead. He felt lighter, though it did not pull them off the ground yet. He strained his mind a bit more, and his feet lifted. He moved the spell with him as he increased his power even more, taking off with a bit more speed than he wanted.

He wasn’t sure he could get used to this feeling, like the world had flipped upside down. His hair stood up. His arms wanted to rise. He could even feel his stomach trying to swallow his heart. He wanted to slow, but it was hard enough to keep the spell steady above him as he felt the weight of Aliana’s safety on his mind.

“You’re going a little fast,” Aliana murmured nervously.

He gave no reply. He didn’t want to risk breaking his concentration.

They went faster. Tarak was certain he did not change the strength of the spell, but he was even more certain that their speed continued to increase.

It was the momentum, he realized. Like dropping a rock off a cliff, he and Aliana would soar faster unless he did something about it.

They flew out of the cavern and cleared the crater in no time at all.

“Tarak!” Aliana yelled.

This was going all wrong. He had planned to float out smoothly then move the spell horizontally, dragging them through the air so they could set their feet down gently on the edge of the crater. They flew out so quickly, though, that Tarak only now had time to create a new plan. There were no tree branches above them, thankfully. They had been blasted away by Illia’s portal.

Tarak made sure not to panic this time, unlike at the castle. He did not let his spell go but weakened it to the point of almost no strength. They reached their apex smoothly and started to fall back down, but not for more than a moment. Tarak strengthened his spell again, easing their fall. Then he guided them forward, where there would be ground beneath their feet.

He was immensely proud of himself when he set them down softly enough so as to not stumble a single step. He realized Aliana was breathing even harder than he was. She seemed stuck to his back, clutching her fingers into the hard muscle of his chest and wrapping her thighs tightly around his sides.

She finally relaxed herself, and Tarak was almost certain he could hear her teeth unclenching as well. She set her feet down as her breathing returned to normal.

He noticed his horse, Dagaric, staring at him. The animal stood completely still for possibly the first time since Tarak had met him. Finally their gazes unlocked, and Dagaric went right back to grazing.

Aliana stepped in front of Tarak and slid her arms around him, pushing her head against his chest. It was a very quick embrace. She let go before he could even put a hand on her.

“Well done.” She smiled and grabbed his shoulder. “Very well done.” Then her face changed as if smelling something foul. She looked off, eastward, and Tarak quickly smelled under his arms when she wasn’t looking at him. He’d had worse days. It wasn’t him.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I sense something, like a powerful sorcerer but…” She didn’t finish.

“But what?”

She started walking east.

“But what!”

Aliana whistled to call her horse. “Follow me, Tarak.” Her animal darted toward her. She mounted hastily.

“Goddamn above,” he muttered as she took off. He rushed to get on Dagaric and follow her. “She’s like a damn dog without a leash.”

They rode for just a short while before Tarak saw what Aliana must’ve sensed. It looked like a tiny house in the forest, just four walls and a roof, but it was made out of a material Tarak had never seen before. Translucent, and a faded blue, like it was once vibrant in color but had diminished, the walls did not appear to be natural. Tarak flopped off his mount, then got up quickly. As he followed Aliana close to the shelter, he could feel a bit of what she must’ve sensed.

“This is mana?” he asked.

“Yes, hardened by someone more powerful than Leon. I think only a Deviant or an Ancient could make this. It might be his home, but I did not feel it earlier. I think he made it while we were in the cavern.”

Tarak could see through the walls enough to tell there was nothing inside, just a rock. He followed Aliana to the opening, for there was a doorway but no door. On top of the large rock was a scroll. Aliana snatched it up. She gasped and showed it to Tarak.

“Run, ranger, run son of Caarda! Run now, and at least one of you may survive!”

Tarak had never felt chills like these. The note brought about many questions, but Tarak did not care about any of them.

“Run!” he and Aliana told each other at the same time.

Aliana stuffed the note in her pocket as they darted back to their horses.

“Use the callring!” Tarak said.

“I already am.” Aliana was flicking the ring on her finger.

They jumped on their horses and pushed their animals to gallop east, toward Newhaven. First they would have to get out of the forest.

Now Tarak began to care about his questions. This Deviant had skill with the element of time, like Caarda did, and this Deviant had seen Tarak and Aliana perish in some of the timelines. No wait. Did he witness one of them perish in every timeline? “Run now, and at least one of you may survive!”

“Aliana,” Tarak called as he caught up to her. They shared a look of fear.

“I know,” she said. “I know what the note implies.” She gasped. “I sense them coming.”

“How many?”

“Too many.”

“From where?” Tarak asked.

“From everywhere!”

“How can that be possible? They cannot know our location. We did not know it once we left the location of the portal.”

“I don’t know, Tarak! I highly doubt one of them has some sense of time like the Deviant obviously has.”

She spoke as if this was a poor guess, but Tarak couldn’t think of any other explanation.

“That must be it!” he said, slowing to let Aliana’s horse storm in front and pass through the narrow opening between trees.

“Yes I am realizing that!” She stiffened her torso and took the bow from her back.

They rode almost straight east, right toward the bright sun nearly at eye level. The dense forest blocked out most of its light, covering the ground in long shadows. Aliana drew an arrow. She aimed to her right. Tarak saw no one through the growth of tall bushes and hanging tree limbs covered in leaves, but as he focused, he realized he could hear the beat of horse hooves.

Aliana shot into the thicket. A man screamed.

She drew another arrow and aimed this one ahead of them. She fired into another growth of tall bushes. There was another scream.

She took the reins of her horse and guided it off to the right. “This way,” she called to Tarak.

He followed her through the trees. Her horse jumped over one that had fallen, and Tarak’s followed.

Tarak yelled ahead to her, “We must choose an act we would never normally do! It might be the only way for both of us to escape.”

“I sense dozens all around us. What can we do?” She drew another arrow. This man came around the distant trees with a bow already aimed. He fired at Aliana as she fired back. She struck him in the chest, while his shot missed to her side.

“I do not know,” Tarak answered her question. “How long until Leon meets us?”

“Too long. We’ll be out of the forest first.”

Then we must make a plan.

Before he could think about that, an arrow struck him in the back of the shoulder and nearly knocked him from his horse. He grunted as he twisted around to take a look. He saw two men on horseback, each with bows, aimed at him. He thought about ducking, but he did not want Aliana or her horse to be hit. Twisted sideways like this, his heart should be protected. He covered his head instead. One of the two arrows embedded itself in his arm.

He pulled it out, then yanked out the one in his shoulder as he focused on his spell and trusted that Dagaric would know to follow Aliana’s horse. He made a powerful spell of gravity. It was impossible to keep the spell intact for more than a moment as Dagaric moved Tarak away at a blurring speed, but a moment was all he needed. It plucked the two riders off their mounts and tripped their horses. All came down in a tangled mess.

He still needed a plan. Using his spell of gravity was what he would do in every possible timeline, but it was destined to fail. What else could he do?

“This way,” Aliana called as she veered north. She checked behind her to make sure Tarak was still with her. “You’re covered in blood!”

“I am fine.”

Aliana seemed attentive to something in the trees ahead. She looked up one way, then another. She drew an arrow.

There were no clear paths through the forest, sometimes barely room to ride between trees. “Aliana!” Tarak warned as she headed toward a steep incline.

She looked ahead and grabbed the reins with one hand as she bent to steady herself. She seemed fine downhill, so Tarak began to worry about himself.

Dagaric, the beast he was, beat his hooves downhill and kicked up dirt with no sign of uneasiness. Aliana’s mount went around a large rock, but Dagaric decided to jump over it. Tarak clenched his teeth as he braced for landing. His bones complained, though none worse than his jaw as Dagaric struck the ground and kept on beating his hooves.

A flash of light stole Tarak’s focus. He thought to duck before he knew what was happening, but it seemed that the fireball had been aimed at Aliana, who had just reached the bottom of the short hill. A fire mage atop a horse pulled out from the trees. Having shot and missed his first fireball behind Aliana, the mana exploding against a tree to Tarak’s side, he looked as if he had no intentions of missing again. He rode straight at Aliana to cut her off.

She shot at him, but a dense jet of fire absorbed the arrow and seemed to disintegrate it. The fire reached out and licked the back of Aliana’s mount. Her horse steered away before the fire could do any real damage, and Tarak finally caught up to the fire mage.

He pulled the man and mount over with a casual casting of his spell. Tarak was starting to realize just how powerful he was based on how easily he seemed to knock these men off their horses. The only issue was distance. He couldn’t seem to cast the spell from far away.

“Good work, Tarak!” Aliana called back.

Again, however, he wondered if there was something else he should do. But this was working so well. Soon they would reach the edge of the forest and hopefully meet Leon coming from Newhaven.

Aliana looked up again. She aimed her bow and shot at the treetops ahead of them, where Tarak thought he saw a man soaring. Her arrow struck a tree branch before it could get very far. She tried to load another, but the mage descended on top of her as she screamed.

He came down with a dagger. Tarak feared the worst, but as the mage separated with Aliana on the ground, and Tarak saw that the dagger had fallen, he realized Aliana must’ve successfully blocked the dagger with her bow, which had been taken out of her hands.

Tarak leapt from his mount and rolled twice, three times, four times as he cursed and tried to stop himself so he could be of use. By the time he got to his feet, Aliana was held to the ground by roots a few paces away from reaching her bow.

“It’s you!” Aliana shouted, obviously recognizing the mage who had brought two others to kill her in the forest when Tarak had first met her. This recognition went past that event, though, as she stated his name. “Wolf, why do this?”

“It’s not personal, Aliana,” he replied. “We must be rid of you for the good of Lycast.”

Wolf eyed Tarak charging at him and seemed unafraid. This gave Tarak pause. Was Wolf the one who had glimpsed into the future and found Aliana and Tarak riding east from the hut of the Deviant?

He shared similarities to Aliana’s appearance. He had her skin tone, a sort of light bronze, and the same dark brown shade of hair, though his was short, thick, and a bit curly. His facial features differed greatly, but he carried himself in a way of confidence that spoke of years of training, practice, and an expression as if fun had never been an option. It was just like Tarak’s impression of Aliana.

Wolf calmly picked up his dagger on his way to Aliana. He held one fist tight, as if controlling with his hand the roots grasping Aliana to the earth. Tarak knew if he could get close, he could throw Wolf aside with gravity. This was what he would do in a heartbeat, but the note of the Deviant made him realize it probably would not save Aliana in the end.

Tarak heard the sound of horses galloping toward them. He ran toward Aliana in hopes of dislodging her, but Wolf lifted his hand and roots tripped Tarak and closed around his ankles.

He could rip them apart as he had in the past, but what good would it do? Two horsemen had already come upon them, both with bows. They slowed as they came close. A third appeared, then a fourth.

“Wolf, we share blood!” Aliana yelled. “Don’t do this!”

Wolf did appear to be pained by this choice to have her killed, but he held his fists tight.

Tarak was too far from Aliana to free her with his gravity spell. His breath caught. Time slowed. He had a vision of her being impaled with arrows.

There had to be something he could do. He searched deep within himself and found his connection with mana. It spoke to him.

Light.

It was never something he would use in this situation, except for now, when he knew everything else would fail.

He combined Lower C, Middle C, and Upper C as he suddenly had a good idea what he might be able to accomplish with it. He weaved his hands as if painting, the air his canvas. Nothing came out, but he was not done. He had to carve out the spell first—to tell his mana exactly how to bend light. Then, as fast as a snap of fingers, a black barrier enclosed him, Aliana, and Wolf, blocking out the horsemen taking aim.

Mutterings of confusion sounded around him. Of course it was not solid as it appeared. It was only light, but it exhausted Tarak. It felt like he was lifting a boulder overhead as he concentrated to keep the spell going. He ripped the roots from his ankles and charged toward Wolf.

He heard a voice from behind him. “It’s an illusion! You can pass through.”

Wolf raised his hand as if to snatch Tarak to the ground again, but Tarak leapt. He felt roots coming up after him, scratching at his boots, but they did not take hold. He tackled the mage, rolling over him once, then tossing him with a kick to his stomach. Of course Tarak’s spell had come to an end, his concentration broken, but it had bought him enough time.

He ripped Aliana free with a powerful sphere of gravity, so powerful that it pulled Tarak up, too. This he did not mean to do, but he would work with it. He kept the spell intact as arrows zipped around them, dragging him and Aliana higher and then weaving them around tree branches that acted as shields, arrows pattering against them.

Aliana bumped into him and clutched him to keep from separating. Tarak’s spell lifted them higher, but it also pulled the leaves and branches toward it and over their heads. It became impossible to go on without running into one. Tarak lifted his arm for protection, breaking through one branch before slamming into another he could not break through.

He was spent but refused to give in. He and Aliana seemed to have become stuck as the gravity pulled everything around them. Arrows fired up at their feet, but there seemed to be too many branches in the way for any to get through.

Tarak screamed as he put the last of his strength into empowering his spell. It yanked them through the branches, all snapping from the force of gravity, and sent them flying out from the treetops. Tarak let the spell come to an end in hopes of catching his breath. Aliana had somehow shifted around, now riding his back rather than facing him and blocking his view.

Open sky spread out before them, a sunset, the caw of a bird. The moment of peace was fleeting. They descended back toward the treetops as Tarak gasped for air.

“Grab hold of something!” Aliana yelled as she parted from Tarak.

He had no strength as they plummeted into the trees. All he could do was stretch his limbs and hope for the best.

He landed on a bushy treetop. It swayed down. He tried to keep hold, but it sank too much and dropped him off the side. He fell between trees. There was nothing to grab onto. All he could do was make a gravity repeller as he neared the forest floor, but he had learned from his last mistake. He made the spell early and without much power. Intact and moving beneath him as he fell, it slowed him perpetually. There seemed to be fighting down here, Tarak descending into a battlefield.

Wind whipped up a dirt storm. Arrows zipped back and forth. No one seemed to notice him as he touched down on the outskirts and tried to catch his breath without drawing attention. He saw an archer standing near a horse and firing into the windy clouds of dirt. Tarak drew his sword and was about to run it through the man’s back, but a fireball came out of the dusty clouds and struck the archer, exploding and knocking Tarak back with him.

After tumbling backward, Tarak quickly got up, snatched his sword off the ground, and was about to end this man when he realized the fireball had already done his work for him.

After another fireball took out another archer, men started calling for a retreat. They remounted and rode off, and as the dust cleared, Leon and Michael stood amidst several burned bodies.

“Help!” Aliana shouted from high above.

Tarak did not think, taking off toward the sound. Leon and Michael passed him in the air, however, reaching through the treetops before Tarak could hope to navigate past the branches, which continued to pull toward him because of his spell.

He became entangled on them and soon lost sight of Leon and Michael. Aliana screamed only once more, then no sound was made.

Tarak had his arms around a tree branch, his chin barely over it. “What is happening up there!” he yelled.

There was no response.

“Hey!”

Michael broke through the treetops. “A flying mage was hovering toward Aliana,” he explained. “We scared him off, though.”

Leon came down nearby, Aliana on his back. He landed with a hard bounce, and he and Aliana came apart and rolled away from each other.

“Fuck, these landings will do me in one day,” Leon groaned as he held his back.

Tarak let himself drop, slowing his fall in the same way as before and landing safely. Aliana whistled for her horse as she went looking for her bow. Tarak glanced around to find Dagaric watching from around a distant tree with his head lowered as if hoping to hide.

“It is over, you scared moose!” Tarak yelled.

Dagaric trotted over to him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

After Michael and Leon fetched their horses, which had run off during the battle, Aliana explained what she and Tarak had uncovered. “There is a rift in a cavern underneath where Illia portaled in, and it’s causing something strange to the surrounding terrain. There seems to be a connection that holds it all together. The dirt was nearly impossible to break through, and there was a small rock that even Tarak could not pick up because it was connected to so many other rocks.”

“I could pick it up,” Tarak corrected. “But I decided not to when the cavern began to shake.”

“Do you want us to show you the location, Leon?” Aliana asked, ignoring Tarak. “Keep in mind that it is very difficult to get in and out of the cavern, especially with night approaching.”

“No, I will see it tomorrow in the light. Your safety is my highest concern right now. We are going back to the castle, where I will send out a team to secure the corpses we made and begin construction around the crater. I’m also tempted to lock you in the keep like a princess.”

They rode eastward. Tarak could already see the edge of the forest. They had been so close when Aliana had been dismounted.

“Are you angry?” Aliana asked Leon.

“Damn right I’m angry. We spoke about this after the last incident, and you promised me you would not let yourself be in that kind of danger again. How could you be ambushed by so many people? Didn’t you sense them?”

“They had already surrounded us by the time I sensed them. Someone was able to predict where we would be.”

“What do you mean? Like how Caarda can predict?”

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Aliana stated. “Not only did they know where we would be, the Ancient also knew. He constructed something out of mana he knew I would sense. There was a note there that I still have in my pocket. It is addressed to the ranger and the son of Caarda, as if he doesn’t know our names but does know who we are. We figured that whoever organized the attack against us also saw us going to that place through a glimpse into the future. They came from every direction. The only other explanation, one I seriously doubt, was that they were out in the forest all this time waiting for their ranger to sense me, and even then, I doubt another ranger could’ve sensed me before I felt the dozen of them. It has to be a spell of time.”

“Well, fuck,” Michael said. “So there’s someone who wants Aliana dead, and he can glimpse into the future?”

“It’s probably the other way,” Leon responded. “There is someone who can glimpse into the future, so he wants Aliana dead. That might be a clue as to who it is. There’s this real evil-looking fucker I’ve had my eye on.”

“Who?” Aliana asked.

“At least wait until I have more than a hunch before I start tossing around life-altering accusations. What else can you tell me about these attackers?”

She held his gaze and huffed, but then answered. “One is another bastard of my father. His first name is Wolf. I don’t know his last. Like my father’s other bastards and myself, he probably has his mother’s name. I bet the king could find out. I have only met him in passing. We shared an instructor years ago, but we never had a class of sorcery at the same time. I would only see him coming out of the instructor’s chambers. We would speak briefly on occasion. That was it.”

Leon had a vacant stare. “If your father is involved in this, it means heaps of trouble.”

“I can’t imagine he has anything to do with it,” Aliana responded. “He proved himself during the war and has behaved fatherly since then. He has no reason to have me killed.”

“We will figure it out before I send you out again.”

“I want to be a part of figuring it out.”

“Of course you will be,” Leon said. “You already are.”

Aliana nodded as if satisfied. For someone whose life had almost been taken twice now, she did not seem very afraid.

Michael interjected, “I have to ask, Ali. How the hell did you end up in the treetops?”

“That was Tarak saving my life with his gravity spell,” she said with a thankful nod toward him. “He also made an illusion before that.”

“An illusion?” Leon asked Tarak.

“It was,” Tarak said.

“Are you sure?” Leon asked.

“Yes. I could feel light bending to my will.”

“For all that’s holy, now that is something!” Leon gave a laugh and slapped his leg. “So that’s where illusions went, to the divination tree. Or I should say that’s where they originated from before Nijja mucked everything up and made them enchantments. We were wondering why illusions all fail now. Light bending to your will?” He laughed again. “You have no idea what this means, do you? Of course not, look at you, you big oaf, staring at me like I just told you there’s a spell that turns your shit to gold.” Leon laughed louder. “Illusions, Tarak. Don’t you see?” He didn’t seem to get what he wanted from Tarak’s expression, batting a hand in his direction. “Ah. Never mind. What did you make?”

Aliana answered, as Tarak was still plagued by confusion. “It was just a black circular wall around us, but it confused all of them enough to stop them from shooting me. It gave Tarak time to break the root spell that had me bound and get me out of the fray. I really cannot thank you enough, Tarak.” She smiled and then gave him a serious look. “I owe you for that and for your help in reaching the rift.”

“You owe me nothing.”

“No, I do. I’m pretty sure I would be dead had you not made that illusion. I have been wanting to ask you, how did you know how to do that?”

“It was the letter from the Deviant. He seemed certain at least one of us would die. I figured he had seen every possible outcome of the future. Then, when Wolf entrapped you, no spell of gravity could help you in time. The only way you might survive had to be with something I would never think to do otherwise.”

“I remember now, you brought that up as we were fleeing. Did you know then to use light?”

“I was not sure until the moment before I cast. I had no idea I was capable of doing what I did, but it was not very difficult, only exhausting.”

Michael asked, “What does the letter from the Deviant say exactly?”

She took it out of her pocket and handed it to him across their moving mounts. He read it for a moment, then shivered.

He handed it back to her. “Get it away from me.”

“Pass it here,” Leon said, then gave it a read. “Fuck,” he muttered. “The king definitely needs to hear about this. At least there is little doubt now that this Ancient means well.”

“Ancient, not Deviant?” Aliana asked. “You’re certain?”

“Yes.” Leon gestured with the note. “This proves it.”

“I’m not convinced we can rely on them,” Michael said.

“I’m not saying we rely on them. Doesn’t matter. No point in debating something we cannot prove. We wait for more evidence. Until then, we have worse things to worry about right now.”

“Like supper,” Tarak commented.

“No, that is one thing you will not have to worry about. The chef will cook up something for you and Aliana as soon as we return.”

“I would like a bath as well.”

“I hope you don’t mind a cold one,” Leon replied. “There are no fire mages to heat one for you.”

“Are you not a fire mage?”

Michael and Aliana snickered, and Tarak did not know why. Leon looked to be holding in anger.

“I heat the baths every day, in the morning, and I have made it very clear that I will not be heating baths for people throughout the day.” He glanced at Tarak. “But for you this one time I will make an exception, seeing as how you are very bloody and you seemed to have saved Aliana’s life.”

Michael said, “You didn’t make an exception for me when I carried Aliana back to the castle on my horse. I got all bloody, too!”

“I was a little busy making sure Aliana would not die, Michael.”

“I asked you long after she was stable, but no, you wouldn’t leave her side for even a moment. I had to heat the water and transport it myself. It took ages. You could’ve stuck your hand into the bath and done it in seconds.”

“That’s enough about that,” Leon said.

Aliana seemed surprised as she glanced at Leon. “Are you that worried about me because of your involvement with my mother?” she asked almost too quietly to be heard, as if scared of the answer.

“That may be your concern, but it’s not the concern of anyone else here,” Leon said.

“Did she tell you something?” Aliana’s voice became louder. “Did she force you to give me special treatment?”

“Of course not.”

“So you are doing it just because of your feelings toward her?”

“No!” Leon replied.

“Then why?”

“I may be crass, Aliana, but I have always protected my sorcerers. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, and that has nothing to do with my love for your mother. I would behave the same toward anyone here, even Tarak now, after what he did today.”

They were silent for a long while.

Michael commented, “Hearing the word ‘love’ come out of Leon’s mouth is like walking in on an elderly couple going at it.”

Aliana shuddered. “Yeah, I regret bringing it up.”

*****

Tarak rinsed off the blood as best he could in a water basin, then had a quick bath. He was too hungry to enjoy it. By the time he made it to the dining hall for his late dinner, he found Aliana already leaving. She put her hand on his shoulder as she was passing. “I was going to wait for you, but I’m too tired. I ate and now I’m off to bed.”

“Hey,” he said to turn her around. “Thank you for catching me that day in the woods. I would not want to be anywhere else but here.”

She grinned. “Good night, Tarak.”

“Good night.”

He found his plate covered with a cloth at the nearest table. Taking off the cloth, he unveiled a meat pie that might be the most delicious thing he would eat in this dining hall, probably because of how hungry he was.

Unlike Aliana, he was not so tired by the time he headed to his room. With the events of the day fresh in his mind, he felt as though he could do with some company. He thought about knocking on the door to Illia’s room as he passed by, but the hour was late. Probably everyone was asleep by now, even the analyte girl who had taken a nap during most of the day.

Or was he wrong? As Tarak was about to enter his room, someone started walking down the hall behind him. He looked back. The figure held a lamp in front, and he could not see past its glow.

“Illia?” he asked.

“Tarak.” Her voice held a smile.

She approached as he waited outside his door. He still could not see her past the lamp, and yet there was the attraction again. He was certain now that sorcery had to be involved. The only question that remained was, did he care?

Maybe. Time would tell. For now…no. He did not.

He opened the door to his room and gestured for her to enter. “Would you like to come in?”

“Thank you,” she said in common tongue and handed him the lamp as she crossed by.

With her now in front of him as he entered behind her, he could see her violet pink hair hanging down to the middle of her back. She had on a robe that swayed at the bottom with each step.

“You understood me?” he asked as he shut the door behind him.

She turned around and showed him a confused expression. It must’ve been the gesture from before that she understood.

“I, emm,” she began, and seemed to be thinking. “I hear…” She touched her ears, then pointed at him. “You…emm…make? You make?” She put her hands together in a sphere and made a whooshing sound, then pushed her arms toward where the sphere used to be.

“Gravity,” Tarak said.

“Yes. You make gravity?”

He nodded.

“You, emm. You now…? For me…?” She made the same gesture.

“You want me to make gravity for you?”

“Emm, yes.” She didn’t seem too sure, but her face glowed with a smile when he made a small sphere of it close enough to pull her hair toward it.

“Coila!” she said, then tested it with her hand. She giggled as it pulled her a step toward it.

He let the spell come to an end. She smiled at him. He always felt that there was something behind her bowlike lips and the way she longingly stared at him, as if wanting to say something she couldn’t quite translate.

“You, emm. I hear, emm, you…you help girl?”

“Your common tongue has gotten so much better.”

But she didn’t seem to understand.

He pointed at her mouth and gestured as if speaking. Then he put up his thumbs. “Good.”

“Thank you. I smart.” She poked her head.

He gave a chuckle, and she laughed with him. “You must be,” he said. “Yes, I helped Aliana. I helped the girl,” he added when she seemed confused. “Where did you hear that?”

“Zarin. I, emm…” She gestured around her mouth.

“Spoke?”

“Yes. I spoke Zarin, king. King spoke me, Zarin. Questions.” She paused as if searching for the right word. “Questions, questions, questions.”

“You spoke to the king through Zarin?” Tarak asked. “He had many questions for you about the rift we found underneath your portal location.”

She looked confused. Of course she was; it was far too many words.

She suddenly fluffed her hair and shook her head, puffing out her already thick locks.

Tarak imitated her with a flash and twirl of his own hair, though it was only long enough to fall over his forehead. He moved it aside and presented his most charming smile.

She laughed, then grinned at him devilishly and raised her eyebrows two times.

He raised his two times.

They laughed again.

“How about this?” He licked his lips.

She did the same.

He kicked off his shoes.

She tried to kick hers off, but they were too tight. She strained and eventually got one off, but it went flying across the room. She laughed with Tarak as she bent to untie the other.

He went and sat on his bed. She followed and sat next to him.

He pretended to yawn, then lay down.

She did the same, flopping next to him.

Tarak stretched his shirt down over his shoulder, exposing it.

She pulled her robe down to expose hers.

Tarak felt his smile flatten as he saw some of her bosom peeking out of the robe. She looked down and seemed to notice it.

Illia lightly slapped his cheek, bringing his gaze back up to her face. She wagged her finger at him and clicked her tongue a few times, though her smile belied her.

She lost her smile, though, when Tarak put his hand under her chin and studied her eyes. They were blue, verging on purple. He felt that they were telling him everything he needed to know, even without words. She perused his face, studying his hair before running her fingers through it as if exploring.

She focused on his gaze. She no longer held a smile. She wanted something. He could feel it in the energy between them, and he was pretty sure it was the same thing he wanted.

He put his hand on her cheek. He could hear her swallow as he moved toward her lips.

Tarak gave her one long, soft kiss. She had her eyes shut as he pulled away.

Her eyes popped open. She grew a smile. He kissed her again, but there was a shift halfway through. He could feel passion roiling that he had no hope of controlling. She must’ve felt the same as she feverishly kissed him. Or did he only feel this way because of her sorcery? She rolled on top of him.

She leaned down and kissed him. He felt control slipping away as his hands explored her body through her robe, starting with her sides and working his way down past her waist to her rear.

She moaned and rubbed her entire body against his. He knew this was too much too fast. They should not be this comfortable with each other, but the thrill only ignited him. He knew for sure that sorcery was involved. It was stronger than her intoxicating scent, more powerful than the contours of her body. He wondered if he should give in or force himself to stop now.

That choice was taken away from him when Illia threw open her robe.

“Holy…”

She fell against his chest as she kissed and bit his neck like an animal in heat. He nearly ripped off his shirt as she helped him free it from underneath his body and yank it over his head.

Illia ran her hands up his naked torso and nearly fell on his lips.

“Uni ashi ya zey,” she spoke with heated breath. “Uni ashi ya zey,” she repeated, looking into his eyes this time.

“I do not know the meaning of that!” he whispered as he tried to memorize it.

She took his hands and put them on her body. He took the hint and enjoyed every inch of her, though he was starting to feel the spell fade.

The shape of her body made it hard to think about anything else but what was right in front of him. Even then, however, he was feeling a little bit of fear. It scared him just how passionate the two of them were after only meeting recently, and realizing this seemed to put a wedge between them.

Illia slid off him quickly. She pulled her robe back up from her waist to cover herself entirely again. Then she got up off the bed and turned back to show him a look of surprise.

“Uni ashi ya zey,” she repeated for a third time.

Tarak got up. Now without sorcery, he wanted to touch her and see what he felt. He put his hand on her shoulder as she started to go for her shoes. She stopped and slowly turned around.

She leaned into him. He embraced her almost reflexively. It felt natural, as if they’d known each other for a long time. She gave a sigh and relaxed, then put her hand against his chest.

They held each other for a while before Illia leaned away.

“Tarak,” she began. “Sorcery.”

He nodded. “Yes.” Then he pointed at her. “You.”

She shook her head. “You.”

He shook his. “No, I am sure it is you.” He pointed at her head and made a face of pain. “You hurt yourself earlier. Sorcery.”

She put her hand over her forehead and rubbed it a bit. She looked down for a long while and said nothing. Eventually she began to nod.

“Me…sorcery.”

“What is wrong?”

Her eyes glistened. “Freena,” she whispered.

He guessed its meaning by her expression. “Scared?” he asked.

She nodded. “I scared.”

He embraced her again. He wished he could speak to her without difficulty. It was because of her sorcery that they understood each other this well.

If she could not control it, he did understand her fear, especially considering how the two of them had just behaved once passion got involved.

“You are safe,” he said.

She let out her breath and relaxed.

After holding her for some time, he gestured at his bed. “Would you like to sleep here?”

She seemed confused, so he jumped into the bed and pretended to snore. Then he asked again, “Sleep only?”

She laughed. “No. Uni ashi ya zey. No sleep.” She went to put her shoes on instead.

Tarak made his way to the door and waited. She walked up to him and kissed his lips, then squeezed his ass.

“Whoa!” he said in shock.

She laughed, then gave it a good spank. He opened the door for her, and she squealed in fear and excitement as she tried to rush out before he could return the favor. But he got a good squeeze on her rear end anyway.

She giggled a few steps down the hall toward her room before she spun around and blew him a kiss.

“Sleep well,” he said.

“Korren ith veysh,” she told him back.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Tarak had not realized he’d slept late until there was a knock on his door.

“Come in,” Tarak said.

It was Rick, the head guard, entering with a friendly demeanor.

“You’ve earned your first payment.” Rick tossed a heavy coin purse to Tarak as he sat up in bed.

Tarak looked inside. He felt stars in his eyes as he saw the glittering silver.

“Forty buckles,” Rick said. “You’ll receive forty more each week starting now.”

Tarak tested the weight of it. “This feels good. Damn good.”

“Everyone is finishing up breakfast.”

Tarak hopped out of bed in just his undershorts. He hurried to put on his pants first. “Have the chef save me something. There is somewhere to be.”

“Where?” Rick asked worriedly.

“That is a surprise.”

“No more surprises,” Rick advised. “At least for a time.”

“Do not worry. It is not a surprise for you.” He rushed out the door.

“Don’t be long!” Rick called after him. “Leon wants you training all day.” Rick continued to call down the hall as Tarak headed to the stairs. “And you may have to return to the forest. Do you hear me, Tarak?”

He lifted his hand and gave a wave without looking back.

Tarak rushed out of the apartments and through the courtyard. There was always considerable foot traffic around the apartments, the keep, and the great hall, especially at this early hour. Tarak weaved around the castle workers transporting laundry hampers, buckets of water, and trays of food most likely destined for the king and his upper staff in the keep.

“Careful,” admonished one woman after Tarak nearly bumped into her.

“I apologize!” he said, then was about to break into a sprint in the clearing but stopped when he realized something. His destination was not too far east from here, with only the castle wall in his way. It would be much faster to go over the wall than around.

He lifted himself with gravity, soaring up until his feet passed over the wall. A guard patrolling made a sound of shock as Tarak landed in front of him.

“Sorry, good sir,” he said, then jumped off the other side of the wall.

“Go around next time!” the guard shouted.

Tarak caught himself with a weaker spell of gravity, slowing his descent. He lifted his hand and gave a wave without looking back.

Tarak landed softly and sprinted into the town. He didn’t have to go very far before he reached his destination, the shop of the analyte man whose name he would certainly ask this time.

Tarak caught him as he was unlocking the door. “Hey!”

“Ah!” the man screamed.

“It is only me,” Tarak said with his palms up.

The man’s eyes were wide. “You startled me. Is something wrong?”

“Wrong? No, everything is finally right.” Tarak opened the now unlocked door. “After you, good sir.”

The analyte shopkeeper looked a little hesitant, but he did enter the shop and head toward the counter to the side.

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

Tarak followed him over. “Translate something for me. Uniyashi yase.”

The shopkeeper was busy setting everything in place on his counter but stopped when Tarak gave the line Illia had told him a few times last night. He appeared displeased.

“I do not want to be translating between you and that wild girl anymore. I have more important things to do than convey lewd messages.”

“So it is lewd! What does it mean?”

“Did you not hear me?”

Tarak dropped his heavy coin purse on the counter. The irritation in the shopkeeper’s face turned to curiosity.

“I would like to buy some jewelry for that wild girl, but first I must understand what she was telling me last night.”

The shopkeeper peered inside the bag. “How much of this are you willing to spend?”

“All of it, if something catches my eye.”

The man grew a smile. “You have come to the right place.”

“I thought so.”

“The phrase means, ‘You make me crazy.’ ”

Tarak smiled. “Wonderful.”

The gray-haired analyte produced a key and turned around to unlock the door behind him. It was a tiny room with little more than a safe and a few storage chests. He bent low and opened the safe. He browsed for a moment before picking out something. He returned with it.

A necklace with a blue pendant, sparkling, rested on display on the back of the shopkeeper’s wrist.

“This is something special,” he explained.

“Too heavy,” Tarak interrupted. “You have met the girl. She cannot carry something likely to injure her.”

“The lady can remove the necklace during…activity.”

“I would like something she will wear all the time.”

“A ring, perhaps?”

“Do you have something back there that interacts with sorcery?”

The shopkeeper lifted his eyebrows. “One bracelet, but it is very expensive.”

Tarak waited for the shopkeeper to bring it out. The bracelet was an exquisite little thing, closer to gold in color than silver, though it appeared to be made out of neither.

“What is that?” Tarak asked.

“This is certainly a rare piece. It is made from fusemenol and birlabright, forming a manamtaer, but in the form of a beautiful bracelet, expertly crafted and enchanted by one of the highest enchanters in Korrithin. It is probably the only one in existence.”

“How does it work?”

The shopkeeper’s eyebrows lowered. “I already explained. I figured you were a sorcerer?”

“I am, but let us assume that I know very little. Explain again, this time as if I were a child.”

“Like a child? Fine. When a sorcerer uses mana near the bracelet, the bracelet changes color.”

The shopkeeper seemed to be done.

“Explain as if I were a teenager,” Tarak said.

The older man started to roll his eyes but stopped and reformed his salesman smile. “Having been crafted from fusemenol, it acts as a weak magnet for all forms of mana. Because another component of it is birlabright, it is capable of changing colors depending on which notes are used or how much mana is drawn to it. The enchanter is key because they are the ones who determine how the bracelet behaves once it interacts with mana. When I say it is a form of a manamtaer, that means it glows with more intensity and is brighter in color when more sorcery is used. The note changes nothing in this case.”

“I understand now.” Tarak pretended not to be very interested, although it was perfect and he would not be leaving without it. Not only was it beautiful, it could tell Tarak and Illia when she was using sorcery. “May I test it?”

“Certainly…wait. What are you about to cast?”

“A simple spell of light,” Tarak answered.

The shopkeeper handed the bracelet to him. Tarak held it in front of him and made a spell of light without much power. The bracelet glowed slightly. Tarak increased the power of his light. The bracelet glowed brighter and changed to pure gold. Tarak intensified his mana again, but it didn’t change much this time.

He put his full power into his spell, the light so bright that it forced him to look away. He glanced through a squint to see the bracelet shifting to a light blue shade. It remained that way even as Tarak let his spell come to an end, but then it slowly changed back to its silvery gold form.

“Eh, I think she might like this one,” Tarak said. “I am still uncertain. How much is it?”

“Four gold, five silver.”

Tarak whistled. He only had forty silver, which was equivalent to four gold.

“I have forty silver in this bag. I will trade you this forty silver and the promise I will no longer ask you to translate analyse to common tongue for me.”

“Deal.” The shopkeeper took Tarak’s coin purse. He gently poured out the silver coins and counted them in stacks of five. As he counted out forty, he looked up and gave a culminating nod. “She will love the bracelet.”

“Thank you.” Tarak reached out.

The shopkeeper shook Tarak’s hand, which made things awkward because Tarak was actually reaching for his empty coin purse. He could probably sell it for a few pennies, at least. That would buy him a couple of drinks.

The shopkeeper saw Tarak looking at it and quickly handed it over.

“Your name, good sir?” Tarak asked.

“Ravi. And you are Tarak, son of Caarda?”

“I am surprised you know that.”

“I have been speaking with Zarin. He believes Illia is…” He paused. “ ‘Unhealthy’ is not the right word in common tongue, but he believes she is unhealthy for the situation. You might wish to speak to him if you plan to be involved with her.”

“I plan nothing. I am involved. It is too late for caution. She has me.”

“Eh, you are young. It is fine.”

“I am,” Tarak agreed. “Let me ask one thing of you, Ravi. Tell me how to tell Illia that she also makes me crazy.”

“You promised I would no longer need to translate for you.”

Tarak had been very careful with his words. “I promised I would no longer ask you to translate analyse for me. I am now asking for a word in common tongue to be translated to analyse, and it is only one word.”

“Fine. You will say, ‘Uni ashi ya zey, saila.’ That is all.”

“Saila means also?” Tarak asked.

“Yes.”

Tarak thanked the man and rushed back toward the castle. Illia really did make him crazy for him to spend everything he had on one piece of jewelry, but at least this one had a little purpose. They would now be able to tell when she used sorcery.

Tarak made it to the wall and lifted himself up using gravity to land on top. A guard pointed a sword at him and yelled for him to stop, but Tarak put up his hands and met eyes with the same man who had told him to go around next time.

“Use the portcullis, you fool! You could be taken for an enemy and slain before you have a chance to speak!

Portcullis. So that must be what they call the grated gate sectioning off the courtyard from the rest of the castle.

“I will, sir. My apologies.”

Tarak descended into the courtyard. He could see the other sorcerers exiting the great hall, collectively finishing their breakfast to which he was late. He had Illia’s bracelet in his pocket for safekeeping. He did not see her among the others.

Tarak made his way through the group of boys first, then the girls, but Callie stopped him.

“Tarak, hello.”

He stopped. “Greetings, princess!” He was about to head past her.

“Aliana said you saved her life!”

Tarak halted again. He glanced at Aliana to find her winking at him as she walked off, leaving him just outside the entrance to the great hall with only Callie standing in front of him.

Callie continued, “She also said you learn sorcery faster than anyone she’s met.”

This seemed to be Aliana’s way of repaying Tarak, speaking highly about him. Normally he could take a compliment quite well, but all he could think to do right now was eat and pass off his glorious gift so he could see Illia’s reaction.

“Well…she also saved me. She does not seem capable of missing a shot with that bow of hers, even on horseback.”

“Yes, she has trained with that bow relentlessly since discovering her ability to track. But Tarak, she also said you might be the most talented sorcerer of all of us one day.”

Tarak rolled his eyes. “She only said that because she feels like she owes me. I suppose blowing air into my trousers is her way of repaying me.”

“I’m not familiar with that phrase.”

“You know, inflating certain areas…”

“I see now,” she said with a laugh. “However, I’ve never known Aliana to exaggerate.”

Tarak wondered if there might actually be truth to it. Casting had become easy for him now that he understood notes, which his good-for-nothing father had failed to touch upon. But Tarak wondered just how hard it could be for others. Perhaps they could not manipulate their mana as easily. Did he have his father to thank for his skill after all?

Lord Langston descended the stairs and approached Tarak and Callie with his hands behind his back. “I believe congratulations are in order.” Reuben Langston Senior, for once, did not seem to know what to do with himself as he stopped in front of Tarak.

“Thank you, lord,” Tarak said.

The man cleared his throat and brought his hands out from behind his back, though only to clasp them awkwardly.

“Your payment was issued today,” Lord Langston said. “I made sure of it.”

“Yes, I received it.”

Silence fell upon them again. Tarak suddenly realized that this rich bastard wanted his money back. Well he wasn’t going to get it.

“I should have breakfast,” Tarak said.

“There is still the matter of the coin you owe me,” Lord Langston said as he remained in front of Tarak.

“I spent all my coin already.”

Callie sounded surprised, “You did? How?” But her hand went toward her mouth as if to stop herself. “I apologize. This is none of my business. I was just leaving…”

“He is a liar, princess. He received his coin from Rick not an hour ago. Stay to witness this. I am conducting a necessary search to prove you are lying, Tarak.”

“Go ahead.” Tarak lifted his arms.

This seemed to give the lord pause, but he went ahead and fished into Tarak’s pockets. First he pulled out the empty coin purse, then the bracelet. He held it up to catch the light.

“You son of…” The lord stopped himself as he looked at the young lady, then back at Tarak. “You wasted all of your coin on this, didn’t you?”

“I certainly did.” Tarak took it back. “You can keep the pouch if you like. It is probably worth the coin you lent me.”

“The pouch—! The pouch was purchased by me and bestowed upon you…again by me! You had an obligation to pay me back!”

“Do you not have more coin than you know what to do with? Why do you care about a few silver you lent to a poor lad like me?”

“It is the principle of the matter! And it is four silver I lent you. Be exact when speaking of coin.”

“Four silver, and the principle of the matter is that you are rich and I am poor.”

“You were not poor an hour ago.”

“Now I am again. You may wait until I am no longer poor to ask me again.”

“You are insufferable.” Lord Langston walked off but turned around. “Do not think you can behave this way. There will be consequences!” He turned and actually left this time.

Callie asked, “What possessed you to buy such an expensive bracelet?”

“I bought it as a gift for someone.”

She looked down at the bracelet in his hand. She blinked quickly, nervously.

Someone jumped on Tarak’s back and put her hands over his eyes, but she let out a little snicker that revealed her identity.

Tarak shoved the bracelet in his pocket. “Illia!” He reached behind him as he bent over, grabbing Illia by her sides and turning her upside down in front of him.

She laughed and screamed as she tried to keep her dress from dropping below her undergarments.

“Fyshe yon wak hirv!”

Tarak set her down. She pulled him lower so she could kiss his cheek. Callie made a sound of surprise.

Tarak took out the bracelet. “Uni ashi ya zey, saila,” he said, having practiced the pronunciation in his head many times.

She put her hand over her chest as she gasped. “Tarak…” she muttered in her accent. “Me?”

He nodded. “For you.” He took her wrist and secured it around. “Watch,” he said, then made a spell of light nearby. The gold tinted bracelet glowed brighter as it shifted blue in color.

She muttered something in analyse that he could not catch, but then she looked at him and said a word he did understand. “Manamtaer.”

“Yes. Sorcery.” He gestured between them, then tapped the side of her head. “Now you will know.”

“Tarak…” She kissed his lips. “Uni ashi ya zey,” she repeated with a smile, then shook her head as she looked at the bracelet before glancing up at him again for another kiss.

Callie cleared her throat. “I should leave you two.”

She was gone before Tarak had really heard her. By then it was too late to apologize.

“I must eat breakfast,” Tarak told Illia as she admired her bracelet. “Breakfast,” Tarak repeated as he gestured as if eating out of a bowl. Then he pointed at her. “You?”

She shook her head and patted her stomach. Then she skipped off toward the stairs of the great hall, and Tarak wondered what she would do with her time. She clearly put at least some effort into learning common tongue. The rest was probably spent conferring with Zarin and the king about the portal she had taken to arrive here accidentally.

Tarak ate on his own, though the large dining quarters was occupied with various castle staff.

He was almost finished when Leon started calling him from outside the dining quarters. “Tarak, get out here!”

“I am eating!”

“Tarak!” Leon yelled louder. “Get out here now!”

Why wouldn’t Leon enter the dining hall? At least then, Tarak could eat while he was berated.

“What did I do this time?” Tarak asked himself as he quickly stuffed his mouth with the rest of his breakfast.

“Tarak!” Leon yelled even louder.

“I am coming!” Tarak yelled back.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

“I am almost there!” Tarak went through the great hall and emerged into the courtyard. “What is it—oh.”

Caarda stood among all of the king’s sorcerers. Tarak’s father was even taller than he was, standing out like a lone tree in the midst of a grass field.

“Tarak,” Caarda greeted with a smile and a nod.

“Father.”

Tarak did not remember the last time his father had looked this good. He seemed rested, younger somehow. His long blond hair had a shimmer to it. He had shaved his beard. It was easy to forget his father had a big mouth, at least until he started talking,

“How do you control time?” Charlie asked Caarda.

“Let me think on how to answer that,” Caarda said. “For now, I would like to speak with Tarak, alone.”

“The king would like to speak with you, I’m sure,” Leon interrupted.

“There is time for that after. I would like to converse with Tarak here.”

“All right everyone,” Leon said. “Leave him alone for now.”

They dispersed, but just about everyone remained in the courtyard and watched.

Tarak approached his father. “You look well.”

“I was well, until now.”

“I thought you were leaving for good.”

“I was far away. However, I saw something that took me back here.” Caarda gestured at the ground. “Would you like to sit?”

Tarak sat cross-legged, while Caarda sat in front of him. He had spent many boring hours sitting like this in front of his father, discussing sorcery while Tarak failed to understand just about anything coming out of Caarda’s mouth.

“It is important you know something,” Caarda began. “There is a sorcerer here in Lycast who is more powerful than I am.”

“More powerful than you? Do you mean the Deviant?”

“So you have heard of him. No, I do not think he is a Deviant like me and your aunts and uncles, or like yourself, for you are part Deviant as well. We were born from someone we called God for a time but who now is more appropriately named an Ancient.”

“I am well aware of all that by now.”

“Excuse me,” said Charlie, who apparently had been listening from just within the doorway of the great hall. “But I think everyone should hear this.”

“Charlie is correct,” Tarak agreed. “I do not see the point of keeping anything between us.”

Caarda told Tarak, “I have something to say to you that you may wish to be kept private.” He paused to shut his eyes and lower his head. “But now I am certain that you will opt for this information to be known. The eavesdropping of this young man has changed your fate.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Charlie said.

“Are you bothering them, Charlie?” Leon asked, as others approached as well.

Caarda stood up. “It is not a bother to me. I wished to give Tarak an opportunity to hear something in private, but he will have chosen to be transparent for the sake of honor.”

Tarak shrugged and stood up. He could not think of anything his father had to tell him in private that he would need to keep from everyone, so he supposed Caarda was right.

The king emerged from the keep with Lord Langston. Zarin and Illia came from the great hall. Just about everyone Tarak had met in the castle now stood around them.

“It is good to see you again, Caarda,” said the king. “What brings you here?”

“There are a few matters to discuss.”

“He’s talking about the Deviant,” Charlie said. “Caarda says he is an Ancient.”

“We have figured this much,” Nykal asked. “But you are certain?”

“I am almost certain. I imagine he was a sorcerer born hundreds of years ago, perhaps even a thousand. I cannot say what brought him here, but he has grown in power every decade. I imagine now that his mana has altered him enough that he may resemble my father, Basael, in his latest form. He was as tall as I am but otherwise resembled a man. It was his personality, however, that changed the most. I cannot say what my father was like when he was younger. The world was certainly a different place, but by the time of his death he had thought himself as God of us all. I have not met this Ancient, but I imagine he may share the same personality disorder.”

“He has been good to us so far,” the king said. “He has provided us with rain, captured heinous criminals, and even written a message that saved the life of my ranger and your son.”

“He has?” Caarda glanced down at Tarak.

“Correct,” Tarak said.

“That is unfortunate news, indeed.”

“Unfortunate why?” Nykal asked.

“Yes, father…why would you say the saving of my life is unfortunate?”

“Because of the paths of time available to my vision, I have seen Tarak in strife with this Ancient. I have broken my vow of leaving so I could return to warn my son, and you all. Now I must ask you, Tarak. Are you of good or of malice?”

“Good of course,” he answered without thought.

“So the Ancient is of malice?” Caarda questioned.

“No, he seems good as well.”

“Then can you explain the strife I see happening between the two of you?”

Tarak shrugged. “Leon here is an arse, but he means well. We are at strife daily.”

Caarda glanced over at Leon, then back at Tarak. “You could not be at strife with this man the same way you will be with the Ancient, or you would not be standing beside him as calmly as you are. I see you battling this Ancient. I see death.”

“Whose?” Tarak asked.

“Yours, of course.”

“You see my death?”

“I see many paths of time. Not all of them result in your death, but yes, some of them do.”

“Well, is this Ancient dead in any of these versions of the future?”

“No, he kills you in every version.”

“Why is he killing me?” Tarak blurted. “I have done nothing to him!”

“That is what I am trying to discern.”

Tarak scoffed and glanced around. “Can you believe this?” he asked the lot of them.

Everyone seemed to be looking at him a little differently, however. A few had taken a step back, and certainly none rushed to support him. Zarin seemed to be finishing translating for Illia, who looked more confused than anything else as her eyebrows almost came together.

His father surprised him, however. “I support you, my son. I do not trust anyone with such power as this Ancient. You have never committed atrocities based on rapacious behavior. If you claim to be good, then I believe you.”

“Thank you, father!”

“Even if you have not always done what is right,” Caarda added, for no reason whatsoever.

“Well, I still thank you.”

“And you are often lazy and selfish.”

“They understand your point.”

The king stated, “Strife with this Ancient is a major concern. How often are these visions of yours true?”

“A complex question which deserves a complex answer. The fabric of our world is made up of elements we cannot feel, except for one, mana. Mana is connected to everything in the same way as gravity and time, but mana is the only thing we have control over. Time, we do not. Gravity, we do not. But if we shift mana in just the right way…” Caarda moved his hands about, and everyone began to float. “We can shift gravity.” He let them drop. “And even time. Allow me to continue.”

Tarak recognized this tone of his father. He was glad everyone else would hear how dense of an instructor he was.

“Time is mysterious. There is time as you know it, the reading of an hourglass, a tool of measurement, and that is different from the time I discuss. I talk about a time relative to each of us individually. I can feel it through my mana. I can even read it in many circumstances. Think of this time like a river with many outlets and imagine I am floating along this river. Now imagine each of us in our own river. There are occasions when these rivers conjoin and separate again. Normally this is all invisible to us, but mana allows me to see these rivers and discover where we may be heading. I can, however, only see large events—periods of time like a drastic shift, convergence, or even the end to one river. Something changed recently, and now I see Tarak’s river conjoin with this Ancient’s, and there is a fight. Only the Ancient survives.”

Caarda continued, “Is this vision true? Truth has nothing to do with it. There is no truth to the future until it has passed, and then it is the past. There have been many times I have seen a version of the future and a simple act has changed it. When I brought Tarak into this time I was about to hand him a sack of coins to keep him sustained, but I saw a version of his future that displeased me. I then took away the coins and my previous vision disappeared. Perhaps something that simple is all that is needed to avoid his death. I may wish to speak with this Ancient, or I may wish to send Tarak away.”

“What does time tell you now that you’ve told us all of this?” the king asked.

Caarda shut his eyes and lowered his head. There was a wave of fluctuation to Tarak’s mana, then a grip, tension, and a fleeting moment of almost pain. It all felt like a dream, as if reality had stretched but not quite broke. Tarak had been around his father plenty of times while Caarda cast all sorts of spells, but he had never felt anything until now.

“Anyone else feel that?” Tarak asked with his hands out to steady himself.

“I do,” Aliana said.

No one else volunteered.

“That proves I am correct!” Charlie said. “Tarak and Aliana do share the same specialization that I call divination. Caarda’s spells of time must be in the same tree.”

“Quiet,” Caarda said, not rudely, though it was in order.

Caarda’s power permeated through Tarak’s mana. He felt nauseated, disjointed, as if he’d eaten something he shouldn’t have. Tarak shut his eyes and tried to steady his mana, but he couldn’t seem to reach it. It was as if it was busy forming a spell that he did not tell it to form.

It finally came to an end. Tarak wobbled and found Michael with a hand on his shoulder.

“Are you good there, Tarak?”

“I am now. What did you just cast on me, Caarda?”

“My mana connected to yours. It is the most effective way of reading your time.”

Charlie asked, “Can you read time without connecting to someone’s mana?”

“Only when their path of time crosses with mine. I saw Tarak’s death because I have remained close enough to connect to his mana.”

“You said you were leaving.”

“Our mana can remain connected over many miles, Tarak. I did leave. Are you interested in what I felt?”

“You know I am.”

“My explanation did not change the outcome. The possibility still exists, and that frightens me.”

“Well, do you see any outcomes where I kill the arselicker now that I have your support?”

“No.”

The king spoke. “We must meet with this Ancient. Callie, has he spoken to you again?”

“No,” she said.

Tarak glanced at Arthur, who gave him a simple nod.

“I may be able to facilitate a meeting,” Arthur said.

“You?” the king asked. “How?”

“I have been meaning to find the right time to tell you, your majesty, but my uncle is the one who started the New Order, and I believe in its purpose. He has spoken to this Ancient.”

The king tilted his head as he glared at Arthur. “You have withheld this information for how long?”

“From the time I met you.”

A quick breath shot from the king’s nose.

Leon said, “Your uncle started that bullshit?”

“It is not bullshit,” Arthur replied. “Caarda said this Ancient is more powerful than him. He has come to help us.”

Leon clicked his tongue. “Not without something in return.”

“He asks for our faith. He will reveal himself once he has enough of a following.”

“That is troubling,” Caarda said. “If he is anything like my siblings, then he is preparing to alter mana to his will. That will weaken him, hence his need for followers. With enough people on his side, he can be defended if the rest of you decide you do not like the result. I have seen it all before. Yes, you will facilitate a meeting. Have him arrive at the castle within a day’s time. If he does not, I will assume he means to dominate Dorrinthal through force. Now, there are other matters to discuss.”

“Hold on,” Charlie said. “How could he, like your siblings, alter mana to his will? Even if it weakens him, I don’t understand it.”

“That is one of the subjects I came to explain. I have seen good come from your sorcerers, king. You deserve to know what has and continues to happen to mana. Use the information how you will.”

Charlie squeaked in excitement as Caarda continued.

“First, there is another event in the distant future involving all of you. The sorcerer I have met, Jon Oklar, returns eventually. I do not know what he has learned in his time away or what he might bring back with him, but I see great powers uniting afterward. I cannot discern who is good and who is bad, but I see battles. I see war, and I see death at the hands of the most strange and powerful sorcery I have ever been aware of.”

The princess said, “Jon Oklar would not cause war and death.”

“This is what I see. There is some connection between his arrival and the battles, later on. These battles are very far away. The images are hazy. They might not come to pass at all if we can prevent them. But because of their magnitude, specifically the number of people affected, it is almost impossible to see past them. I imagine they block sight for everyone capable of reading time, including this Ancient.”

Tarak gave a huff. “I still cannot fathom how this Ancient would choose to save my life in the forest, only to kill me later.”

“He must get to know you better,” Leon said in jest. “I’m sure this can be cleared up with a conversation. Or it cannot, and this powerful shithead needs to go.”

Tarak stared at Leon in utter shock. “You would choose me over him?”

“I told you I protect my sorcerers. And I also told you that I hate demigods, Deviants, Ancients, whatever the fuck they are. No offense to you, Caarda. You aren’t so bad.”

“I understand your sentiment.”

Arthur said, “I will speak with my uncle and attempt to facilitate a meeting.”

“This Ancient is certainly now aware of his future bouts with Tarak,” Caarda warned, halting Arthur. “If he recently helped Tarak, there is a high probability he does not know why he would fight Tarak in the future. He may decide to trust these visions and attack preemptively. I will stay with Tarak until then. You will warn this Ancient that if he comes with aggression, he will be met with such.”

“Damn right he will,” Tarak said, feeling protected by his father for possibly the first time.

Arthur headed off, calling over his shoulder, “I will try to be speedy.”

“One last thing, you,” Caarda said. “What is your name?”

“Arthur,” he replied, stopping. Somehow, he still held his chest out confidently as Caarda scowled at him.

“You should hear this more than anyone. Beings like me are not much different from the rest of you. It is wrong to worship me or anyone like me. If this Ancient is starting a religion in which he is the icon, then he is no better than my siblings.”

“How can you say you and he are like the rest of us?” Arthur challenged. “Your appearance, your power, everything is different.”

“That is because of our connection to mana,” Caarda answered. “It is the only thing that separates us from you, that and the progression of time. I will answer your question and future questions with the same example. Think of Airinold for a moment, my brother and the creator of the dteria. His power does not come from anything but mana. As he has grown older, it is still only mana responsible for his ability, his physical strength, and even his height—his appearance, as you say.”

“Then why cannot our mana do the same?” Arthur asked.

“It can, but you need a connection to mana that is far stronger than you have now. Do you see now? One man here could one day be called a Deviant or even an Ancient.” He pointed at Leon. “The same could be said about Jon Oklar and even Tarak. Perhaps others of you will start down the same path once you finish your training with sorcery. That is the only difference between you and me.”

“Excuse me?” Leon said in disagreement. “That can’t be right. I will never be your height, for one, and I will never be able to alter mana like your siblings did.”

“Incorrect. You are capable of growing and changing appearance because a strong connection to mana may do that to you. You have seen with both of my brothers that mana is capable of transformation of many kinds, and you still doubt it could ever transform you? You may be surprised later.”

Leon appeared skeptical, but he raised his eyebrows and did glance off as if to think about it.

Tarak had already assumed he would live a long time, but he didn’t want to grow taller. He already towered over almost everyone except his father, which resulted in many head smacks on doorways and cramped quarters for his legs.

Charlie asked, “But how did someone like your brother create dteria?”

“It is a simple concept,” Caarda explained. “We are connected to mana like our mind is connected to our body, and our mana is connected to the mana of the world like an ever-encompassing spiderweb, invisible to our eyes but not to our minds. Because of how our personal mana is connected to the mana of the world, beings with enough power can use their personal mana to influence changes to the entire spiderweb. I will use my brother Airinold as an example again. His powers are granted by mana, but he can transfer some of that power back to mana in a nearly permanent way. He does so by communicating with his own mana. He tells it, ‘Use some of the power you grant me for yourself so that you can convince the mana of the world to change.’ He is influencing the spiderweb to change by giving up some of his own ability to control mana. The change is then felt by all sorcerers, and he called this change dteria. It modified mana in two ways.”

Charlie gasped and answered before Caarda could finish, “I get it. His mana altered the way mana behaves when we use certain notes.”

“Notes?” Caarda asked.

“Frequencies, vibrations…” Charlie tried, but Caarda still did not understand.

“Do you mean single spells?” Caarda asked.

“Yes, single spells of mana. We call those notes, Caarda, and we have determined the way to measure them so we can differentiate between them.”

“That is fascinating. You may show me after.”

Charlie looked as if he was about to shoot off the ground. “I would be happy to!”

“So yes, notes,” Caarda continued. “Dteria allowed for certain notes to create spells. The spells were not so easily accessible before. It is the same thing all of my siblings did. There was a second change, however, that Airinold and the rest of my siblings caused, not on purpose. Because of their changes to how mana behaves for everyone, they inadvertently disabled many spells from being accessed. I saw that once they left, their changes over mana would revert back. What you are seeing these days is the rebirth of sorcery in its purest form. Are you paying attention, Arthur?”

“I am. But can one being really change mana for the entire world? It seems impossible.”

“Probably not for the entire world, but when my siblings changed mana, the effects reached past the entire continent. The Ancient you worship may look to be doing the same. He wants a following first because making changes to all of mana will severely weaken him, especially right after he is done. He will slowly become stronger again, but he may be worried that we do not like his changes to mana. He fears we will slay him or force him to leave. It could be what already happened to him, wherever he came from, before arriving here, can you see?”

Leon asked, “Why would he change mana at all? It is much better this way.”

“There are benefits. He may make the spell of Water easier to cast, given the drought. He may also modify the spells of healing, as Souriff did.”

“Hold on,” Leon interjected. “I had a feeling something was changed.”

“Yes, my sister combined two healing spells into one. Since she has left, they have diverted again. Each spell of healing is capable of repairing just about any wound, but the spells are not as efficient as before. They will take more force and work a little differently, to my understanding.”

Charlie asked, “How is the other healing spell cast? Not the one with octaves of F. We know that.”

But the king interrupted. “Now is not the time to get into specific spell casting, Charlie. It sounds like Caarda will be able to speak with you on that afterward. We must finish this conversation about the Ancient so he can be notified.”

“I covered everything all of you need to know. The rest is supplemental.” Caarda told Arthur, “You may leave now.”

Arthur nodded and headed off.

“Caarda?” Callie asked nervously.

“You are?”

“The daughter to the king.”

Caarda nodded. “Yes?”

“The Ancient spoke to me a while back as I was trying to fall asleep. His voice entered my mind. We have been unable to determine how.”

Caarda appeared puzzled, and that scared Tarak. His father knew everything.

“I said earlier we can convey messages through mana but not hear voices unless it was a dream.”

“Maybe…” Callie said with a furrowed brow. “I could never quite tell if I was awake or asleep. I thought I was somewhere in between, but I might’ve been asleep.”

“I am going to scream!” Charlie yelled. “I have too many questions that I am losing track of them all!”

“All right,” the king said. “Caarda, would you mind indulging this young one? He is a progeny with mana and may be able to unlock a few mysteries with your help.”

“I would be happy to help. Tarak, would you like to listen?”

“Uh…” This was his father’s way of trying to teach him something, but all the memories of their pointless lessons came back. “I suppose if Charlie will be there as well.”

Maybe Caarda wasn’t quite as dense as Tarak thought. He had assumed his father’s lectures about mana and time would go over everyone’s heads, but all of it had made sense even to Tarak now that he understood mana better.

Leon said, “Hell, I’m not letting this opportunity go to waste. I will be there as well.”

“In that case, I might rather stay out here and train,” Tarak muttered.

“Tarak,” Caarda scolded.

“Fine.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

Illia stopped Tarak as he followed his father. She pointed at Caarda. “Father? Father?”

“Yes.”

“Wow! Wow wow wow!” It seemed that Illia had learned a new word she was excited to use.

“You know Caarda?” Tarak asked her.

“I hear Caarda, not know. He father you? Father?”

“Yes,” Tarak repeated.

“Tarak,” Caarda called.

“I have to go.”

“Yes, go. Bye!”

“Bye, Illia.”

“Illy, you me.” She touched his lips. “You.” Then she mimicked his deep voice as she moved his lips. “Illy.”

Tarak laughed. “Illy,” he repeated. “Bye, Illy.”

Tarak followed his father, Leon, and Charlie into the great hall.

He remained there from daylight to night, then from night until dawn, when Charlie complained that he could not stand up from his backache, and Leon was forced to heal him.

The discussions, experiments, and revelations were so intense, profound, and complex that Tarak forgot about everything save his appetite. He forgot about Illy, about the Ancient, and even the need to sleep until Charlie, poor, mortal Charlie, was caught falling asleep on the still-wet parchment he had written upon. That was when they finally retired to their rooms, except Caarda, who slept outside because he was weird.

Tarak could barely remember what he had eaten, his mind too full of new information. He wanted to remember it all, but there was too much. He had Charlie make him a copy of their biggest revelation—the completed divination tree. Tarak set it on his desk. He would look at it again in the morning…actually, it was morning now. He would look at it when he woke up.

He stumbled over to his bed.

*****

“Sorcerer, supper is served in the dining hall,” someone told him as they knocked on his door.

“I am awake!” He popped up, blurry eyed.

By the time he was finished rubbing his eyes and could make out shapes, he saw a castle worker with his folded, clean clothes in hand. She put them in the drawers beside his bed as he got out, fully clothed because he’d had no energy to undress.

Tarak immediately went to check on the copy of the divination tree. It was no wonder they called it a tree as well as a specialization. There were base spells, simple and effective, then branches of spells derived by adding notes to the base.

Tarak enjoyed looking over Charlie’s neat handwriting again. The smart lad had not wanted to make a copy for Tarak because he’d claimed his notes needed organizing, but Tarak didn’t care. He wanted to read it all again as it was and had convinced Charlie to make him a copy. Charlie agreed so long as Tarak handed back the copy later. Charlie didn’t want it getting out without some revisions.

“Divination (Mastery of Radiance):

G—Grab (No surprise here. G makes spells grab a target in the Elemental tree as well.)

D—Energy (Surprise! D makes spells denser in the Elemental tree but acts as extra energy in this tree.)

B—Gravity (This makes sense considering Aliana’s tracking spell is llG: a feeling for gravitational shifts.)

Gravity Bubble: lB, C, E, G!—2B, 3G”

Tarak paused as he tried to remember what the exclamation dash meant. He believed this was what Charlie and Leon called a rev, short for “revision.” It indicated a change to the notes immediately after casting a spell. So to successfully cast the spell “Gravity Bubble” (interestingly, all spell names were capitalized) Tarak would have to first cast four notes at once: Lower B, Middle C, E, and G. Then he would switch notes 2 and 3 immediately after casting. In this case, those switches would mean switching C to B, and E to G.

It was complicated enough to cast a spell with four notes. Tarak couldn’t imagine switching two of them accurately. Leon and Charlie explained that mastering revs usually took even the most talented sorcerers a year, and only if the sorcerer was already familiar with every note needed.

Tarak continued reading.

“Earth: llB (which is linked to gravity and time. Aliana’s spell.)

Light: C (Green light by default but can change to caster’s will)

lC (some kind of light we cannot see, but we feel heat on skin)

uC (a different kind of light, cannot see or feel heat, but eventually skin will feel burned and go from red to sunburn, or maybe just tan if low dosage. More testing needs to be done)

When combining the three octaves of C, Tarak manages to perform an illusion. Because of how many possibilities there are with illusions compared to other spells like Gravity, I am labeling this spell the “mastery” spell of the tree. I believe every tree has a similar mastery spell and may even be cast by using the same octaves of c.

**NEEDS MORE EXPERIMENTING**

Charlie’s writing in all capital letters felt a little aggressive. Tarak had experimented for hours. Considering the strain of casting three octaves of C, it was no wonder he had barely made it to his bed by morning. He couldn’t seem to get past making barriers of all one color, but Caarda and even Leon had appeared quite pleased with his capability.

It was strange at first to discover that these illusions of barriers, as dense as they appeared, did not cast shadows. But seeing as how they were made from light, which did not make a shadow on its own, it made sense to him.

Charlie and Leon discussed how enchanters used to be able to cloak themselves in invisibility, but since the Deviants had left, no enchanter has been able to re-create any spell of illusion, and especially not the most difficult one of invisibility. They told Tarak he might be able to make himself invisible one day using the three notes of C, for this seemed to be where the illusionary spell wound up after magic reverted back to how it was.

It also proved something that Caarda confirmed. There was one benefit to the changes of the Deviants: They made mana more accessible for everyone. There were no longer separate trees. Sorcerers did specialize in different “schools of magic,” as they called it, but every note that could be cast was in the same tree.

Now things were different. There were many trees, and casting a note like C in the divination tree had no connection to the same frequency of C in the elemental tree. This did complicate things for sorcerers who wanted access to more spells, such as sorcerers with a big range. They now might not be able to reach every spell as they had before, but there should be different spells available to them that were not before.

Interestingly, however, it seemed that even within a tree some casters might not be able to cast the same spells as others, even if they used the same notes. Tarak’s father, for example, seemed incapable of making an illusion even though he had no trouble casting with Lower C, Middle C, and Upper C.

Caarda did not seem frustrated. He even seemed to understand before this test that he did not have the necessary connection with his mana to bend light to his will. It was with time and gravity that he was proficient, and he seemed satisfied with that. Tarak felt similarly about time. He doubted he would have the ability to read it. The spell seemed too hard, even with the right notes. He felt like his mana was telling him it would be impossible, at least for now.

All of yesterday’s tiresome hours were spent around a table in the upstairs room of the great hall. Caarda was capable of casting just about every note from Lower C to Upper C, strangely the same range as Tarak—or maybe not so strangely—and Charlie and Leon used this talent of Caarda’s for a great many experiments.

Considering the amount of exclamations of surprise and joy that not only Charlie but even Leon uttered throughout the long session, it appeared that both of them were more than thankful for this opportunity.

Overall, Tarak enjoyed it as well, even if he sometimes found himself incapable of understanding some of the experimentation. He did understand the results, however, and they were revolutionary.

Charlie and Leon had already nearly completed the spell book for the elemental tree, but there was one set of notes in particular they continued to discuss. Leon’s range was similar to Caarda’s, Tarak found out, except that it started one octave higher, from C to Up-Upper C. Leon, however, specialized in the elemental tree, which had allowed him and Charlie to conduct this same line of experimentation for that tree.

They noticed some similarities between the elemental and divination trees, a few of which could be seen in Charlie’s notes, such as how adding notes of G to spells caused them to grab their targets, usually. The other important similarity was how octaves of C seemed to do something major. The only issue with testing this was that Leon could not reach Lower C. He could only try Middle C, Upper C, and Up-Upper C.

“I swear I feel something about to happen,” Leon had said while testing this in both the elemental tree and the mortal magic tree. “If I could just trade out the useless Up-Upper C for Lower C, I am almost certain we would see something.”

Charlie didn’t just agree with Leon. He went so far past Leon’s suggestion that he theorized that because Lower C to Upper C contained just about every base spell for every tree they had discovered, that combining the octaves of Lower C, Middle C, and Upper C should always result in something special.

“Special how?” Tarak had asked.

“It is what I am calling the mastery of each tree,” Charlie answered.

This theory was what led him to tack on to the divination tree, “Mastery of Radiance.” Charlie believed that each tree contained the same three notes that, when mastered, gave the caster complete dominance over one of the key elements to the tree. In the case of divination, this was radiance.

Charlie claimed to have speculations about what these three octaves would do in the elemental tree and in the mortal magic tree, which Leon used to heal wounds and give himself strength. Caarda, meanwhile, usually sat and listened patiently until his precise skill over the notes was needed for experimentation, though he did often compliment Charlie on his curiosity and intelligence. After a while it really began to feel like he was making more of a comment about Tarak’s lack of curiosity and intelligence than Charlie’s abundance of it, especially in the glances he shot Tarak’s way.

Charlie speculated that the use of these three octaves told mana to behave in a special way. It said to break the rules.

“What are the rules?” Tarak had wondered, and he could barely remember much of what Charlie had said or the examples he’d used, but basically the rules seemed to be the limitations of mana, or, as they had discovered yesterday, the perceived limitations of mana.

That had prompted a long conversation in which Tarak had found himself almost dozing off, and he certainly remembered none of it. But what had followed, the discussion of time, had been so fascinating that Tarak did not miss a single word.

He continued reading through Charlie’s notes in anticipation of getting to what they and Caarda had discovered. First there was more written about Tarak’s spells.

“Mastery of radiance lC, C, uC

Light and heat: C, D.

Gravity field: C, E, G (extremely mana-consuming spell)

Heat beam: lC, C, lD, D. *NEEDS TESTING, NOT YET CAST BECAUSE TARAK CANNOT DO IT. HE TRIED WITH C, D AND IT ONLY MADE A SMALL AMOUNT OF LIGHT AND HEAT*”

Tarak huffed at seeing Charlie’s note with all capital letters and remembering how disappointed Charlie was when Tarak could not cast all four notes at the same time. Tarak needed more time to practice, but he wasn’t very inclined until Charlie better explained what he meant by heat beam. What was the point of that? Who cared about a beam of heat? Charlie claimed it might be exceptionally powerful, but Tarak figured a better use of his energy was spent practicing with gravity and light.

He continued reading.

“TIME

Time A, C, E

Slow: lA, A (Add more octaves of A to make time slow even more). Add G to make the spell stick to a target.

Time Bubble: lB, A, C, E! —2B, 3G. Add Octaves of A before the rev to make the spell slow time even more.

Caarda can read time with just three notes A, C, E, but that spell only creates an image of Caarda reading time, like a loop. With a bit more focus, he can push this spell to show some versions of himself in the future, but they are very limited and unclear.

Other spells are more practical but far more difficult:

Read Energy: A, C, E, D (A,C, E, is the base spell of time. Add D to read energy.).

Read Gravity: A, C, E, B (A,C, E, is the base spell of time. Add B to read gravity.)

Here is where things start to become tricky:

Read multiple paths of time and energy: A, C, E, D, uA, uD

Read multiple paths of time and gravity: A, C, E, B, uA, uB

These two spells are not that useful yet because they are missing one key ingredient, something that tells mana to read matter as well, and that is the combination of B (energy) and D (gravity).

The spell listed below is the primary spell Caarda uses to predict the futures of not just himself but others whose mana he can connect with. He connects to their mana because they are close or because their paths of time intersect with his. To someone who does not understand sorcery, it may look like a rudimentary spell, but it is actually the strangest spell I have ever come across because it is just five notes in order! I never would’ve guessed a spell could have three notes in order, let alone five! There are no cases of this in history.

Read All: A, B, C, D, E.

Very strange!

Note: We had no name for “All,” but it is energy, gravity, matter, and time all combined. It is basically more than the world we see and feel. It is what shapes our world, what creates the rules we must follow, and seems to be connected to mana in ways we might never understand. It is everything around everywhere, and it is also time, which seems to be its own thing that I am still trying to understand. It most certainly needs a name. For now Leon and I have agreed to call it the continuum.

Read Continuum: A, B, C, D, E.

Now here is where things become even more tricky!

Read Multiple Paths of Continuum: A, B, C, D, E, uA, uB, uC, uD, uE

Caarda describes casting the spell like mashing his mana together until it clicks and then pushing it out with all of his strength. His readings are not very clear compared to using half the notes. It is usually feelings, sometimes sounds and images, that his mana provides to him. It is for this reason that he can usually only discern extreme events like cataclysmic disasters, large-scale battles, or death. Everything in between is fuzz, blur, haze. There are many words he has used, but he says none do it justice. It is more like a dream he is incapable of remembering. He only uses this many notes when trying to see further into the future, past the point the normal “Read Continuum” spell can see.

Final notes

There are clearly three subdivisions within the divination specialization: gravity, light, and time. This discovery is incredibly exciting because of how structured everything is within the tree. Gravity is C, E, and G. Time is A, C, and E. And Light is lC, C, uC.

I believe these three spells will produce results in every tree. It is the variation of these spells, the branches, that differ from tree to tree. Much more testing needs to be done to discover every spell for the other trees. However, I believe we have completed almost the entire divination tree!

There may be single notes, possibly in the Low-Lower octaves, that may produce an undiscovered spell, like how our ranger uses Earth (llG) to sense movement on the continuum. However, I find that to be unlikely. It is more likely for octaves to produce results, as this seems to be a theme in this specialization. I imagine our ranger might even find more ability to sense movement if she added an octave of G to her spell of llG, but she does not have the range for it, and no one else has the range to reach llG.

I also think there may be other versions of Gravity by using the Lower or Upper octaves of C, E, and G, but they will probably just produce a weaker version of the primary Gravity spell: Middle C, E and G.

Lastly, the divination tree has shown that something we once thought to be impossible is actually possible! Modifying an element not made by mana can be done. Time can be slowed by mana. And there are even specific gravity spells that seem to negate the effect of gravity as if the natural gravity itself is changed by the mana. However, these spells seem to be done with bubbles of mana surrounding the target, usually revs. (That goes to say there might be other “bubble” spells in other trees.) It is only within these mana-made bubbles that natural time/gravity/light are negated. It does not seem possible for Caarda to surround, say, a tree with a bubble of gravity and have it lift out of the ground by negating natural gravity. Even he cannot make the bubble much larger than the height and width of two men standing beside each other, so I doubt anyone can make one much bigger.

I believe, however, that neither natural gravity nor time can be reversed. I also believe light cannot be destroyed. All three can be altered, however. Now that we know these three natural forces can be modified by mana, I predict that mana can actually alter other natural elements as well. For example, mana should be able to change water into ice or even into vapor. It might even be able to change the state of other elements. As a metal mage, I know some elements already can be manipulated this way. Why not all of them? What is stopping us? What other elements is mana capable of making? Stone? Metal? This is only the beginning!”

Charlie’s writing might’ve been the only thing Tarak could read that made him forget about his appetite. It gave Tarak an inside look into Charlie’s mind, and while it was often complex and even insulting at times, there was a beautiful clarity to it.

Tarak took the scrolls of notes with him as he left the apartments and happily strolled over to the great hall nearby. He walked into the dining quarters, glad to see Charlie sitting with the other two boys, Michael and Reuben. He sat in front of Charlie, next to Michael, and handed over the scrolls.

“Charlie, my good man, I will read anything you write. These are fine notes. Damn fine notes!”

A large smile split Charlie’s face. “Thank you! It is exciting, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Tarak agreed, but then realized he didn’t know what Charlie was referring to. “What is exciting, exactly?”

“We can use our discovery about the divination tree to figure out others.”

Tarak felt someone looking at him a ways down the long table. He caught Illia’s glance. She waved, her new bracelet glittering from the sunlight entering through the windows. He waved back.

“Speaking of,” Tarak said, “Come with me a moment, Charlie.” Tarak stood up and started toward the girls’ side of the table.

“What for?” Charlie asked, though he followed along his side of the table.

“You are interested in the discovery of other trees, are you not?”

“Of course.”

“Illia,” Tarak said as they arrived. She sat at the end of the group of girls, with Eden beside her, and Aliana and the princess on the other side. Illia stood up.

“Tarak?”

“How am I to explain this?” he asked himself. “Sorcery,” he told her. “Make sorcery, and Charlie here will tell you what it is.”

Charlie mumbled, “I might not be able to, Tarak, if it’s a tree I don’t recognize.”

“Have confidence, my friend. The bigger issue is getting through to Illy.” She seemed confused. Tarak pointed at the bracelet, then closed his fist as if for strength. “Sorcery, Illy. Make sorcery.”

She shook her head. “Ya itrasi,” she said.

Tarak knew “ya” was “I” from previous conversations, and he figured from her demeanor that “itrasi” had to be “cannot.” That meant she at least understood his request.

“You can,” he said, then made another gesture of strength.

But Illia shook her head. “Ya itrasi,” she repeated. “I not. I know not,” she said in common tongue.

“Feel.” He put his hand over her chest.

Charlie said, “Sorcery is almost never done by feeling alone.”

“What about Caarda?”

“That is different. He is exceptional.”

“Illy probably is as well. How else would you explain her use of sorcery without knowing what she is doing?”

“Tarak?” she asked.

“I am to try something,” Tarak announced, then moved Illia’s hair out of her face. He leaned down as if to kiss her. Her cheeks became flushed as she glanced around nervously at the many watching them.

Suddenly Tarak became nervous as well. Her bracelet glowed.

“Now, Charlie!” Tarak said.

Charlie stuck his hand between Tarak and Illia. He gasped. “It’s the note C, and it’s the mortal magic tree!”

“Are you certain?” Tarak asked.

“Yes! This is a fine discovery, Tarak. I have been wondering what the notes of C create in the mortal magic tree. Leon uses notes of F for healing and G for power. I had assumed the main chords of the tree were not based on C, like they are in the elemental tree. Just in case I was wrong, I had Leon test with notes of C but nothing happened. Now I see he is not capable of affecting emotions like Illia can.”

“Thank the powers for that,” Tarak said.

“C is the basis after all! A very fine discovery! I wonder what else we can find?”

“Tarak?” Illia asked.

“Good! Very good!” Tarak replied.

“Good?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“You are a sorcerer. Powerful!”

She grinned. “I?”

“Yes.”

Illia laughed and hugged Tarak.

“Charlie, what is she doing when she casts C?”

“I can only guess that this is where the curse wound up after magic reverted back to the old ways. It was a spell of dteria that required blood or hair before, and often other ingredients. Now it appears that ingredients are no longer necessary and it is part of the mortal magic tree, along with healing and strength.”

“So it is a curse?”

“No…maybe?” Charlie scratched his head. “But curses had lasting effects even when they were over. Her spells do not. Perhaps those were simply side-effects of using dteria in general.”

“But what is she doing with her mana precisely?” Tarak asked. “I felt nervous.”

Callie spoke. “She must be projecting her emotions through mana in some way that changes yours. I felt nervous as well, though just for a moment.”

“I did, too,” Aliana said.

Charlie said, “Curses have been known to amplify emotions and even affect the caster. Isn’t that right, Eden?”

Eden, who Tarak still hadn’t gotten to know, rubbed her dark eyebrow for a moment. “I haven’t used a curse in a long time, Charlie, and I was never very good at them.”

“But they amplified emotions, didn’t they?” Charlie asked knowingly.

“Yes, but Illia’s spell doesn’t feel like a curse to me,” she replied. “Like you said, there is no after-effect like with curses, and it feels more like a natural shift of emotion. The destruction of dteria probably has something to do with that.”

Callie said, “Whatever’s happening, it affects everyone with mana and seems to be out of her control.”

“Her skill can be pinpointed with training,” Charlie suggested. “Tell her that, Tarak.”

“I do not know how to say that.”

“You don’t know analyse?”

“No,” Tarak said. “Only a few words.”

“Then how have you and Illia become romantic with each other?” Charlie asked.

There were a few snickers.

Michael chimed in, “I’ve wondered the same thing, actually. How did that even begin?”

“Attraction,” Tarak answered.

“Probably Illia’s spells gone awry,” Aliana muttered.

“Tarak?” Illia asked, clearly confused.

He inhaled and exhaled slowly as he tried to figure out how to explain.

“What the hell is this?” Leon blurted from behind Tarak. “There is an Ancient coming who might want Tarak dead and all of you are gabbing away like it’s any other day!”

“We’re eating,” Aliana argued.

Charlie added, “And confirming Illia’s sorcery. She uses the mortal magic tree.”

“I don’t care right now. The only reason we stayed up so late with Caarda last night was because he’s not likely to stick around. There is no more time to waste. All of you should finish your food and prepare. I have just spoken with Arthur. The Ancient will arrive momentarily.”

Tarak cursed inwardly and rushed back to his spot where his untouched food awaited. “Where is my father?”

“Here, Tarak,” Caarda announced as he entered the dining quarters. He made a fist and turned his hand. He crouched to put one knee down and bowed his head. Then he growled like an animal.

“Oh so dramatic,” Michael whispered. “It’s like watching a play.”

“He does that when something has exceptionally pissed him off,” Tarak said, not as amused as Michael.

Caarda muttered to himself. “Why? How? I do not understand.”

Not a sound could be heard, and it didn’t need to be. Tarak felt more from his mana than his ears could ever tell him. The Ancient was here in the courtyard, and it was awfully similar to how Tarak felt standing near Caarda now that he was in touch with his mana. There was one difference, though.

Power.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Caarda slowly got up and walked out of the dining quarters as he mumbled to himself. “I know how this is possible. I know.” He sounded to be speaking through gritted teeth. “You are wicked!”

Tarak ran to catch up with his father. He could hear the other sorcerers behind him.

“You know the Ancient?” Tarak asked.

“You know him as well, Tarak,” Caarda replied as they entered the courtyard.

Tarak shivered as he thought about what that meant.

The workers had cleared, leaving it empty save the many guards staring down from the ramparts. Arthur stood beside a man who could not be seen. An enchantment remained active on him, his body a mirror. Only his height could be discerned, and he was as tall as Caarda.

The king stepped out from the keep. Leon took his place in front of his majesty as if for protection. The king’s two advisors came out soon after and opted to stand behind Leon as well. Illia went over to Zarin, no doubt for translation.

“There is no reason to hide any longer,” Caarda said. “I feel who you are.”

Arthur appeared confused as he looked back and forth between Caarda and the Ancient. “How is it possible you know him?” he asked Caarda.

The enchantment fell. The Ancient wore a disapproving look on his long face. “Because I am his father,” said the Ancient.

Basael. Tarak cursed under his breath. My grandfather. Caarda said he was dead.

“You cannot call yourself that any longer,” Caarda said. “Not after what you have done.”

Basael had long hair, blond and straight. His eyes, pale blue, seemed to shine among his otherwise dull skin tone. He had a somewhat thin and narrow face, and a wide chin that seemed to meet his cheekbones. Although completely unwrinkled and not a gray hair on him, he somehow appeared old. It might’ve been his manner of standing, as if life had taken away his vigor, even if it had not aged him in other ways.

That was not to say he appeared weak. There was an aura about him, like a spell just before fruition. He held great power, though Tarak assumed only those sensitive to mana could feel it.

“What have I done?” Basael spoke rhetorically. “I am returned to help these people in need. I have provided them rain. I have caught their elusive criminals. I have even saved the life of your son and this ranger.” He gestured at Aliana. “They would both be dead if not for my warning.”

“You pretend to be good,” Caarda accused, “but you are wicked. You must have left before the celestial body destroyed Curdith Forest. You saw it coming and warned no one so you could pretend to have been killed. Where have you been all this time? You claim to be good, but I do not see it. People have been in need for centuries. All you have done is push me and Airinold to create dteria. I figured out why. You had already manipulated mana to grant yourself power. The more sorcerers there were, the more powerful you would become. I have figured out everything about you. You are wicked!”

“You are wise, are you? Tell me, Caarda. Why might I seek more power through sorcery? I will offer a hint. It is not from wickedness.”

“I cannot trust you, for you have lied.”

“Why did I lie?” Basael shouted. “Why Caarda? Was it not to protect?”

“Protect who? Who do you claim to protect?”

“I protect everyone in Dorrinthal.” The strength faded from Basael’s voice. “I tried, at least. I have failed. Now we may be doomed unless my advice is followed.”

“Lies and lies,” Caarda accused. “You lied about your reason for changing sorcery. You wanted only to empower yourself. You lied about your death. You lied to these people about who you are.”

“Who I was,” Basael corrected. “I am a different god now. You should be different as well, Caarda. It has been centuries. Although I am different, my purpose remains the same. I only wish to protect the people of Dorrinthal. This is my domain. It always has been, but eventually it will be taken. You have seen the wars. How could you not? Every path leads to them.”

“Yes, I have seen war but not the exact cause. The future only tells us that these battles are connected to the return of Jon Oklar.”

“I do not need to see the cause. I know it. I have known this war was coming long before the visions appeared. It is why I urged you and Airinold to create dteria.” Basael paused. “You still do not see.”

Caarda squinted.

“You have a knack of finding the good in places where there is little to be found,” Basael said. “But you often miss the ugly. You could not see the murder of your wife and thus could not prevent it. And when you do experience wickedness, you cannot fathom the reason. Do any of you see?” Basael asked. “Do any of you see what it is I try to protect you all from?”

There was no reply.

“Of course you do not,” Basael said. “You are not as traveled as I am. You have not seen the state of mana outside of Dorrinthal. You have not felt what I have. Save Caarda and his son, you are all mortals. You cannot know what is coming. As the only one who knows, I am dutifully bound to prepare and protect. I am required to make changes to mana that some of you may not like but is crucial to your survival, for it is I who will defend you when the reckoning is upon us.”

“Oh,” Caarda murmured. “No, this must be another lie.”

“Must be?” Basael retorted. “Because it is too difficult for you to accept? Sometimes the truth is difficult, Caarda.”

Michael asked, “What are you saying? What is this reckoning?”

“I was not the first god to bend mana to their will. Everywhere outside Dorrinthal, mana has been altered even more severely than it was here when my offspring reigned. There are creators, gods like myself, who have made mana more accessible in their domains, but they have also altered it in a very specific way. Just like with dteria, the more sorcerers who use this modified mana, the more powerful their god becomes.”

“Dteria cannot exist everywhere.” Caarda replied. “People would put a stop to it as they have here.”

“It is not dteria. It does not need to be. These gods have made sorcery so accessible in their domains that sorcerers are in abundance even without the existence of dteria. But in doing so, these gods have severely limited the capabilities of mana in their region. Do you see now? They are centuries ahead in the race to empower themselves, but they will only be able to use the mana they have altered, a very simplified form. My creation was superior. I had made mana accessible without limiting it more than necessary. I even allowed my offspring to make changes to my creation. It became remarkably beautiful, until my children began to fight with one another. In the heat of the turmoil, I saw the celestial body falling and destroying me. I decided it was best to leave. That is when I confirmed my suspicions. I traveled around the world. Everywhere, mana is altered. Everywhere, there is a god who is empowered by sorcerers. These are the gods who will come to Dorrinthal and simplify mana, and they will kill anyone who stands against them.”

Leon, his arms folded, asked, “You claim to have made it to the far southern continents?”

“I have.”

“When?”

“Many years ago.”

“How did you get past the manastorm?” Leon asked cynically.

“I am capable of controlling mana. I quelled them.”

“Bullshit.”

“You are a fool,” Basael said with a finger pointed. “Call me a liar again and I shall decimate you.”

“Decimate me or not, that proves nothing.”

The king spoke with raised palms and a worried expression, “Hold on, Basael. Explain with more detail about how you reached these other continents.”

Basael’s head dipped as he glanced at the king, then at Leon. “You have not determined the cause of the manastorms? They were conflicting domes of mana. They were a clash between my dome and those of the other gods.”

A short silence followed.

“Were?” Leon asked.

“They have quelled on their own now,” Basael said. “My alteration of mana has faded. Now there is no conflict between the systems of mana.”

Another silence passed.

“Now do you see I am telling the truth?” Basael asked.

“Caarda?” Leon asked. “What do you have to say about this?”

“I have not traveled outside Dorrinthal. Perhaps my siblings have by now, but they are too far to be reached.”

“I only speak truths!” Basael insisted. “Who are any of you to disrespect me by claiming I lie?”

Leon said, “Help me understand something then, truth-speaker. How can you claim to have made mana more accessible when all you did was combine all trees into one and made many spells impossible to reach?”

“Did you or anyone need access to these other spells?” Basael challenged. “Was it important to your cause that you had the ability to make gravity, to conjure roots, to make portals capable of decimating entire towns? No, you did not need these things. Everything you did need was provided and accessible. Water, fire, healing, the ability to travel long distances through flight.”

“And curses?” Leon interrupted.

“A necessary component of dteria to ensure sorcery spread to as many people as possible. Remember that I did not invent curses. They still exist, though in a different form. I made mana easier for everyone to use, which caused curses to be more accessible. You must see that the reversion of mana to its original form has not aided you in any way. It has been many months and still there is an entire specialization of mana that has not been discovered. Additionally, you mortals still use the other specializations on a rudimentary level. When one god decides they are powerful enough to take over your small corner of the world, as inevitably comes, I would have had the power to stop them. Now it is almost too late unless sorcery is altered once again. I have only delayed because my people are suffering through hardships. I have been at work ensuring crops grow and putting an end to the wickedest men who have remained uncaught as I discern how to alter mana this time. The survival of Dorrinthal is my priority. It is not an easy task and takes time that I do not seem to have, and now it seems I may have to deal with Caarda and his son, as visions have shown.”

“So you would try to kill me!” Tarak said.

“I have not been able to discern why until now. You may mean to stop me. I expect your cooperation, and your father’s, especially considering these visions he and I share.”

Caarda spoke. “I may share your visions about war and Tarak, but I believe you to lie about these other beings who have changed mana to empower themselves. You seem to have a habit of lying for personal gain.”

“Then go in search of them. You will discover the same thing I did.”

“No. I am to remain because I believe mana should remain free for everyone in Dorrinthal, and I am here to protect Tarak from you. So be it if I need to fight. I will not let you have your way again.”

Tarak put up his palms. “Now hold on a moment. You are not the one, father, who keeps popping up dead in visions of the future.” Tarak was pissed about this whole thing, but he’d rather be pissed than dead.

“I do not wish to kill you, Tarak, but I cannot have anyone stand in my way,” Basael intoned. “Are you planning to do that?”

Tarak looked at his father, then back at his grandfather. “Honestly?”

“Yes, honesty is always best,” Basael said.

“I have no goddamn idea, and I mean that literally. Damn all of you ‘gods.’ Damn all you who have manipulated mana. I do not want to fight you, Basael, but I do not agree with the notion that we should all empower you to fight our battles for us. If there is another being like yourself who comes for us, I say let them come. We are better off with full access to mana and our future in our own hands.”

“Well said,” Nykal announced. “I wish to keep this cordial, Basael. We want your assistance, but something has been bothering me during this conversation. I am the ruler of Lycast, and it is my trusted friend who controls Rohaer for the time being. Besides the territories of the analytes and the elves, Dorrinthal is under my command. So I ask, why have you not come to speak with me if you have been here for months?”

“You are king, but you are mortal. I am not the God but I am a god. A test of faith to you, your daughter, and your sorcerers; that was my goal. I would reveal myself when I had your devotion. I did not see my son’s return until recently. Something happened that twisted fate. Something Tarak has done. Now my plans are interrupted.”

I have not died, Tarak assumed.

“You expected me to relinquish leadership to you,” Nykal stated.

“It is still my expectation. Only an army of sorcerers under my command is able to stand against the reckoning.”

“The reckoning.” Michael scoffed. “You speak like judgment is upon us for disobeying you when really you describe a small group of avaricious assholes who are all ready to whip it out for a pissing contest. We have little to do with this.”

Basael squeezed his hand. Michael lifted off the ground as he made a choking sound and grabbed at something invisible around his throat.

“Insolence will be punished,” Basael uttered. “There will be order!”

The king commanded, “Release him, Basael, or you will be the one punished.”

Basael dropped Michael, then tilted his head as he scowled at the king. “I could slay all of you in a single spell.”

“Another lie,” Caarda said as he put himself right in front of Basael. “If you had that kind of power, you would not have remained gone for so long. You would have done something to stop the war that your eldest son created. I have figured it all out now. Yes, you have traveled and seen other beings who have altered mana to empower themselves. This I now believe. It explains the wars I see, but there is something else that you leave out. It did not take you four hundred years to return. You came back earlier, eager to check on your progress with the spread of dteria, only to find that control was not so easily regained. Airinold had become the source of dteria while you were gone, and he had grown powerful enough to slay you. However, you felt him weakening. You waited decades, maybe even centuries. By then you had become completely disconnected with the system of mana you created. That is the only explanation for why none of us could feel you and why you did not show yourself again. All of us remained connected, including your eldest son. It was he who took control of dteria. You looked into the future. You could not take control back from him. You may have even seen yourself slain. You waited until it was all over to start everything again.”

“You are wrong,” Basael said.

“How so?” Caarda asked.

“You leave out the important detail that I wanted to regain control to prevent this from happening, the reversion of mana. It is a reckoning that approaches. Judgment is upon you because if you fail to heed the advice of your god, if you fail to have faith, you all will perish.”

“You sicken me,” Caarda said. “Have you forgotten that you were born mortal?”

“You claim to know things you cannot possibly know. I have been and always will be immortal. I have been alive for thousands of years, and I have seen the effects of the original mana as it is now. There is an abundance of information that none of you are aware of! Mana presents itself naturally in multiple forms, and the mixture of these forms can create devastating results. I told you of portals that have destroyed entire towns. I have seen them with my own eyes. Mana is a danger. It must be curated, so why not give it a source during this curation? Have faith in your god, your warrior, and you will survive.”

“What other forms?” Charlie asked.

“You must have faith if you seek answers.”

“I do not have any faith in you,” Charlie said frankly. “You seem more unstable than these portals you speak about.”

Basael seemed to grit his teeth behind pressed lips. “This is your last chance!” he boomed. “Think about the first thing that will happen when a foreign god comes to Dorrinthal. They will alter mana to their will, and they will be so strong that you will have no hope of ever defeating them. All the spells you have come to rely upon will cease to exist.”

“Mana does seem to become stronger the more it is used,” Caarda said. “But so do the sorcerers using it. The people of Dorrinthal have the best chance of survival by exploring everything mana has to offer and solidifying their grasp of spellcasting. I, too, have the power to alter mana, and I am certain Tarak and maybe even one or two others here in this group will as well one day. However, you will not see any of us making changes to a system that is free. We will fight to keep it free. That means standing against you or any other being who comes here with a rapacious need to rule. You do not have to fight us. You may stand with us. Become the beloved idol you strive to be. Maybe some will even call you a god, if that is what you so wish, but you may only do so under the rule of humankind—of analytes, elves, and dorrin. You will listen to kings and queens not because I have ordered you to do so but because all groups of beings need a leader, and we trust the fate of Dorrinthal more in the hands of a man like Nykal than in yours. You are old, Basael. You do not know the plight of the average man, and neither do I. Step down as I have. It is too late to be a father to me, but you may be one to these people. Share your knowledge. Teach and love, if you are capable, and you will be loved.”

Basael shook his head. “Love will not save a single soul. It has no place in war!”

“You have been removed from the life of mortals for far too long if that is what you believe,” Nykal said. “Love has everything to do with war. Love of one’s country. Love of one’s land, of one’s home, of one’s family. Without love there is no reason to fight. I have heard enough. This is your last chance to stand with us. I agree with Caarda. You must have a lot to teach, but if the only way you are to remain here is to usurp leadership and demand worship, then it is war that you have declared. We do not want that. Let us be civil. Come and dine with me and my advisors. Discuss a plan. Let us vote on matters and agree on a course of action.”

Arthur spoke up. “I agree with them, Basael. I have worshiped you and pushed for others to see in you what I have seen, but that was under the notion you were a different god than the one I now see before me. I have received your messages via my uncle that I now see to be untrue. The changes to mana are not your doing. You do not love us unconditionally. You do not protect us unconditionally. You claim to wish to protect us, but you seem eager to cast us aside if we do not bow down to you. Show me that the god we worship has the ability to understand when he has wronged us and is capable of making amends. Speak with the mortals you wish to protect and offer us your wise guidance. I have prayed for you to impart your knowledge upon us, especially as we are in a time of need. Cast aside your pride and please help us. Please, my god.”

There is no version of the future in which this narcissistic arsehole can cast aside his pride to help us, Tarak thought.

Basael glowered like a farmer looking over a crop field with no yield. He shut his eyes and pushed out his upturned hands. Tarak felt ripples from striking uses of mana.

Basael opened his eyes. “It is my responsibility as your god to help all mortals in Dorrinthal, even those who do not worship me. I can change mana. I can beat into submission everyone who opposes me. I can then defeat the other gods, but…I ask myself the point of it all. Why destroy the land and break the people? That is not helping them. There is time to change your mind. You see my benevolence. You continue to see it. All of you will come to trust me. I have been alive for thousands of years. I am wiser. I am stronger. I will become acquainted with the people I have sworn to protect, and with my grandson.” He looked at Tarak. “We will not fight. We will love.”

Tarak murmured, “Uh, that sounds fine…mostly the not fighting part.”

He figured Basael had seen a few visions of the future he did not like before curbing his aggression. Whatever the reason, Tarak didn’t care so long as there no longer would be possibilities of his death.

Basael lifted his palm in the direction of Arthur. “Now you can see I am the god you have come to worship and will continue to do so. Let us rejoice!”

There was meager applause from everyone watching as glances were cast around.

Caarda appeared strangely emotional as he put his hand on Basael’s shoulder. “I am happy to call you my father again.”

“My son.” Basael put his hand on Caarda’s shoulder.

They stared into each other’s eyes and didn’t seem to feel the awkwardness of everyone else.

Reuben commented to Tarak, “Your family’s odd.”

“I cannot disagree with that.”

Michael was busy throwing a fit. “Come on! He nearly broke my neck, and we are welcoming him just like that? Tarak? There are versions of the future in which he kills you! Don’t you have anything to say about that?”

Tarak asked Caarda, “Do you still see my death?”

Caarda closed his eyes, and Tarak felt the same waves of mana disorienting his senses.

“No.” Caarda grew a long smile. “Father. Let us rejoice with a meal and some mead.”

“A fine idea!” The two of them strolled off to the great hall.

“Sire?” Michael asked when Basael was too far away to hear him.

“These are strange times, Michael,” the king admitted.

“Have a little faith,” Arthur told Michael. “He is a god, after all.

“You are insane. He more resembles a senile old man than a god.”

“He is not quite senile,” Tarak interrupted. “More like…quintessentially narcissistic.”

Michael gestured at Tarak as if agreeing. “An old man who believes no one is even a quarter as important as him, and he’s the most powerful sorcerer in the world! He is bound to be dangerous, or at the very least make every moment painfully awkward for the rest of our lives. I honestly don’t know which is worse. I say we tell him to find another country to call his home.”

“He is bound to be dangerous,” the king said. “But more so if we cast him aside now. We will let this play out. Arthur, I trust you to keep your allegiance clear. You are first and foremost a sorcerer who has pledged allegiance to his king.”

“I understand that, sire. I may wish to worship Basael, but even I need time to see how this will play out.”

Michael told Arthur, “I’m glad you’re not completely insane. Tarak, for someone who usually has a lot to say, you have been unusually quiet.”

“I agree with the king. These are strange times.”

“You must at least agree with me that he should leave now before he can do any damage?”

“Hah!” Tarak forced a laugh. “I do not think you would say that if you were the poor bastard who kept showing up dead in visions of the future. It appears that whatever happened now has changed my fate. I am still pissed my own grandfather would kill me, but I will take pissed instead of dead any day. He stays, as painfully awkward as he is. At least you are not the one he seems intent to connect with.”

Michael moved his closed mouth around for a moment. “All right, you have convinced me. I will not make a stink about this, but if he chokes me again I expect some repercussions.”

“It is best to keep your distance from him,” the king advised. “I have met men and women who think themselves to be gods among the rest of us. Repercussions do little for them. If he becomes more dangerous, he will be forced to leave, and we’ll deal with that when the time comes. Believe me, we will be more prepared than we are now.”

Michael grunted in disapproval.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Leon motioned with one finger for Tarak to approach. Tarak walked over as the instructor glared at him as if it was his fault Basael was here.

“You cannot possibly blame me for this,” Tarak prefaced as he met with Leon in the courtyard.

“Just because I am annoyed does not mean I am annoyed at you. Not everything is personal to you. I called you over to tell you that you’re going with me to the rift tomorrow, and we are bringing your insufferable grandfather as well as your father. You may be tempted to stay awake, but I’m ordering you to rest at a reasonable time.” Leon shoved Tarak off. “Train with your light spell. I have a matter to attend to outside the castle. You should still be here, training, when I get back.”

“Leon,” the king called from a short distance away.

“I know. I’m leaving now.”

The king gave a nod.

Tarak approached Illia and Zarin. They stopped their conversation in analyse as he arrived.

“It must be a lot of work to translate everything,” Tarak told Zarin.

“It is,” Zarin said, “but I’m sure she would find a way to make things even more difficult if I refused.”

Illia asked him something in analyse, and he responded in the same language as he gestured at Tarak.

“Zarin good. I bad,” Illia told Tarak. “I sorry, Zarin. You good. Thank you.”

He nodded. “You are welcome.”

Illia spoke in analyse again, looking at Tarak most of the time though she seemed to be asking Zarin something.

“This is your first time meeting Basael?” Zarin asked Tarak for her.

“Yes, I have been blessed with seventeen years of not dealing with him.”

Zarin translated, and Illia chuckled. She said something else that he translated.

“You are of godly beings. Why does no one treat you like such?”

Tarak asked Zarin, “Did his narcissism come through in your translation?”

“Possibly not.”

“What about how much of an arsehole he is?”

“I think somewhat.” Zarin then seemed to ask something of Illia.

She nodded and replied, which Zarin translated.

“Yes, he is as much of an ass as he is powerful, possibly greater. He is very powerful, though.” Illia continued to speak as Zarin translated. “Basael. He is legend. Caarda is legend. You will be legend one day.”

Tarak sputtered out air. “I hope not for the same reasons they are. I am supposed to be training, but first, please ask Illy if she is leaving anytime soon. I imagine Basael has the power to open a portal, not that I think we should ask him just yet.”

Illia heard Zarin and lowered her head to look at Tarak through the tops of her eyes. She asked him something that Zarin translated.

“Do you want me to go?”

“No, I am concerned you might go. I want you to stay.”

She smiled and nodded as Zarin translated his message, but it was Zarin who spoke next to Tarak. “You may not be aware that Illia does need to return as soon as she can. They must be worried about her there, and she needs to report the results of the experiment with portals.”

“Have you not sent a message that she is here and safe?”

“We have sent messengers,” Zarin answered. “But the roads are long and especially dangerous right now. We won’t know if my mother has received word for weeks, maybe months. It is best Illia returns when she is able.” Zarin said something to Illia as he gestured at Tarak.

Illia nodded sadly as if agreeing. “I return soon,” she said in common tongue.

“How soon?” Tarak asked.

Illia shrugged and looked at Zarin. “That depends when a portal can be made,” he said. “Some experimentation still needs to be performed. Illia is not entirely sure how it happened the first time. It was not her who made one.”

Tarak asked, “Why have they not made another?”

“The akorell metal,” Zarin said. “It seems to be required, and much of it came through the portal with Illia. There was some in the place where she arrived, which leads us to believe they are connected somehow. We are hoping Basael will know more, but we have not been introduced to him. Perhaps you can speak with him on our behalf?”

Tarak sighed. “I suppose I should. Very well, tomorrow. Tonight I must train, and I know the best way to go about that.”

Zarin translated as Tarak spoke. Tarak took Illia’s hand and kissed it.

“I hope to see you tonight? If we do not have much time left, we must make the most of it.”

She gave him a sultry look and said something.

Zarin shook his head. “I will not say that.”

She complained in their language, then said something else.

Zarin let out a breath, then told Tarak, “She will show you tonight.”

“Oh will she?” Tarak lifted his eyebrows a few times at Illia, and she laughed.

“Now I am putting an end to this conversation,” Zarin said.

“Yes, I must go.” Tarak leaned down and kissed Illy on the cheek.

He caught up to Aliana as she and the other girls were making their way to the apartments. “Hey,” he said, turning the three of them around. “Any word on Wolfie?”

“Don’t call him that,” Aliana said. “It makes him sound cute and innocent.”

“I do not want to call him Wolf. That is the name of an animal.”

Eden suggested, “Murderous fuck is good with me.”

“The king spoke with me earlier today,” Aliana said. “He has many people looking for Wolf, and my father is to be questioned as to his whereabouts. They are also working to identify the bodies of the men who chased us. I am certain Wolf will be found soon. Once he is arrested, we will find out who he takes orders from.” She sighed deeply. “Maybe one day I will finally be able to leave the castle again.”

“I will keep you entertained,” Eden said. “When I am not busy patrolling the city, of course.”

“That is most of the day.” Aliana opened the door to the apartments.

The two of them went inside, but Callie stayed behind. Tarak felt a little uncomfortable being alone with her, considering how she still made him feel despite all of his efforts to change that. He was about to tell her he had best get going, but she spoke up.

“Will you ask something of Basael on my behalf? I want to know how he spoke to me while I was falling asleep. We also want to know how he reanimated the corpse, but at least Charlie has a theory for that one. No one seems to have any idea about the former.”

“I will be stuck with him tomorrow. I will ask him then, but I cannot promise you a straightforward answer. If he is anything like Caarda, he might not know quite so well how mana works. It was a revelation to learn about notes when I came here, as I am sure it has been for my father.”

“I will take whatever information I can get. It has been driving me nearly to the point of madness.”

“I will find out what I can.”

“Thank you.” Her face suddenly became serious as she curtsied. “Farewell for now.”

“Uh, farewell.” Tarak turned to see the king approaching. Oh.

“Tarak,” Nykal said, “It is time you have official papers made up with your name, date of birth, birthplace, description, and a statement about your employment for me. They will grant you investigative powers. If you are on the search for a criminal, anyone you question must provide honest truths. You also have the power to arrest, detain, and even kill if necessary. If necessary,” the king repeated. “This is provisional. If you abuse this power, I will not hesitate to have you removed. It is mostly because of your lineage and your actions thus far that I believe you’re ready for this responsibility earlier than most.”

“Thank you for your trust, but there are a number of issues I see—”

“Yes, I realize much of the information for your papers will be difficult for you to provide. That is why I am giving you time to think about it. The year of your birth can be estimated to reflect your age of seventeen, not four hundred plus, which is likely to make your papers look false. It is not as important as your surname. Think about one that will be suitable. It should represent your family better than any other name.”

“What kind of name can represent my family? The Tainted? Tarak the Tainted? How will anyone take me seriously if I hand them papers with that?”

“A last name is not usually a word but more of a meaningful family name. Perhaps there is someone in your family whose first name means a lot to you or represents the heart of your family.”

Tarak thought back on his history. Much of it he had learned from Michael discussing the recent war and how Tarak’s family got involved.

“Tarak Gourfist, would make the most sense.” He made a fist. “Because we kill anyone who stands in our way.” He shook his head. “I do not think your advice is most fitting for my case. What does the name Lennox represent?”

“I wish I knew. Most of us have a family name whose origin has been lost over the years.” The king tilted his head a bit sideways. “I prefer not to know, actually. It leaves us open to create our own legacy rather than live in the shadow of an old one. You have the same chance now.”

“Tarak the Handsome.”

“I will not write that down. Choose something that more resembles a name.”

“Tarak Handsome…son. Handsomson.”

“And if you have a daughter?”

“Err, um. Tarak Goodlookingson.”

“Take some more time to think about it,” the king said. “Consider the difference between a name and a title.”

The king turned to leave, but Tarak stopped him. “May I have an advance on my next stipend?”

The king wore a glower at most times, but it deepened even more now as he turned back around. “What happened to the stipend you were just paid?”

“I spent it.”

“You spent it, how? On what? Your clothes are provided, as are your meals and your housing, and you have had no time to waste it on ale, gambling, or other nefarious activities. I cannot possibly think of anything else you may have spent it on. What was it?”

“Jewelry, sire. For Illia.”

The king stepped closer. “Has she convinced you to buy expensive jewelry for her? I heard of your worries that your mind may be manipulated by mana.”

“Manipulated, yes, but not by mana in this case. She showed me her gems, if you must know, and I have to repay with a gem of my own. Unfortunately the one that comes up free of charge is not nearly as beautiful as the two that belong to her, so I thought it best to buy her one that might compare, not that they are even close.”

The king put up his hand. “That is enough.”

Tarak shrugged.

“Consider that the last time I involve myself in your personal affairs, except for one warning. She is likely to be leaving soon, and I cannot have you chasing after her. You are needed here, especially considering the news of a foreign Ancient possibly bringing war to our land.”

“So you believe Basael?”

“I said possibly. I’m still not sure, but we must prepare just in case he turns out to be right. I believe you have time left in the day to train. Leon and I agreed you should be working on your illusions. They could prove very useful.”

“Sire, I have learned almost everything I have ever needed to know while in a tavern surrounded by good company. I would like to visit one and take the boys with me to discuss mana and illusions. I am absolutely certain it will be the best environment, if they will go with me. Charlie, alone, will be the most valuable.”

The king stared at Tarak as if waiting for the end of a bad joke.

“This is not a jest,” Tarak mumbled.

“I have the finest ale you will find in Newhaven, and it is available to you free of charge in the dining quarters. You may discuss mana and illusions in there.”

“My grandfather is in there.” Tarak figured that was all he needed to say.

“That is a good point. All right. You may invite the boys out for a night. God knows you all have earned one.”

“I would like to go with them,” Callie casually walked out from the apartments. Has she been eavesdropping the entire time? “I could contribute to the discussions of mana. I know more than Michael and Reuben.”

“Absolutely not,” Nykal said.

“May you provide me with just one reason?” she asked sadly.

“Because,” the king gestured as if it would be easy to answer, but he froze as if having trouble.

“It cannot be dangerous with four of your best sorcerers there,” Callie continued. “There is nothing important for me to do here tonight. And I have earned a night out as well.”

“They are four boys, Callie, and they would surely take you to a place with even more boys.”

“So?” she challenged.

“You know, Callie,” the king replied.

“No I don’t. What does that matter?”

The king opened his mouth to say something. He seemed to think twice about it, however, as he shut his mouth for a long while.

Callie spoke again. “I could protect myself even if I was to be alone. I don’t see anything that could happen to me.”

“I suppose you will be safe.”

“Thank you!” she said as she gave him a hug.

The king told her, “You are not to separate from the group at any point. We may have enemies out there. Even if they have only shown interest in stopping Aliana, they may see you outside the castle as an opportunity. You have your callring with you?”

“Always.”

“And your tracker ring?”

“Yes, of course.”

“All right. Do not stay out too late. I may allow you to do this again depending on how it goes. Keep that in mind when making decisions tonight.” The king swept his gaze over to Tarak. “The same is especially true for you.”

Tarak looked back at the king for a long moment.

Tarak’s lips quirked. “You have made my plans for an orgy very awkward.”

Callie smacked his arm rather hard.

“Behave,” the king told Tarak, then headed off to his keep.

As soon as he left, the princess said, “I would’ve thought that word was created too recently for you to know the meaning.”

“Orgy? Certainly not. There had to be orgies long before I was born. Ale existed.”

“Yes, fine. Go, get the others. There is not much time, and I have to change!”

“Change why?” She had on one of her expensive dresses. Tarak thought she looked exceptionally beautiful, if he took the time to let himself notice, as he tried not to these days.

“Because I don’t want people to take one look at me and think I am a princess. I am going to bring Aliana and Eden. Ask your father and grandfather if they see Aliana dying tonight. We will not bring her in that case.”

“But that involves me speaking with Basael,” Tarak tried to tell Callie, but she was heading to the apartments and didn’t seem like she would stop. “At least tell your father you want to bring Aliana. I will not be responsible for that decision. Callie?”

“Yes!” she called back.

Tarak sucked in a breath as if about to enter a room with a nasty stench. In and out fast as you can, he advised himself, then walked briskly into the great hall.

He made a quick pass through the large entrance room and headed into the dining quarters. Caarda and Basael sat across from each other, completely alone in the vast room. Their jovial attitude, gone. Both leaned forward, almost identically. They made fists on the table, almost identically. They pointed and seemed to blame each other, almost identically. They even turned and noticed Tarak, almost identically.

“Have you come to acquaint yourself with your godly grandfather?” Basael asked.

“Uh, not tonight. I have to rush out of the castle. The ranger whose life you saved with your warning, do you see her dying tonight?”

“There are no deaths tonight,” Caarda answered. “At least not by anyone in our vicinity.”

“He asked me, Caarda,” Basael said. “I am at the end of my sanity in my efforts to explain this to you. Have trust in me.”

“You will not convince me to allow you to change mana. It is not an issue of trust. Mana should not be tampered with.”

Basael slapped the table. “You may perish in combat against the gods! Are you so ready to accept death?”

“I am if it is for the freedom of unrestricted mana.”

“Your foolishness will cause not only your death but the death of everyone you hold dear. Tarak for example!”

“Tarak was not born to be coddled. His name means protector! If he must fight, he will do so proudly and for the right reasons.”

“I have to go…” Tarak said as he turned.

“He can protect no one if he is dead!”

Somehow, they didn’t seem to notice him heading off.

Thank God…the real god. Tarak had been inundated with religious propaganda for much of his life. Most of it was about his family, the so-called gods we could see. He’d rolled his eyes at most of that. There was always some talk, however, about an even higher force, a God we were never to meet except in the afterlife. Tarak imagined even this God rolling eyes at much of this.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Tarak headed out of the castle with every sorcerer he had met there. The size of the group was past the point of trying to keep everyone’s voices down. There were five boys: Tarak, Michael, Charlie, Reuben, and Arthur. It was Charlie that Tarak would stick close to tonight. He did plan on discovering something with his spells of light, and there was another reason he did not want to become distracted by the girls. He had a date later with Illia.

After he had gathered the boys, Tarak had tried to ask her if she wanted to come. Eventually she had understood his question, and then it was even more difficult for her to give an answer. It seemed to Tarak that she would be busy with experiments, or perhaps she was trying to tell him she would be training in her own way.

It was probably best that she did not come. Her difficulty to communicate would be problematic. Tarak was certain they would find a way to have fun, but he had been truthful to the king. He really did want to focus on training tonight.

The group of girls consisted of Callie, Aliana, and Eden. Tarak was not very much inclined to get to know Eden. She had a beautiful face, but she had hurt Michael. The only other thing Tarak really knew about her was that she was an enchanter, like Reuben, though she used to have more power over other forms of sorcery before the reversion of mana. Frankly, she seemed a little far out of reach for Michael based on appearance alone, but after getting to know the kind wind mage and the crude enchanter, it made more sense.

As the large group headed east, there seemed to be a growing debate about which tavern would be best for this rare night of opportunity. The debate went on so long that they actually walked past five taverns and checked on the scene inside as they deliberated. Nothing seemed to catch anyone’s fancy, so they plodded on.

The girls eventually came to the consensus of wanting to go to one place near the docks, a large tavern with plenty of room to dance, while the boys wanted to go somewhere quieter with a good kitchen. Tarak had to be something he hated, and that was adamant, when he reminded everyone that the whole reason he had convinced the king to let him out tonight was to train. He could not go somewhere to dance.

“However,” he continued. “I am not offended if some of you wish to split off.”

Callie touched Aliana’s arm. “I also told my father I would help in the discussions of mana.”

Eden grabbed Aliana’s other arm. “Then the two of us can dance. Come on.”

“Eh.” Aliana gently took her arm out of Eden’s hold. “I don’t feel like dancing very much, after all. I’d rather just wallow. Besides, I really should stick with the group with Wolf possibly around.”

So they all agreed on a place, made a turn, and headed toward their destination. Tarak followed the group. They passed by a few taverns and went inside to look, just in case they liked the scene. Tarak didn’t know what they were looking for exactly, but no one seemed thrilled about anything they saw even though all these lovely places seemed just fine to him. Most were quiet and inviting, with plenty of seating space. He did not wish for a crowd, but he might have been alone in that thought.

Michael somehow became the leader. He eventually went ahead of everyone into a small tavern, another place on the way to their destination. Tarak didn’t know why Michael even bothered. He didn’t seem to like any of them. It had even become a concern to Tarak that he might disapprove of the tavern they had agreed upon earlier and they would waste this entire night walking from tavern to tavern without actually sitting down for a drink.

Michael came out quickly this time, his eyes wide. “Leon is in there, and he’s with a girl who is much too young for him.”

“What?” Aliana almost shouted. “He claims to love my mother, and this is how he shows it?” She stormed into the tavern. “What the hell is this?” she yelled from within.

“Aliana, what are you doing out of the castle?” Leon retorted with the same level of anger. “You could get yourself killed!”

Tarak filed into the tavern after the others. It was a tidy little place. There were only six tables, each with an ornamental cloth draped over. Benches resided on either side, well-crafted and hardly worn. Hung on the low ceiling, four candelabras each held five lit candles.

“This is a fine place,” Tarak commented to Reuben. “A fine place indeed. Why was this not our destination?”

“This?” Reuben glanced around briefly as if unable to see what Tarak saw. “It’s tiny. Now be quiet; I want to hear.” He edged closer to Aliana and Leon.

Besides Leon and the “girl who was much too young for him,” there was just one young couple sitting next to each other at another table. A server attended to them, but even she turned to see what the commotion was about.

The girl in question with Leon did not appear any younger than Tarak, but Michael was right. Anyone around his age would be too young for Leon. Her straight brown hair came down all around her face, thick and wavy toward the bottom. It almost hid more of her face than it left uncovered. She had a bit of a protruding chin and somewhat harsh eyes. She appeared more tough than gentle, more experienced than her years showed. The most interesting thing about her to Tarak, however, was her expression. She pushed the hair away from her face and seemed to practically salivate at the sight of Aliana entering the tavern. Or was it Callie in plain clothing that seemed to catch her fancy? Whatever it was, this was not the type of reaction typical with being caught in something inappropriate. It made Tarak question the entire reason of her encounter with Leon. It seemed more like he was harassing her rather than romancing her.

Aliana seemed to be just finishing explaining that both Caarda and Basael saw nothing happening to her tonight and that the king gave permission for everyone to be out.

“Now it is your turn to explain.” She jabbed her finger at Leon. “What the hell are you doing here with a girl who looks younger than me when you claim to love my mother?”

Leon seemed genuinely shocked by her accusation. “Her?” He pointed at the girl standing confidently beside him. “Come on, Aliana. You cannot honestly believe I would cheat…and with a girl this age?”

“Then what is going on?”

But as he and the girl looked at each other, there seemed to be something unspoken between them. Leon appeared flustered as he seemed incapable of forming words. The girl, however, remained cool as she extended her hand to Aliana.

“I’m Tienna,” she said. “And I assure you Leon is much too old for me, even if he was more tolerable. There is nothing like that between us.” She glanced over at Callie one time as she spoke, and even though it appeared as if her eyes wanted to keep drifting that way, they managed to hold Aliana’s gaze a little too forcefully. Finally, Tienna let her gaze drift again, first to Callie, and then at every other sorcerer encircling her. “I know of most of you,” she said. “Princess, I recognize you. Even in plain clothing, you are beautiful.”

“Oh!” Callie said. “Thank you.” She curtsied.

“And Eden and Aliana, enchanter and ranger,” Tienna continued. “And Charlie, Michael, and Reuben. I know about all of you.” She faced Arthur, then Tarak. “I apologize. I do not know the two of you.”

Arthur bowed his head and gave his name.

A bow did not feel right for Tarak, but the thought of not bowing seemed even more uncomfortable. He lowered his head for a moment. “Tarak.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you all.”

“Tienna has places to be,” Leon said as he pushed her through the group.

“No I don’t!” She tried to stop her feet from stumbling but couldn’t.

“Sure you do. Remember those things we talked about? Those very important things? There is no time to delay.”

“There is!” She spun around and raised her voice. “Stop pushing me!”

Leon put his hands up. “Tienna,” he warned her.

“Leon,” Aliana said as she put herself between them. “What is going on, really?”

“Leon was just conducting his interview,” Tienna explained. “I will soon join the rest of you at the castle because I am the newest sorcerer in training.”

Leon’s mouth fell open. “You…”

“What?” Tienna questioned. “Is there something you would like to add?”

Leon whispered something.

“Oy,” Aliana interrupted. “Any secrets you’d like to share with me as well, Leon?”

Leon curled his lips inward for a moment. “I was going to tell her that the path she is taking is idiotic and dangerous. I was going to give her one last chance to back out, which she should.” He slowly gazed over at Tienna. “You are not prepared for what may come. I cannot protect you.”

“I am prepared to take my chances.”

“Yeah, I had a feeling. All right. I am on my way to report this to the king right now. There is still time, if you change your mind.”

“I will not.”

Leon shook his head as he left. He spun around. “Why this tavern, Aliana? I want to know. What made you choose this place?”

She shrugged. “We happened to walk by. We checked on nearly a dozen taverns before this one.”

“And the king really knows all of you are out checking in on every tavern?”

“He just knows we all went out for a drink,” Aliana said. “Why?”

Leon shook his head again, then left.

“Thank you,” Tienna told Aliana. “He can be somewhat scary.”

“He really never tried anything with you?” Aliana asked.

“No, not at all.” Tienna spoke with a laugh.

Tienna fixed her bangs and let out her breath. She took off her cloak and set it on the back of a nearby chair. She wore a revealing tunic underneath, and Tarak noticed even Aliana’s gaze shift down for a quick look. By the time Tienna turned around again, Michael was right in front of her.

“Hello!” he said, then cleared his throat and sounded a little less enthusiastic. “Hello, madam.”

She grinned. “Hello again, Michael.”

“May I buy you an ale?” he asked.

“Sure.”

Tarak found Charlie and convinced him to sit at a table. He also convinced Charlie to buy him an ale, as he had no money. Charlie didn’t seem to mind. He held a little smile as if happy to be out.

Michael and Tienna sat at their own table, as Reuben and Arthur joined Tarak and Charlie. The other girls sat at their own table, and all was calm as the serving girl ran about for a while. Eventually everyone had a tall mug in front of them and the hum of voices picked up.

Reuben questioned Arthur, “May I ask something? I don’t want to offend.”

Arthur leaned slightly away. “What is it?”

“How can you possibly believe Basael is a god? Do you have no faith in the Creator?”

“I do have faith in the one and true God, but I believe there are lesser gods as well. Basael appears to be one of them, and he more than appears to have come here to guide us.”

“Guide us to hell,” Reuben replied.

Tarak focused on his mana. The voices around him faded to the background of his mind. Listening to his mana was a lot like listening to an inner voice, except this inner voice knew things Tarak did not. His mana could feel the light in the tavern. It told him that this light came from the candles, radiating and permeating.

Tarak had to bend his mana to the three octaves of C to find out what he might be able to do with this light. It was like preparing his voice to sing without uttering a sound. As he did finally cast, the strain was like hitting the highest note he could and the lowest, and even singing at his normal speaking tone, all at the same time.

He did not tell his mana to do anything. He let his mana speak to him, to feel the light and tell him what to do.

Tarak still had not become accustomed to this feeling of something foreign within his mind, though he had learned to enjoy it. There had been rumors of sorcerers spending weeks in solitude to connect with their sorcery. It had sounded like a myth until now. There was so much mana could tell him, and he wanted to absorb it all.

At the same time, it seemed as if his mana was still learning. It could feel the light, the source, the color, and even aspects Tarak didn’t understand. There was still more, however, much more, and Tarak wondered if he could learn what it was or if only his mana would ever find out.

He conversed with his mana for the better part of an hour. His eyes burned as he stared at the candles. He heard his name mentioned a few times, but the other sorcerers mostly seemed to want to know if he was all right.

“Yes, I am fine. Leave me be for now,” he replied.

His mana told him this light could be altered, but it was up to him to figure out how. How indeed? The answer was not just casting a spell and demanding something out of his mana. That was how other spells worked. Yes, he could make a simple illusion that way, but he wanted to do something more complicated.

He craved control over the light.

He needed not just to cast but to instruct his mana what to do with the spell. There were too many sources of light and numerous ways to change every source. There were not just colors but something beyond, something that felt like mana itself, like a vibration, a buzzing sense of energy.

Over time, Tarak was finally able to pinpoint the single candle he focused on. He identified the light it created. After that it was easy.

He aimed his hand and cast the spell, and the candle went out. He might’ve celebrated if the spell wasn’t so uncomfortable. It wasn’t all that strenuous compared to his gravity spell, but it was difficult to hold onto. Most of his effort went into keeping his mana contained around the light, because only in this case could it snuff it out enough for the candle to appear to be unlit.

He let his hold slip off, and the candle slowly came back to life, but not in the way one might expect. It was not as if it had been relit. It appeared from one side to the other, as if covered in a tiny invisible curtain that was slowly peeled away.

He smiled as he looked back at the table. “Look at—” He stopped as he realized it was empty.

Tarak figured they had become tired of sitting next to a living, breathing being who was nothing more than ornamental. He did not blame them.

The tavern had filled up a bit with more patrons. The young couple had left. Most others were older but still at an age Tarak would consider young enough to drink without much consequence. They didn’t seem to realize they were in a tavern full of the king’s sorcerers, most likely because of the ordinary clothing worn by all.

Everyone clearly was avoiding Tarak, giving a wide berth around his table. The rest of the tables had been filled. The three girls still sat with each other, while the boys had gotten up and seemed to choose standing over sitting. Charlie had gravitated over to join Michael and Tienna. Reuben and Arthur seemed to be in the middle of a discussion that displeased them both. Tarak thought he might be able to brighten their mood. He approached.

“I apologize about earlier, lads.”

They seemed pleased to be interrupted as they turned to him. Reuben said, “You didn’t seem to hear anything we asked you.”

“I was caught up with my mana. And look!” Tarak formed the spell again and cast as he pointed at the candle. It appeared to go out once more.

“God,” Arthur muttered. “I have never seen anything like that.”

Tarak waved his hand as he let the spell come to an end, and the flame reappeared.

“How are you doing that?” Reuben asked. “It’s not an enchantment, or I would feel it.”

“I am manipulating light. That is what I have been working on.”

“What does this mean?” Arthur asked. He seemed to notice Tarak’s confusion. “What can you do with that?”

“I can create illusions.” Tarak was about to create a weightless wall around them.

Reuben pulled down Tarak’s hand that he was using to form the spell. “Stop that!”

Tarak let his spell come to an end before it was cast. “Why?”

“Many reasons! We cannot know who is in this tavern with us. It is better to be safe than to reveal your capabilities with sorcery.”

“He’s right,” Arthur said. “There have been many enemies to the king in the past. I’m amazed by what you can do, but it is best to be subtle for now. The candle trick seems a fine way to practice.”

Tarak chuckled. “You are both worried for nothing. The king has allowed me to work on my illusions in public. I would even say it would behoove him for others to speak about us with awe and maybe even fear. The people should know what kind of sorcerers are at his disposal.”

This seemed to give both of them pause.

Tarak continued, “Do you not believe his majesty would have warned us before we left if he wanted us not to cast?”

Arthur glanced at Reuben. “Perhaps those times really are behind us now.”

“Don’t you speak like you were part of it,” Reuben shot back. “You only came about after the war was over.”

“That does not mean I went unmolested by dark mages during that time. My family was almost destroyed by one among us. I did my part to help even if I was not officially part of the army.”

“You say that, but why should I believe it?”

“My father was killed by his brother! It was up to the rest of my family to stop the dark mage from getting away with it! What we went through…” Arthur shook his head as he seemed to be holding back tears. “You cannot claim I stood idly by. Not if you expect us to remain civil.”

Reuben let his shoulders relax. “That is really true?”

“Yes.”

“I thought your uncle was the one who spoke with Basael,” Reuben said.

“That is my other uncle.” Arthur paused. “My remaining uncle.”

“I apologize, then.” Reuben offered his hand.

Arthur shook it.

Tarak put his arms around both of their shoulders. “Gentlemen, I believe we have made progress. Now how about an ale?”

“Yes, I might have another,” Reuben said.

“I will as well,” Arthur replied.

“And who will buy one for their good friend Tarak?” Tarak asked.

“I see no reason why Tarak shouldn’t buy his own ale,” Arthur replied.

“Because he has no coin,” Tarak admitted.

Reuben asked, “You still have not been paid by my father?”

Tarak took his arms back from around their shoulders. “Eh, um. Yes, I have been paid, but I spent it all.”

“I hope you paid back my father before that,” Reuben said. “He’s spoken about you quite unfavorably.”

“I plan to pay him back…someday.”

“Tarak, he will hate you the longer this goes on. Trust me in that you do not want my father to hate you.”

“It is a little late to change that.”

Reuben stared at him in an imploring way.

Tarak put up his palms. “Fine, I will pay him back as soon as I have the coin. But for now, while we are here, I could really use an ale or three.”

Arthur said, “I will buy you one.”

“That will do for now.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Callie was still surprised she had convinced her father to let her out. This was the first time she’d stepped into a tavern without her father or guards with her, and it was certainly the first time she’d had drinks anywhere but within the safety of the dining hall in the castle.

It was easy for her to control herself. At least it had been in the past. Now she found it more difficult. She had nearly finished her second ale and was really enjoying the company of Eden and Aliana, until Eden started complaining about Tienna.

“She’s ugly, isn’t she?”

“Eden,” Callie reproached as gently as she could. She was the princess, but it felt uncomfortable to scold anyone, especially Eden, who was three years older. Callie was used to being the youngest of the bunch, but the way everyone had welcomed her friendship in the last couple of years had made it easy to forget.

“But she is,” Eden continued. She kept glancing over at Michael and Tienna, who spoke with grins on their faces, and Eden seemed more and more bothered by it the longer it went on. She had calmed down for a while when Charlie had joined them, but now she seemed perturbed again.

“If we really are going to speak about this,” Aliana said, “then we might as well address that Michael is not the most handsome boy.”

Eden clicked her tongue. “He has a very attractive body.”

“So does Tienna,” Aliana said. “So maybe they are a good match.”

“Her body is more attractive than mine?” Eden asked. The question did not sound rhetorical, but Callie couldn’t be sure. She was glad Aliana seemed to be handling this, though Aliana then looked at Callie as if for help.

“I’m serious,” Eden said. “I want to know. She is not what anyone would call thin.”

Aliana, visibly annoyed now, said, “She is chesty and you are assy, and I mean that in multiple ways. You’ve got an ass, and you can be an ass.”

Callie held in a giggle.

Eden huffed in annoyance. “Michael has always appreciated my body. I did not think he was interested in tits so much as to ignore everything else about someone.”

Maybe you should have appreciated him like he appreciated you, Callie thought but dared not say, though she could almost feel Aliana thinking the same thing as they shared a glance. Eden had been kind to Callie. Even if the two of them were not as close as Callie was with Aliana, Callie still considered Eden a good friend.

Callie was also not as brave as Aliana. Or was it confrontational? No, it was brave.

“I would not say she is ugly,” Callie uttered softly as she found some courage. “I think it’s unfair for you to call Tienna or anyone else ugly when you are naturally pretty. It would be like Tarak calling the rest of us weak.”

Eden frowned. “I’m being mean, aren’t I?”

Aliana nodded.

Eden sighed slowly. “That Arthur is handsome and flirtatious. I don’t even know how it happened. We were talking and getting closer, and the next thing we were kissing. Of course Michael saw us right after it began.”

Callie didn’t know what to say, and it didn’t appear that Aliana did either. This was Eden’s fault, but she knew that already.

Aliana put her hand on Eden’s arm. “I’m sorry.”

Eden nodded. “I miss him, even if you think he’s ugly.”

Aliana took off her hand. “I did not say that!”

Eden showed a half smile. “I know. I’m kidding.”

Tarak approached their table. “Good evening, beauties,” he said with a bow. “A fine evening it is. Can I interest the three of you in a wager?”

“You can,” Callie replied, glad for the change of mood.

“I bet you all three ales that I can put out a single candle on one of the candelabra without disrupting any of the other candles, and I will do so sitting right next to you, Callie.”

He sat down next to her. “What say you?” he asked them.

“You will buy us each an ale if you lose?” Aliana asked.

“Yes, and you will each buy me one if I succeed.”

“I know this must be a trick,” Eden said, “but I am curious. I will take the wager.”

“Yeah, let’s see it,” Aliana agreed.

“Princess?” he asked.

“I agree.”

Tarak lifted his hand and flicked his wrist. A candle went out near the ceiling. Then he flicked his wrist the other way, and the candlelight returned.

“What the hell!” Eden’s mouth widened but her voice was restrained. “Do that again.”

Tarak performed the trick once more, and Callie soon realized what he was doing.

“Hey, you’re not putting out the candle. You’re making an illusion, altering the light in some way. The candle remains lit the whole time.”

Tarak tilted his head slightly. “Did I say I would put out the candle?”

“You did!” Aliana and Eden agreed.

“Arse,” he grumbled to no one. “I may have misspoken. Will the three of you still buy a poor man an ale?”

“Resorting to groveling, I see,” Aliana said.

“Is it working?”

“Surprisingly, yes.” Aliana took her coin purse out of her pocket.

“Hold on,” Eden said. “I will give you a whole silver, Tarak, if you answer a question for me.”

“What is the question?”

“How far have you gone with Illia?”

“Yes, I will answer that. I met her after a short ride into Curdith Forest. That is the farthest we have gone.” He held out his hand for the silver.

Eden seemed confused. Callie put her hand on Tarak’s arm. “Forgive him,” she said. “He thinks you are asking literally.”

“Oh.” Eden laughed.

Tarak retracted his hand. “The question did seem particularly easy. Am I to assume you are asking about our sexual endeavors?”

“Precisely,” Eden said.

“In that case, you can keep the silver for now. Instead, I have a proposal. A challenge, if you will. Six ales. Eden, you may have the honor of lending me your fine silver of which I will purchase said ales, and you may earn that silver back when I am paid next week.”

“Why would I take that offer?”

“Because you could have a free ale for you and your friends if you win, paid by me, and the challenge is extraordinarily one-sided.” Tarak put out his hand again. “Trust me. It will be fun.”

“All right,” she muttered and handed over the silver. “This better be as one-sided as you claim.”

“It is.” He gestured with the coin, giving it one firm shake in Eden’s direction. “Very good. I am to return shortly with six ales.” He hurried off.

Callie told the other two girls, “I’m confused.”

“So are we,” Aliana said.

“Not about this challenge,” Callie specified. “About Tarak. I have never met someone as flirtatious as him, and now…nothing. Was it all pretend?”

“What do you mean pretend?” Aliana asked.

“He convinced me that he was attracted to me. Was it an act in order to win me over? Otherwise, I do not understand his sudden shift.” She noticed their sly looks at each other, so she put up her hands and continued. “I am not interested. I am only curious. No one has been flirtatious with me like that before. I would like to understand it.”

Aliana muttered almost too quietly to hear, “If you saw the way he’s looked at you as you walked by, you wouldn’t even need to ask.”

Eden chuckled and nodded.

Callie observed Tarak speaking with a serving girl. He seemed to say something to make her laugh.

“Look at me how?” Callie asked. “And does he still look?”

“You’re asking a lot of questions for someone who is not interested,” Eden commented.

“I am not. Help me understand, please.”

“I don’t know if he still looks,” Aliana answered. “If he does, I haven’t noticed it. Regarding the way he looks at you, imagine you are carrying six ales as you pass by him.”

Callie took that to mean that his attraction probably was genuine. He did tell me he was no longer going to pursue me after almost being thrown out of the castle.

“I am still surprised he could stop suddenly if he was really as attracted to me as he made it seem,” she said. “But it sounds like the two of you are saying that’s possible.”

Eden said, “You are so clearly interested!”

“I am not. I am only curious, and engaged!”

Aliana muttered, “To someone so much older.”

Callie found herself suppressing anger but was distracted as she watched Eden separate the empty mugs on their table and count them.

“What are you doing?” Callie asked.

“Seeing how much you’ve had so I can decide if my question is going to get me kicked out of the castle.”

“I have had two,” Callie answered.

“Is that a lot for you? We don’t usually have these golden opportunities, princess,” Eden said.

Now that she mentioned it, Callie did notice that she was feeling a bit freer of speech. She certainly wouldn’t have mentioned anything about Tarak otherwise.

“It might be,” she said. They were large mugs. “Ask your question.”

“Have you been with a boy?” Eden asked.

“Trevor has kissed me.”

“Any others?” Eden asked.

“No. Why?”

Eden continued, “And how was the kiss?”

“There have been multiple occasions.” She glanced at Aliana, but the ranger leaned back a bit and looked away with a hand up.

Eden asked again, “And how are the kisses?”

“Fine,” Callie said.

The two other girls looked at each other.

“What?” Callie asked. She stared at her closer friend.

Aliana appeared worried as she shared one more glance with Eden before letting out her breath and speaking to Callie softly. “Fine doesn’t imply a lot of passion.”

“The passion will come later,” Callie answered confidently.

The other girls busied themselves with their ales. Callie waited, and eventually Eden muttered something.

“It’s none of my business, it seems.”

“I am making it your business,” Callie assured. “Speak your mind.”

But neither of them would look at her again.

“Please,” she said. “I have no one to talk to about these things. I know my duties, my obligations. I know what to expect. I have been taught all of that. What I don’t know is what these engagements usually feel like for someone in my position. I have been trying to figure that out. Maybe with some advice, I might. Please, Ali. Speak your mind.”

“I can only speak from experience and tell you that if there is no passion right now, it will not get better. Only worse.”

“She’s right,” Eden said. “Is any of this going to get back to your father?”

“No, I promise.”

“Then I think you should at least delay the engagement and have some fun, or you’re always going to be wondering.”

Callie looked to Aliana, who stared at Eden with wide eyes. Eden rolled hers in response. “Oh Ali, don’t pretend we haven’t spoken about this already. I know you agree with me.”

Aliana gasped. She looked at Callie. “I’m sorry.”

“You two have been talking about this?” Callie questioned. It was hard to believe.

Aliana nodded hesitantly.

“Why haven’t you said anything to me?” Callie asked.

“I thought you knew,” Aliana responded. “I figured you chose to sacrifice your happiness for the sake of uniting your families. Now I see you are not completely aware, and I’m glad Eden has brought this up. You should know that you are going to be miserable—I really thought you knew?”

Callie thought for a moment they might be right, but then she remembered that their lives were completely different from hers. She held in her anger, though she did make a fist under the table.

“I am not like the two of you! It is not like I have a line of boys all eager to ‘have fun with.’ No one has shown interest in me, besides Tarak, which is probably why I have been so confused by him. Trevor is the only one who has shown some reciprocation. I know it’s because of my family, but I’m confident I can change that over time.”

“Callie, you sweet girl.” Aliana put her hand on top of Callie’s. “No one has shown much interest in you because they all have more sense than to flirt with a princess. Tarak seems to live without sense.”

“He’s also a lot younger than the rest of us,” Eden added, “like you are, Callie. Things might have been different if you looked like you do now two years ago. You are sixteen, right?”

“I am.”

“You are still young,” Eden said. “It’s easy to forget that Tarak is only one year older than you because of how gigantic he is, but then he opens his mouth and I am reminded.” She changed her tone to almost sing the next line. “Have some fun, princess. God below, we know you deserve it.”

“You know,” Aliana said, “Tarak might not be such a bad pick if fun is what you’re looking for. It’s not like he could tell anyone, or he would be tossed out of the castle.”

“Didn’t you strongly dislike Tarak until recently?” Callie asked. “You even told me to report his advances to my father.”

Aliana shrugged. “That was a while ago. I changed my mind, or he changed. It doesn’t matter which. I have had the same opinion about your engagement to Trevor, though, and that’s that you are going to have no passion in your life and very little excitement.”

“You can’t be sure of that.”

“I have been with enough boys to know when one looks at me as no more than a tool to be used. That is how Trevor looks at you.”

Callie couldn’t decide between anger or sadness, though the tears forming in her eyes seemed to indicate the latter.

“I’m so sorry,” Aliana said. “I really thought you knew.”

Eden nodded. “I did, too.”

Callie forced herself to toughen up as she noticed Tarak approaching with six ales on a tray.

Aliana said, “Don’t worry about Illia, by the way. I hear she will be leaving soon.”

Callie shushed her as Tarak arrived.

“Very well, my dames. All very well.” He set the tray down and took off the ales. He put one in front of Aliana, Eden, and then Callie. “One for you, and for you, and for you, princess.” He paused as he looked at her eyes. He took on a mean expression as he glanced at Eden and Aliana. “Which one of you crass witches hurt her?”

“No one,” Callie said as she felt her cheeks turn red. “You still have not explained this challenge.”

“Very well,” he repeated. He took off the other three mugs of ale with one large hand through their handles and sat with them on the edge of the bench next to Callie, except there was not enough room. “Make space. Make space.” He scooted her down with his hips, though she moved on her own the last little bit.

She smiled and realized she was already in a better mood.

“Simple challenge,” Tarak explained. “We drink at the same time. It is a race. The three of you need to finish your one ale before I finish my three. Then I will pay you, Eden, for all six of them when I have the coin. If I finish my three first, the rest of you can decide how to pay Eden back, if she would like. Is everyone ready?”

Callie gasped and gripped her mug. She had never tried to drink anything as fast as possible. She couldn’t imagine she would be very good at it.

“Begin!” Tarak said and gulped the ale like it was water and he was dying of thirst.

“Holy—”

“Callie!” Ali yelled.

“Sorry!” She started chugging her ale but had to stop after a few gulps as the pain overwhelmed her. “This is horrible!”

“Drink!” Ali yelled again, beer dribbling down her chin as she put the mug to her lips and leaned back.

Tarak was already working on his second mug.

Callie gulped down, the pain nearly unbearable. She didn’t understand how everyone was so fast. Even Eden, who was of the same stature, seemed to have no trouble at all as she gulped without hesitation.

It could not possibly be that it did not hurt the others. She just had a weak tolerance.

Well damn that! She did not want that to be true and pushed herself to go faster through the pain. But then Aliana put her fist over her chest and let out a deafening burp, and Callie lost it.

She erupted in laughter, spitting ale across the table. No one seemed to care, especially not Eden, who had already finished her ale and now grabbed Callie’s half-full cup. She started gulping it down as Aliana finished hers. The ranger wiped her mouth and stared at Tarak as he almost completed the end of his third.

“No way!”

Callie asked, “Is tickling allowed?”

Tarak screamed into the mug as he shot her a dirty look and scooted away. She scooted after him. She reached over and tickled his side. He laughed as he pushed her hand away.

He got up from the bench and moved around to the other side of the table, finishing his ale before she could reach him and slamming his mug down. Eden was done mere moments after.

“Damn!” she said.

“You little cheater,” Tarak said as he started toward Callie, but she jumped off the bench with a squeal and hid behind Aliana. “You are lucky I still won, or you would be in for one extraordinary tickling.”

Callie took out the silver from her coin purse. “Seeing as how I’m the reason we lost, allow me to pay, Eden.”

“I will—” she had to stop speaking to burp as she reached for the coin “—accept that.”

Tarak seemed to take that as a challenge, letting out quite possibly the loudest and longest belch Callie had ever heard.

There was even a bit of applause from the patrons around them. Tarak gave a great bow and a twirl of his hand.

Charlie came up to them. “Can you do that again?”

“Certainly, just buy me three ales first.”

Charlie lost his smile. Tarak put his hand on his shoulder. “A jest, my friend. No I cannot do it again.”

“Oh, haha.” Charlie sat down. “You know who could give a good belch? Remi.”

Callie returned to her seat. “I have heard her,” she agreed.

“Who is this?” Tarak asked as he sat down next to Callie close enough for their legs to touch, though he addressed his question to Charlie. “A romantic interest of yours?”

“Yes, I think we’ll be married one day.”

“Are you serious?” Tarak asked.

“Yes. We have a perfect relationship, though she has been traveling for a while because she wants to explore. I’m sure she will return eventually. We won’t be married right away. We are too young for that. It will happen years later, probably when we are twenty-five.”

Tarak glanced over at Callie with a confused expression.

She gave a quick shake of her head.

“Poor Charlie,” Tarak whispered before quickly turning back to Charlie. “She’s a sorcerer like the rest of you?”

“A fire mage. Probably the best in the kingdom.”

“We had a water mage as well before Arthur arrived,” Aliana explained. “Kataleya. She’s the Lord of Livea now.”

“Why does Livea sound familiar?” Tarak asked.

“It’s the place you were supposed to go with Reuben before you got lost,” Callie explained. “When you were almost killed by analytes.”

“Oh thank you for that lovely reminder, princess!”

“Anytime.”

“Speaking of such topics,” Tarak said. “I have heard nothing tonight about the bastards who call themselves gods. Are none of you afraid of the possibility that Basael might be right and we could be looking at an invasion of sorts?”

Eden answered, “We have learned to deal with bastards of all kinds, not just those who think themselves to be gods, such as your family. I doubt any of us are truly afraid until that possibility becomes a certainty.”

“I would much rather not think of them as my family. I share nothing in common with them.”

Aliana gave one loud laugh. She lost her smile as Tarak looked at her. “Oh, I thought you were joking.”

“Name one thing I share with Basael or Caarda.”

“I can name a few. You are unnervingly tall. You have a gift with mana, which might be good except for another commonality. You think everything has to do with you.”

“Fair point. Points,” he corrected. “Now do Callie.”

She waved her hands and shook her head. “No thank you.”

“Do me,” Charlie said. “I want to know what people think.”

“Charlie,” Aliana began, “you couldn’t tell a lie to save your life, and you also have no clue when people are lying to you.”

“Nobody lies to me.”

“That’s because you are so sweet,” Eden said and patted him on the back.

“Thank you.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Leon did not usually feel anxious before meeting with anyone, let alone the king, but this was different. This time he’d fucked up on a royal level. The king had a wine glass in hand as Leon entered his bedchambers. Nykal set down the nearly empty glass and leaned out of the doorway.

“You can go,” he told the guard.

Randy took a step but stopped. “Are you certain?” he asked.

“Yes, take the night off.”

“Should I fetch a replacement?”

“No, I will be fine tonight.”

Randy showed Leon a look.

“Go on.” Leon made a shooing motion.

“Sire,” Randy said. “Please use the callring if anything comes up.”

“We are fine.”

Randy nodded and left.

Leon turned to Nykal but pointed a thumb back over his shoulder. “Why does Rick’s cousin distrust me?”

“Probably because he always hears us arguing and he doesn’t think you have control over your anger. I really hope we aren’t going to be arguing tonight. Tell me you did as you were told.”

“You’re not going to like this.”

The king fell into a chair and groaned as he put his hand over his face. “Leon!”

“Did you really send your sorcerers out tonight? All of them?”

The king let down his hand. “You were seen?”

“Yes, I was seen! Aliana even yelled at me because she thought I was having an affair with…” He lowered his voice to a whisper as he noticed the king gesturing for him to shut the hell up. “With your illegitimate daughter. I could never let Aliana think that.”

“So what did you say?”

“Your girl is quick. She came up with something before I could think of anything. She told them I was meeting with her because she was a potential sorcerer. She said her training would begin tomorrow.”

The king stood up. “I could strangle you!” His face went white. “What am I going to do?” he seemed to ask himself as he paced. “What can I do?” The redness of fury returned to his cheeks. “How could you be seen? How! I told you to be discreet. Everything was ready. It was going to be easy. I had a dozen innkeepers ready to notify me if a girl of her description entered their establishment. None of them know for sure of her relation to me, but some are probably now suspicious. I had to make sure she would be found, and she was. You just had to bring her here. It should have been easy. Tell me how you were caught. Tell me exactly how!”

Leon rubbed the side of his neck.

“Leon, what did you do?” Nykal asked somewhat gently, surprisingly.

“I couldn’t bring her here, all right? I just couldn’t. I knew you would put her in prison. That’s not right. It’s just not right. I brought her to a tavern to buy her a drink, calm her down. I was in the middle of explaining to her that this is it. She would spend her life in prison if she was ever to be seen in the city again. I had almost convinced her to make the trip to Rohaer. I would ensure she was safe by hiring my own escorts. Then all of your sorcerers bustled in, and Aliana started yelling about how I was cheating on her mother with Tienna, an eighteen-year-old girl, mind you. Now I did not reveal the truth about her. I was going to find a way out, but Tienna came up with that story.”

“Shut up and let me think.” The king leaned his head down and rested his forehead on his hand. “My wife is never going to speak to me again.”

“Nykal, I know the queen. She is compassionate. I highly doubt she would want you to put this girl in prison.”

“This is not just some innocent girl. She could destroy everything we have built. She is older than Callie. Don’t you understand that Tienna has a rightful claim to the throne as my eldest offspring?”

“Isn’t that up to you?”

“Yes and no. She may bend my arm. She has the leverage to do so.”

“I know Callie. She is not eager to be queen. I believe she would be more eager to hear the truth about her sister, and the four of you could figure all of this out.”

“Oh god, you know nothing.”

Leon crouched in front of the king. “Nykal, my friend. We are friends, aren’t we?”

“Your definition of friendship is a strange one,” he said to the floor.

“Be serious and think about it. I might be your only friend right now.”

“Oh god!” Nykal screamed into his hands.

“And as your friend,” Leon spoke over him, “I advise you to think about your options. What I mean by that is that you have none.”

Nykal whimpered into his hands.

“You have to talk to Tienna. See what she wants. She might not want more than acceptance right now. She said nothing about her relation to you or Callie.”

“She will want more if she is at all like her mother. She is probably manipulating us.”

“She’s got you by the nuggins, sire. I can’t rip her off without taking part of you with her.”

Nykal took a few shaky breaths, but eventually he seemed strangely calm as he straightened up.

“All right, I know what to do,” he said. “Tienna can stay. I will speak with her when she arrives…and then I will murder you.”

“You can murder yourself for this one, or at least blame those nuggins of yours. You’re going to have a problem if this girl suddenly disappears, and I don’t just mean with me. Your sorcerers are smarter than they look, especially that younger daughter of yours. I could tell they felt something was off about seeing Tienna with me in a tavern. They will ask questions. They might even piece everything together depending on what she tells them tonight. Better keep her around, if that’s what she wants.”

“I probably should’ve never tried to get rid of her, but I was not going to have her imprisoned for long. I only wanted to scare her so she would agree to leave. I don’t know what I will do with her now. It depends on what she wants. You’re going to be the one dealing with her, most likely. I hope to be wrong about her, but she may try to manipulate you.”

“I can deal with bastards, bitches, idiots, manipulators, pretty much everyone. What I can’t deal with is harming an innocent person.”

“You are such an honorable man, Leon Purage,” the king said with a roll to his eyes. “What was I thinking treating my daughter this way? Even if she is trying to manipulate me, she has a good reason. She needs me. It was my anger. My wife left, and I blamed Tienna for that because she went to Esma when I ignored her requests. It’s my fault, though. Everything to do with her is my fault. I really fucked this whole thing up. Eighteen years ago, and again recently when I tried to force her away.”

Leon had never heard the king swear. Maybe they really were becoming friends.

Nykal continued, “I think an apology to her is in order, but she has to know it is genuine and not because she…”

“Has you by the nuggins?” Leon asked.

“Yes. I will speak to her privately tomorrow when she shows up.” Nykal let out a long breath. “Let us hope Esma will forgive me one day, or at least speak to me again.”

“You have any other daughters I need to know about?” Leon asked.

“Of course not.”

“Sons?”

“Get out.”

Leon hurried out and shut the door after him.

He wiped his brow as he leaned against the wall. “That went better than I thought,” he muttered.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Tarak arrived back at the apartments. It was late but not too late. He was drunk but not too drunk. Everything was perfect except for one thing. He was alone in his room. He walked down the hall and knocked on Illia’s door.

*****

After a long night, Aliana awoke to the sounds of moaning next door, where Illia was staying. She picked up two voices, Illia’s and Tarak’s. Aliana had just gotten to sleep. She thought about banging on the shared wall between their bedrooms, but based on how emphatic the moans were she thought it better to at least see if she could get back to sleep rather than disrupt them. She turned on her side and put her pillow over her ear.

That was better. She could already feel herself drifting back to sleep. The night had not been very enjoyable. She had tried to forget about how her half-brother would’ve murdered her if it wasn’t for the note of Basael’s and then Tarak’s quick thinking. Wolf was still out there, plotting with whoever had sent him after her. It was someone who could look into the future. How was she supposed to capture someone who could do that?

She had to speak to Basael, or better yet, Caarda. But why her out of anyone else? Obviously her tracking skill, but what could she possibly feel that made her such a danger to someone? She had wondered this all night except when she was distracted by Callie’s predicament, the prospect of a passionless and probably even loveless marriage.

At least I don’t have to deal with that.

Things had picked up after Tarak and then Charlie had joined them. Soon the rest of the sorcerers had gathered around the table. Tienna seemed different. She was nice—genuinely considerate, a lot like Callie, but there was one major difference. She seemed more in touch with the way the world worked, not just the way it worked for a princess.

She had been particularly interested in getting to know Callie, it seemed. It didn’t take long for the two of them to be sitting beside each other as they spoke about who knows what. There appeared to be a lot of smiling, but mostly from Tienna. Callie’s grins seemed mostly polite.

Aliana started to drift off to sleep, but her pillow came off her ear. The sound of Illia’s hoots of ecstasy mixed with Tarak’s grunts prompted Aliana to shove the pillow back harder. It was not fast enough to block out Tarak’s announcement of his climax.

“Ugh,” Aliana complained and held the pillow firm.

She waited a while, longer than had to be necessary, then let off the pillow. Silence, good. She could now get back to sleep.

She woke up a short time later to the sound of Illia screaming, but this was not in pleasure. This was rage. Surprisingly, Tarak yelled back. Aliana could not understand what he said, the wall muffling it.

“What could they be arguing about so loudly?” she complained. “They don’t even speak the same language!”

They yelled back and forth, but the yelling soon turned to sobbing as if Illia had just heard a loved one had perished. To Aliana’s confusion, Tarak started to sob harder than Aliana had ever heard a man cry.

“What the hell is going on in there?” Aliana sat up and put her ear against the wall.

It was suddenly quiet on the other side. Aliana waited for a while. Eventually she gave up and lay back down.

She was just starting to fall asleep again when Illia’s moans of pleasure came through the wall louder than ever.

“What the hell could be going on in there?” Aliana sat up again. She did not want to hear any of this. She didn’t. But she needed to know that what she was hearing was in fact what she thought it was. She put her ear against the wall again.

There was no denying it. They were back at it again.

She couldn’t understand it. She’d had many fights with her lovers, but not right after and especially not in between lovemaking. She tried to stop hearing it as she put the pillow back over her head and squeezed tightly.

She must’ve fallen asleep. She awoke sometime later to the sound of arguing again. At least there was no screaming this time, just mumbles of frustration. A couple of growls made their way through the wall, first from Illia and then from Tarak.

Illia broke out sobbing again. The muffled voice of Tarak soothing Illia made Aliana crinkle her brow. She shook her head as she sat up and put her ear against the wall again.

This didn’t go on long before all was quiet again. Aliana let herself go back to the bed. Curiosity kept her up a little while, though she heard nothing else. Eventually, she fell asleep.

*****

Tarak struggled to get out of his bed the next morning. He had returned to his room to sleep the rest of the night, and now he sat on the edge of his mattress as he somewhat feared seeing Illia again. He drew a few breaths to gather his strength, then got dressed and opened his door.

Aliana was headed down the hall, a mean look on her face. “Tarak,” she grumbled.

He stopped and waited for her. “Good morning,” he muttered.

“Not a good morning. What the hell happened last night?”

“What do you mean?”

She whispered, “I heard everything.”

His heart dropped. “You did?”

“Yes! It kept me up.”

Shame came out in anger. “And you say nothing? Lord and bane, give the wall a pounding at least!”

“I didn’t want to interrupt. What the hell was going on in there?”

“I wish I knew!”

“Explain. Please, you at least owe me that for keeping me up.”

“I think it had to be sorcery,” Tarak said. He leaned close as he whispered, “I have never been more aroused in my life.”

She made a face.

“You are the one asking,” Tarak reminded her.

She made a rolling gesture. “Yes, I am too curious not to ask, but please get on with it with as little detail as you can.”

“After the lovemaking, she became enraged. Then I became enraged. I cannot explain it. I doubt she could either. She did not appear to be angry at me, and I was not upset at her. But we were upset. Very upset. Then she became overwhelmingly sad, as did I. Do not believe I ever wailed like that in my life before last night. These had to be spells of sorcery. My question is if the sorcery amplified her natural emotions and then affected mine, or if the sorcery manifested these feelings from nowhere. It makes one wonder about the arousal, does it not?”

“I am not wondering much anymore.”

“I am! And I am very confused, Ali, especially as all of this happened again soon after she became calm. She was gesturing for me to leave by the end of the next cycle, but she did so with kindness in her eyes. Illia once told me I made her crazy. I still take it as a compliment, but…” He blew out air.

“All right, that’s plenty.”

Tarak nodded. Then he saw Basael approaching.

“Tarak!” Basael boomed. “My grandson! Today I teach you many things.”

Aliana gave a single wave to Tarak and headed toward the stairs.

“I must eat breakfast right now,” Tarak mumbled to Basael.

“You must?” Basael questioned.

“Well, I would like to.” Tarak paused. “Actually, yes. I must.”

“You are seventeen?”

“Why?”

“When Caarda was seventeen, he only needed one meal a day and would sleep only half the night.”

“Maybe he should have spent more time eating and sleeping, and he might have developed a sense of humor.”

“Humor grows stale. It is determination, strength, and honor that matters after centuries.”

“Well, for now, since I am not centuries old, I will continue to enjoy humor.”

“You are defiant!”

Tarak’s shoulders slouched. “May I be excused to have breakfast now? Please?”

“You may never be as strong as me, but by the time I am finished molding you into the warrior you are destined to be, you will at least have Caarda’s strength.”

“Wonderful,” Tarak replied as he turned to the sound of a door opening down the hall. Illia emerged from her room. He called her name as he hurried over. Basael did not follow, thankfully.

“Tarak,” she said apologetically as he reached her. “I sorry. My sorcery.”

He nodded. “I know.” Tarak put on a charming smile and took her hands. Her guilt seemed to dissolve as she grinned at him. “You are beautiful,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“Uni ashi ya zey,” Tarak said.

“No, you make me crazy!” she replied in common tongue, surprising him.

“You learned that yesterday?”

She nodded and tapped her head. “I smart.”

He laughed.

Her smile faded. “Today, I leave.”

“Today?”

“Yes, if portal works. We go to portal in forest. Basael make.”

“I will miss you.”

“I will miss you, Tarak. Again, we…em. We make crazy?”

“Oh uh, I do not know if there is time.”

“Not now,” she said with a laugh. “Later time. Far later time? I see you later?”

“I hope.”

“Hope?” she asked.

“I want,” he said. “But I do not know.”

She nodded. “Hope. I hope.” She leaned against his chest, and he embraced her. She looked up at him. “I train sorcery. I train very. I learn control.”

“Good,” he said in relief, and they laughed together.

She leaned away. “You no, em, you no wait me. You make girl crazy. Girl not me.”

He nodded. “And you will make another boy crazy.”

“Yes. I make many.”

They laughed again.

“But you other. You…” She seemed frustrated as she pressed her fist against her heart.

“Special?” Tarak asked.

“What is special?” she wondered.

He held up her wrist and pointed to the bracelet he had given her.

“Yes,” she said. “You special. Always special.”

Tarak nodded. “You are special, Illia. You are proof that there is more to our connections than words.” He pointed at the bracelet again. “Sorcery is not here now, and I feel close to you.” She seemed confused, so he tapped the bracelet. “No sorcery.” Then he pulled her into him and embraced her warmly. “Still this. Us.”

She squeezed him tightly. “Yes. No sorcery. Us.”

He held her for a while before she pulled away. “I prepare leave.” She gestured at her room.

He nodded. She opened the door to her room, though she appeared to see something behind Tarak that confused her for a moment. She went into her room and closed the door after her.

Tarak was surprised to see Basael walking toward him. He held in a groan.

Basael said, “Your grandmother was a beautiful woman, and with a great big rump that would start a fire in my chest.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

Tarak didn’t know what bothered him more, this detail about his grandmother or the fact that Tarak was partial to the same part of women that his grandfather seemed to enjoy.

“Because even though your grandmother and I had passion, there was no love between us. Emphatic caring of any kind is a weakness.”

“I accept this weakness.”

“Then you are a fool.”

“Correct.”

Basael whipped his head back. “You care not that you are a fool?”

“I do not.”

Basael shook his head. “You have much to learn. I am disappointed in Caarda.”

“I do have much to learn from you, about sorcery,” Tarak specified. “But grandfather, were you not poised to kill me earlier?”

“We cannot say that would be certain.”

“We can certainly say there was a chance, and I cannot forget that so easily. I may have a lot to learn, but nearly slaying your own grandson means you have a lot to make up for.”

“I do not need to make up for anything when I do nothing wrong. I had no intention of hurting you.”

“I speak not of your intentions but of the possibility. There was an instance of the future in which you killed me. Caarda saw it. You saw it.”

“You cannot hold a man or even a god like me accountable for the possibility of an act. Think of your possibility to fight me. It is either equal blame or no blame at all. You can dwell on what might have happened or move past it. What choice do you make?”

“I would like to dwell a while longer.” Especially if that means you will leave me alone for now.

“Caarda warned me that your personality impedes your ability to develop your sorcery.”

“And your sorcery appears to have impeded your ability to develop a personality.”

“My personality is my identity. I am a god and a protector. Caarda wanted the same for you.” Basael made a fist. “I can shape you. Let go of your stubborn personality and accept destiny, and I will show you how to open a portal today.”

“Ah shit,” Tarak grumbled. He did want to learn that, at least. “Fine, grandfather. I will heed your advice for now, but I am not ready to let go that we almost came to a fight.”

Basael forced a laugh. “Fight, you call it? Does an ant fight a man? No, it is squashed. I will allow you to eat your breakfast, but you will absorb your first lesson as you do so. I will start you down the path toward mastery of mana. Then you will not need much food or sleep.”

“But I like food…and sleep.”

Basael gave him a look. Tarak sighed.

“Fine. I will listen.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Callie watched as Tarak and Basael entered the dining quarters. They headed over to the table with Caarda and Callie’s father. Tarak had a look on his face as if he’d rather be anywhere else. When he noticed Callie looking at him, he put on a tired smile and gave a two-fingered wave.

She waved back and stood up. She was about to leave Eden and Aliana behind when Eden made a remark, “Already off to take my advice?”

“What?” she asked.

“You know,” Eden hinted.

“Gosh no. I told you I will see this through with Trevor.”

“Yes, you did say that,” Eden agreed, though she was still hinting at something.

“Let her be,” Aliana interjected.

Callie left the table in a bit of a rush as she noticed Tienna entering the dining hall. The older girl was kind, but perhaps a little too kind. Callie felt the same way with Tienna as she did when speaking with Zarin. There seemed to be something each wanted from Callie beyond getting to know her or enjoying her company. At least with Zarin it seemed clear that he might be interested in a future marriage. She knew how to deal with that. Tienna’s goal, however, Callie still couldn’t comprehend.

Tienna waved to her and approached as if to speak, but Callie simply waved back and pretended not to notice as she came to the open bench beside Tarak.

“May I sit?” she asked the table, her gaze resting on her father. “I would like to ask Basael something, and I can be brief.”

Her father gestured for her to sit. She took her place next to Tarak, across from her father. On the other side of Tarak sat Caarda, who faced Basael. She still felt the same flutter in her stomach when sitting close to Tarak as she had last night, and like last night, she ignored it as best she could.

Callie’s father had seemed strange this morning. He had spoken to her about her outing and asked many questions. At first she had feared he was trying to entrap her and punish her for something, but when his questions started shifting to find out more about Tienna, she realized something else was up. She couldn’t quite figure out what it was, and when she began to wonder aloud, he shut down the questioning rather fast. This was particularly odd behavior for her father, who often didn’t stop until he got the answer he wanted.

“I apologize for interrupting,” Callie said. “Basael, I’m eager to find out how you spoke to me as I was falling asleep a while back.”

“An explanation? I am a powerful god, princess. You will see many feats that you will fail to understand.”

“She wonders what type of sorcery you used,” Caarda elaborated.

“It is a level of sorcery none of you can match. There is no point in wondering.”

“There is always a good reason to wonder,” Caarda replied. “Without wonder, we cannot expect them to improve and fight this ‘war’ you keep going on about.”

“There is war in the future! You see it.”

“I see fighting and death, and what could be war. I do not see these ‘gods’ from other realms and kingdoms in disarray. What I know is we must prepare just in case. As you have shown you can communicate across distances, do you not believe this is a skill that could be useful to the king’s sorcerers?”

“And I tell you there is no point. Only gods like me can use such a skill.”

Callie interrupted, “At least tell me why I was the one you spoke to. Why me?”

“That is a better question. You appear to be unaware that you have a gift.”

“I know of my talent with fire,” Callie said.

“No. With another type of sorcery.”

“Which?” she asked as she leaned forward.

Her father opened his mouth and put up his hand, but at least he had the decency to stop himself from interrupting. He had always been too worried about her involvement with sorcery. Even after she had proven herself useful during the war, he still had reservations about her training.

“Your instructor has failed you.” Basael stood up. He announced to the dining hall, “I will train you sorcerers from now on.”

“Hold on, Basael,” Nykal said, but Basael continued.

“I will ensure you are all ready for what is to come. Your first lesson begins today. All of you will join me as we journey into the forest. I will open a portal before your eyes and tell you about a type of magic none of you has discovered.”

He looked as if he expected…applause? Maybe cheering?

Leon stood up from his place in between the girls and the boys at another big table.

“What the fuck is this?” he said, glancing at Callie’s father.

Basael pointed at him. “You are the instructor?”

“I have instructed. Most of these young sorcerers wouldn’t be half of what they are today if it wasn’t for me.”

“Then you have done well, but you appear to have reached your limit.” Basael gestured at Callie. “You have taught this promising girl nothing except fire when she is capable of so much more.” He flapped a hand dismissively in Tarak’s direction. “And my grandson is rebellious and overconfident. He does not take sorcery seriously.”

Leon made his way around the long table in his way as he spoke. “First of all, Callie is not and has not been one of my students. Second of all, I just met Tarak recently. His personality is more your doing than mine.”

“Tarak is mostly my fault,” Caarda said as he stood.

Tarak jumped to his feet. “I am starting to take offense to this!”

Basael ignored him. “I will duel you, mortal,” he told Leon.

“I don’t have time for you.”

“You will make time if you wish to remain instructor.”

Leon had made his way over to their table. “Instruct them, then! I don’t care. I have too much to do anyway. In fact, please do it. I want to see what you really know about sorcery because if you are anything like Caarda, then you had better hope these mortals are smarter than you are. Or they will have no hope of understanding you.”

“Leon is right, my father,” Caarda agreed. “You taught sorcery well to your offspring because we were already connected to the system of mana you created. Mana is different to these beings. You may understand how to control it, but explaining it is different.”

“Nonsense.” Basael pointed at Callie. “She is already connected to mana. All of them are. I am disappointed if you cannot feel it.”

Caarda squinted as he pointed his palm at Callie. Then his hand dropped. “I feel nothing.”

“You are young, Caarda. You have spent most of your life in a distortion of time. I have been across the world. I am connected to every type of mana that exists. This girl shares a trait with this one.” Basael pointed at Illia, who seemed to be nervously standing just within the entrance of the great hall with a tray of food in hand. She looked behind her as if expecting Basael to be pointing at someone else.

“What this?” she asked when she realized she was involved. “Tarak?”

“I do not know,” Tarak answered with a shrug.

Callie asked Basael, “Are you saying I have an affinity with curses?”

“Curses? No. It is mana of the mind and body.”

Charlie called out, “Mortal magic! We call it mortal magic.” He approached so quickly that he stumbled over his own feet and fell to his hands and knees, though it didn’t stop him from talking as he quickly got himself up again. “I have been working with Illia with the help of Zarin. This is very exciting for you, Callie.”

“It is?”

“Yes! We are calling the spell Magnia because it magnifies feelings. It is not a curse but it does affect the body in a similar way.”

“I can’t do any of that,” Callie said.

“Not yet,” Charlie answered as he stopped in front of her. “But if Basael is right, then you have the capability. Basael, are you saying that the way you communicated with the princess was through this mortal magic tree?”

“Correct,” Basael said. “I could have also reached this one.” He pointed at Leon. “Or the analyte.”

Callie already knew that Leon’s ability to heal minor wounds was part of this mortal magic specialization, but nothing she had ever cast had anything to do with healing or altering someone’s mood. Considering what she had seen Illia go through as she came to terms with her power, Callie wasn’t sure it was something she wanted.

Then she remembered that Basael could speak to her whenever she was trying to sleep, and she realized this was definitely not something she wanted.

Basael announced, “As your new instructor, I will ensure all of you reach your potential.” He lifted his arms. “Spread the word, my followers. Basael is godly. Behold his power and you cannot deny this is true.”

The tables in the dining hall lifted toward small black spheres, like the kind made by Tarak’s gravity spell. Bowls and silverware spilled off. Many breakfasts were ruined. Callie was among many of the people who were lifted off the ground, and, like the others, she expressed her annoyance audibly.

Basael’s hands shook. His teeth clenched. So this was the extent of his power. It was mighty, but he was not God.

“Enough!” Nykal yelled as he held onto a floating table in the air.

Tarak grunted as he moved his hands, and Basael’s spell suddenly came to an end. Everyone and everything fell with a crash, a din of groans reverberating through the dining hall.

“So I can stop the spell,” Tarak said, both wonder and satisfaction in his voice.

Caarda said, “Like with everything, destruction of mana is easier than creation. It is even easier if you have access to the same tree as the spell.”

Basael shouted across the room, “Arthur, gather my congregation. It is time for everyone to witness my true power as I open a portal to Castle Korrithin.”

Arthur started to hurry toward the exit.

“Stop there, Arthur,” Nykal ordered. He told Basael, “We did not agree on an audience.”

“It is no audience. My congregation consists of dedicated mortals. They have served me thus far and deserve a demonstration of their god’s power. Gather the congregation, Arthur.”

Arthur headed toward the exit before Callie’s father spoke again.

“Arthur, don’t. We need to discuss this, Basael.”

“What is there to discuss? They are my congregation, my followers.”

“They are people of Lycast, my kingdom.”

“Would you refuse a boy an audience of his father’s honorific participation in combat? I perform feats for the good of this kingdom. You will allow people to witness.”

Most in the dining hall halted their retrieval of bowls and silverware as they watched the king.

“Sire?” Arthur asked.

Leon said, “I vote for the god to have his audience, and let this be done.”

“Arthur,” Nykal said, “you may go.”

Callie took her seat again.

Over the next half hour, she tried to get something out of Basael. As skilled as he was with sorcery, he was even greater at speaking without saying anything. She could never quite figure out if he was purposefully vague or just absolutely terrible at explaining his spells. She ended up leaving the table frustrated, though she did manage to keep her emotions in check.

Callie headed to the keep. She had not asked her father if she could go with Basael and the others into Curdith Forest, but everyone was going. She almost didn’t care what her father would say. She was going to go with them and find out more about this mortal magic tree if it was the last thing she did.

“Princess,” Tarak said as he lightly touched her arm.

She hadn’t seen him following after her. She turned around.

“It might be best to ignore Basael,” Tarak said as he dropped his hand. “I cannot say if he will ever tell you what you want. Caarda was like that with me, and I used to hate him for it. Now I see he is a saint compared to Basael. These gods do not understand sorcery like the rest of us. It is like breathing to them. Ask them to do it and they do; ask them to explain it and they will piss you right off trying.”

She laughed. “I will try to keep that in mind.” Then she noticed others heading out of the great hall, and she quickly turned away and retreated to the keep, where the guard Randy opened the door for her.

She nearly bumped into Zarin on the other side. He stopped suddenly, made a face of pain, and fell to his knee, then rubbed the other one to soothe it.

“I’m sorry,” Callie said as she helped him up.

He hissed through the pain as he pushed her hand away. “Ya torry shak oot ij!” he growled.

Callie jumped back reflexively. “I’m truly sorry,” she repeated.

He nodded and offered a sympathetic smile. “It is fine. I apologize for raising my voice.”

Callie wanted to know what he’d told her, but she was a little afraid to find out. He seemed a little embarrassed as he passed by with red cheeks.

He had never spoken analyse to her, but even with it being another language she should have at least recognized his voice. Instead, he’d sounded like a completely different person.

Ya-tori sha-koot-eej, she repeated to herself as she took the stairs. Ya-tori sha-koot-eej.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Tarak could do nothing but laugh without humor as a few hundred people followed Basael out of Newhaven and into the forest. When Tarak had first met Arthur and heard about this new magic and the god responsible for it, he had figured this was a small movement with maybe dozens of people.

The bastard’s been busier than I imagined.

Michael approached Tarak as all the sorcerers walked with the king’s guard at the front, Basael at the head. “Hey Tarak, did Basael tell you how he’s going to make this portal?”

“He has explained nothing, and I expect that to remain.”

“You have asked?”

“Many times.”

“What about Caarda?”

“He does not know,” Tarak answered.

“Damn. I was hoping we could rid ourselves of Basael by sending him off with his followers.”

“It is a comforting thought, but he is more dangerous apart from us.”

They walked in silence for a moment.

Michael said, “How long has he been alive?”

“It could be a thousand years.”

“How many more does he have left?”

“I wish I knew.”

“Is there something we could give him?” Michael made a rolling motion with his hand. “Like wine or something that will make him docile?”

“Only praise seems to make him more sufferable.”

“Damn,” Michael repeated. “It’s like giving Leon a compliment.” Michael nudged Tarak as he pointed at the king and Lord Langston walking past them. “Sire, lord,” Michael called. They each glanced over. Tarak followed Michael to walk beside them.

“What are we to do about Basael?” Michael asked. “Seriously. He ruined most of our breakfasts. It’s probably the beginning of many things he’s going to ruin. Who can say what he’ll do with this portal. Even Caarda knows nothing about them.”

Lord Langston asked snidely, “What do you suggest, Michael?”

He gave a questioning look at Tarak. “Can’t Caarda do something?” Michael asked.

“He wants to repair the relationship with his father,” Tarak said.

“How powerful is Basael?” Michael wondered.

Tarak noticed the king and the lord also waiting for that answer. “He has proven he can change the entire mana system.”

Nykal asked, “Can Caarda prevent that?”

“Yes, I believe so. Maybe more of us will be able to make changes in time. That is when Basael will be less dangerous.”

Lord Langston said, “How can one being change mana for everyone? That doesn’t sound right.”

“Caarda,” called the king.

Caarda parted from Basael and slowed to join their group. Basael seemed to study them with a look over his shoulder, but then he walked around everyone as if to meet his congregation at the back. The king let him go.

“We never had a chance to finish our conversation during breakfast,” Nykal explained to Caarda. “Regarding the change of mana.”

“Yes, I have considered how to better explain that. Think of this example. Your kingdom is built alongside a very wide and powerful river, mana. With the right tools, someone may have the ability to alter the river. They cannot stop it. No one is that powerful, but they can divert some of the water to other places. Depending on how your kingdom was using this powerful river, these diversions may be helpful, or they may be a hindrance. With even more advanced tools, the river can be modified in other ways that make certain tasks easier. Some of it can be diverted into a lake, where fish will dwell. Some of it can be used to push waterwheels and other machinery. There are many uses for such a powerful river, but sometimes it is best left alone. However, mana works a little differently than water. Once it is used in a certain way, it becomes accustomed to that use. It would be as if the water was alive and did not like change.”

“You are saying that the initial change to mana would be the most difficult for the sorcerer responsible,” Nykal said. “But if their change remained for many years, it would be just as difficult for another sorcerer to change mana back.”

“Yes, the initial change to mana would take a great amount of power that would leave even someone like Basael severely weakened. Their state of weakness would diminish over time as mana became accustomed to its change and required less force to remain this way. During this time the sorcerer would be susceptible to attack and trackable by anyone who is in touch with mana. It is why my siblings were always able to sense each other. We were all connected to mana, responsible for its modification in our own way.”

Michael said, “So if Basael changed mana, we could easily stop him.”

“Yes,” Caarda answered.

“But could we change mana back if he escaped from us and we could not reach him?”

“I am unsure of that. It is like asking who would win a wrestling match. One can only speculate. Now if more of us were able to compete, the speculation becomes easier. However, I am unsure how many of you are connected to mana in the necessary way to both make and prevent changes.”

“What does it take?”

“Your connection must be strong enough for mana to provide life to you.”

“Leon,” Michael mused.

“That abrasive man is your strongest sorcerer?” Caarda asked.

Michael answered, “Why do you think we’ve kept him around?”

Nykal put up his hand. “Michael, allow me to speak to this from here on.”

“Sorry, your majesty.”

Nykal nodded. “Leon!” he called.

Leon walked nearby with Arthur and Reuben. Tarak could hear from here that Leon seemed to be asking something of Arthur with his usual bothered tone, most likely how he could possibly believe Basael’s bullshit.

“Leon!” Nykal repeated.

Leon looked over. Nykal gestured for him to come.

As Leon walked over, Tarak commented to Caarda, “Why do you always use rivers as your examples?”

“What do you mean?”

“You always use rivers. Even when teaching me sorcery, you described mana like an endless river. You have even described spells like small rivers coming out of us. You are obsessed with rivers.”

“If our world was a human body, then rivers would be the veins that carry our blood.”

“That is what I am trying to tell you! You discuss everything in terms of rivers!”

“Tarak,” the king silenced him as Leon arrived.

“What is it?” Leon asked.

“Caarda believes you might be able to change mana in some way.”

“Me?” Leon pointed at himself as he glanced at Caarda.

“You are how old?” Caarda asked.

Leon glanced at Michael, then at Tarak. “Older than I look,” was all he admitted.

“Do you feel that your mana is capable of speaking to all mana?”

“No.”

Caarda told the king, “He is not yet ready.”

“When will he be ready?”

“It could be one year or fifty. I cannot say.”

“Hold on,” Leon said. “If I can change mana, that means I can also prevent others from changing it?”

“Yes,” Caarda said.

“Tell me what it should feel like.”

“Like a river—”

Tarak’s loud groan interrupted Caarda.

“Like a river,” Caarda continued, “consisting of all mana. Your mana is a small stream running beside it. Like hearing the powerful river hidden behind a line of trees, you might notice signs of this flow of mana. Once you can sense it is there, you may begin pushing your mana to connect to it. This will take strength. It is like casting a spell except it is not temporary.”

“It’s not?” Leon had put his hands up as if to begin, but he dropped them. “What else might happen if I connect my mana to all mana?”

“Depending on how difficult it is for you to connect, you may find it difficult to disconnect. Your mana is a part of you. Changes to your mana may also affect the way you feel, the way you cast, and perhaps even the way you think. I cannot say what might occur. Mood changes at the very least.”

“That would do him good,” Michael said. “He only has one mood right now. Grumpy.”

“Michael,” the king admonished. “Leon, you should connect to all mana if you can.”

“Hold on, this sounds like serious shit!”

“What are you saying?” Caarda asked.

Michael answered, “He means he’s scared.”

“Fuck yes, and I’m not afraid to admit it. I can be brave and attempt this, but I say we’d better make sure first. What else can you tell me about this, Caarda?”

“Nothing. I have explained everything.”

“At least tell me what you were like before you connected to all mana.”

“Happy, I suppose, but ignorant to the ways of mana. I was a child and connected during my teenage years.”

“And were you happy after?”

“I have not been happy in a long time.”

Tarak’s heart broke. Not once had he considered his father’s happiness. The only thing that had mattered to Tarak was Tarak. Caarda had wanted so much out of him and pushed so hard that Tarak had felt he had no choice but to push back for some semblance of normalcy.

He could’ve done more to appease his father’s wishes. At least it wasn’t too late to start.

“You’re never happy, either,” Michael told Leon. “Might as well do it.”

“Just because I’m never happy around you doesn’t mean I’m never happy elsewhere.”

“Michael,” the king admonished again.

“Michael, leave!” Lord Langston ordered.

“What?”

“Go now!” Lord Langston shouted. Many others looked their way.

Michael hung his head. “All right, no need to make a scene.”

As Michael left, Zarin limped over to them with the help of his cane. Walking appeared to be giving him even more trouble than usual today.

“Basael is telling his followers they will soon see why he is their god,” Zarin informed the king. “Some of the things he’s saying might be considered blasphemous.”

“Caarda,” Nykal said. “We have spoken about his attitude.”

“We have.”

“This is becoming more of a problem,” Nykal added. “He needs to be reminded that I am his king and he cannot undermine my authority.”

“I have tried to calm him. I am afraid there is not much more that can be done. You have only a few options, as I see it. You allow him to continue, you send him away, or you fight him. There will be repercussions no matter what you decide.”

Tarak asked, “You would condone fighting your own father?”

“I condone what is best for the greater good,” Caarda replied. “His relation to me has no effect on my choice.”

“What about my relation to you?” Tarak asked.

“You are not my father. I am yours. I am bound to protect you, so long as you are good.”

“Do you not feel obligated to protect anyone who is good?”

“I do.”

“So you admit you treat me no differently than, say, the king.”

“No, the king I would protect more. His death would cause more harm than yours.”

“What! Would my death mean anything to you?”

“Of course, Tarak. It hurts me that you feel the need to ask. Your death would devastate me personally, but your death would not cause as many problems as the king’s death, hence his would cause more harm than yours.”

“Oh, so you meant more overall harm, not to you personally.”

“Of course. Regarding Basael, your majesty, I support the decision you make. However, there is nothing more I can do to change his behavior. I have tried.”

“We need some enemies,” Leon commented. “Then we’ll see how useful he really is.”

“We have enemies,” the king reminded him, “but many have yet to show themselves.” He asked Caarda, “How confident are you that Basael tells the truth about other beings as powerful as him?”

“I have spoken to him at great lengths about that, and I do now believe he has been telling the truth. It is likely that at least one of these Ancients will come to Dorrinthal. I cannot say just how powerful they are, but it does seem likely that if they are to come at all it will be soon, before our system of mana becomes more difficult to change.”

“Let them come,” Leon said. “Have Basael fight them.”

“And if Basael is to fall?” Caarda asked. “Will you be next in line to fight?”

“Fuck yes,” Leon answered without delay. “I’ll even be right there beside Basael. I’ve fought beside people I hate before.”

“Zarin,” Nykal said, “please go with Lord Langston and try to stop Basael without angering him. We will continue to deal with him for now. It’s best I am not the one directly chastising him before a crowd, in case he refuses to listen. If a time comes when more drastic measures are required, I will order them.”

Zarin and Lord Langston headed back.

Tarak went to walk with Illia and let Caarda and the king discuss his grandfather on their own.

“Greetings,” he said.

“Hello,” she replied. “I scare portal. Danger. Trust Basael?”

“Uh,” Tarak paused. He wanted to lie and ease her worries, but she should know the truth. “I cannot say.”

“You cannot say?” she asked.

“I do not know.”

“He grandfather.”

“Correct,” Tarak said.

“You do not know?”

“Correct,” Tarak repeated. “Maybe danger, maybe not. I do not know.”

“I understand.”

“What does Zarin say?” Tarak asked.

“Safe,” Illia answered. “Danger…em.” She pinched her fingers.

“A little,” Tarak realized.

“Little, but danger…em…go…no Korrithin.”

“I understand,” Tarak said. “Basael might send you to another place on accident.”

Illia nodded.

Callie joined them abruptly. “Illia, what does this mean? Ya-tori sha-koot-eej.”

Illia showed her confusion.

“Ya-tori sha-koot-eej?” Callie asked and shrugged. “Zarin said it.”

“Ah,” Illia replied. “Ya torry shak oot ij?”

“Yes,” Callie said.

“Leg pain, eh,” Illia paused. She made a flat line out of moving her hand across. “Leg pain, leg pain, leg pain. More leg pain, leg pain, leg pain.”

“His leg will hurt for a long time?” Callie asked.

“Yes.”

“Oh, thank you.”

Tarak asked, “Why did he not tell you that in common tongue?”

“He yelled it in anger after he fell. I almost bumped into him coming through a doorway because I was going too fast. I wanted to know what it meant. It makes sense now.”

“Zarin,” Illia said. “Eh, Zarin mad.” She made an exaggerated face of fury. “Much mad. Danger, Zarin. Big mad.”

“Ohh,” Callie murmured. “I didn’t know.”

“Yes. Zarin…sad life. Much pain. Much anger. Sorry Zarin.” She tapped her heart. “I mad Zarin. I sorry, I say. He forgive, but mad, but pain. Understand?”

“Yes,” Callie said.

“Zarin handsome.” Illia pointed at Tarak. “Tarak handsome, but Zarin…leg.” She shook her head as if disappointed. “No girl. No fun. Much mad.”

“I don’t think we should be talking too much about his personal life,” Callie said. “But it’s my fault for bringing it up. Thank you for your help.” She gave a quick curtsy and hurried off.

“She mad?” Illia asked Tarak after the princess left.

“No,” Tarak said. “She appreciates your help.”

Illia nodded.

Tarak chatted with Illia the rest of the way. She was always fun to talk to, even when she was worried. It was hard to fathom that she would probably be leaving permanently, and very soon.

Eventually they arrived at the crater in the forest. It looked vastly different from the last time they were here. Many of the trees had been chopped down, their wood used to create flooring and scaffolds around the massive gap in the ground. Walls within the crater had been constructed of the same wood, traveling down the opening with a few ladders resting against them. A large team of guards patrolled the area, and even more men seemed to be at work ensuring the safety of the flooring as they noticed the king approaching.

Basael announced, “Gather around, everyone. Gather!”

Tarak glanced at the king, who seemed to be watching Basael carefully as his followers clustered in front of him.

“Gather for my sermon,” Basael said as the last of his followers pushed through, some causing Tarak to stumble. Tarak decided to take his place near the king just in case Basael tried something. He soon found his father and the other sorcerers there as well.

“What you will witness is a portal,” Basael explained. “They are dangerous and can be formed in many ways. One is by a god like myself, but another may occur naturally and may do so if mana is left unchanged.”

“Then why not change mana?” asked one of his followers.

The king stepped toward Basael, but Basael answered quickly. “The time has not come. There are many benefits to the original form of mana. If one day the dangers outweigh the benefits, I will change it to protect my people.”

Tarak was surprised at his grandfather’s choice to keep the dangers of these “other gods” out of his speech. Maybe he had some sense after all.

Others raised their hands, and some shouted questions, but Basael lowered his palms, and they quieted and dropped their arms.

“There is a cavern beneath us, and in this cavern is a condensed form of natural mana called artistry,” Basael explained. “It has resurfaced here because I have left mana unchanged for long enough.”

“Charlie, Leon?” the king asked.

“I have never heard of artistry,” Leon answered.

“Neither have I,” Charlie said.

Basael continued, “There is a faraway continent called Aathon where artistry is the primary form of mana. While many dorrin live there, it is the origin of analytes and the place where most of them dwell. Another form of mana, not natural to our world, called esitry is prevalent there as well. It exists in another realm, another world very different than ours. Artistry and esitry attract. It is artistry that pulls esitry into our world. It does so with so much strength that, in the instance where there is enough artistry trapped, like in a cavern, a rift can form between our realms as this condensed artistry pulls esitry here. This is one form of a portal, and it lays open beneath us.”

Some of his followers moved away as if worried the ground would cave in.

“There is no need to worry,” Basael assured them. “It is stable right now, but it will not always remain that way. I come from a lineage of gods like myself—powerful sorcerers of ancient times who realized that mana interacted with itself in dangerous ways. Not only do artistry and esitry attract, but there is a form of metal called akorell that absorbs another type of mana called bastial energy, which can be equally dangerous. The gods before me have perished, but I contain their wisdom. I remember portals obliterating mountains and others swallowing cities. This is why mana must be investigated and changed if necessary. It is also why analytes have violet hair. Artistry, condensed, is red, and esitry is blue. Together they make violet. The analytes are men and women like you, but centuries of living with red artistry and blue esitry changed their hair to violet, and eventually their language changed as they separated from dorrin.”

The crowd murmured as if this made sense to most of them.

Michael nudged Tarak. “You believe this horseshit?”

Tarak shook his head.

“You will now witness a portal, not made from artistry,” Basael said, “but from mana in another form called bastial energy. Bring forth the akorell.”

Arthur approached with a bag.

“Set it here.” Basael pointed at his feet, and Arthur knelt down and reached into the bag with a thick glove protecting his hand.

He pulled out a glowing bar of metal. It was too bright to look at without a squint. Two more he pulled out until three were set before Basael.

“Take the others away,” Basael said, and Arthur moved back into the crowd with the bag. Lord Langston took it from him.

“Come here, young analyte.” Basael gestured at Illia.

She walked to Basael and seemed unsure of where to stand until he pointed at his side.

Basael pulled his hand through the air, and the three bars of glowing metal jumped. There was a crack, then a gust of wind, and a portal ripped open in the space in front of Basael. The portal grew to be as large as Basael. It pulled in dirt, leaves, and created a rush of air that sent some to their knees.

“Go in,” Basael ordered Illia as his arms shook.

She leaned back so as not to be sucked in as she seemed to be peering inside. There seemed to be a room within, but a table appeared to be getting bigger. Suddenly, the table shot through the portal and tumbled out into the forest. Michael and Tarak jumped away from each other as it crashed down between them and bounced off.

A large and round analyte man came rolling through after. He screamed as he somersaulted toward the crowd.

“Go!” Basael demanded of Illia, “and put the fat man back where he belongs!”

The crowd pulled the large analyte to his feet. The man was screaming in confusion. He appeared disoriented as he fell over and seemed unable to get up on his own. But with the help of the crowd, he neared the portal. Arthur tossed in another sack of akorell metal that must’ve belonged to the analytes.

Tarak caught Illia’s gaze. She put her hand over her lips and blew a kiss. He returned the gesture. She turned and jumped into the portal. The crowd shoved the disoriented analyte man in after her.

A flash of light blinded Tarak for a moment. When he could see again, the portal was closed and Basael was shaking with each heavy breath.

Tarak thought about how his grandfather said he would teach Tarak how to make a portal. I suppose this is his method of teaching. This is about as instructive as watching someone play the lute.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Tarak hoped Illia’s return to her home had gone smoothly. He would certainly miss her charm, her beautifully puzzling conversations, and he was pretty sure he would even miss those nights of pure intensity.

The king dismissed the crowd, and Basael let them go without argument. The arrogance of Basael was his most dangerous trait, but if he continued to behave and provide helpful spells like this portal, it seemed unwise to make him their enemy.

Leon was the first to descend the ladder toward the cavern’s opening. Tarak took his turn next. In the off chance anyone fell, it was up to Leon and Tarak to catch them with sorcery. As Tarak neared the familiar cave, he could hear Leon muttering curses from below. Soon Tarak was close enough to hop the rest of the way down.

“Never have I felt something like this. Never.” Leon seemed to be mostly speaking to himself.

Tarak felt it more clearly now that he knew it to be mana. The mana seemed so close to his mind it was almost as if he could reach out and touch it.

Michael set his feet down in the cavern next. The three of them watched as the king descended.

They readied themselves, but Nykal made his way to the bottom without a slip.

“It is dark,” complained his majesty.

Leon made light in a yellow beam.

“Tarak, Michael,” Leon said, “watch for anyone falling. We are going to investigate the rift.”

“I want to see the rift,” Michael said.

“You will be the last to see it, and only once we find out it is foolproof.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Michael asked.

“It means what you think, you fool.” Leon left with the king just behind him.

Michael admitted, “I do sort of want to throw something into it.”

“Probably should not,” Tarak said. “There is no telling what will happen to anything that goes inside, and to the rest of us. Everything here seems to be connected.” Tarak paused. “But I had the same urge in the beginning.”

Michael chuckled, then glanced around the cavern and whistled at the sight of it. “Is that the rift, there?”

It was difficult to calculate distance in the dark, but it appeared close enough for Tarak to reach with one of these stones near his feet. “It is.” The rift shimmered in Leon’s light. The whole cavern was tinted red, but the rift was deeply colored, like fresh blood, only around the edges, however. Black resided in the middle, save streaks of light shooting across its spherical shell.

Basael and Caarda floated down without the use of the ladder. They made it appear easy, reminding Tarak of how difficult it had been for him to make the same descent with Aliana on his back.

One by one, the sorcerers made their way down the ladder. The princess was among them, then Tienna, and Lord Langston. Tarak looked up expecting to find Zarin, but he soon realized the ladder must be too difficult for the analyte to maneuver with his crippled leg.

Caarda and Basael had joined Leon and the king. Everyone else was ordered to stay at the foot of the ladder.

“You may approach the rift,” Leon called eventually. “None of you are to step closer than I am, and don’t even think about throwing something or you will regret it. This place is unstable.”

Eden stopped suddenly. “What is that?” she asked.

Aliana and Callie stopped as well, but everyone else kept walking toward the rift.

“What?” Aliana asked.

“Don’t you feel that?” Eden extended her arms at her sides. “There’s something here.”

“Yes, another form of mana,” Callie explained.

“No, there’s something alive.”

Charlie said, “Mana could be considered alive.”

“It’s not mana!” Eden said. “I know mana, and this is not it. It’s an animal…or something. Do none of you feel it?”

Nobody mentioned anything.

“Come on,” Aliana said, gesturing for Eden to follow her toward the rift.

Eden dropped her hands and shook her head, but she did follow at the end of the group.

Tarak stopped in front of the rift. He could feel an immense amount of energy coming from it, dangerous and volatile like standing near a raging fire.

“I have brought you all here,” the king explained, “to see if any of you feel something standing in proximity to this rift. Perhaps one of you has a gift for this type of mana.”

No one spoke, but Eden raised her hand.

“Yes, Eden, what do you feel?” the king asked.

“There is something in here with us. I am certain of it.”

“Light up the cavern,” the king said.

Callie and Leon made light. Tarak checked on Basael, who seemed content to do nothing. Maybe he had no control over light?

The sorcerers spread out and walked along the walls. The cavern was not vast, but there were many chambers with narrow passages, some holes shallow and others extending deep. It took some time, but eventually they searched everywhere they could.

The king asked Eden, “Do you still feel something?”

“More than ever.”

Aliana asked, “What does it feel like?”

“That there is something here and it’s curious. It’s like I am looking at it and seeing an expression, but there’s nothing to see. I keep turning around thinking it’s there. It feels like it’s right next to me but all around me at the same time.”

“Basael?” the king asked.

“There is nothing here,” Basael said. “Because no one here shows any capability with artistry, the rift must be closed. It is a door to a dangerous world and may grow unstable the longer we leave it open.”

“What can you do with artistry?” Michael challenged.

“I do not need artistry,” Basael answered. “I am capable of achieving any spell I need with other forms of mana.”

“Except make light,” Michael noted.

Basael’s features grew hard. “Continue your insolence,” he replied, “if you wish to forfeit your life.”

“My life for a little comment like that? That is an overreaction.”

“Some examples must be made.” Basael lifted his hand.

“Basael,” Caarda said, with the king repeating his name right after in a much harsher tone.

Basael dropped his hand. “I could break you in half,” he told Michael.

“Basael,” Michael began, “there is one common trait among all who retaliate with violence when insulted. Well, two traits, actually.” He touched his head. “Small in the mind.” Then he made a rude gesture beneath his belt. “And even smaller in the trousers.”

Basael calmly looked over Michael and then gave a reply. “I have explored the world. I have discovered planes of existence your feeble mind has no capability of imagining. I have centuries of knowledge at my disposal. But if I really wanted to embarrass you I would simply stand beside you and drop my trousers, and you might finally feel as insignificant as you truly are.”

Tarak knew he shouldn’t laugh, but even Michael looked to be in awe, and Tarak couldn’t help himself. Meanwhile, a few of the girls made sounds as if disgusted.

“That was…” Michael uttered, “the vilest, most belittling insult I have ever heard. I think you finally have earned my respect.”

The king had his mouth open as he stared at Michael in obvious confusion. He gave a shrug, then said, “It is time to close the rift.”

“Wait,” Eden said. “I think it’s about to come through.”

“What is?” the king asked.

“I don’t know. Something.”

“How do you know?”

“Because while they have been talking about disgusting things, I have been communicating with what I now believe to be a creature in the other realm. Come on,” she said in a high voice. “You are safe. Come to me.”

“You haven’t said anything before,” Aliana mentioned.

“We seem to be speaking through mana,” Eden said. “Come on,” she repeated, then told everyone, “He’s scared of the rift. Come on. You are safe. He’s about to come through.”

“Everyone back away,” the king ordered. “Swords and spells ready.”

They did as he commanded. Tarak took out his weapon.

“That’s not necessary,” Eden tried to explain. “He’s scared and looking for help.”

“We will be cautious in case you are wrong,” Nykal said.

“Here he comes!” Eden announced.

A flash of light turned Tarak away from the rift. When he looked back, a little lizard, cold blue like icy water, rolled through. Hard scales lined his body like little armor. He had small horns atop his head and an even smaller one protruding from between his eyes.

Michael chuckled as he put away his sword and walked toward the little creature. “He barely comes up to my ankles.”

The lizard seemed disoriented as it stumbled this way and that. It blinked its lizard eyes, then spewed out its lunch on Michael’s boots.

“Good god, I just had these cleaned,” Michael complained as the lizard flopped over and whined as if scared.

Eden hurried to pick it up. She shushed the lizard as if to sooth it. To Tarak’s surprise, it actually seemed to calm.

Little wings rose up from the lizard’s back. It hopped off Eden’s hand, its wings fluttering and slowing its dissent, but not well enough to keep it from hitting the ground with a thud. It whimpered.

“Is that a dragon?” Michael wondered.

Eden scooped it up again, this time holding it with one hand over its back.

“I don’t know,” Aliana said. “Aren’t they supposed to be huge and ferocious?”

“He’s terrified.” Eden tried to pet the winged lizard, but it jumped off her hand and ran back into the rift. “Wait!” she tried to tell it, but it left with another flash of light.

“Basael,” the king said. “What do you know about this creature?”

“There are some called summoners who have gained mastery over these creatures from the other realm. I came across these summoners in Aathon, where artistry is prevalent and draws a great amount of esitry to our realm. It is the pull of esitry that opens temporary rifts, and it is esitry that allows summoners to communicate with these beasts. However, these creatures and their masters have provided no aid. They cause death and destruction, and nothing else. It is another reason to close off this form of mana—artistry. This creature was small, but there are some as big as castles.”

“What else can artistry do besides attract esitry?” the king asked.

“Nothing important. It creates links between objects so that an action done to one object will affect both.”

The king wiped his forehead, taking a bit of the sheen off his face. “Something like that seems extremely valuable to farmers who perform the same action many times.”

“You have not seen Aathon,” Basael said. “It is not the farmers who make use of this form of mana. Do your farmers make use of water spells? I will tell you why they do not. It has been the same for thousands of years, everywhere in the world. Those who have control of mana do not farm. They venture out and use their sorcery to enrich themselves or to fight someone else’s battles. Mana must be curated for this reason, and through this curation will mana become more accessible to everyone. It first must be common and less valuable. Then and only then you may find farmers who can cast spells of water.”

“My father is beginning to convince me he may be right,” Caarda said. “But the issue remains that the curator of mana holds too much power. This may only work if the rest of us can be certain that the curator is not empowered by the use of sorcery.”

“The curator is empowered everywhere, my son,” Basael replied calmly, then gave a sigh. “I am too old to remember what it is like to be young, but I begin to remember. All of you know nothing.” He spoke sadly. “You know nothing,” he repeated. “I cannot be angry. Is a father to be angry at his baby for not knowing what is dangerous? I take the wrong approach. I fail. I see the future now. There is fighting and death for this kingdom. I must wait for it. Then all of you will learn. Those who are left, at least.”


CHAPTER FORTY

The mood was solemn as everyone made their way out of the cavern. Tarak was one of the last ones to climb up the ladder, in case anyone fell. Before ascending, the king had spent a long time deliberating with Basael, Caarda, Lord Langston, Zarin, and Leon as to whether to heed Basael’s advice and close the rift or to leave it open. It came down to one simple thing. With no one having any skill over artistry, closing the rift would entail physical destruction to it, such as ripping down the cavern walls and ceiling, and that was too risky for anyone—even Basael—to attempt.

When Tarak emerged, he saw his father and grandfather sitting on the grass. They faced each other with their eyes closed, Caarda’s palms on top of Basael’s. Lord Langston approached Tarak.

“Go see what they’re doing,” the lord told Tarak.

He might’ve put up an argument if he wasn’t curious also. Tarak headed over.

He could feel mana in use as he neared them. He was now familiar with the nauseating spell of Time. He became so disoriented as he stood behind his father that he had to sit to keep from falling.

Basael opened his eyes, and Caarda did after. There was a longing look in Basael’s gaze.

“You see,” Basael said.

“I do.”

“See what?” Tarak asked.

Basael stood up, and Caarda did after. He turned around and leaned down in front of Tarak as Basael walked off.

“Basael must go.”

“Oh no,” Tarak said, his sarcasm evident in his voice.

“And I am to leave with him.”

“No! Why?”

“There is only death if we remain.”

“Whose death?” Tarak asked.

“Maybe Basael’s, maybe mine, maybe yours or another sorcerer’s. It depends on what occurs next, but if we leave there is less chance any death will occur.”

“I understand how Basael leaving might make the rest of us safer, but how can it help if you leave?”

“It was not long ago that you wanted nothing to do with me,” Caarda said with a smile.

“I am not saying I want you always next to me, but I am beginning to see that having you around might not be so bad.”

“Does that mean you forgive me?”

“You implied I might be dead if you had not done what you did, so I suppose yes; that is correct. I am still angry you did not let me leave a note for my friends or my lady, but I understand that would entail telling me I would be leaving them, and I do see that my former self would not have allowed that.”

“I left a note about you for them. I made a copy because I thought you would want to read it.” Caarda pulled a folded parchment out of his pocket as Tarak gasped with shock. He grabbed it out of his father’s hand.

“You have not met me personally, but I have seen you with my son, Tarak. You are close with him. You deserve to know that I have taken him against his will in order to protect him from his aunts and uncles. You will not see him again. If he had the choice to stay, he would have done so and died. He cares for you and will be furious with me, but he will be safe. It pains me to do this, but it must be done.

--Caarda.”

Tarak had so many questions, but the first was the most important. “Who did you leave this for?”

“One for each of your three friends.”

“Oreca included?”

“Of course. I know how much you cared for her.”

“Why did you keep this from me for so long? I have seen red from rage at the thought of there being no note!”

“It was in the sack of coins I was about to hand to you, but I had a vision of you drinking each night until you were inevitably arrested for some lesser crime. I could not see if it was because of the note or the coins. I thought it best to keep both from you to ensure you had a better life.”

“But why, no, how could that note have caused me to follow a different path than the one I took? You should have removed it from the coin purse and given it to me! Lord and bane, all this time.” Tarak shook his head. “You could have at least told me you left a note without giving me the copy.”

“Logic says that telling you would not have affected you so greatly, but I must say I have never understood your swings of mood very well. I could not trust logic when it comes to guessing what you might do while emotional. I finally saw a vision of you making use of the talents I always knew you had. I dared not take the risk to alter that chance.”

Tarak didn’t feel good about this explanation, but it was common for many of his father’s explanations and lectures to leave a sour taste in his mouth. “Where did you leave the notes?”

“I personally handed one to each of your friends before leaving with you. I wanted to ensure the people you cared about knew the note to be true. I felt none of my siblings nearby, and my spell of Time told me it was safe.”

Caarda showing himself in public was not the strangest thing. He had lived among the people when he was married to Tarak’s mother, but over the years he had spent more time away from the town than within. The sight of him probably had started some talk, and if he was seen handing notes to Tarak’s friends, then there really would be no doubt that the content of the note was true. It probably hadn’t taken long after that for everyone in the town to come to believe that Tarak really was Caarda’s son and that he was gone now.

“This seems risky, therefore not like you at all,” Tarak commented.

“I take risks for you, Tarak. I always have and always will.”

Tarak supposed that was proven true recently when Caarda broke his vow to come back and defend Tarak.

“I am starting to feel a little ashamed,” Tarak admitted.

“About what?”

“About all the nasty things I said about you in my mind…and some aloud.”

“I do not care what you thought or said. I am proud of you, and I forgive you for all of that, Tarak. I am glad you finally understand my ways.”

Tarak still felt in shock. He needed time to figure out how his friends and lover might have reacted, but he noticed his father shooting a look toward Basael, who seemed to be using another Time spell a distance away from everyone.

“Are you sure you have to leave now?” Tarak asked.

“It seems to be the only way to make sure all of us, including you, will be safe. It is only if we stay that we have foreseen the possibility of your death, along with ours. Basael is too old and powerful to be a part of your king’s retinue. The conflicts you have witnessed will worsen until there is battle. My father cannot be ruled, but he can be managed by someone he trusts.”

“You,” Tarak said in realization.

“Yes. I must leave because I will help Basael connect with the people he is intent on helping, all the while ensuring he does not abuse his power.”

“And he knows this?”

“Yes. He has seen what futures await him if he is without management.”

Basael finished collecting a few bags, one with the unused akorell metal. He joined Caarda and Tarak and said, “Caarda has informed you that he and I are to leave?”

“He has.”

“You must want to go with us.”

“Um.”

“You cannot,” Basael continued. “You are a descendent of a god, my grandson. You are needed here. These fools are more likely to listen to you because you are a fool like them.”

“Um,” Tarak repeated.

“I task you with convincing them to see the truth before it is too late. Unregulated mana is unstable and does not prepare this kingdom for what is to come. Your father and I are likely to die if we remain, and you could die trying to protect us.”

“How do you die in these visions?”

Basael and Caarda shared a look. Basael said, “We agreed not to tell him. It may change the future.”

Caarda gave a nod and glanced down at Tarak. “Your safety may change as soon as we tell you what we saw.”

“What about everyone else’s safety?” Tarak asked.

“We cannot see their path unless we look into the future again with their mana close by,” Caarda said.

“So do that,” Tarak implored. “I will fetch the sorcerers right now. I will start with the king.”

Caarda grabbed his shoulder as he started to turn. “We saw no other deaths but ours and yours,” he explained. “That may change if the personal futures of everyone are looked into. Just know that something powerful is coming. It may be best to let it be. Your grandfather and I tried to fight it. We lost.”

“Well shit, what the hell is it?”

“Caarda.” Basael grabbed his arm. He shut his eyes, and so did Caarda.

Waves of mana rippled through Tarak. He held his stomach and clenched his teeth.

Caarda fell to a knee and closed his fist. “Damn!” he growled.

“What?” Tarak asked

“There is now a possibility of you dying even with us leaving.”

“We cannot say more,” Basael said as he pulled Caarda up angrily. “You have already told him too much. Now he prepares to defend them as we planned to do.”

“Do not fight alone,” Caarda urged Tarak. “Do not try to protect anyone at the expense of your own safety.”

“Caarda!” Basael yelled. “You are increasing the likelihood of my grandson’s death!” With his deep voice booming across the forest, the others started to head over as they asked what was happening. But Caarda put up his hand to stop them.

“Yes, I may have already said too much,” Caarda agreed with Basael. He told Tarak, “Explain to your king that we are to gather Basael’s followers. We will take them to a foreign land, where mana has been altered by these nearly unstoppable beings. With enough people, we may be able to convince the foreigners to see the truth and stand up to their oppressor.”

“That sounds even more dangerous than staying here,” Tarak commented.

“It is,” Basael answered. “Especially as we may not have access to our time spells after we enter another realm where mana has been altered. But such spells have only revealed problems here. We venture into the unknown, for it is the only place we may be of use now that your king has failed to heed my warnings. Spread my message, grandson, for one day I may return to fight the good fight. Goodbye!”

Basael surprised Tarak by lifting him and squeezing him in a painful hug.

He set Tarak down forcefully, by accident Tarak hoped, and then lifted his hand as he faced the audience of sorcerers who had gathered.

“Goodbye!” Basael shouted. “Although I will be far, I may remain close to some of you who are powerful enough to carry such a connection, like your princess. Await my messages if they come at all, for they will be of the utmost importance.”

Callie lowered her chin toward her throat and made a face as if she’d swallowed something foul.

“Goodbye!” Basael repeated, and said some other bullshit, most likely, but Tarak was busy embracing his father and heeding some real advice.

“Goodbye, Tarak. I hope we meet again. You have a long life ahead of you if you keep yourself safe. There are limits to your capabilities. Know them. Survive. Make use of your power by not throwing your life away.”

“I think I will actually miss you, father.”

“I think I may actually miss you as well, son.”

Tarak chuckled as he leaned away. Caarda smiled at him, then turned to follow Basael off into the forest. Soon the tall men started jogging and eventually sprinting. It almost looked like they were racing, and then they floated up and were gone.

Michael went up to Tarak and rested his arm on Tarak’s shoulder. “Weird family, you have.”

Tarak nodded.

“Now what?” Michael asked.

“I need to have a long conversation with ale.”

*****

As Tarak gathered his thoughts, the king beckoned for him. “Walk with me, Tarak.”

He headed back beside the king, with Zarin to his right and Lord Langston on the other side of his majesty. Leon trailed just behind and didn’t seem to care about positioning like the two advisors did.

“What did they tell you?” the king asked.

“It seems like something is coming, but they did not want to say much out of fear it would result in my death, which they did mention was a possibility now that they had revealed something. I believe the more they told me, the more I would think I should risk my life to defend others.”

“It is good to be cautious,” the king replied. “With the right planning, no single person should be put in a position where they might have to sacrifice themselves.”

“I am beginning to believe Basael might have our interests at heart, not quite above his own interests, but it is in there somewhere.”

“Yes, that appears to be the case.”

“You were right, sire,” Lord Langston said. The king glanced his way as he continued. “We could have made an enemy out of Basael if we were to fight. Now he may be an ally.”

“Prevention is key,” Nykal agreed. “We must all keep that in mind going forward. Tarak, did Basael and Caarda say where they are headed?”

“Basael is taking his followers to a foreign land in hopes of stopping the ‘gods’ there. Caarda is following to manage Basael’s interactions with the people and assist in convincing them he is to be trusted.”

“Do you believe he may be lying? He could plan to fortify himself elsewhere and prepare for our attack as he changes our mana.”

“Oh, um, I did not consider that.”

“Do you believe it’s possible?” the king asked.

“Actually, no I do not think so. Basael is many things, including a liar, but he is not a convincing liar. I believe his words to be true this time.”

Zarin asked, “At what point do we let a wrongdoer get away with their actions?”

“What do you mean?” Lord Langston asked.

“There needs to be a line. If death is foreseen, obviously we wish to prevent whatever may cause it, but what if that means allowing actions that are morally wrong?”

“We will decide each matter individually,” Lord Langston replied.

“We may have to decide without much time for deliberation,” Zarin answered back. “We did not make an enemy out of Basael, but we may have set a precedent to allow blasphemy or other crimes.”

“I disagree,” Nykal said. “Basael was an exception, and the people will understand that.”

“It’s not every day a thousand-year-old sorcerer comes back from the ‘dead’ and demands some recognition,” Lord Langston agreed.

“Tarak, if you wouldn’t mind.” The king gestured for him to leave.

“Right.” Tarak slowed to walk on his own and let them share their royal worries. He could use some time to think, anyway.

He had never been angrier at anyone as when his father had forced him four hundred years into the future. Tarak had not thought he would ever forgive Caarda, but he saw now that his father was right. Tarak had been lazy. Beyond lazy. Tarak had used his laziness like a weapon to fight off hard work, but looking back, he had been working hard—to maintain his questionable lifestyle. It had not been easy, all those clandestine nights felling trees and transporting them to his buyer.

He missed many pieces of that old life and still felt sad when he thought of his friends and his lady he would never see again, but at least they’d found out what happened to him. The difference that made was night and day.

After everything Tarak had heard about the behavior of his uncles and aunts in the recent war, it was clear that drastic measures had to be taken. He now firmly believed his father made the right choice.

Tarak even went so far as to think he was blessed. Illia…phew, he smiled an exhausted smile just thinking about her. And this sorcery; lord and bane, what power and intrigue.

Arthur joined Tarak. “Thank you for keeping my secrets,” he said. “At least there is one less now for you to worry about.”

“Do not fret. The other is as easy as keeping any other thought in my head. Let me rephrase that. It is even easier than keeping any other thought in my head, as it does not pertain to me.”

“I do appreciate that.”

“Did Basael ask you if you wanted to leave with him and his other followers?”

“He did,” Arthur replied.

“Did you have to think about it?”

“I did,” Arthur admitted. “I think he needs help in his mission, but I have already provided as much help as I can. I believe my uncle will be leaving with him, anyway.”

“I never got to meet your uncle.”

“I hope you will have the chance.”

Callie came up on Tarak’s other side as they walked. “May I join you two?”

“Always,” Tarak said.

Arthur bowed his head slightly. “Princess.”

“Arthur, you do not always need to be so formal with me, especially not with my father absent.”

“I will try to be less formal.”

“Only if you want,” she specified. “I would appreciate it most if you are comfortable.”

“In that case, I will continue to be formal.”

She gave a chuckle and a single nod. “Tarak, did Basael mention anything about my gift?”

“He did not.”

“Did you ask?”

“I was a little more concerned trying to find out about what was going to kill them if they did not run off, as it seems to be headed into our future as well.”

“That’s why they’re leaving?” she asked.

“Hang on,” Michael said from a little ways ahead of them. “Are you going over what they told you?”

“Yes.”

The other sorcerers seemed to notice what was happening and came to join them.

They spent the rest of the walk back talking about Tarak’s family as if he had some responsibility over their actions or, if not, that he at least understood them better than anyone else could. It took a fair amount of convincing before the sorcerers seemed to realize that Tarak knew nothing more than he let on. He had told them everything.

Supper was ready for them by the time they arrived back in the castle. Michael had gone off to speak with the king and, amazingly, convinced his majesty to provide ale for everyone as celebration. Girls and boys sat together, the princess among them. Leon had taken a new spot at the table on the dais with the king and his advisers.

Michael stood up and raised his mug. Everyone quieted, even at the royal table.

“To the quell of Basael. I say ‘farewell!’ to his hell. Will this work? Time will tell. But for now we will partake and feel ease when we awake. Tomorrow will be a better day. Let us keep the fray at bay. Cheers to the king, he won’t lead us astray. To the real gods only…I will pray.”

Tarak applauded with the others. Charlie seemed absolutely enthralled, however as he nearly spilled his drink in his haste to put it on the table and clap enthusiastically.

“Did you practice that?” Charlie asked as Michael sat back down next to him.

“Yeah, pretty much the whole way back.”

Tarak was not the only one to supplement his ale with another two, though he seemed to be the only one to supplement those three with three more after. There was lively chatter in the dining hall that lasted until nightfall. Tarak did well to forget everything worrying him. Even as he set his head down on his pillow in his room, alone, the spirit of the night stayed with him.

Let the morning bring about worries, if it must. For now, he would rest and enjoy imagining how Oreca and his friends had reacted to Caarda’s note.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

It had been a week since Basael had left, and six days since Nykal Lennox had seen his daughter. His older daughter, on the other hand, had paid him a number of visits and had been the topic of many frustrating conversations with Leon.

Tienna had not progressed very much in her lessons. This was common for most people trying to learn how to use mana, because most people were not innately good sorcerers. Leon had explained that after many hours of his instruction, Tienna’s range had improved but was still narrow, and she still could not seem to cast more than a single note at the same time.

For many people, this would deter them from continuing their study of sorcery, and it did somewhat for Tienna. She had spent much of Nykal’s time during their clandestine meetings trying to convince him to let her assist in other ways. She could go about the city and find out the needs of the citizenry. He already had people doing this. They were the guards of the city, handpicked by his trusted friend, Byron Lawson, who had helped immensely during the war.

Tienna said she could provide Nykal with updates on his sorcerers’ progress.

Leon did this.

What about their thoughts and feelings?

Unnecessary, because they already confided in their king, and a spy would only make things worse.

She asked what else she could do.

Nothing, came the answer.

It seemed that Tienna was not suited for sorcery or for counsel, as Nykal had suspected.

One question remained: What was he to do with her? For now, he almost looked at her like Basael, a problem better kept close. At least with Tienna, he cared more about how she felt not because she was so dangerous, like Basael, but because she was really starting to convince him that she was not the manipulative and selfish woman her mother had turned out to be.

Nykal’s soon-to-be son-in-law had come to the castle the day after Nykal and the others had returned from visiting the rift and sending off Illia. Trevor Chespar had requested of Nykal that he take his betrothed on an excursion to visit the neighboring cities and towns and enjoy the sights. Trevor thought Callie would like this because she had been asking him to spend more time with her. Now that there had been rain and crops were finally growing again, Trevor thought this would be a good time for leisure.

Nykal did not inform him of the warning Basael and Caarda had given Tarak. There was nothing that could be done about that right now anyway, especially not by Trevor Chespar. Although he was now the head of his powerful family, he was still young. Nykal also did not inform Trevor that Callie did not seem to be in the mood for leisure because she, too, had learned of this warning and also of something else. She seemed to have some sort of gift for a new type of sorcery in the mortal magic specialization. If Nykal knew his daughter, she would not rest until she found out what this gift was. Additionally, it seemed that her interest in Trevor had been waning.

So it came as a complete shock when his daughter put up no argument about leaving with her betrothed for a week. Nykal was now wondering if he might not know Callie as well as he thought. Could there have been letters exchanged between them to spark her interest again? Or even a visit he was unaware of?

It was more likely that Callie would sneak off the premises than that someone would sneak into the castle without Nykal knowing. She had made friends with many guards and workers. They might be willing to cover up something, mostly because she could be very pushy.

Nykal felt that she was safe with Trevor, though. He had proven himself to be an honorable young man, and Callie had proven herself to be quite the young fire mage. He did fear that rumors might start with Callie venturing off with Trevor for a week, but this seemed unlikely to be an issue. Most castle gossip remained within the castle walls, and the same could be said of Trevor’s staff keeping information within his properties. The people valued their jobs too much to spread gossip.

During this time that Callie was away, Nykal had gone north to Tryn, where his wife had been residing ever since she’d found out about Tienna. He saw his queen, Esma again. She looked well, fortunately, a sharp contrast to how Nykal had fared without her. But Esma always looked well. It was the strength of her beauty. It shined through even when she was exhausted, anxious, or sad, and he found her to be these three things after speaking with her again and letting her know what Tienna had done. His eldest would be at the castle now, and there seemed to be little he could do about it.

Esma said she had not forgiven him but had accepted that Tienna was part of his family. Although she’d needed some time away from Nykal, she would never abandon Callie or blame Tienna. If the older girl was content where she was, that was fine. Esma should be able to see and even speak with her now that her rage has passed.

“What changed?” Nykal had asked, hoping to gain some semblance of his former life back.

“I have accepted how I feel,” Esma had answered. “The sight of an innocent girl cannot make me feel worse toward you because that would involve something first making me feel better toward you.”

Nykal had felt many moments of fear and loss during the recent war, but nothing hurt him as much as his wife’s words.

“I will return the day Callie comes back from her trip,” Esma stated. “I may share a table with you but not a bed.”

“I understand,” Nykal said. At least she was returning and seemed to be speaking to him again. That was something.

At the castle, he had been involved in many discussions about the rift. It almost seemed like a waste of manpower to guard it. The rift dwelled underground with nothing but forest around it for miles. He believed Basael that it could be unstable, but he also believed Basael that it could be of use for anyone with some proficiency for artistry. But how unstable was the rift? Could he be sending any of his sorcerers to their doom if he allowed them to spend time there?

It was only Eden who seemed interested in returning, and she had several times. She had reported to Leon, who had reported to Nykal, that she had made contact with that small creature many more times over the past week. She had begun to bring little pieces of meat to feed him and had given him a name: Saffy, named after a sapphire because of his blue pigment.

Nykal had discussed with his counsel the possibility of the creature being a dragon, but everything they knew was based on old tales. They sent for someone more knowledgeable. Zarin claimed to have met someone who had firsthand knowledge of this other realm, a captain and trader by sea who had recently retired, an elf by the name of Fatholl.

The king wanted to meet this elf personally. He came to the castle later in the day. The elf had with him a retinue of other elves, but also analytes and dorrin followed the elf through the open gate of the castle. It was strange to see a small group of the three races all standing close. Nykal had never seen them all together like this before, but he welcomed it. Unity was one of his goals since the war.

Nykal preferred to meet people in his courtyard rather than in the throne room when possible. He made as many of his meetings public as he could and wanted the people meeting him to feel unpressured. This elf may be a friend. God knows Nykal needed more of them, especially those who had been across the ocean.

It was a dangerous trip overseas no matter the destination, unless of course one was mad enough to head to the large kreppen island of Hammashar. The trip there was a simple one, but there were easier ways to commit suicide than traveling to kreppen land. All trades with krepps involved the lizard men coming to Nykal’s kingdom, and everyone preferred it that way. The currents of the ocean made it difficult for even the most skilled captains to get around Hammashar, which was why most fishermen did not take long trips.

The easiest way to sail west and avoid Hammashar was to leave from the western side of Dorrinthal. Considering Newhaven sat on the eastern coast, this was not feasible without a trek through at least some of Curdith Forest, which was known to be dangerous.

Even after all of that, the shortest voyage to Oppol, straight west of here, took a week with good conditions. Going south instead would take a ship to Jolrune. Massive sea beasts seemed to lie in wait for ships along this route. There were very few survivors of such encounters but enough to confirm the stories were true.

Nykal had heard even less about the places beyond Jolrune. Trades came from Oppol to the west, and from Vandav to the south. Most dorrin ships disembarked from Rohaer, while all the elven ships came from their kingdom of Evesfer. Even the analytes had a dock on the southern side of Korrithin. Goods obtained by analytes and elves eventually made their way up north to Nykal’s kingdom, leaving little reason for him to send ships all the way around Dorrinthal to reach the same places.

Mana supposedly was not different around Dorrinthal. Languages were, but spellcasting remained the same or close enough to the system most people knew. Some sailors might claim sorcery was different, but these were not sorcerers. Mana was not their expertise.

What remained a mystery was how mana might be different past the manastorms, which blocked travel farther south. Perhaps the elves and analytes knew more, but there was little information shared between the races. Nykal had hoped to change that with an alliance with the analytes, and Zarin now acting as an advisor.

Basael claimed he had traveled everywhere and had much to share about the differences in mana. Nykal had been asking himself ever since Basael left how reliable this Ancient really was. Perhaps he had been telling the truth and there were other Ancients to the south. They may have changed mana after all, and it was this clash between systems of mana that created the manastorms. It would explain why there were maps of these southern continents even when travel was impossible; because it used to be possible long ago—before Ancients started bending mana to their will.

Fatholl might have something to say on the matter. People of all ages followed this elf. The only generations absent were the very old and the very young. Although Fatholl had gray hair, long enough to pass his shoulders, he did not appear old. His age seemed to be a mystery.

He was an elf with defined features, prominent cheekbones and jawline, a strong nose above a mouth that seemed prone to frown. His gray eyes were as sharp as daggers. Fatholl was not tall or short and could be considered somewhat thin.

He looked like a man who had mastered fear so much that the word “brave” could no longer apply to him. There was no respect in his gaze, but there was no hatred either. It was strange for Nykal to meet anyone and witness this expression, whether it be the first impression or the hundredth, but Fatholl appeared to be looking through Nykal’s eyes, judging him. Even more strangely, Nykal felt something almost palpable from this gaze.

Nykal had assumed this elf had accumulated such a diverse following because of his appealing looks, and perhaps charisma, but Nykal sensed no charisma from Fatholl and was beginning to doubt appearance had anything to do with it. Fatholl seemed able to speak without words. Not just speak. Learn. Nykal had just about no sense when it came to mana, but he had felt something standing near Caarda and then Basael. It was something else he felt now, however, something more personal. There was a connection between him and Fatholl as the elf peered into his eyes, but what?

By the time Fatholl blinked, Nykal felt as if they were old friends. He thought that he could trust this man. He could tell Fatholl anything.

Of course he wouldn’t. Nykal had more sense than that. But he did enjoy the calm feeling he had in Fatholl’s presence. His heart rate had finally dropped back to the slow, strong beat it had been before his wife found out about Tienna. The king had begun to worry that he could never relax again.

“You have questions?” Fatholl asked.

“What is your experience with creatures from the other realm?”

“There is more than one other realm, your majesty. Do you speak of the dark realm—the source of esitry?”

“Yes, that is the one. Why is it called the dark realm?”

“I believe that is the name people gave it before testimonials came to light. From what I hear, the realm is more blue than dark. The sun is red, the moon is black, and the pull of earth is lighter. The creatures there differ from each other greater than the animals do here. I have not heard of dragons specifically, but I would not doubt their existence.”

“Zarin told you.”

“Yes. There are many large and fierce creatures in this dark realm. I have seen some of them brought before me by summoners. There are flying beasts long enough to carry grown men on their back and other land animals large enough to flatten a small town with little more than a turn of their body. The presence of even a friendly dragon would cause problems if it meant other beasts from this realm may arrive. Would you like my advice on the matter of this portal?”

“I may hear it.”

“Close it however you must. It is a door that should be forever shut.”

“We seem to lack the capability.” Nykal did not know why he was admitting this to Fatholl. He knew he should not, but it felt right.

“Natural portals are difficult to overpower with sorcery. I suggest flooding it with dirt and stone, anything heavy you can throw into the rift hastily. It will be dangerous for anyone nearby. This is a risk you must take.”

“What do you fear may happen if we leave this rift open?” Nykal asked.

Fatholl had answered every question without pause, and this was no exception. “It is not the creatures from the dark realm but their masters, the summoners, who pose the greatest risk to your people. The creatures, alone, cannot survive long in our world. They must build up a tolerance through practice and repetition, and it’s their link to their masters that drives them to spend more time here.”

“You have learned this by speaking with summoners?”

“I have, in Aathon. I came from there just recently. Sorcery behaves very differently than here.”

Aathon was one of the continents supposedly impossible to reach. The others were Ovira and Greenedge.

“How did you get past the manastorms?”

“The manastorms have dissipated.”

“I have heard that but didn’t know if it was true,” Nykal admitted. Basael had mentioned this. “Who knows about this?”

“The elves. Soon the analytes. Eventually the dorrin. What else have you heard?” Fatholl asked.

“We have come in contact with a powerful sorcerer who calls himself a god, Basael—”

“Sire.” Lord Langston put his hand on Nykal’s shoulder.

Nykal jumped. He had not heard his advisor coming up behind him. Nykal glanced around to see Tarak and Michael standing nearby as well. Had they been in the courtyard this whole time? Yes, Nykal slightly remembered them training here as he’d walked past them to meet Fatholl.

“It is fine.” Fatholl spoke in a soothing tone. “I am a friend, here to help.”

“Oh,” Lord Langston replied. “That is a relief.”

“Please continue,” Fatholl told Nykal.

“Basael claims there are other ‘gods’ like him in these faraway places. They have altered mana in such a way that it is simpler, more accessible, and the more sorcerers use it, the stronger these beings become.”

“Does this Basael believe there is such a being here, manipulating mana?” Fatholl asked.

“He does not,” Nykal replied. It pleased him to answer Fatholl. He felt like a schoolboy with an answer to present to the class.

“And where is Basael now?”

Tarak answered, bothering Nykal. “He left because he and my father saw they were going to be killed by some sort of beast. Basael claims to have our best interests at heart. He says he leaves to stop these ‘gods’ in other countries, but I know him. He is scared.”

Michael said, “He might do good for us out there.”

“He might,” Tarak agreed. “Until he feels that his life is in danger again. Then he will run off to somewhere safer. He takes many of his followers with him.”

“You mention your father,” Fatholl said.

“Yes, Caarda. Have you heard of him?”

“I have, and I have heard of Basael as well. I did not know Caarda had a son. There is nothing known about you.” Fatholl glanced up at Tarak for some time. The elf held attention as if it empowered him. Nykal had to remind himself that Fatholl was not king here.

“What else have you learned about the sorcery and its manipulation?” Nykal asked.

“There is a source to its change. It is natural here, as you are aware, and you also seem to be aware that it can be dangerous in its natural state. Dangerous but useful. Have you come into contact with akorell metal?”

“We have,” Nykal answered.

“You have it?” Fatholl seemed surprised.

“No, it came from the analytes when they accidentally opened a portal into our forest. We let them take it back. There was some found here, but Basael took it with him when he left.”

Fatholl curled his lips. “You have given away something very valuable.” He spoke as if restraining anger. “Can you obtain more?”

“I am unsure,” Nykal answered. “I was aware of its potential value, but there is no one here who knows how to use it. I thought it better to let Basael take it and remain an ally than to take it back and cause problems with him.”

Michael added, “We weren’t about to fight him for it. The sooner he left the better.”

“You have sorcerers. They can be trained,” Fatholl said, ignoring Michael. The elf’s tone was harsh. “They must be. I have been many places, and it is only here where mana is now unchanged.”

Nykal asked, “Are you saying mana is altered in Oppol and Vandav?”

“It is, yes.”

“How so?”

“I have not spent enough time there to answer with specifics, but it’s different than it is here, and it’s different in the south as well. That is not important right now. What is important is that Dorrinthal will eventually be a battlefield. I have spent the last months preparing the elves and then the analytes. It’s where I met Zarin, though he knew me as a simple sea trader. You appear to be the least prepared, and with a rift open, you are more susceptible than anyone. I suggest you house me here at the castle so I can provide advice on this urgent matter.”

“Are you asking to be hired?”

“I am not. I do not require payment, only access to your dealings. These so-called gods are the biggest threat to our world right now.”

“We refer to them as Ancients,” Tarak said.

“Ancients. That is a good term for them. They are old, but they are not gods. They are corrupted. I was headed here after I finished with the analytes. This meeting was inevitable…your majesty,” he tacked on as if forgotten until now. “I have heard briefly from Zarin that you are a good king, someone who heeds advice. My counsel will be invaluable to you. I have just arrived this morning. My people and I are weary.”

A sudden urge to accommodate Fatholl turned the king toward the great hall. “We will prepare a meal for all of you. My chef is the best in the kingdom. I will have rooms made up for you and your people as well.”

“Just for me is fine.” Fatholl’s people stood behind him. “The rest will eat but find their own place to sleep while you and I catch up.” Fatholl took out a coin purse and handed it to one of the other elves.

It seemed a little strange to Nykal that not one of them had made a single sound this entire time. They barely moved, standing in wait like obedient pets, but it did not quite cross into the feeling of wrong. It just seemed odd but harmless, like a man with a tall hat, or a woman with feathers in her hair.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Callie’s week with Trevor was about over. She did not think she would feel this way.

They lay on a large bed with a mattress too soft. Callie felt as though she might be swallowed by it if she let herself relax. They had stopped earlier that day at the last town of their journey, the beautiful forest city of Salbeth. Callie had been here once before, and she had told Trevor she wanted to go back.

When he announced to her that their final night would be spent in Salbeth during this week of leisurely travel, she became nervous of what he might assume would happen. That nervousness never quite transformed into excitement, and she found herself having trouble going to sleep each night waiting for Salbeth.

He was kind to her always, but she could feel his discomfort every time they touched hands in a public place. He would reciprocate her kisses the way one might reciprocate a gift after never wanting one in the first place. She’d felt embarrassed for a while, then frustrated. She’d stopped showing affection, and he’d taken very little initiation with hand-holding and pecks on the cheek. She appreciated it, but the small spark she had at the beginning of the trip had faded by then.

They did not share a bed. She was relieved to be on her own each night, because she spent just about every waking hour with Trevor, and he had begun to bore her. He didn’t speak much, and when he did share, it wasn’t very insightful and certainly never funny.

As they settled in at Salbeth, she realized that the cottage where they stayed had only one bed. She was too nervous to enjoy much of the afternoon or evening as they dined at a nice tavern and took a walk through the forest. Eventually night came. She figured he wouldn’t pressure her, but they would be getting married in a few months. Shouldn’t they find out what their life together would be like before making such a commitment? She could almost feel him thinking the same thing. It might have even been the whole point of this trip for him.

Callie might have to worry about rumors if they shared a bed, but when they arrived in Salbeth, Trevor had dismissed his staff except for a couple of his trusted guards. No one else saw where they were staying.

When they lay down for the night, Trevor started kissing her in ways he never had before. She finally felt passion from him, which confused her. Before she knew it, he was taking off his shirt and pulling off her nightgown.

She felt something worse than just embarrassment as he perused her naked body and told her how beautiful she was. The word “stop” was right on her lips, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. This man was going to be her husband, her life partner. She felt like she had an obligation not just to him but to herself to see what this was like before she fully committed her whole life to him. Besides, he was so enthusiastic as he kissed her and complimented her body that she couldn’t bring herself to stop him.

His hands explored her everywhere. She wanted to appreciate how passionate he suddenly seemed, and she tried to reciprocate, but she just found herself wanting it to be over as soon as possible.

Why couldn’t she return his unexpected passion? She didn’t understand why she felt this way. Hadn’t she wanted him to see her as a woman with sexual appeal? She didn’t even know what it was she felt now, but it was uncomfortable to say the least.

The act itself was one of the most unpleasant experiences of her life. The pain in the beginning was not even close to being the worst thing about it. She was turned this way and that. She was grabbed, fondled, sweated on. She felt like her body was being used solely for his pleasure, because he made certain she heard about how much he enjoyed each and every part of her.

He obviously didn’t consider that this was her first time, starting slow but then taking no other special care with her. He also didn’t seem concerned about satisfying her. She let it go on for as long as she could, but eventually she rolled away from him and pulled the sheets up.

He seemed like a completely different person, one she didn’t particularly like.

“I’m not done,” he complained in a huff.

“That’s all I can handle,” she said. Callie still couldn’t bring herself to tell him how much she despised this. She feared it would ruin everything. She needed time to think.

He lay beside her and put his arm over her. “Did I hurt you?”

“I’ll be all right.”

Trevor got up and left the bedroom for a while. She was glad to be alone.

She wondered what she had expected and realized she’d wanted to feel at least a little appreciated and cherished. She wanted to feel happy around him and excited to see him. Her needs might not come first right now, but she had the hope that someday they might. At least some consideration would be nice. One day, she might even feel loved. She had thought that maybe this most intimate act would change everything for the better. Instead, it only seemed to shine a light on his lack of feelings for her.

Could things get better with him, ever? She didn’t know. She felt like she needed a conversation, a real one. He came back and settled into bed. She turned to him.

“What do you like about me?” she asked.

“Most?” he asked.

Sure, why not? “Yes.”

“This,” he replied as he reached around and gave her rear end a fondle.

“Oh,” she said, her disappointment reflected in her tone.

He seemed not to notice as he gave her a peck on the nose. “You are so beautiful. I’m a very lucky man.” Then he rolled over. “Good night.”

She had hoped for something more, like his appreciation of her perseverance, her dedication, or even just that she was nice. She was nice. Too nice, often. Trevor cared about none of these things. All that mattered to him was that she was the daughter of a king. No, there was something else. Her ass.

Wonderful.

He fell asleep as she built the courage to speak up. She gave his shoulder a firm shake.

“Am I snoring?” he asked.

“No. I need to talk to you.”

“We can talk during the trip back. It is long.”

“I want to talk now.”

“Callie, I’m tired. We just made love.”

We made hate.

She sighed as he turned away from her again.

It took even longer for her to build up the courage to wake him up again. “Trevor. I need my questions answered or I will never be able to sleep.”

“What?” he replied, clearly bothered.

“What do you expect I will be doing once we are married?”

“You’ll be tending to the children, of course.”

“Children? This is the first you have mentioned of that.”

He sat up. “Callie, you must have expected to have children.”

“Of course I expected it, but I also expected a conversation about it. What else have you assumed?”

“Nothing!”

“What do you see me doing, then?”

“I already said, caring for the children.”

“And I will have no time for anything else?”

“Of course you will. You will receive lots of assistance.”

“So what do you see me doing with this free time?”

He ran his hand down his face. “What do you want to do?” he asked with annoyance.

“I do want children eventually, but not so soon. I want to study sorcery. I believe I may have a gift. I have already proven I have great capability with fire. There might be more I can do.”

“You can study sorcery. Whatever you want,” he said, suddenly agreeable.

She was a little surprised by his seemingly easy acceptance and especially by his change in tone. Trevor was kind, after all. It was one of the things she’d liked about him when they were getting to know each other. Why hadn’t he been more kind earlier tonight, then?

He put his hand on top of hers. “I apologize for not asking earlier. Do you have any other worries?”

She felt herself softening at his touch. “I do, thank you. Where are we to live?”

“In our castle in Newhaven.”

“Our castle?” she questioned.

“Well, it will be mine by right after we marry, when your father steps down, of course. I’m sure he will rule for many years, but I will be working with him. We will see to the needs of the people together. You may study sorcery or even take more trips, but I will be busy learning to be king.”

I do not want to take more trips, she thought. Callie would rather be at the castle helping her father as she learned sorcery. With Trevor there, however, she would probably be even less involved than she was now. Her father tried to keep his circle small. It wasn’t like he’d allow anyone to walk right in and start advising him. Even Trevor might have to warm up to her father more. It could take years before he had much of a say.

The issue was not so much any of these things. It was that Callie had always imagined herself deeply in love, and just as importantly, with someone who loved more than just the shape of her body.

She had to face the fact that Ali and Eden were right. This was not going to happen with Trevor. She was just a tool to be used by him, for the power inherent in her family ties, and for her body in ways that were making her want to knee him in the groin the more she thought about it. Her knee was already close. It would be so easy.

She shook the thought from her head. She had allowed this to happen. Just because she expected different results didn’t mean Trevor deserved retaliation. In fact, the way he looked at Callie had been quite clear from the start. It was she who’d ignored the signs of his indifference.

Callie supposed that once they were married she would have things to do, friends at the castle, training with sorcery. Something was always happening in and around the castle and capital. Her skill with fire made her useful.

“What if there is war?” she asked. “Or even just small battles.”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you expect me to do in those cases? I am a powerful sorcerer now.”

“You are too important to fight in battles. The only reason you did before was because there was no safe place for you to be. Your father and I will make sure you are safe now. We have spoken about this.”

She imagined they had, and she imagined they would speak much more about her while she was not in the room.

She did not feel more important than her friends, who would be fighting if a threat emerged. She was even more capable of defending herself and her comrades than some of them were. Why should they have to risk their lives and not her if she was willing, wanting to join them?

This was not for Trevor to fix, however. He neither had the power to force her to fight nor to help her to avoid combat. It was up to her father.

Or was it? Would he really have men physically restrain her to keep her from fighting?

That did not sound so absurd. He actually might.

“I am sorry, Trevor. You should get back to sleep.”

“So should you,” he said gently as he touched her hand and settled back down.

Trevor might not ever love Callie like she wanted, but he did care about her. She would also have all the freedom she’d want. This was probably the best she could hope for when marrying an older man of a powerful family. He’d better understand that they were not often going to do what they did tonight. She had really grown to hate it. And if he tried to force her, he would find himself with burns that he’d have trouble explaining.

She was still sad, though she felt a little bit better about her future as she closed her eyes. It took some time, but eventually she started to drift off.

It did not seem to be toward sleep that she drifted, however. She felt as if she had been sucked into the mattress and had fallen through into another realm. Something pulled her, not her body. That was left behind. Her essence, her being, her mind, all of it sank into a deep, dark place.

Another presence—Basael? It was him. She felt it.

“Basael,” she announced herself. “I am here.”

“Princess,” he responded. His voice came from all around her. She wasn’t quite conscious, just aware enough to know she was not dreaming but not awake either.

“How are we communicating?” she asked.

“Because of your gift,” he said. “Through mana.”

“Please tell me about my gift.”

“Do you not see? It is this.”

“This is nothing,” she replied, disappointed.

“Nothing?” He sounded angry. “When you cast your first spell with mana, it may have felt like nothing. Was it? Or was it only the beginning?”

“But what is this the beginning of? I feel trapped here. I don’t like it.”

“Explore. Discover.”

“At least tell me what I am capable of.”

“How can I tell you what I do not know?” he replied.

“You made it seem like you do.”

“Yes, because I know you are capable of more. Potential.”

“But how do you know that?” she pressed.

“Because you are here. Now leave me be, princess. This is a discovery of which I cannot aid your progress.”

“I think I understand finally. Thank you, Basael.”

“God Basael,” he corrected.

“Um. Thank you…” She forced the word out. “God Basael.”

She felt him moving away.

“Wait,” she said. “How do I get out?”

“Explore,” he repeated.

All right. Perhaps I just need to focus harder.

After some practice, she came to understand that she seemed to have some control over her movement. It was not just blackness all around her. Something moving beneath her began to take shape.

It seemed to be an ocean but not of water. It was all around beneath her, extending endlessly in every direction. It undulated, long and strong waves of red, green, blue, and everything in between. It buzzed as if alive with power.

Callie moved closer still. She noticed the familiar feeling of her mana suddenly. The sense came that she could connect to this ocean. She moved herself and her mana closer. No, she was her mana. It was her mana that moved the entire time. She was elsewhere.

Just as her mana was about to touch the ocean, she felt a surge of power too strong to be controlled. It was like a bolt of lightning, burning her without heat, shaking her without touch. It disoriented her in every which way.

She sat up stiffly as she woke up in bed. “Whoa,” she whispered. She could feel her mana differently than before. It seemed to be more alive and independent, yet with a stronger connection than ever. She felt that she could speak to her mana, and it would listen.

Callie grinned. “Let’s do that again, shall we?”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Why the fuck is an elf sitting with the king like he’s some sort of advisor? Leon did not have a problem with elves, but he did have a problem when he stepped into the throne room expecting to spot the two useless advisors sitting beside the king, only to see a third one there now. A third one who was not Leon.

This was not the time to cause problems, however. This was a time for Leon to repair some of the damage that his disobedience was about to cause. He had convinced his friend in Koluk, Jennava, to spy on Orvyn. Leon did not trust the ugly bald man. Leon had only met him one time, but he was sure that Orvyn was entitled, selfish, and definitely had too much power. Those three traits were what usually turned a man evil.

The king, bless his kind heart, could be an idiot. Not all the time, thankfully, and less than most people. But enough so that he needed two, or possibly even three advisors now to help in nearly every decision.

“What is the matter you wish to discuss?” Nykal asked Leon.

Jennava, standing beside Leon, poised with confidence as she often was, had already told Leon what she’d found. It was the reason Leon had called this meeting with the king. Leon and Jennava had disagreed somewhat about the meaning of what she’d witnessed, but they’d agreed completely that the king should be notified.

Leon had requested that Jennava speak without an audience behind her. Most of the strife of the kingdom was handled publicly, with lords and ladies in attendance who had too much time on their hands. Every now and again, one of the working people of the city of Newhaven could be found sitting on benches in the room, but usually they were there because they had something Lord Langston deemed important enough to bring to the attention of the king. It was certainly not because they had an hour and would rather spend it listening to this rabble. Most of the people here had no idea how valuable an hour could be to those beneath them in society.

It was empty now, however. Not even one of the king’s sorcerers was allowed to attend. Therefore, Leon was surprised when he heard the door open behind him, and even more surprised when he saw the queen—who he thought was still in Tryn—casually stroll in and take a seat on an empty bench.

“Your grace,” Leon said with a nod to her.

She nodded back.

Leon had gotten to know Esma fairly well over the last year or so. Her beauty would make one think there wasn’t an abundance of intelligence within her, but the contrary was true. Leon was certain that she offered Nykal advice, though it was always done in private. On occasion, Nykal would leave a meeting angry about Leon’s pushiness but then meet him in the morning with a changed opinion. Leon had always figured this was the queen’s doing.

Jennava curtsied and gave the queen the same greeting. Then she turned and stated her business to the king.

“This is about Orvyn Nyvro,” Jennava said.

The king showed his displeasure with a face, but at least he said nothing. Leon had already spoken to Nykal on several occasions about his distrust of the man with a name that was spelled the same backward as it was forward. Nykal admitted he had been receiving requests for coin from Orvyn, which he had handed over. He would not say how much, but he did note that in return, Orvyn had been providing written updates about everything he did with the coin and how much Koluk had improved since his arrival. Updates from The Bracket—the constables dedicated to keeping the peace in Koluk—confirmed his words to be true.

“He has been an excellent lord,” Jennava said.

The king appeared surprised, but not as surprised as Leon had been when she’d told him the same thing.

“Orvyn sees to the needs of the people,” Jennava continued. “He has many loyal people who assist the farmers, miners, and woodcutters around the city. He holds public counsel to settle problems and does so fairly. Koluk has seen an increase in grain production, timber, ore, and also fewer beggars on the street. He seems to have a natural skill of understanding what is needed for city improvement and putting everyone to use to achieve that goal. An example of such is a man with a lame leg who has been begging for months. I have gotten to know him. He is kind and willing to work, but no one had been willing to hire him. Now he works for a butcher, and both could not be happier. I had spoken with this butcher before, unable to convince him to give the other man a chance, but Orvyn found a way. I asked if Orvyn threatened him. No. Bribe? No.”

Leon had told Jennava that this must be sorcery. With the changes to mana, there seemed to be some sort of spell—not a curse—that caused strong emotions. He had told her about Illia and Tarak’s experience. Jennava had agreed that something that was once seemingly impossible now seemed to be becoming more common. She had noticed something similar happening with one sorcerer in The Bracket. This sorcerer had become aware that his emotions could suddenly be shared with those around him. He had yet to learn to control it. In fact, he had grown to despise it.

Jennava continued, “Orvyn is neither charismatic nor handsome, but people seem to listen to him. I watched him pass by a tavern where two drunkards had begun to fight. He told them their behavior was embarrassing, and it stopped them. So he told them pretty much nothing, and it worked. I have seen men fight like this. They usually do not care what anyone thinks. Leon and I have spoken about this. We believe sorcery is at hand, but we don’t know how it works. However Orvyn is using it, he seems to have good intentions. Everything seems to be thought out, all of his actions premeditated. It’s like he’s following a plan he thought of prior to becoming lord. Koluk is improving. But in all the time I spent following him, I did see something I would consider more than just suspicious. One thing.” She put up a finger. “It is small, but it might undo everything I have just said about him.”

“How long have you been following him?” Nykal interrupted.

“About a week.”

“And you only saw one thing one time that might be suspicious?”

“Yes.”

Lord Langston looked at the king and spoke. “I’m not sure I even wish to hear it. There are many things I do in a week that might be considered suspicious when they are not.”

“I agree,” Nykal said. “If you look under every rock, you are bound to find something unsavory. This was an unsanctioned follow, mind you. Did Leon tell you I gave him permission for this?”

“No, he brought his concerns to me, but frankly, your majesty, I had the same concerns. I had already been investigating Orvyn on my own. I felt there was something off about him.”

“I had the same feeling when I first heard about him,” Nykal admitted, “but he has proven himself an ally.”

“May I tell you what I saw?” Jennava asked. “Then you can decide.”

“Go ahead, Jennava.”

“It happened last night. A man seemed to recognize him and head straight for Orvyn, but Orvyn turned away as if unaware he had been seen. The man stopped and appeared confused. He looked at me as I passed by pretending to be on my way. I do not think he knows me, but I know him. I made a loop and followed this man, all the while wondering if he and Orvyn had unfinished business, but by then Orvyn might have realized I was following him. That might be why Orvyn turned away when he saw this man.”

“Who is it?” Nykal asked.

“I believe you know him well,” she said, hinting. “Tedson Faulk.”

“Are you certain?” Nykal asked with shock.

“I am. It was Tedson.”

“That scoundrel?” Lord Langston asked. “I highly doubt he would be meeting with Orvyn.”

“I also doubt that,” the king agreed. “And even if he was to meet with Orvyn, it wouldn’t necessarily mean Orvyn was guilty of anything.”

“Oh come on,” Leon blurted. “Sire. My apologies,” he added as he realized he was losing the room. “But Tedson Fuck—”

“Faulk,” Nykal corrected. “How do you know him?”

“I knew his brother long ago,” Leon said.

Lord Langston said, “I heard his brother died young in a street brawl.”

“Yeah, who do you think was responsible for that?”

The queen gasped, as did Zarin.

“Are you admitting now before us that you murdered Tedson’s younger brother?” Lord Langston asked.

Leon glared. “I’ve never murdered anyone. I have killed, though. Many were for you, king, and others were for the good people who didn’t deserve to deal with Tedson’s brother. I don’t remember his name, but I do remember his face. I was working with a fisherman in Tryn, gutting fish and preparing them for market. Now I bet none of you knew Tedson’s brother like I did. He would throw women down and stomp on their head if they refused his advances. Even worse was he was a renowned duelist, always carried his sword around and loved to pull it out as if it were…” He looked behind him at the queen.

“Well, you know what I mean,” Leon continued. “The only thing he kept hidden was his skill with dteria, which he used to make sure he won every duel. Cheating son of a bitch. Beat me a few times, and I never said a thing because of who his brother was. Anyway, one day he kicked my bucket full of fish. He claimed it was in his way. It wasn’t. I went after him and told him he owed me a bucket and a dozen fish. He laughed. I lost my temper. As you can imagine, one thing led to another, and soon he was swinging his sword at me. I grabbed his arm to stop him. I was ready for his dteria this time. I knew he would use it as soon as he felt like he needed to, so I had my own spell of wind ready. The fight escalated. Eventually I grabbed his sword from him. What I didn’t know was how easy a man could die from a simple gash in his neck. I learned many things that day. Another was how if enough people hate someone, none of them are going to see a damn thing even if something happens to this person right in front of them. Oh, stop looking at me like that, Reuben,” Leon interrupted himself. “This was ages ago, and it was self-defense. Besides, I’ve already spent time in prison for killing other fuckers less evil than Faulk vermin.”

Lord Langston looked at Leon as if he smelled foul. “It is impossible to forget that you are little more than an animal.”

The elf, however, regarded Leon indifferently. It was his gaze that bothered Leon more than Lord Langston’s comment.

Leon held in his confusion about the elf and continued, “Lord Tedson knew it was me who killed his brother. I don’t know how he found out if no one said anything, but he knew. His problem was he had no witnesses, no proof. He was always trying to incite me to do something else so he could throw me in Tryn’s dungeon, but he didn’t want to look corrupt. The people were already onto him, a dteria spreader. He was scared about a rebellion, and soon his fear became a reality. Your rebellion, sire. Your revolution. Then he had other things to worry about besides me, and not long after, you were made king and sent the daisy to Koluk. There was no lord there, as you know. We do not speak about these matters, you and I, so I’m not sure if you are aware that he made the city worse.”

“I am aware,” Nykal said. “He had the support of many enemies even then, but I wanted to give him the chance to change sides. Instead, he fell into the shadows and disappeared. I never knew what happened to him. I had assumed he’d fled to Rohaer. He had always supported the spread of dteria, and I figured he would have made a life for himself where it was most prevalent.” The king put up a palm. “Whatever his case, a very minor engagement—not even a real conversation—with Orvyn does not prove that Orvyn is guilty of anything.”

“How can you say that—?”

Jennava interrupted Leon, “There is one other thing I found.”

There was? She hadn’t told Leon this.

“I followed Tedson for a while that night. Eventually I saw him meet with someone else.”

“Who?” the king asked.

“Wolf.”

Lord Langston gasped.

“Are you certain it was him?” Nykal questioned.

“Yes. I saw him fly off afterward.”

“Give me a moment,” Nykal said. His advisers leaned in.

Leon asked Jennava, “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

“Because I know how you are when you feel certain of yourself. I thought it better I present this.”

“Woman—”

She stared back at him, silencing him.

“All right,” Leon said. Maybe she had a point. He would’ve come into this meeting shouting about how he was right.

He listened in on the conversation between the king and his advisers.

“We know Wolf made an attempt on Aliana’s life,” Zarin was saying. “But what reason would Orvyn have to want Aliana killed?”

“Lord Langston?” the king asked. “Can you think of any?”

It was clear by his expression that he could not.

Leon spoke up. “What reason does anyone have to kill Aliana? We have talked about this in depth with her. No matter who sent Wolf after her, we aren’t going to figure out the answer. Don’t give up on Orvyn just because you cannot find a motive. You will find no motive for anyone.”

“Who is Aliana?” the elf asked.

“Who are you?” Leon retorted.

The elf stood up and calmly walked over to Leon. “I am Fatholl.” As he stopped just short, Leon felt strangely at ease. “I have traveled much of the world and am here to offer advice. I have been informed you are the king’s top sorcerer. I would like to speak with you later about sorcery. We may share experiences.”

Although Leon felt calm, he still did not trust this elf. It seemed a little strange for him to show up so suddenly.

“I’d rather kiss a donkey’s ass than share secrets of sorcery with someone I barely know.”

Leon surprised himself by saying these words aloud.

The king stood up from his chair. “Leon!”

The elf turned and put up his hand. “It’s fine.” He turned back to Leon. “I appreciate his honesty.”

There was something hypnotic about Fatholl’s gray eyes. Leon lost his focus and even forgot what he had been speaking about.

“Let us become better acquainted before we speak of sorcery,” Fatholl said.

Leon found himself nodding. Then he looked down to see that he was shaking the elf’s hand.

Fatholl returned to his seat next to Zarin, the farthest from the king, though Leon had a feeling that seat would shift soon enough.

Fatholl leaned forward and explained, “Allow me to share a secret. I know of the sorcery that seems to be new to your land. I am well-versed in it. I have used this sorcery to calm all of you and show you all that I can be trusted. I’m still using it as I speak. I think all of you would agree that these words might spark anger or distrust normally, but all of you still trust me. Do you see?”

“Well, shut my mouth,” Leon muttered, “The son of a bitch is right.”

Fatholl hummed in thought. “You should not feel anger right now. I have made sure of it.”

“No,” Zarin answered for Leon. “That’s just how he talks.”

Lord Langston asked Zarin, “Did you know he can do this?”

“I did not,” Zarin said. “I thought he convinced my mother to trust him because of the knowledge he presented. Not because of sorcery.”

“You will have a choice at the end of this,” Fatholl said. “This sorcery is incapable of making a permanent change. It dissipates as the caster finishes their spell or is no longer in proximity to you. We are called psychics. The sorcery is called psyche. All of you should know you are very easy to manipulate. I might not have been the only one to do so.”

“Why didn’t you say so earlier?” Nykal asked.

“I wanted you to see and feel the effects. I think a few hours is not too long to let this go on, wouldn’t you say?”

“I agree,” Nykal said. “Or do I only agree because of your sorcery?”

“You will find out once I leave. There will be much for you to decide. You should note that you made me an advisor upon meeting me once. If I could convince you of that, then think of what Orvyn might be able to convince you of if he has been using psyche as well.” Fatholl stood up and started toward the door on the other side of the large room. “I am confident that I am stronger than Orvyn. If you bring him, Tedson, Wolf, or anyone here who knows about this attempt on Aliana’s life, I’m certain I can get that information out of them.”

Fatholl stopped at the door and turned around. “I have not told this to the elves in Evesfer. I have not told this to the analytes. My followers know it. They have been with me everywhere. And now you also know. That is all who knows. The only reason you know is because I believe this is where Dorrinthal is most vulnerable. This could be where psychics are planning something. It is also where a rift has opened, allowing access to Ancients who are capable of traveling through the dark realm, something the rest of us cannot do safely. I am an ally. I have a reputation. When I believe something to be right, I do not care how many may die in order to achieve this goal. Right now I believe the right thing to do is to defend your land and protect the freedom of mana. You all would be foolish to cast me aside. I will now let you think with clear minds as I await your answer in my quarters.”

He opened the door, stepped through the doorway, and shut the door after himself.

The latch catching echoed through the chamber. The silence stretched on. Leon felt his normal emotions return, but confusion seemed to be the dominant one. It was strange for the silence to go on so long, at least a minute now. Everyone shared the same bewildered expression. Leon usually would be the first to say something, but “the fuck?” didn’t quite seem appropriate, and it was all he could think.

It was sorcery, surely. Psyche, the elf called it. What the hell were they even talking about before all that? Oh yes, the one who wanted Aliana dead. It all seemed so simple before this conversation, but now there was psyche involved. Psyche? It was something Leon painfully knew nothing about. These were not curses. They had already figured that out. Curses were far more obvious. This was subtle, like a slow poisoning that the victim didn’t notice until they were falling asleep, and that’s when it took their life.

Fucking psyche. Leon already despised it more than any other sorcery. Trickery bullshit psyche. How the hell was he supposed to combat that?

The king finally stood up after a few long minutes of complete silence. “I think all of us need even more time to reflect on what we just heard, but one thing is clear. Tedson Faulk needs to be caught and questioned. Whether it be by Fatholl or by one of our people is something I will soon decide. For now, let us ensure Koluk is surrounded and the entire city is searched. I want at least a hundred constables from the capital to go. No one is to travel in or out of Koluk until Tedson is caught. The Bracket will search within the city. Syrah’s people must search until he is found. Jennava, I want you helping them. I will pay you for your service.”

“Aye, your grace.”

Leon agreed with the king’s plan. This was their last resort. The people of Koluk would not appreciate all of their homes and businesses being searched, but this could not go on much longer. Something was bound to happen soon. Orvyn, or maybe just Tedson—Leon really didn’t know anymore—had something planned, and Wolf needed to be caught before then.

Leon was the one who had questioned Wolf’s father, Luther, the same father of Aliana. He had many illegitimate children all around the capital, but at least he had provided the mothers with coin and even sorcery lessons to the offspring who showed promise. Leon had believed Luther when he said that Wolf stopped going to his lessons of sorcery last year and then disappeared.

Luther had said he had no idea Wolf was back, though he did have some inkling that Wolf had become powerful. That instructor Luther had hired remarked on how quickly Wolf had been progressing, and then he was suddenly gone. Luther had assumed he had run to avoid fighting in the recent war, and maybe that had been the case, but something else was going on now. Where had Wolf gone, and who had he met with? Something had inspired him to come back and try to kill Aliana.

“This meeting is concluded,” Nykal announced.

Leon approached Zarin. “Did you have any idea Fatholl was a psychic? Don’t lie.”

“I don’t lie, Leon. I had no idea. Let me ask you something. You said you saw Tedson Faulk’s brother stomping on women?”

“I don’t lie either. He was a real son of a bitch.”

“So you saw him stomping on women, but it was only when he kicked a measly bucket of your fish that you stood up to him?”

“He…no, I…” Leon realized Zarin had a point. “Maybe I was a real son of a bitch, too.”

“Admission is the first step to redemption.”

Jennava, who had stood there and listened the entire time without batting an eye, noted, “That’s the good thing when two people like Leon come into conflict. Usually there’s one less bastard to worry about afterward. Oftentimes even both, but we have not been so lucky.”

“This bastard has saved your ass before, woman.”

Nykal approached hastily. “Go, Jennava. There is no time to waste.”

“Your grace.” She gave a quick bow and rushed out.

“Help her, Leon.”

“What?” Leon replied. “Are you telling me I have to be in that horrid city until Tedson is caught?”

“You more than anyone. He might actually want to come out if he sees you around.”

“That sounds more like an excuse to get rid of me.”

“It is. Go.”

“And the decision of what to do about Fatholl?”

“My advisors and I will figure that out.”

Leon had told himself he would practice withholding his grumbles about his majesty every time he disagreed. But one was out of his mouth before he could stop it.

“Damn golden opportunity of practice, this is.”

Nykal’s eyes narrowed at Leon. “What was that?”

“Nothing,” Leon groused before trudging off.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Tarak had stopped training recently and begun plotting. It was time to make a show of what he’d taught himself.

There were many rooms on the second floor of the great hall, but there was one in particular that Tarak liked more than the rest. He had claimed it as his training grounds for the past week, which meant sometimes sharing it with others. That was just fine with him. The distractions suited him well, giving him excuses for breaks.

Tarak enjoyed improving his skill with illusions, but that rarely happened. Most of his time was spent failing and repeating. It was this room in particular that had the most windows and the darkest curtains, offering the best control of light. Light was everything. Dedication came next. Then refusal to let himself be frustrated. What was a word for that? Perseverance? Whatever it was, it was not something he had much of.

When he’d claimed this room, Tarak had not known that Arthur frequented this spot as well. After the passing of Arthur’s father, there were often documents that had to pass under Arthur’s gaze. Some even required his full attention. Most of them were updates about the land his family owned, with some personal letters from his mother mixed in. Less than half required a response, but there were so damn many of them that responses were still abundant. With his uncle’s departure with Basael, now even more responsibility fell onto Arthur’s lap. Tarak learned that the Adarren family owned a lot of land. It wasn’t the most valuable in the kingdom, mostly marshes and mountain trails northwest of Koluk, but there was a fair bit of farmland as well, with a small amount of it producing high yields of a variety of crops.

There were so many documents for Arthur to go through that Tarak was surprised he had any time to learn Water. After questioning Arthur about this, he found out that Arthur had already learned a simple spell of Water before the recent war, but he had his family affairs to worry about during all the strife.

Unlike the other sorcerers in the castle, Arthur had not been involved in the war. Tarak had learned a fair bit about the cause of the war from Michael a while ago, and even more information now, from Arthur. Everyone blamed a type of sorcery called dteria. It had been easy to learn, easy to use, and even easier to develop a craving to cast. Dteria gave the caster a feeling of power, of euphoria, that lessened each time they used it, requiring more strength and power to feed this craving. Thanks to Caarda, Tarak had learned that it was Basael who had designed this sorcery and then pushed his offspring to take responsibility for it.

Basael had wanted one of Tarak’s uncles to “invent” dteria, even though Basael had already made dteria more accessible and was ultimately responsible for it. As confusing as that was, it was as much sense as Tarak could make of it. He hoped all of this would be clearer when he had a better grasp on mana. Then he might understand how a single sorcerer could make changes to the entire system of sorcery. For now, the concept hurt his head.

One of Arthur’s uncles had become a dteria user and had even gone so far as to join the other “dteria spreaders” as they were called, who were ready to murder to maintain their power. Arthur’s uncle was eventually killed, but not before murdering Arthur’s father, who had stood against this spread of dteria from the start but didn’t know it was happening to his brother until too late. Fortunately Arthur’s other uncle was still around and, except for being misguided about Basael, he seemed like a decent fellow.

Arthur was not an emotional young man. He talked about all of this with the same pensive expression and calm tone as he did when discussing when the next stipend would be paid—today, thankfully—or even when describing his favorite place to relax. He missed the mountains near his homeland. There was one trail in particular that led up to a tall peak where he could look out over hundreds of miles. He claimed it was the best place in the kingdom to watch the sunset.

Arthur did not laugh easily. Tarak tried many quips but mostly just earned polite smiles. It was really only when Aliana came to this same spot to cure her boredom, as she did a couple times a day, that Arthur might release a rare chuckle. It was not Aliana’s quips. She had no decent ones. It was something about the teasing between her and Tarak that sometimes had Arthur going.

Michael, Charlie, and even Reuben took a break from their tasks and often chose this room as their spot to rest. It was not a large room, cozy for a group of six. There were a few cushioned seats, a leather couch, and an elegant table with chairs all around. The cost of the furniture here was probably more than what most people in the capital paid for their homes, but that expense went into design more than comfort. Tarak often found his arse going numb when he sat for too long.

That was usually when he got up for a stroll through the courtyard, which often ended with him bothering Aliana, having a laugh with Michael, or finding himself in an argument with Leon.

He missed Illia, as he figured he would when she left. They could barely understand each other’s spoken language, and yet he felt like he knew her just as well as he did the sorcerers here. It depressed him that he might never see her again, but he hoped she was well. He was glad to have met her.

Eden left the castle after breakfast each day and didn’t come back until nightfall, but the other sorcerers all seemed interested in Tarak’s progress. Perhaps because no one knew much about illusions, or perhaps because he refused to share even a single detail about what he had learned. There was a reason for that…and that reason was about to become clear to these very inquisitive young sorcerers.

He had been alone in his study when he finally realized he was ready. When Aliana wasn’t indoors complaining of her boredom, she was often out in the courtyard challenging herself with forty-yard shots with her bow. Tarak looked out the window. Michael was there as well, chatting with Tienna as he often was. Apparently the girl had not made much progress with sorcery. Some of that might have had to do with Michael’s attention, though Michael would claim he was helping her discover her gift. Arthur was probably taking care of personal business elsewhere. Charlie was most likely working with the king’s trusted blacksmith in the capital. Reuben had left in the morning for another trip to Livea. Eden was, again, at the rift doing who knows what with her new pet. Callie was rumored to be off gallivanting with Trevor, the lucky bastard. They would miss this glorious event, but, if everything went to plan, Tarak would still be happy with the small audience he had.

Tarak prepared everything he needed. He pushed his stupid grin deep down to keep a straight face. His foolish smile needed to be suppressed completely for this to work. He made it to the courtyard, then strolled past Michael and Tienna and headed toward Aliana.

Aliana lined up her shot. Tarak did not think she’d noticed him as she stared at her faraway target. “Bored are we?” she asked him, then let loose. Her arrow struck the middle.

“I will give you two of my silver as soon as I am paid my stipend if you do one simple thing.”

“What?” She relaxed her weapon.

“Hit the target again with your next shot.”

“Psh.” She started to ready the bow again.

“Nah uh,” Tarak said, pulling the bow down. “With your eyes closed the whole time.”

“What is the point of that?”

“Never mind then.” He started to turn away.

“Wait. Fine.” She looked down at her bow as if it was her first time seeing it. “I have never shot with my eyes closed, but I bet I can do it.”

“Are you not worried about a slip?”

“I do not slip.”

Tarak shrugged.

Aliana closed her eyes. “You have a strange way of entertaining yourself, but I will gladly take your two silver.”

She let out her breath, then inhaled again as she lifted the weapon into shooting position. Tarak prepared his spell. It was one he had practiced maybe a hundred times just today, though never with an arrow.

This illusion spell had taken some getting used to. There was not much mana to it, very little strength, and yet it took just as much out of him as one of his gravity spells. The act of his mana manipulating light involved so much precision and reformation that it didn’t seem to matter how weightless light was. The spell felt like a balancing act, like trying to balance on the tips of his toes, on a narrow beam…while holding standing rods on the palms of his hands…and trying to keep a ball from rolling off his head. There was too much to keep track of. Fortunately, his mana did most of the hard work. He just had to tell his mana what to do. Unfortunately, there was a lot.

It was through all of his training that he figured out why other sorcerers could not manipulate light and he could. It was the same reason he could not manipulate much else. His mana had a personality. There were certain components to the way the world was put together that it seemed to understand well. Others, it failed to grasp at all. If his mana did not understand something, Tarak might be able to force his mana to learn, but that could take years. Light came naturally to Tarak’s mana. He felt not like he had taught his mana about light, but that his mana had figured out how light worked and then imparted a tiny piece of that knowledge to him, just enough for him to command his mana.

Tarak finished the first half of his spell before Aliana pulled back her string. His mana had now connected to the arrow in the same way two people might be connected by holding hands. Wherever the arrow went, his mana would follow. The second part of the spell was even harder, shifting the light that hit the arrow into another location. In this case, it would be Michael’s head.

“Keep your eyes shut even after you fire so I know you did not cheat,” Tarak said.

“Be quiet so I can focus.”

“What is there to focus on when you can’t see anything?”

“Tarak!”

He fell silent. She pulled back the string but held the arrow.

I hope she will hurry up. It was not easy to hold even half of his spell ready.

Finally she loosed. Tarak finished the other half of the spell with a clench of his fist. The strain forced a gasp as he tried to maintain normal breathing.

He did not see where the arrow actually struck because his illusion commenced before the arrow might have hit the target. His mana captured the light of the arrow and followed it, but at the trajectory of Tarak’s choosing. It moved at the same speed and force, reaching its new target in the blink of an eye.

Tienna gasped with her hands over her mouth as the image of an arrow embedded itself in the side of Michael’s head. Of course he was completely unaware of the illusion, showing a confused expression at Tienna’s reaction.

Aliana opened her eyes. “Where is it?”

Tarak tugged on her shirt and pointed at Michael.

“Oh my god!” Aliana yelled.

Tienna was pointing at the arrow. “Michael! Michael!”

“What?” he asked and swatted his hand near his head. “Is there a wasp?” He turned and looked around, the arrow beautifully stuck to him everywhere he went.

Aliana screamed at the top of her lungs, “Michael, you have an arrow sticking out of your head!”

“Have you gone mad?” Michael yelled back.

“I’m serious!” Aliana replied. “It was an accident! Oh my god! I’m so sorry!”

Michael’s face went pale. “Is there really an arrow in my head?”

“Yes!” Tienna yelled.

“Well, what the hell should I do!” He moved his hand carefully around his head but felt nothing. He screamed. “Aliana, how can you be so stupid! I can’t believe you shot me in the head! Am I going to die? I can’t even feel it!”

“I’m sorry!”

Tarak was surprised the two girls didn’t seem to notice that Michael’s hand had moved through the arrow shaft a few times now, probably because he was too busy dancing around and whipping his head about in horror.

Tarak let the spell come to an end. The arrow seemed to disappear from Michael’s head. Anyone looking at Aliana’s target would have then noticed a second arrow appear at the very top edge.

Damn, she actually hit it. I owe Aliana 2 silver after all. It was worth it, though.

“It’s gone,” Tienna was saying.

Aliana had rushed over. “Where did it go?”

They looked around on the ground but couldn’t find it.

Tarak approached and could not hold back his smile any longer. “I owe you two silver,” he told Aliana, then pointed at the target.

“What? Oy…Tarak, you fucking shit!”

“What?” Michael asked. “What happened?”

“It was an illusion, wasn’t it?” Aliana growled.

“A damn fine one, was it not?” Tarak asked. Aliana punched him. “Ow.”

“I thought I’d caused Michael to go braindead!” she cried.

Michael lifted his finger. “No one say anything in response to that.”

“Wait, it was just an illusion?” Tienna asked.

“Yes,” Tarak confirmed. “And I would like the three of you not to mention this to anyone else. I have more tricks planned for the others.”

They all began smacking him. None of them seemed very amused.

“Ow, all right, all right!” Tarak said as he held up his arm and backed away. A quick silence passed as everyone regained their breath. “So no one will say anything, right?”

Aliana looked as if she would whack him again, but he darted away.

Lord Langston strolled out of the great hall with an expression as if they’d disrupted his sleep. “What is all this commotion?”

“It is nothing,” Tarak answered.

“I highly doubt nothing has taken four of you away from training. I do not want to come into the courtyard again and see this.”

“Yes, lord,” Tarak replied, with the others muttering in agreement.

“I have your stipends,” Lord Langston said. “Tienna you are to receive a fourth of the normal wage until you prove yourself more useful by showing you are capable of casting a spell.” He handed over the smallest coin purse.

“I understand, lord,” she said and pocketed the whole purse without checking inside. She looked down as if having trouble meeting anyone’s gaze.

“You will soon,” Michael said. “And I’m not just saying that. I know it.”

She looked up and smiled faintly.

“Michael, Aliana.” Lord Langston handed over a coin purse to each of them.

They thanked him and pocketed their pouches. Tarak was beginning to realize it might be rude to count the coins here as he’d planned.

“And Tarak,” Lord Langston said in a dismissive tone and handed over the purse.

Tarak did not want more trouble. He opened his purse and took four silver coins out of the forty he was owed that he hoped were all in there. He would count later.

“Thank you for lending me your personal coin,” he told Lord Langston as he handed them over.

The lord glanced down at the four coins in his open palm. He looked up with disappointment. “It is five you owe me now, not four.”

“I am certain you lent me four.”

“Yes, but you have taken so long to pay me back that those four have accrued interest.”

“Accrued what now?” Tarak asked.

“Interest!” Langston repeated. “Do you not know what interest is?”

“Of course I do. I am interested in finishing this conversation.” It was not a jest.

Lord Langston put his hand over his forehead as he shook his head.

“I should also admit I have no idea what accrued means,” Tarak said.

“Of course you don’t. When someone lends you money, the amount you owe them increases the longer it takes for you to pay them back. That is called interest.”

“That is a horrible word for it. It should be called shite because it is that.”

“It is common practice, Tarak, and I am tired of having to explain things to you that you should already know.”

“I refuse to pay it.” Tarak put the coin purse into his pocket.

Lord Langston took back his hand. “Then I will withhold your next stipend payment, and interest will continue to accrue until you pay it back.”

Tarak let out a long sigh. “I do not know why you continue to surprise me. You have been this way since I have known you.”

“Withhold your commentary, or I might just fine you another silver for insubordination.” Lord Langston extended his palm.

This was all made worse by the fact that the other three were watching, but at least this part would make their presence worthwhile.

Tarak prepared a simple illusion. He had been practicing this one before learning any other because he’d figured it would be the most useful. He handed over what appeared to be a silver coin but was actually a flat pebble.

“Your fifth silver coin,” Tarak said. “Are we finished now?”

Lord Langston must’ve had the eyes of a hawk. He looked at the silver coin and seemed to notice something was amiss. Yes, looking closely would reveal that it was an illusion. The silver color was not quite as defined, and the markings on the coin were a bit blurry. In addition to that, it probably felt different to a man who had held thousands of silver coins in that monstrously large hand. What was Tarak thinking?

Lord Langston pinched it and held it up to the sunlight. Then he took out another silver coin and compared the two.

“This is counterfeit!” Lord Langston spoke the words as if Tarak had committed treason.

“It is but a jest,” Tarak said, then let the illusion come to an end.

Lord Langston gasped as he noticed himself holding a smooth pebble instead of the silver coin.

“Here,” Tarak said as he handed over a real coin. “I was about to give you this, but I am working on my illusions. I must test my skill to improve.”

“You do not perform tests on me, you airheaded lad! Hand over your coin purse.”

“You cannot be serious.”

“You are lucky you have proven yourself too useful to be imprisoned, or that is where I would take you after confiscating your stipend.”

Tarak groaned and handed over his coin pouch.

Lord Langston looked inside and seemed satisfied. He gestured with it. “You will get this back when I feel that you have learned your lesson.”

He turned on his heels and walked back into the great hall.

Michael let out a whistle. “You sure pissed him off.”

“Just wait until he realizes I handed him a pouch of pebbles.” Tarak took out his real coin purse and showed it to them.

The three of them laughed, though Aliana did so with a shake of her head. Then she extended her hand.

“Give me the two silver you owe me before you lose them.”

He did.

She was about to put them in her pocket. “Wait,” she said and held them up in front of her eyes. “You are such a shit!”

Tarak lifted his shoulder protectively as she smacked him. He used his other hand to fish out two real silver coins. “All right, all right!”

“Stop with the illusions!” she said.

He had to, at least for a time. That was the only way for them to not expect it later.

“How many of those smooth pebbles do you have?” Michael asked.

Tarak made a fist in his pocket and pulled out about twenty of them.

Michael took one. “Did you take the time to sand all these down?”

“Sure did. They have to feel like a real coin.”

“I have never met someone so dedicated to being a scoundrel.” Michael handed back the pebble. “It’s actually somewhat impressive.”

“It’s depraved, is what it is,” Aliana commented.

Callie entered the courtyard from the other side. Her tall betrothed walked beside her. They held hands, but Callie took her hand out of his hold as soon as they passed through the portcullis.

Tarak kept his thoughts in his head. He is much too old for her. Michael and Aliana were a couple years older than Tarak, but even they did not appear as old as Trevor Chespar.

He knew their engagement had to do with the fact that she was a princess and he was…some young man who clearly had a lot of power, though Tarak didn’t know where it came from or what it was. But it still didn’t seem right to him, and it wasn’t just his jealousy talking.

The two of them separated as Trevor headed for the keep and Callie for their group. “Greetings,” she said with a cute little wave.

“Have a nice trip?” Aliana replied.

Tienna caught herself as the only one offering a curtsy. She stopped halfway, looked around nervously, then finished quickly and stood up.

“Yes,” Callie replied. “Have I missed anything here?”

Aliana looked at Tarak. “Just Tarak being a shit again.”

An idea suddenly came to him. “Hey, have any of you played Liars Mug?”

They seemed confused by the suggestion.

“No,” Michael said.

“We are playing tonight, then,” Tarak said. “Michael and I will secure the ale. You three meet us in the dining hall after dark.”

“Aren’t you already going to be in enough trouble with Lord Langston?” Aliana asked.

“That is precisely why this is the best time to make even more. Blame me if we are caught. I promise it will be fun.”

“I say yes.” Michael lifted an eyebrow. “Aliana, after the war, did we not promise we would make better use of our leisure time because we had no idea when it would run out?”

“Yes,” she muttered. “And I’m bored anyway.”

“Tienna? Princess?” Tarak asked.

“Count me in,” Tienna said, but Callie seemed more uncertain.

“It is a drinking game?” she asked.

“The best one,” Tarak answered.

“I do not seem to do well with drinking games.”

Michael said, “That’s the beauty of them. Even when you lose, you win.”

She giggled. “All right.”

“You can tell us about your trip then,” Tarak said. “It will help you win. You will understand when I explain the rules later.”

She blushed so deeply that Tarak was certain her red cheeks could be seen from the top of the castle walls.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Leon was headed home late. He had spent an entire day in the dirtiest city in the kingdom, Koluk, looking for a man who was not there. He needed three things by the time he was done: a private chamber to do his business; a private bath to clean off the stench of the day; and a private night with the most beautiful woman in the world. He had finished the first two in the castle before heading out. Leon was more than certain that he’d heard voices from the great hall, little sorcerlings up drinking when they should be sleeping, but he was not about to take responsibility for them. He had already done enough by wasting a day just for the king to feel a bit better about showing no progress toward catching Wolf.

“Gwen, I’m home,” he announced as he unlocked the door. “Terrible day. Just terrible.”

He stopped as he sensed more than just his beautiful woman. He was about to turn into the living room as he readied his mind for combat.

“You will not attack,” said a voice he did not recognize. “Or she dies. Come out slowly.”

Someone is going to die today and it isn’t Gwen.

Leon slowly came around into the living room. Wolf stood beside Gwen. A dagger floated in the air between them, its tip pointed at the side of her neck. Just in case Leon had no doubt of Wolf’s skill, the young sorcerer tilted his hand this way and that, and the dagger mimicked its movement.

Leon might’ve thought to interfere if it wasn’t for the other three men standing around, each with a sword pointed at her.

Gwen sat tied to a chair. Her mouth was gagged. She was as tough as she was beautiful, not a tear having fallen across her flawless face. He could see in her eyes that she was scared of one thing more than the rest: his temper. She gave him the same look as when he went on tirades about the king’s poor decisions, or how he feared for Aliana’s safety.

Of course Gwen feared for Aliana’s safety even more than Leon did. She was Aliana’s mother, after all. Only Gwen could remind Leon that anger was not going to fetch results this time.

He imagined her hand on his back, her gentle words telling him to take a deep breath.

“There’s no way I’m fetching Aliana for you,” Leon stated. “So you might as well kill us both right now if that’s all you’ve come for.”

“It’s you I’ve come for, Leon,” Wolf said. “You will be leaving with my people.”

“Leaving to go where?”

“You’re going. That’s all you need to know.”

“You have a lot of audacity for someone who looks like he grew his first pube yesterday.”

The dark-haired sorcerer was skilled with conjuration. It was a skill tree that no one had showed any proficiency in since the reversion of mana back to its original system. Jon Oklar, whenever he returned, seemed like he would be the only one who might change that. He used a spell that should belong in this tree. He might be able to explain some of Wolf’s spells that appeared to be new to this era. Until then, Leon could only guess how he might be able to stop Wolf, and it would probably be with fire.

A man grabbed Leon’s shoulder.

“Cooperate,” Wolf advised. “Walk with them casually to Luther’s library.”

Luther is involved in this after all?

“I will stay here with Gwen,” Wolf said. “If anything strange happens, like you come back alone, I will kill her and escape easily.”

“Yeah, I understand, ya shit,” Leon hissed. “You got me, all right? You don’t need to hurt her. I’ll cooperate.”

Leon would have to contain his temper. For now.

*****

Leon kept his mouth shut, even as they finished tying him to a chair within the dimly lit library. He had never been tortured before, except for teaching water sorcery to a bunch of unskilled commoners. Honestly, this might not even be as bad.

The only thing he truly worried about was death. He was not afraid to leave this wretched world, but they might take Gwen’s life as well. Aliana would surely be next. It was still difficult to believe that Luther could be the one responsible for all of this. The absent shithead was Aliana’s father, her father. Even if he had not publicly recognized her until recently, he had shown enough care these days to deceive Leon and the king.

Leon did not recognize the man approaching him from the back vaults of the library. He had dark skin, a bald head, and a bit of gray scruff around his chin. Broad shouldered and chest puffed, he seemed pissed off, but his eyes showed steely control.

“Who the fuck are you?” Leon asked.

The man stopped in front of Leon, turned slightly, then backhanded him.

“Whose brother did you kill?” the man demanded.

Leon waited until his ear stopped ringing to answer. “Tedson Faulk.”

Tedson punched him in the nose.

Leon reeled back. He could not help his pain from showing as he grimaced for a moment, then found his breath again.

“What does the king know about our plan?” Tedson asked.

A number of men surrounded Leon. They were probably all sorcerers, but Leon figured he had a shot against them if he was willing to chance Gwen’s life and attempt to free himself.

He was not.

“We don’t know shit,” Leon said. “You clearly want Aliana dead, but we can’t figure out why. She’s done nothing to you or Wolf that we know of, unless she’s arrested one of your concubines?”

Tedson punched him again, this time in the mouth.

“You fuck…” Pain sapped the rest of his words. He spat some blood from his cut lip.

“Why search all of Koluk for me?” Tedson asked.

Leon gave the truth so he could gauge Tedson’s reaction. “We saw you about to meet with Orvyn.”

Tedson showed confusion, perhaps a bit of shock. “What are you talking about?” he asked.

“We saw you,” Leon told him. “There’s no point in denying it now.”

“What?” Tedson glanced at the others. “I have never met with Orvyn, nor did I plan to. That cannot be the only reason that all of Koluk was searched for me. The king put a lot of people’s lives in disarray for an entire day.”

Leon hated to believe Tedson, but it seemed like he was telling the truth.

“We saw you with Wolf also,” Leon admitted.

“Now that makes more sense.” Tedson punched him again.

“Fuck! What was that for?”

“For lying earlier. Now tell me the truth about Aliana. Does the king know why she must be eliminated?”

“No!” Leon yelled.

Tedson struck him again, then pointed a finger. “Keep your voice down.” He shifted his finger to a knife at a nearby table. “We have not needed this yet, but we will if you tell me another lie.”

“This is the truth. Why the fuck are you trying to kill an innocent ranger?”

One of the other sorcerers spoke up. “It doesn’t seem like he knows.”

Tedson eyed the man. “Maybe, or maybe he’s deceiving all of us. There’s only one way to find out.” He went and retrieved the knife as he spoke. “Bring him to the back rooms so no one can hear him scream.”

“Come on, Tedson,” Leon argued. “There is no point to that. I’m telling you the truth.”

“Take him there,” Tedson demanded.

A few of the men picked up Leon by the chair he was tied to. They waddled back with him.

“This is bullshit!” Leon complained. “I ain’t going to lie. You have Gwen!”

They put him in a small chamber. There was barely enough room for Tedson to stand in front of him.

“Leave us in here. I will make sure he’s not lying.”

“He’s a powerful sorcerer,” one objected. “Even tied to a chair.”

“He won’t try anything because we have his lover. Go.”

The men shared a few looks but made no other objections. Tedson shut the door to the tiny chambers. Then he leaned down, and his expression changed.

“You have to work with me, Leon. This has gotten way out of hand. Now scream like I hit you.”

“What?” Leon muttered in confusion.

“Act like I hit you!” Tedson growled through a whisper.

“Uh, ow! My face!”

Tedson really punched him in the nose.

“Fuck! What the fuck?”

“I am going to have to actually strike you if you cannot be convincing.”

Leon cringed as he waited for the pain to subside.

“What is going on?” Leon muttered angrily.

“They have to think I’m someone I’m not. I don’t want to hurt you or Gwen.” Tedson shook his hand, then rubbed his knuckles. “I’ve never even struck anyone before now. God damn it hurts.”

“I’m confused,” Leon admitted.

“What is so confusing? I am in this situation with no way out except to speak to the king, but I have foreseen my arrest or my murder every time I planned a meeting.”

“Foreseen how?” Leon asked.

“I can read time somewhat. It’s why Wolf approached me long ago.”

“Wait. Just wait.” Leon peered into Tedson’s eyes. “Are you bullshitting me?”

“Why would I do that?”

“I don’t know…”

“Scream again. I’m supposed to be torturing you.”

Leon took a breath and put his all into a scream.

Tedson gave a nod as if convinced. “Keep that up every so often.”

“Don’t you want me dead for what I did to your brother?”

“My brother through marriage. He was not blood and little more than a nuisance. I was glad to hear he had been killed.”

“Then why did you put so much effort into having me arrested for other crimes?” Leon asked.

“What are you talking about?”

“You were always tempting me. You made sure there were valuables easily within reach. You had married women of rank giving me looks of enticement. You had ale pushed upon me by every server in every tavern.”

“No one was responsible for any of those things, Leon!”

Oh.

“But I heard you were furious with me, and then later with Nykal when he came to power.”

“I pretended to be angry with you for the sake of my family, but yes, I was actually mad at the king,” Tedson explained. “This used to be my bank. Now look at it, a library of a lesser man who many people now think more highly of than they do of me. All my wealth went into Oquin Calloum’s reign of terror. I felt I had to support him or I would be killed. I was nearly broke afterward, and then I tried to work with Nykal but he sent me off to Koluk to rot with the criminals. Cason Clay was practically lord there. You remember him…the most powerful dark mage in Dorrinthal?”

“Well yeah, but I don’t remember hearing of anything you did to help stop him.”

“What could I do? I asked Nykal for the support I needed, but Nykal had just finished the revolution. He was more broke than I was. Besides, I don’t think he believed that I had good intentions. He sent me to Koluk because he thought I supported dteria. I never wanted to help Oquin Calloum! He forced me to ‘lend’ him money for his army. He depleted my bank completely. Thank God Nykal won, but then he wouldn’t believe me when I told him what happened. In Koluk, Cason’s people eventually came after me. I feared for my life. With no help from anyone else, I had no choice but to leave.”

“So now you want revenge against the king.”

“No!” Tedson made a fist. “I was angry then, but I understand the king. There was not much he could do either. I believe he made the right choice in recruiting young sorcerers and training them. They have done more than an expensive army of non-sorcerers could ever hope to accomplish. I planned to ask the king for an audience, but I got involved with Wolf before that. I was never very good with sorcery before the changes to mana, but I recently found myself with a natural skill to read my own timelines.”

“Ahhhh! Fuck!” Leon yelled as if cut with a blade. He calmed himself and asked, “How did you get involved with Wolf?”

“I knew him through Luther long ago. Wolf sought me out after the war. Even though I’m no longer wealthy, I have a lot of abandoned property and land with no oversight but my own. He wanted access to this in exchange for us working together. I asked him what we would be working on, and he told me something I might not have believed if it wasn’t for my skill. I saw death in my future. Something needed to change.”

“And what of everyone else’s futures? Or are they not important enough?”

“I can only see the possible futures of my own life and others when they intersect with mine, but yes, they are important. I did see battle and death for many people. It scared me. Wolf said he could prevent that with my help. I thought about going to the king, but like I said, I saw my arrest in some instances, while other visions showed Wolf killing me. I decided to see what the young sorcerer really had to show me because what other choice did I have?”

Tedson’s eyebrows lowered into a glower.

“Well?” Leon asked.

“I’m trying to decide how to tell you so that you’ll believe me.”

“Just get the damn words out. I’ve heard a lot of shit in these last few weeks that I normally wouldn’t believe.”

“Have you heard that the manastorms have dissipated?”

“I have,” Leon said.

“Why do you think that is?”

“Why don’t you tell me?” Leon retorted.

“Because I’m wondering if you were lying to me earlier after all. If you know why the manastorms have dissipated, you should probably be able to figure out what will happen to Dorrinthal. And if you can figure that out, you should know what Wolf is trying to do.”

“Wait, just wait,” Leon said. “Have you seen with your own eyes that the manastorms have dissipated?”

Tedson gestured emphatically. “I went to Aathon with Wolf. He had already gone once before. He introduced me to someone…something. I don’t know what to call her.”

“An Ancient,” Leon said. “Sorcerers who think of themselves as gods.”

“Exactly. She confirmed what I saw, battle in Dorrinthal in the distant future.”

“I heard the manastorms had dissipated, but my source was not exactly reliable. Now I’m starting to see that everything he said is probably true. Fucking hell. So what did Wolf want you to do with this Ancient in Aathon?”

“Me? Nothing. Wolf just wants my Time spell and my land to support his small army. It’s only about forty large now but still growing. Wolf expects to bring this Ancient here to protect us against other Ancients who may come. He believes this Ancient will stop future war, future battles, and future deaths. It’s my guess the Ancient has wanted to come to our domain ever since finding out that sorcery has reverted and can now be changed again, but she was unable to get here through a rift until recently, when one opened naturally in the forest. Now she knows the path to reach us. She has been waiting only because she needs support, and she wants your ranger gone.”

“Why? And wait, how did you find Aliana and Tarak in the forest the other day? You say your time spell doesn’t work for others very well.”

“Scream again, and I will explain.”

Leon did.

“The Ancient assumed the ranger would eventually investigate the rift because of the strange feeling it evokes in her mana. I remained nearby until I had a vision of Aliana coming and meeting me. I was able to follow her future path through the forest before she arrived, so I informed Wolf. Then I left before Aliana arrived. I thought I had convinced Wolf to capture her, not kill, but it seems he deceived me.”

“I hope you also see now that no Ancient can be trusted.”

“Yes, I believe we are being taken advantage of. The Ancient could mean to change mana here to further empower herself for no other reason but to extend her dominance. But I saw battle and death, Leon, and there was nothing I could do to stop her. So I went along with it in hopes she might save us.”

“Now what do your visions see?”

“Death at an even greater scale. Wolf still believes this Ancient will be our savior and thinks I still agree with him. The Ancient will be susceptible upon arrival and even more so after altering mana. She needs support and a place to hide. She demanded we eliminate any trackers who may be able to sense her, such as Aliana. I’ve been telling Wolf that we cannot kill anyone innocent, and this includes Aliana. Your ranger will be able to feel when the Ancient has arrived from just about any distance. Aliana can track her down no matter where she goes, but if your ranger is captured, there is nothing she can do. Like I said, I thought I had convinced Wolf, but I was wrong. You know how the young are when they are as capable as Wolf. They get these ideas in their head that they are to facilitate everything and there is no convincing them otherwise.”

Leon screamed again as if hurt, though his anger was ultimately responsible for the guttural sound.

“I’ve only wanted to do what’s right,” Tedson said. “I let fear control me during the era of dteria, and I will not let that happen again. One thing I cannot have, however, is the king capturing me and blaming me for the actions of Wolf.”

“Turn yourself in.”

“The king interrupted the lives of over a thousand people just for the hope of capturing me. He is clearly not ready to believe any of this.”

Leon realized Tedson was right and replied in anger, “That’s your fault. You should have gone to him before!”

“I saw myself imprisoned or murdered, Leon! I still see it happening.”

“Even now after you have told me all of this and I believe you?” Leon asked.

“You do?”

“Yes, you idiot. Use your sorcery again and tell me what you see.”

Tedson sighed as he shook his head and closed his eyes. “My path is always dark except for certain events. Even then, I cannot see how long it will be before they occur. Hold on.”

Leon felt nothing as Tedson scowled with his eyes shut, continuing to shake his head. “I don’t know,” Tedson muttered. “I see myself in a prison cell, I think. It has become less clear.” He opened his eyes. “I think that is a good thing.”

Someone pounded on the door. “Hurry up in there!”

Tedson snarled back, “Do not interrupt me! I was finally getting somewhere, and now you have undone everything by giving him the idea that he will soon be released!”

There was no reply from the other side.

“So if this Ancient can reach us by passing through the rift,” Leon said, “then we must close it by any means necessary.”

“You misunderstood me. It does not matter if you close it. Our world is connected to another realm they call the dark realm. She can travel between the two realms and bring great monsters through with her. Now that she knows where to open the rift in the dark realm to reach our kingdom, she can do so whenever she pleases. There is no stopping her from arriving.”

“So Aliana is the only thing keeping her from coming now.”

“Yes, because Aliana is the only ranger associated with the king. The Ancient is not as concerned about other possible rangers tracking her because they have no means of immediately leading an army to her location.”

“How does she communicate with Wolf?” Leon asked.

“There is someone else in Wolf’s group who seems capable of entering some other type of realm and speaking to the Ancient from a great distance away. I don’t quite understand it myself.” He wiped sweat from his forehead. “Now I believe that is sufficient enough information for you to work with if you somehow survive this. It is high time we come up with a plan for getting you out of here.”

“Is Wolf going to kill Gwen?”

“No, but he will keep you imprisoned until long after he has slain Aliana and seen to the safe escort of this Ancient.”

“I cannot let that happen.”

“And what of me?” Tedson asked.

“I have barely two seconds to think of how I’m getting out of here, and you expect me to find a way for you to get out as well?”

“I suggest you think faster, Leon, and keep in mind that one of the sorcerers out there has a callring. Show any signs of fight, and he will notify Wolf, who has the other ring. I have no doubt in my mind that he would kill Gwen if a signal reached him.”

“God…dammit.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Tedson tossed Leon out of the chambers. Bloody and supposedly unconscious, Leon lay on his stomach and tried to keep his breathing hidden. Tedson had cut Leon all over, then smeared blood across his face and back, but Leon had healed his wounds before this show.

Tedson crouched in front of Leon. He whispered, “The one with the callring is behind me.” Then he raised his voice. “I think I killed him.” Tedson put his fingers on Leon’s neck. “I can’t feel a pulse.”

None of Leon’s questions had been answered about the other sorcerers. There were three of them, this Leon had seen before Tedson had taken him to the back chamber, but what they specialized in was a mystery to Tedson. The only weapons they carried were daggers they could hide from guards. Leon was not concerned about being stabbed. It was that callring he needed to get his hands on before it was flicked.

He readied a spell of wind and jumped up.

“Shit, he’s alive!” Tedson said as he backed away.

Leon threw back the sorcerer with the callring, pinning his arms with wind against the wall. Tedson ran toward him.

“Give me the ring! I’ll call Wolf.”

Leon could do nothing but trust Tedson as he let his spell come to an end. He made a wall of water to block a jet of fire cast by one of the two other sorcerers. The third one waved his arm, but Leon did not see a spell cast.

“Where are you going?” yelled the one with the callring.

Leon caught sight of Tedson fleeing toward the door.

“Hey, he’s running with the callring!” yelled the same man.

The fire mage gave up on Leon and cast a fireball at Tedson. The older man covered his head with his arm as he was struck. The fireball took him off his feet and rolled him away from the door.

Smoking and wheezing, he got up and made another attempt for the door. Leon started for Tedson to help, but something happened to his legs that he did not understand.

He fell before realizing that when he tried to move one leg, the other leg moved in the same way. He had one moment to attempt to get up, cycling his legs about and rolling accidentally. He failed, and now he had to defend himself from one man with a dagger. This was the mage who had bound his legs together. Leon blasted him back with water. He refused to use fire unless necessary. Even if this library belonged to Luther, books were still books.

With his legs no longer bound, Leon got up to find that Tedson had made it to the door but was not about to get it open in time. The man who once had the callring caught up to Tedson and dove on top of him.

Leon sprinted over, defending himself from a fireball on the way with another wall of water. Leon pulled off the man on top of Tedson to find a dagger buried in the man’s shoulder. Leon pulled open the door.

“Got the callring?” he asked Tedson.

“Yes.”

Tedson hurried out. Leon shut the door and stood in front of it.

The three sorcerers seemed surprised as they all slowed their attempt to stop him.

Leon rolled up his sleeves.

*****

Tarak was glad to see that everyone who had been invited had shown up at the dining hall. Even the princess had snuck out of her room to join them. Aliana had brought her bow and set it on the table, an ominous gesture, but Tarak was still in a good mood. He had not yet been confronted by Lord Langston about the pebbles he had traded off. He imagined that the lord had tossed the pouch into some drawer and wouldn’t check it again for quite some time. In the meantime, Tarak had promised these individuals he would not use any illusions as they shared drinks. There had to be some trust between them.

With a bit of Tarak’s help, Michael had procured tall mugs of ale for the five of them. He had told Tarak earlier that the kitchen staff used to hide the brew from Michael long ago, but he always found it and sometimes made a mess in the process, so eventually they realized there was no point. So long as he didn’t abuse this luxury, it seemed that no one cared enough to demand he stop.

“The rules of Liars Mug are simple,” Tarak explained. “You take a drink at the start of your turn. Then you tell us something you have never spoken aloud before.”

Aliana scoffed. “And what about those of us who do not have so many secrets, and even less we want to share?”

“They do not have to be secrets. I will start as an example.” Tarak took a sip. He still hadn’t become accustomed to how good the ale was in this time period, especially what the king kept in his kitchen. “I first met Aliana in the dark, and I assumed she was ugly. Do you see how this counts, Aliana? I never said those words to anyone before, but it was not necessarily a secret. Now you go.”

Aliana sat across from Tarak. “All right, then this is easy.” She took a sip. “I was surprised to find out Tarak was blond.”

“That counts.”

“Why does it matter that he’s blond?” Callie asked.

Aliana shrugged. “It doesn’t. I was just surprised.”

Tarak leaned forward and whispered, “She disfavors blond men.”

Michael asked Aliana, “What blond man hurt you?”

Aliana rolled her eyes. “Who’s next?”

“I suppose I am,” Callie said on Aliana’s other side. “So I just have to say something I’ve never spoken aloud? There are no other rules?”

“It has to be something true,” Tarak answered. “And you cannot take too long to think of something.”

Callie sipped. “I think my father might’ve had an affair.”

Everyone gasped. Tienna, sitting on Callie’s other side, stared to the side with eyes as if Callie had spoken with the voice of a large man.

“Whoa,” Michael said. “You just blurt that out with no warning or anything! I like your style, princess.”

“When?” Aliana asked Callie.

“If I wish to speak more about it, I will do so during my turns.”

Tienna continued to stare at the princess until Callie seemed to notice. She flinched as Callie put her hand on Tienna’s arm.

“I apologize if this is too much for you to hear. I realize we do not know each other very well.”

“No, it’s fine,” Tienna said. “I’m surprised is all.”

“You’re next, T,” Michael said.

“I’m not sure I can top that, but let me try.” She took a sip. “I hated my mother.”

Michael stood up as he was shaking his head. “Damn you all put a lot of pressure on me.” He shook his finger at Tarak. “I see why you like this game. You’re always causing trouble!”

“You can give up,” Tarak said.

“What happens then?” Michael asked.

“You drink whatever you have left and become a guesser. At that point the rest of us can choose to lie. If you call us on our lie and you are correct, we drink whatever we have left. If you are wrong, you drink. Empty mugs are immediately refilled, of course. Once someone runs out of statements, they become a guesser like you.”

Michael sat down. “All right, I don’t want that yet. So we are still on the stage that everything that comes out of our mouths is true?”

“Yes.”

“Question. Let’s say Eden told me something, but I never told anyone else. Does that mean I can now say that Eden told me this crazy thing, and that would count?”

“I forgot one rule,” Tarak realized. “You have to say something about yourself.”

“This would be about myself,” Michael said. “Because I heard her say it, see?”

“Incorrect,” Tarak said. “It has to ultimately be about ourselves, or this will quickly turn into a gossip galley.”

“All right, then…” Michael had a sip. “I loved my father. He was a great man, but I’ve always wondered if he did something wrong when I was little and that was why my mother left.”

There was a somber mood as Tarak took a sip. “You lot are too serious. This is usually more fun. Let me think.” He found his gaze lingering on Callie. There were many things he could say about how beautiful he thought she was, but he had promised to keep his attraction to her deep where it belonged. Anyway, he had divulged most of these things to her already and had been rejected.

“Better hurry,” Michael said, “because I have half a mind to vote you to guesser status.”

“It is not usually a vote,” Tarak said.

“It can be now.” Michael lifted his hand. “I vote Tarak has taken too long and better blurt something soon.”

Callie raised her hand next, then Aliana. Tarak looked at Tienna, whose arm twitched. Tarak blurted out something indeed, only realizing after that Tienna had teased him with a feint.

“I had a dream, Callie, that you spoke to me in the same way my grandfather spoke to you.”

Callie gasped but then put her hand over her mouth. She looked embarrassed as everyone stared at her.

Tarak asked with a chill, “You had the same dream?”

“I did. I have been experimenting with moving my mana back to that plane, but it’s always as I’m falling asleep. I could have sworn it was a dream that we spoke.”

“I thought it was,” Tarak said. “Now I am beginning to think otherwise.”

Michael asked, “What did you two say?”

“I cannot recall,” Tarak said.

“I cannot, either,” Callie said.

“Now this game is becoming more interesting,” Michael commented. “Your turn, Ali.”

Tarak stared at Callie as he struggled to remember this experience that he was beginning to remember less as a dream and now as something more. She looked back into his eyes, squinting softly as if trying to recall the same experience.

“To answer your question from earlier, Michael, I have never been hurt by a blond man because I have never been with one,” Ali said.

Tarak muttered into his glass as he sipped, “Probably because he rejected you.”

Aliana smacked him.

Everyone quieted as Callie’s turn came up. She looked down at the table between them all. Tarak sat beside Michael. The three girls sat together on the other side, the princess between them.

“I can tell there is something between my mother and father. I don’t know what else it could be besides an affair, but I don’t know any details. I’m not sure I want to know.”

“Nykal does not seem like the type to have an affair,” Michael said.

“He loves your mother,” Aliana agreed. “We’ve all seen it.”

“That’s what I thought, but I know there is something. If it’s not an affair, then what is it?” She took another sip. “I suppose that was my turn.”

“A fine turn,” Tarak said. “But keep in mind that we also accept lighter statements like, I once became so inebriated that…or I have fantasized about this one thing I have never told anyone before. Things like that.”

“I will keep that in mind. Tienna?”

“I have never become so inebriated to have a headache the next day.”

“And why not!” Michael asked sharply.

“Sheesh, are you offended?” she asked with a laugh.

“No…a little. You know what, yeah! I am. How is it that you have never had that much to drink, even accidentally?”

“It’s not like I had a chance. My mother gulped down anything that even resembled liquor. In fact, the first time I even finished a single ale was recently.”

“Oh…my…god.” Michael was shaking his head. “You poor, neglected thing.”

Tarak lifted his glass. “Cheers to you, Tienna. Drink if you want. Stop if you wish. The freedom is yours.”

Tarak had seen Tienna smile many times, but it always appeared to be a small, polite smile. This one was finally different, bigger, more relaxed.

Michael’s turn was next. “Well, I was once so inebriated that I stumbled into the wrong room one night.”

“Yeah, that was annoying,” Aliana muttered.

Callie laughed. “When was this?”

“Wait,” Michael interrupted. “That wasn’t your room, Aliana. It was Reuben’s.”

“No, it was my room.”

“No, it was Reuben’s!”

“Michael! I think I would remember waking up to you getting into my bed!”

“Good god, you’re right! I completely forgot about that.”

“You also did that to Reuben?” Callie asked with a laugh.

“I think you may have a problem,” Tarak said.

“Oh excuse me,” Michael replied sarcastically. “It is so damn dark in the apartment hallway at night, and every door looks the exact same!”

“It’s true,” Aliana said. “That’s why I only kicked you out and not anything worse.”

“You were an angel compared to Reuben. The spoiled brat grabbed my coif and threw it in his fire! Those things cost good coin!”

Tienna snickered. “You sleep with a coif?”

“My head gets cold.” Michael pointed at Tarak as he drank.

Tarak took a few sips. “I never could tell anyone this, but everyone I ever knew is long gone now, so I do not see the point of needing to keep it in. I had a very intense, very brief relationship with an older woman.”

“How old?” Callie asked.

“She was a young thirty.”

“A young thirty,” Michael said with a laugh. “What does that even mean?”

“She did not look or act thirty.”

“I imagine she at least looked and acted twenty-five.”

“Yeah, I would say so.”

“And how old were you?” Michael asked.

“I was an old sixteen.”

Michael laughed again. “An old sixteen. All right, carry on.”

“Her name was Mary. She had a poor reputation because her husband suddenly disappeared one day. She claimed he left her, but it was a bit too mysterious. His whole life was in our town. If he left her, why did he go without saying a thing to anyone? Anyway, Mary approached me in the tavern one night. I was not scared of her reputation. Perhaps she realized this. After our night together, she asked me to promise not to speak of it to anyone. Because of our age difference and her reputation, she feared what might happen to her. I liked her until she convinced me to start working a job. She changed the way I dressed and even coached me on how to speak.” He paused for a moment. “And I listened to her.”

“What happened with her?” Michael asked.

“She talked me into becoming an assistant to her father, a tailor. He knew nothing about our affair, but he still did not take kindly to me.”

“Because you’re a scoundrel,” Michael stated as if it was fact.

“Yes, because of that. I asked the owner several times if I could pose in the clothing he was selling. My handsomeness would be the most effective way of selling his fine robes, I said. He refused to let me change into anything I did not purchase, so I waited until he left for other business and took matters into my own hands. I dressed up in the finest robes in the shop and strutted around town advertising his craftsmanship.” Tarak paused. “The owner did not appreciate it when he heard about what I had done, even though I had managed to sell a thing or two. His daughter did not appreciate it, either. She said I was too immature and wanted nothing to do with me anymore. So that was it. I was embarrassed, but like I said, now I am glad.”

“That is embarrassing,” Aliana agreed. “But more so for the woman. At sixteen, you couldn’t possibly have understood how easily she could take advantage of you.”

“Excuse me.” Callie glared at Aliana.

Aliana gaped at the princess, then spoke in a rush. “Not that everyone at sixteen is dumb,” she corrected. “I mean, look at how immature Tarak is still, and I was the same when I was younger.”

“She has a point,” Tarak agreed. “I had no idea what I was doing, and I suppose I still do not.”

Michael said, “None of us knows what we’re doing. We just learn a little more each year.”

Callie had a lingering look that drifted from Michael to the table.

“My turn again,” Aliana said. She shot the princess one last nervous look, but Callie seemed deep in thought as she looked at the table between everyone.

“I want to hear more about your conquests,” Tarak began.

“What con—?”

“In the bedroom,” he interrupted.

Aliana scowled. “No.”

“It is only fair after you were an audience to my last night with Illia, unbeknownst to us.”

“You were?” Callie asked her.

“Not on purpose, and I tried to drown it out with my pillow.”

“You could have banged on the wall, but you chose to listen instead,” Tarak accused.

“How could I not when I hear fucking, then fighting, then fucking again, then you sobbing! Then more fucking! It was the craziest thing I’ve ever heard!”

Everyone laughed loudly.

“You all are going to wake up the staff,” Tarak grumbled.

Michael only stopped slapping his leg to ask, “You were crying?”

“Scream crying,” Aliana added, “like his parts had fallen off.” She gave an exaggerated impression with a gruff voice. “Why! Why! WHY!”

“There was a lot of emotion, and I am certain sorcery was involved!” Tarak replied.

“That was my turn,” Aliana said. “I’ve never spoken of that to anyone before.”

Tarak figured he could make her go again seeing as how this was ultimately about him, but he was more than willing to let it pass out of fear she might reveal more.

Callie waited for everyone to calm down, then said, “I’m not sure what else I can say.”

“What about your trip with Trevor?” Michael prompted.

She sheepishly glanced at Aliana. “I’ve already told you everything, haven’t I?”

“She did,” Aliana confirmed.

“That sounds like there was something to tell,” Michael teased.

Callie lifted her shoulders and tucked her head down.

Michael laughed and raised his mug. “Congratulations, Callie.”

“Michael…” she chastised as her cheeks went red.

“Oh, sorry.” He clasped his fingers over his lips. “Forget I said anything. What have you got for us for your turn?”

So there had been something…more than just something, most likely, between Callie and Trevor. Tarak tried to ignore the jealousy heating up his chest as he imagined them together.

“Can my turn be a question I have never asked before?”

“This sounds intriguing,” Michael said as he glanced at Tarak.

“I agree. It is allowed.”

“What is with men and chests and behinds? I do not understand it.”

“What in the hell did Trevor—?”

Tienna reached across the table and interrupted Michael with a hand over his arm. “It is a good question,” she agreed. “I have wondered the same at times. I have received a lot of attention from men who must know they are way, way too old for me, and yet they don’t seem to care. They stare at my chest like it’s their salvation.”

“Yup. Salvation, that is a good way to describe it,” Michael agreed. “It is a jest,” he added when he didn’t seem to get the response he was looking for. He patted Tienna’s hand and stood up. “This calls for a change. Tarak, I enjoy your game but it is far too slow. I am switching to wine.”

“That gives me an idea of how to answer.” Tarak got up.

“Is it really that difficult of a question?” Callie asked.

“It is, actually,” Tarak said. “But I believe I can answer it.” He held up a finger, then hurried after Michael.

The two of them returned with a bottle of wine and two glasses. Michael filled his glass and was about to pour for Tarak when Tarak stopped him.

“Right, princess, so imagine this empty wine glass is a girl.” He set it at the middle of the table, then stood the bottle of wine next to it. “Now imagine this wine is a nice figure, a pair of tits above a superb rump, but there is no head, there is no personality. There is no hair, no clothes. There is no woman connected to it. The bottle represents a couple of fine curves and nothing more.”

“All right,” she said somewhat skeptically.

“On its own,” Tarak continued, “the bottle of wine is somewhat appetizing. It represents good times and pleasure.” He took away the wine glass so only the bottle remained. “If you had wine on your mind and you took a stroll past this table, you might feel tempted by this open bottle of wine. You might think you want a taste, but you would not be so inclined to drink straight from the bottle. You would want a glass.”

Tarak put the wine glass next to the bottle. “A different scene, now. You are in the mood for wine and you walk past now to see not only an open bottle…but a glass as well. Now you can practically taste the wine. You can feel it. You find yourself wanting to reach for it so much so that you have trouble thinking about anything else. All because of the empty glass, can you see? Funny how an empty glass is more appetizing than an open bottle. But wait.” Tarak took the bottle of wine and filled half the glass.

“Now the glass of wine is all that matters. The bottle is no longer appetizing, only the glass. You can feel everything wine represents—fun, pleasure, connection—but it sits there in a beautiful glass. It is just like a girl. We see good times. We see pleasure and connection. The curves are a draw on their own, but it is only when they are part of a girl that they can become almost irresistible. That is why the size and shape of the curves are not nearly as important as the girl herself. She is what gives them temptation. She provides meaning. The rest is just flesh.”

“Oy, Tarak,” Aliana said. “That had to be…by far…the most poetic way I’ve ever heard someone act like a pervert.”

“Oh right, like you have none of the same thoughts about boys.”

“Eden has shared things about your many endeavors, Ali,” Michael agreed. “We are all perverts in the right light.”

“Do not confuse passion with perversion,” Aliana said. “And I have met plenty of young men who only see the wine bottle, not the glass. If they saw a wine bottle on a table, they would grab it and put it to their lips if they thought they could get away with it. That is why your analogy does not work, Tarak.”

“You cannot expect me to speak for every male in existence. Just most of us.”

Michael said, “Yeah Ali, and it sounds like you should be choosing better partners.”

“Maybe a blond or two,” Tarak added.

“Let’s move on.” Aliana rolled her eyes. “Tienna?”

“Something absolutely scandalous,” Michael suggested.

“Oh you would like that?” Tienna said.

“Indeed.”

“Let me think.” She glanced at Callie and lost a bit of her smile. “I heard about all of you before we met. There is especially a lot of talk about you, princess. You were already a fire mage when you were just fifteen, and you even fought alongside the other sorcerers of your father. You are revered among the people of Lycast, and so is your father and the rest of you. I never thought I would have the chance to train among all of you. I did not think I deserved it, and I am believing that more each day.”

“Don’t listen to Leon,” Michael said. “He has about as much patience as a man waiting in a queue to piss.”

“Yeah, a queue forty people deep,” Aliana added.

“Leon has not been impatient with me,” Tienna said.

Looks of confusion spread among everyone.

“All right, what the hell is going on between you and Leon?” Michael asked. “We clearly stumbled upon something between the two of you, and the fact that he is not impatient with you says even more.”

“He is impatient with everyone,” Aliana said.

“Well, he is mean,” Tienna confirmed. “He tells me I should give up, but he doesn’t seem frustrated with me like I have seen him with, well, everyone else.”

“Are you going to tell us why?” Michael asked.

“You cannot believe there has been anything romantic between us?”

“No, but there is something, isn’t there?”

“Did he do something to your family?” Aliana asked. “So now he has to repay you? You can tell me.”

Tarak agreed with the others. There had to be something. He could see it in the way Tienna glanced around as if trying to decide.

“It is nothing so dramatic,” she said. “Leon is a distant cousin. He promised my mother before she died that he would help take care of me. He did not want me to come here and learn sorcery because he said it would be dangerous, but I insisted. I don’t think he had another way of looking after me, which is why he reluctantly agreed.”

“So he still wants you to give up on sorcery?” Michael asked.

“Yes, and he thinks I will give up on my own after I become frustrated. He doesn’t know that I can be extremely patient when I want something.”

Tarak said, “I could not cast anything when my father tried to teach me how. It turns out he is a terrible teacher. To be honest, Leon does not seem to be much better. But I found light and gravity. You might not have the best teacher, but that might not matter once you find the right spell. What interests you more than anything else?”

“I have been intrigued by rifts and portals. I think it’s fascinating that there are other worlds connected to ours. I wonder how they are connected, and why? Are there more worlds connected to the other realms that are not connected to our world? If so, maybe we could reach them eventually, but if they are not connected to our realm, could we even survive there? It is all so interesting to me.”

“We all saw the toll it took on my grandfather when he opened a portal,” Tarak said. “I doubt there is a single spell more demanding, but portal-making is a start, is it not? What may lead up to opening a portal? What tree is it in?”

Tienna and Michael shared a look. “We have spoken about this with Charlie,” Tienna said. “There are two types of portals. He calls rifts tunnels between realms, like to the fae realm or to the dark realm. Portals he calls a doorway from one point in our world to another, like the kind Illia took to get here and go back. He guesses they are the same notes but require a different technique of using mana, like how Tarak can manipulate light while Caarda cannot even while using the same notes. That has to do with technique. Does that sound right, Tarak?”

“It does.”

Michael added, “Basael seemed to be telling the truth that he could not close the rift to the dark realm. But we saw him open a portal to Korrithin. They must use different mana.”

Callie asked Tienna, “What is your range?”

“It was lD to lAm when I started.”

“Oh, very narrow,” Callie said.

Tarak had to remember conversations with Charlie to understand Tienna’s range, but Michael spoke before he could figure it out.

“Yeah, but it has already increased to Low-Lower B at her lowest and now Lower A at her highest. I have never heard of someone extending their range that much that quickly.”

Tarak’s range was easy to remember because he used his lowest and highest notes together all the time. He could not reach below Lower C or above Upper C.

“Oh, your range is very low,” he realized aloud. “Your highest note is only slightly above my lowest.”

“And I seem to be casting in a tree unfamiliar to everyone,” she said. “It makes training difficult.”

“Cast something here,” Tarak suggested. “See if we can feel anything.”

“Try Lower C again,” Michael suggested.

Tienna shrugged and extended her palm.

Tarak felt nothing. Eventually Tienna let down her hands and shook her head. “I cannot seem to make anything with Lower C. I have to learn to cast multiple notes first. I think I have nearly mastered Lower C, Lower E, and Lower G, but I am failing to grasp how to cast more than two of them at the same time.” She put her hand on top of Michael’s as he opened his mouth. “Michael has been very descriptive in his attempts to explain it. I am sure it is all my fault.”

“No, I’m not a good teacher. It was too long ago I cast my first spell of wind.”

“It is the splitting of my mana that I find impossible,” Tienna said.

Tarak noticed her looking at him. He figured he was the least equipped to offer advice seeing as how the splitting of mana came so naturally to him, but he gave it a shot.

“Try not to think of it like splitting your mana into three separate notes but combining those three notes into one thought.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think of three shapes: a square, a circle and a triangle. Now imagine the challenge of envisioning those three shapes next to each other. Start with two, just a circle and square side-by-side. Not too hard, right? But as you start to picture a triangle next to the two of them, you start to lose the circle, then the square. You focus on them again, the triangle disappears. It is hard, right?”

“Yes, extremely.”

“Now put the three shapes together in a familiar way. Imagine a face but instead of eyes, there are circles. Instead of a nose, there is a triangle. And instead of the mouth, there is a square. Now can you picture these shapes all at the same time?”

Tienna closed her eyes and smiled. “I can!”

Tarak noticed others closing their eyes as well.

Callie gave a short laugh. “I have had countless sorcery lessons, but that is the most fascinating way I have heard of casting multiple notes at the same time.”

“You are separating your mana into three notes,” Tarak continued, “but you are also combining those three notes together again and pushing them out of you. You should be able to bend your mana into shapes in your mind, and combine those shapes into something familiar. I usually use some semblance of a face because it is the easiest to picture. With my spells, I think of C outlining the face, and the other notes make up the features. I think I may be able to cast four, even five notes consistently one day with that method. Use it if it helps.”

“That has to be the smartest thing that’s ever come out of your mouth,” Michael said.

Tienna held her eyes shut, her hand extended. She suddenly opened her eyes to find everyone staring at her.

“I can try later.”

“No,” Michael said. “If you think you might be able to cast, do it now.”

“Definitely now,” Callie encouraged.

Tienna nodded. She resumed her position. Everyone sipped on their drinks and waited patiently.

A few minutes past, then Tarak felt a boost to his mana, like he could cast indefinitely. He didn’t seem to be the only one.

Michael jumped up. “Did I imagine that?”

“No, I felt it, too,” Tarak said.

“So did I,” Callie added.

“What?” Aliana asked. “Am I really the only one who felt nothing?”

Tienna displayed a proud smile. “I cast! I felt it.”

“What did you cast?” Michael asked.

“lC, lE, lG!”

“Yes, but what did that do?”

“I have no idea!” She left the table and stood up. “I cast a spell!” She grabbed Callie and began jumping in excitement, though Callie was more amused than worked up.

“Wait, do you hear that?” Tarak interrupted.

There was no doubt about it as everyone quieted. Someone was shouting from the courtyard, loudly enough to discern his words even within the great hall.

“Leon and his lady are in dire need of help! Arrest me, fine, but you must help them immediately. Leon is in Luther’s library. Gwen has been captured in her own home!” There was a pause. Aliana jumped up and went for her weapon as the man continued. “Why are you not listening to me? I am Tedson Faulk and would not come here and let myself be arrested unless someone’s life depended on it!”

Aliana sprinted out of the great hall with her bow and quiver. Tarak was right behind her.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Tarak did not know who Tedson Faulk was, but he looked like a man who was genuinely afraid of the things he was yelling about. A few guards escorted him through the courtyard. Besides continuing to shout about Leon fighting for his life in Luther’s library and Gwen being held hostage by Wolf in her home, Tedson also revealed that he had come here of his own volition. He knew they would arrest him, which is why, he said, they had to take him seriously.

“Are you telling the truth about my mother?” Aliana demanded, and Tarak was shocked. He did not know Gwen by her name. Now Aliana’s urgency made more sense.

Tarak recognized the three guards, two of whom he knew by name, Rick and Randy. “Better tell the king,” Rick told his cousin, and Randy hurried to the keep.

“There’s no time to fetch Nykal if he’s all the way up there.” With his hands bound, Tedson could only gesture with his eyebrows. “A plan needs to be formed right now. As soon as Wolf sees anyone but his trusted people, he will kill Gwen and escape.”

Michael, Callie, and Tienna caught up.

“Tarak, let’s go,” Aliana said as she jumped on Tarak’s back.

“Are you certain?” Tarak asked.

“Yes, take us to my house but stay back so Wolf cannot see us. I will direct you.”

“What about a plan?” Tarak asked as Aliana squeezed her thighs against his sides as if he were a horse refusing to move.

“Wolf is ready to kill my mother!” Aliana said. “We will think of a plan on the way.”

“Leon needs help as well,” Tedson explained. “In Luther’s library.”

“I’ll head there now,” Michael suggested.

“Take me,” Callie said as she moved behind Michael and put her hands on his shoulders as if to climb on his back.

He turned and took her hands off him. “No way. I have never carried anyone before, and I sure as hell am not going to start with a princess.”

“Then I will meet you there.” She made a dash across the courtyard, no doubt toward the stables.

“Princess!” Rick called, starting after her but turning back to address the last guard remaining with Tedson. “Make sure he is imprisoned.”

The guard gave a firm nod.

“I’ll go with Callie,” Tienna said.

Michael grabbed her arm. “You aren’t ready for combat.”

“Let’s go, Tarak!” Aliana said, thrashing about on his back.

“Make sure that others come for us,” Tarak told Michael.

“Tienna,” Michael implored.

“I’ll inform them.” She dashed toward the apartments and shouted, “Sorcerers! We need you!”

Michael, meanwhile, sprinted toward the wall and made a sweeping motion with his hands. A gust of wind picked up Michael and launched him up over the wall.

“That way.” Aliana pointed in a similar direction. “Go.”

Tarak made a sphere of gravity as he ran. It picked his feet up from the ground and stayed an equal distance above and in front of him as it continued to pull him and his passenger up over the wall.

The night-fallen city spread out before them. He let his spell weaken so as to float over buildings without continuing to rise, the sphere continuing to pull them faster and faster.

“My house is not far,” Aliana said. “This way.”

Tarak was still waiting to hear a plan but didn’t want to risk a slip by trying to speak. He pulled them along over rooftops.

Aliana muttered a curse, and then Tarak noticed the same thing. Black smoke came up from a few streets over.

“It must be the library,” Aliana said. “Leon can fend for himself. Set us down here.”

This was the hard part. Tarak moved his sphere of gravity overhead as he put even less force into it. They descended a little too quickly at first, but he strengthened his spell just the right amount to slow them steadily.

He set his feet down. Aliana jumped off. “Follow me,” she whispered as she weaved down an alley.

He followed. She suddenly stopped and turned around with her finger to her lips. Then she pointed at the side of a home where wooden shutters were closed at a level with Tarak’s shoulders.

Aliana whispered, “Make an illusion to distract him, and I will shoot him through his neck.”

“What illusion?”

She flailed her arms in frustration. “I don’t know! Something distracting.”

“What is he most scared of?”

Aliana finished loading an arrow. She paused, then looked at Tarak. “Abandonment.”

Tarak lifted his hand and was about to open the shutters as he prepared the illusion spell, but he stopped.

“That does not help me at all!” he whispered.

“It was your stupid idea to ask!” she whispered back.

“Wait.” He put his arm in front of her as he heard footsteps. “I think he heard us.”

Aliana shoved Tarak away and aimed at the closed shutters.

Wolf opened them from the other side, then let out a little screech and ducked as Aliana shot.

Tarak shoved Aliana out of the way to jump inside through the opening, screaming in aggression. He landed on top of Wolf, but also on top of a dagger.

He groaned as he rolled off Wolf and clutched the handle sticking out of his rib cage. A high-pitched wheeze squeaked out with every agonizing breath as he went to his hands and knees. He checked on Wolf, then Aliana. The ranger looked as if she had tried to jump through the open shutters after Tarak, only to get slowed down halfway as she struggled to get her knees over. She met Wolf’s steely gaze.

“Oh shit,” she muttered as she pushed herself back out the way she came. A dagger flew through the open window.

How many daggers does he have left?

There was a whole damn table of them! Beside the table sat a roped up woman who must be Gwen. Tarak had dived into a small dining room. A lamp sat on the table, illuminating the knives but failing to penetrate the dark corners of the cluttered area. Chairs, a dresser, and a wardrobe took up the wall space.

Tarak chose the dresser as Wolf picked up a bunch of knives with sorcery. There were more than four, and that’s when Tarak stopped counting. Tarak stumbled behind the dresser, at least hiding his upper half as the knives came at him. One sliced him good.

“My arse!” he wheezed.

He put his hand back there, but the blade seemed to have gone through his pants and flesh without sticking. He pulled out the dagger that was in his rib cage.

Every tiny breath was agony. He needed more air to heal faster, and he needed to heal faster to get more air. He poked his head up over the dresser to see Wolf walking toward him with two more daggers floating.

“I don’t want to kill you,” Wolf said. “But you are not leaving me much choice.”

Tarak grabbed one ceramic cat out of about ten of them on the dresser and tossed it at Wolf. Pain shot through Tarak’s ribs, but at least the cat hit the sorcerer, bouncing off Wolf’s forehead with a satisfying thunk.

Wolf stumbled back and put a hand over his head as he shouted a curse. Tarak was about to throw another ceramic cat—what was with Aliana’s mother and ceramic cats?—when Wolf grunted in anger and the entire dresser slid out of the way. Tarak shrieked as if someone had yanked his pants down.

Mid-throw, Tarak froze as he noticed Wolf putting up a shield of almost clear energy. Tarak continued to motion like he would throw the ceramic cat as he made his way to the vanity.

Eventually Wolf pushed his shield of energy into Tarak, pinning him against the wall. Wolf turned back and picked up one of the daggers from the table. Tarak had regained much of his strength and was about to cast a gravity spell that was sure to throw not only Wolf around the room but all the furniture as well, but Aliana kicked open the front door and released the arrow she already had ready. Wolf moved his energy shield to absorb it. The arrow became stuck halfway through, then fell as Wolf let his spell come to an end.

Wolf spun and drew a dagger to his hand with sorcery. “Leon disobeyed me.” He stomped toward Gwen. “This is his fault.”

“No!” Aliana shouted.

Tarak made the most powerful gravity spell he could muster in the short time available. The sphere took shape near the low ceiling between Wolf and Tarak. It pulled the two of them together in the air, as well as nearly all the furniture and the chair Gwen was tied to.

They spun as if stuck in a tornado, Tarak pelted by wood as he put his arms up near his head and hoped for the best. It was the daggers he was most worried about. He felt one cut his thigh, but he heard Wolf scream as well, which made it worth it.

Tarak could not hold his spell for long. His mana could not support this much weight. He had already prepared his next spell as he fell among Wolf, Gwen, and all the knives and furniture. He was cut again, down his arm this time, but he did not pay much attention as his illusion came to fruition.

It was a small enough area for this to work. Everything disappeared; the furniture, the knives, even the walls and the roof. It was like they stood in utter darkness. Tarak grabbed where he last saw Wolf and found the leg of Wolf’s pants. Tarak reached his other hand over and got a firm grasp, but then he took a boot to the nose.

“Arselicker!” he shouted as Wolf squirmed out of his hold.

His illusion faded. Wolf rushed for the door. He tossed his hand to the side, throwing Aliana out of the way with sorcery as she quickly prepared an arrow. He made it outside and took off like a bird.

Tarak started running after him.

“Where are you going?” Aliana asked as she began to cut the ropes holding her mother to a now broken chair.

“He might be going after Leon now.” Tarak halted.

“Or he could come back for me!”

Tarak looked outside to see more than a dozen of the king’s guards nearly there, Eden and Tienna among them. “Support is here. I will check on Leon.”

“Good, go.”

Tarak took off. He had lost sight of Wolf, but he just needed to follow the smoke. The library was not far. He landed in front of it. Arthur and Callie were here, but only Arthur could douse the flames.

“Where is Leon?” Tarak asked Callie.

She pointed at the door. Reuben and Michael were carrying out Leon, who was shouting about getting to Gwen.

“There were three enemy sorcerers here when we arrived,” Callie said. “They just fled. How is Aliana’s mother?”

Leon pushed away the two sorcerers helping him walk. “Gwen?” he asked Tarak.

“She is fine.”

“Thank god.” He turned and had a look at the library. “Arthur, put out the last of the flames inside. Let me deal with those high on the walls.”

“Yes, sir.” Arthur rushed inside.

“Tarak, I need a better angle. Get me high up.”

Tarak stepped in front of Leon and crouched to assist Leon onto his back, but Leon stepped away.

“Your ass is hanging out!”

Callie snickered as Tarak looked behind him to see a flash of flesh.

Tarak resumed the position. “Are you getting on or not?”

“Goddammit, I’m not about to let this library burn down but this is humiliating, Tarak.” Leon got on Tarak’s back. “Do try to keep your goddamn ass in your trousers where it belongs!”

“I just saved Gwen’s life. The least you could do is thank me.”

“Yeah, fine, thank you. And Wolf?”

“He escaped.”

“Take me up. I will worry about him later.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

It had been a few days since the incident with Tedson storming the castle with news about Leon and Gwen. Callie had not been herself, not so much because of what happened after Tedson arrived—she had not needed to fight—but what was said beforehand. There was one thing she could not get out of her head. The more she thought about it, the more true it felt. It was what Michael had uttered casually as if completely unaware of how much it might affect Callie.

“None of us knows what we are doing. We just learn a little more each year.”

Considering this in addition to Tarak’s story about how easily he was taken advantage of—Tarak, who seemed like nothing in the world could change the way he thought or acted—really had begun to make Callie wonder.

Am I being taken advantage of?

She had never thought about what her situation would be like if she were older, say Aliana’s age of twenty. It was hard to picture Trevor or even her father telling a twenty-year-old what to do. She had never felt very young at sixteen considering how much she had been through in the past two years, with the war and such, but she had to admit that Michael’s words did not seem like much of an exaggeration. He and Aliana seemed unsure of themselves when it came to relationships, and Tarak certainly seemed so, and he was close to Callie’s age.

Most people did not marry at sixteen. She had felt that because she was a princess, she was supposed to be ready for such things, but she had been engaged before she was ready. She was sure of that now. And she had definitely shared a bed with Trevor before she was ready.

The feeling made her put her arms around herself and not want to let go unless she was buried under the covers of her bed.

She was angry at Aliana and Eden for making her think she needed to sleep not just with Trevor but with others as well. They had almost convinced her to attempt to seduce Tarak in secret as an experiment of sorts.

If she were twenty, she would have known whether this trip with Trevor was a good idea. If she were twenty, she would have known how to dissolve the engagement without enraging her father. If she were twenty…she would probably be married already and would not have the freedom to make these choices anyway.

But she was sixteen, and no one took her seriously.

Her father opened the door to her study as she was in the middle of repairing a hole in the sleeve of her dress with the help of a handmaiden. She could see by the look on his face that something was wrong.

“Come with me,” he said.

She set down her sewing tools and left her room after her father. He led her upstairs in the keep to his private chambers. She was a bit surprised to see her mother sitting in one of two chairs facing the door. There was not a seat for Callie, she found, as her father stood in front of the other seat beside her mother, who stood as well.

“There are rumors going around about you and Trevor,” Nykal said. “Did you…?” He put his hand toward his mouth for a second, then began to gesture with it, only for it to fall again. He looked toward Esma for help.

Callie felt tears surfacing as she lost her breath. She knew what her father was about to say.

She seemed removed from her body, as if watching herself stand there in complete devastation but not yet feeling it.

“Did Trevor take advantage of you?” her mother asked.

There was that phrase again. She had been thinking about it for days. Had he? She really didn’t know. How was she supposed to know? She had never felt younger in her life.

Trevor had come by to the castle one time after the incident with Tedson. He seemed worried about Callie’s well-being after hearing she had gone to help Leon, but in the hug that he’d offered, she felt nothing…except a hand that wanted to move down to her rear end. It might have been her imagination, or maybe not.

She could blame Trevor right now. She could claim that he had forced her. She could put all of her problems into one lie, one little box that once opened could never be closed again. It would be so convenient, so easy.

No, she would do the hard thing and get through this with the truth because there needed to be something she could be proud of after all of this.

“It isn’t entirely his fault.”

“Oh god.” Nykal fell into his chair and put his hand over his face. He showed anger as he dropped his hands. “How could you do this before you are married? Don’t you see what you have done to yourself?”

“You are one to speak about morality,” Callie’s mother snapped, and Nykal’s face went white.

Esma was a short woman, like Callie, but it was hard to imagine her ever in Callie’s position of being too young to know better. She always seemed sure of herself. She was an inspiration to Callie and had helped Callie follow her dream to learn sorcery, but where had she been in the last few months? Callie had needed her more than ever.

Callie could not stop her tears any longer. She buried herself in her mother’s arms.

Esma made a sound of shock. Callie could feel her mother’s head turning to face Nykal. Neither of them spoke for some time.

“I’m sorry,” Callie said. She didn’t know what else to say. She didn’t want to talk about this at all.

“Are you sure he did not pressure you?” Nykal asked, hinting.

“I’m not going to lie,” she told him. “There was pressure, but from myself as well. It was more of an experiment to see if we were compatible. We are not.” The words came out before she had fully formed the thought, and she heard how true they sounded. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I am too young to be married. I am too young! I hate this. I hate it!” She also hated how young she sounded as she sobbed. No, this was the youngest she’d felt in a long time. She knew what she was about to say was wrong, but she couldn’t stop it. She squeezed her mother tight in anger. “Where were you? I needed you more than ever and you were gone! Why? Why!”

Esma cried as she moved Callie’s hair out of her face. “I’m sorry, my dear. You should not need to experiment in ways that are likely to hurt you. I will be here with you from now on.” She held Callie close.

She felt like she could only ask this right now, in her mother’s arms. “Did father have an affair?”

Tension filled the air.

Nykal answered. “Yes, many years ago. I have spoken about this with your mother, and I have been thinking of how to tell you. It was the stupidest, most hurtful thing I’ve done in my life, and I hate myself for it. I hate how I have hurt your mother. I would give anything to undo it, but…I can’t.”

Callie leaned away to look at her mother, who quickly wiped her tears.

“You just found out about it?”

“I did,” Esma replied.

Callie looked at her father. “Have there been any other affairs?”

“No, and it was a long, long time ago.”

Her parents shared a look. Whatever was unspoken between them seemed to be something they had agreed upon. So this was why Callie’s mother had been away. She no doubt had been punishing Nykal severely for this.

“We need to address this rumor of yours, Callie,” Nykal said.

An affair, really? It was still shocking, but when Nykal spoke Trevor’s name, Callie’s thoughts returned to her own problems.

“We have spoken with Trevor already,” Nykal said, and Callie stepped away from her mother as she listened. “He swears he did not tell anyone, and I believe him. He also trusts his staff.”

“You spoke with him, too?” she asked her mother.

“I did, and I believe him, like your father does. He also has no reason to start such a rumor. It reflects just as poorly on him as it does on you. People will think he pressured you, whether he did or not.”

“Just by taking you away for such an extended time, he must have pressured you,” Nykal said. “I should not have let him.”

“Father,” she said. “What you should not have done is trade me off to be married before I turn seventeen!”

“Trade you off? You speak like I am some peddler at the market looking for the best deal for his…for his…”

“For his what?” Callie replied. “His dog? His bitch?”

Both her parents gasped.

Perhaps Callie was more angry about her father’s affair than she’d let herself realize.

“I don’t even know who you are right now,” Nykal said.

“Clearly I am the whore who has cost you dearly. Better attach a chastity belt, or I’ll sleep with the whole town of Newhaven, and that still would not make me worse than you!”

“Let us all take a breath.” Esma had her hands up. “You are not a whore, Callie. Your father knows this.” She glared at Nykal. “He did a terrible, terrible thing a long time ago. I am still unsure whether I will ever completely trust him again, and he knows this, too.”

“Yes,” he said with a bow of his head.

“But Callie, this rumor is not damaging to your father,” her mother continued. “It is to you. If Trevor does not want to marry you, it will be very difficult to find someone who does.”

“I don’t care. I don’t care! I do not want to marry anyone. I don’t even want to be a princess. Everything was much better before Nykal became king. Remember how happy we all were? Mother?”

Esma took Callie’s hand. “You were happy because you didn’t know what was happening in the kingdom, but your father and I were worried for your future much more than we are now. Dteria had to be stopped, and it didn’t seem like anyone was ready to put themselves at risk. It was as much my decision as it was your father’s for him to lead the rebellion.”

“May I?” Nykal asked as he stepped up and offered his hand.

Esma tilted her head. “Callie?”

Callie let her father take her hand, though she wouldn’t meet his gaze.

“Sweetheart, I never wanted to be king. I never wanted for you to be a princess. But often I forget what I used to want. Sometimes I can’t even figure out what I want now. It does not seem to matter anymore. Even though dteria is gone, we still need allies. You see that the kingdom is not likely to remain safe forever. Your marriage to the Chespars would grant us power through coin and troops. I want to care about what you want, but I don’t know if we can lose the potential ally that your marriage could bring us. I love you more than anything, but love is not the deciding factor of my choices right now. I have an obligation that I cannot ignore.”

She finally met his gaze.

“I understand all that,” she replied, “but what I still wonder is…do I have an obligation?” Callie asked, an imploring expression on her tear-stained face.

There were tears in Nykal’s eyes, too. “I don’t know,” he whispered, then glanced at Esma.

“I don’t know, either. We might not need an alliance through marriage,” Esma said. “Or maybe we will. Imagine how easy everything would have been in the war if you had married Trevor before it all began.”

“Oh gosh,” Callie shuddered. Yes, her mother was absolutely right. Hundreds of people would still be alive, maybe thousands if they’d had the Chespars’ support from the beginning.

“I do believe there is going to be more battle in Lycast,” Nykal said.

“People should just do the right thing whether we are married or not!” Callie complained.

Esma chuckled without humor. “Yes,” she said. “They should, but as we have seen that is not usually the case.”

Callie shook her head as she felt tears threatening again. “I don’t want to marry anyone who would not fight with us unless I am his property. How am I supposed to love someone like that?”

She was shocked to see her father weep openly. He clutched his fist near his chest. “You don’t have to. Come here.”

She moved into his arms. She couldn’t remember the last time they had embraced. Damn him and his affair. He had ruined this, and so many things for Mother. She stepped back but did listen to his words.

“I cannot live with myself knowing that I’m forcing you into a life you don’t want. If we need allies, we will figure it out.”

But could Callie really live with herself if she could’ve prevented many deaths just by marrying someone like Trevor?

She said, “Let me think a moment.”

Her parents nodded.

She ignored her feelings about Nykal right now because this decision about Trevor had nothing to do with his disgusting affair.

Although she had been kept in the dark about many political affairs, she knew that her father was not the most powerful king to rule over Lycast. Not even close. He was no longer rich, and he did not possess very much land. He had run out of coin recruiting for the rebellion that overthrew the last king—a man who was rich and had claimed ownership over all the land in the kingdom. Once the rebellion succeeded, the only way Nykal could safely remain in power and keep all his lords happy was to grant the requests they had made during recruitment time, many asking for the land they’d lorded over during the reign of the last king.

The Chespar family was one of the most powerful families in the kingdom. Although the last war had weakened them, they still had wealth and power through fertile land, rich mines, and loyal troops. Every lord still paid taxes and had sworn loyalty to Callie’s father, and he could call upon them for troops or coin when needed, but keeping them happy had to be a priority. The last king had failed to do so, and many had chosen Nykal to lead next because of the promises he gave them; promises he intended to keep.

Lords were more powerful than ever, while the king was weaker. Accepting this was the only way Nykal could rule, and it had worked. His coronation had led to the downfall of dteria. Lycast would have been a land of slaves to dark mages if Nykal had not come to power.

“Even though I am still not sure how to think of you as a father and a husband to Mother, because of this affair, I know you have been a good king. I’m sure everyone saw what kind of future we were headed toward before you stepped in. I wasn’t so aware until the war, but it became clear to me eventually. You saved us all.”

“Oh.” He sounded surprised. “I appreciate your words, and I am still holding myself accountable for the terrible thing I did to my wife before you were born.” He glanced at Esma. She barely had a glance back.

“And I know, Mother, that Father wouldn’t be king if it wasn’t for you and all of your support and contributions. I’m sure our family’s decisions came from both of you deliberating together as I have often seen growing up.”

“Thank you, dear. Yes, these last few years have taken quite a toll on both of us.”

“You both took risks, and you both continue to take more,” Callie continued. “You have sacrificed everything to ensure the people of Lycast have a better future. Neither of you do anything for yourselves anymore. It’s all for Lycast. Meanwhile, I’ve barely helped at all.” She paused for a breath. “I think I should marry Trevor. It’s the least I can do compared to all you two have done.”

“You don’t have to,” Nykal said. “We make these sacrifices for you, not just the kingdom. I would not want you to lead an unhappy life.”

“I know, and I suppose that makes it easier for me to decide. I want to do it for the kingdom.”

Her mother kissed her head. “There is still time if you change your mind. If not, tell him how you feel. Set a precedent that he must respect your wishes. This marriage may be for the sake of our family, but you will never be his property.”

Nykal leaned down and put his hand on Callie’s shoulder. “And if he does anything, anything, you don’t like, you tell me. There are other suitors besides Trevor. I had thought the two of you were getting along, but if not, we will figure out something.”

“The analyte Zarin is younger than Trevor, is he not?” Esma asked Nykal.

“He is nineteen, yes.”

“And he is handsome,” her mother added.

Her father raised an eyebrow and glanced at Callie.

“I hardly know him,” she replied. “He may not be a better match than Trevor, and wouldn’t a marriage with Zarin be less helpful to us? We already have an alliance with the analytes, and they are so very far away. We need more immediate power. The Chespars have coin, land, and many fighting men at their disposal, all right here. If there is an uprising or trouble in Rohaer, it would be difficult to get support from the analytes.”

“Yes, that is all true,” Nykal said. “However, if you have a liking toward anyone else besides Trevor, you can say so. Annulling the betrothal now would damage our relationship with the Chespars, but I may be able to salvage it in time. The longer the engagement and the closer to the wedding date, the more harm an annulment would cause.”

Of course Callie knew this. It was a great shame on the groom if his bride disliked him so much that she ended the engagement.

Imagine the rumors then. They would range from political problems to, worse, problems in the bedroom. Callie did not see the Chespars working with her family again after that, maybe even if they annulled right now. She couldn’t picture Trevor wanting to overthrow her father, but Trevor was still young. There was no telling what might happen years or even decades from now if he was personally hurt by an annulment and he saw an opportunity for power later.

It was hard to imagine anyone else more suited to her, however, except...maybe…one person. She hadn’t known him for very long, but she already felt like she could trust him a whole lot more than she could trust Trevor. There was no guessing with him. She knew how it would feel to be touched by his strong hands, to kiss his handsome face. It would be fun, more than fun. It was what she desired, but did he still have feelings for her? Even then, would he act on them?

“Give me a moment,” Callie said as she noticed her parents watching her with worry.

She was really beginning to understand how right Aliana and Eden were. She was not ready to commit her life to anyone. She had envisioned her nights with Trevor all wrong. She’d had no fun. None. Not a moment with Trevor was even close. The only desire she felt for Trevor was the desire to be away from him.

But she was a princess to a family in dire need of all the help they could get. She had an obligation. Her father was kind to give her the option of annulment, but she could see in his eyes how scared he was that she would actually take him up on this offer. Even her mother had the same look. This marriage was bigger than her feelings.

She balled up her fists. She was so angry with Trevor. He should offer all the assistance he could whether she married him or not! Instead, she was basically his hostage. All the other families were like this. No one had stood up to the corrupt king before her father had. They had only provided support from a safe distance, and only when great rewards were promised to them. Why were people such cowards? Why were they so greedy? Was there no one else like Callie who would do everything they could to keep this kingdom safe from famine, drought, and violence? Even Basael did more than the Chespars!

There were others, she realized, who had helped: All the young sorcerers employed by her father. They would still be here ready to follow her father anywhere even if he ran out of coin to pay them. But at least they were allowed to have fun while they saw to their obligations. Callie never seemed to have fun. It was like she wasn’t allowed.

Or could she now? Wait. Yeah. Why not?

You know what, Trevor…if you are going to use me, then I will use you as well.

“I have decided that I will marry Trevor. I am certain.”

Nykal had a breath of relief.

But I will have some fun at the same time.

Now if only Callie knew how to initiate “fun.” She hadn’t the faintest idea of how to begin. It was as if she had been taught nothing but how to avoid fun.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

It did not seem like they would ever figure out who started this rumor. Callie did not believe it was Trevor. He was even angrier than her father when he spoke to her the next day. He would still marry her, but he had a few demands. The marriage would be in three months. The sooner they were married, the faster the rumor would not matter to anyone. They would not be alone together for any extended period of time until after they were married. Callie was relieved about this part, but she was shocked at the next thing he said.

“I may visit you privately in your quarters. It is likely to be while I am at the castle on other business, and we will have to be quick. That way no other rumors can start.”

“What? No.”

“No?”

“I do not want that.”

“You don’t?”

She shook her head.

They had met in her quarters, with some of Trevor’s people right outside the door. He had seemed to be in a rush, and now it was clear he did not want anyone to think they were doing anything unseemly, but then why was he pushing for it?

“You really want to wait three months without being intimate again?” He seemed to be in disbelief.

“Yes.”

He crouched nearby as she sat on her bed. The hard lines on his face disappeared. “Did I do something wrong?”

Guilt almost overcame her, but she suppressed it. “No. I just don’t want to.”

The lines reappeared on his face. “Three months is a long time.”

“We went our whole lives without doing anything before.”

“Yes, but that was before. Things change once you begin.”

“We are going to wait, and that is final.”

He looked as if he was about to say something else as his face turned red, but she spoke again.

“Can you really not wait? You are supposed to be a gentleman.”

He made a fist and put it against his chin. “Three months, fine. But I do not want you spending even one moment alone with a boy during this time. Lord knows what that might do to these rumors.”

She rolled her eyes. “I know how to behave properly. Just leave if you are going to lecture me.”

Trevor stood up. “What is with your attitude, Callie?”

“I don’t want to talk about what we’re talking about.”

“We will have to talk about it eventually. More than talk about it.”

“I know! Aren’t you leaving?”

“Fine.” He went all the way to the door but stopped there and looked back. “These are your best childbearing years coming up, and it can take a while to become pregnant. It is something you should start thinking about, especially as we will keep trying for a boy if we have a girl the first time.”

She took off her shoe and threw it at him.

“Callie!” he whispered angrily as he ducked. It thudded against the door. “My god, what will people think who heard that?”

“Leave, Trevor,” she growled back as she bent for her other shoe.

He pointed at her. “I will not tolerate this sass of yours once we are married!”

She shrieked and threw her other shoe. He opened the door and slipped through before it could find its mark.

*****

Lord Langston had finally found out that the pouch Tarak had given him was full of pebbles. He had found Tarak in the courtyard, where just about all the other sorcerers were at the time, and yelled at Tarak that he would not be receiving this week’s stipend at all now because of his childish behavior.

As embarrassing as it was, Lord Langston did not threaten Tarak with prison. Tarak had to assume the lord had spoken with the king about Tarak’s transgressions, and the two of them had decided on this punishment. It was most likely the worst Reuben Langston Senior could do to Tarak now that he was too useful to be locked away.

These days, he needed to test the effectiveness of his new illusions on someone, and what better person would that be than Lord Langston? So long as these illusions didn’t involve coin, Tarak doubted Lord Langston could do anything worse to him.

Tarak knew where the man’s office was, a tricky place being on the third floor of the keep. What made matters worse was that Tarak had no business in the keep. But his new illusion spells were ready for testing, and Tarak was a very impatient young man.

He watched Lord Langston enter the keep with some papers in hand while speaking to a castle worker. It seemed as if he was headed to his office and would hopefully be alone. Tarak waited a little while and then entered the keep without a real plan. One would come once he was in front of the lord.

Unfortunately, Rick must have seen him from the ramparts because he came around to block Tarak on the second floor of the keep.

“Tarak…” Rick had a way of speaking a whole sentence through one word. In this case, he was saying, “I am sure you are up to no good.”

“Rick, a pleasant day, is it not? The weather has been moderate, and I hear crops are growing splendidly all across Lycast. Funny, I think my grandfather may be mostly to thank for that. I have been wondering if he is not a complete shit after all. What do you think?”

“I think that has nothing to do with why you are in the keep.”

“I am in search of Leon. I have questions about my training.”

“Leon left for the rift with Tedson this morning. I am pretty sure you saw them go.”

Yes, that was true. Tedson’s stay in the dungeon had been brief. Tarak had never heard of him before recently, but apparently he had been a wanted criminal—so wanted that an entire city had been searched for him. But now Leon trusted Tedson, and it seemed that the two of them were working on a plan for whatever was about to happen near the rift. Tarak was left in the dark about this, but he had a feeling that it had to do with what Basael had warned them about. An Ancient was probably coming.

What Tarak didn’t realize was that Rick had observed Tarak as he watched them go. Tarak should have known. Rick saw everything.

That meant he must know the answer to another question that Tarak had.

“What has happened with the elf?”

None of the sorcerers seemed to know Fatholl’s role in the castle now, only that he was here for good and clearly responsible for something. Tarak had asked the princess, but she said that Zarin didn’t have much to tell her about Fatholl except that the elf was offering advice on preparing for the Ancient.

She had been in a mood since the rumors about her and Trevor had started circulating. Tarak had cheered her up on multiple occasions, mostly by making jokes, tricking people with illusions, talking with her about sorcery, about his family, some about her family, but there were a couple of subjects that never helped her feel better. One was Trevor, and the other was her upcoming wedding.

What she seemed most interested in was this realm of mana, as she had begun to call it, where they both had a similar experience meeting each other one time. It was a place she could go when falling asleep, where she came into contact with what seemed to be a sea of mana, waiting to be used, not that she had figured out how. She had not been able to speak to Tarak there again or to anyone else from the castle. She had spoken with Basael, though he had answered her clearly only one time and unclearly several more. She did not know what else she could do there, but it felt like at least something could be accomplished by accessing this place.

One thing that started happening more recently with Callie was that she seemed a lot more flirtatious with Tarak. It was either that or she had developed a sudden habit of touching him for no specific reason other than…Tarak didn’t know…friendship? No, he believed his charm was finally working! And even if he’d wanted to, he couldn’t stop himself now from wanting to spend time with her.

Callie was a joy to be around. She put up a proper exterior, but there was cunning, delightfully devious behavior just beneath her surface. She was always surprising Tarak with smart quips to his jests, insightful comments to his observations, and she provided a whole different view on the world that always fascinated him.

It also helped that she was gorgeous.

“Did you hear a word I said?” Rick asked angrily.

“Oh um, repeat it once for me, please?”

“You should really pay attention when you are receiving an answer to your own question, Tarak. I told you Fatholl is here to advise on matters of the elves and of the safety of the kingdom.”

“What is he to receive in return?”

“Nothing so far.”

“Then he must be up to something.”

“That is the fear, but the information he has provided on psyche, the dark realm, and the far continents is beyond value.”

Tarak had spoken with Callie about psyche: the use of mana to influence emotions and perhaps even thoughts. Surely it was psyche that Illia had used accidentally on Tarak. He wondered if Illia had found out more about her new talent back in Korrithin or if her people had learned more about portals. Anything on these matters had to be shared with Zarin or it might not reach the king.

It seemed clear to everyone that any trust they had in Fatholl might come back to hurt them later, but if the elf was indeed providing invaluable information right now, then perhaps it may be worth it later. It was not up to Tarak to investigate such matters, anyway, which was just fine by him.

“If your business in the keep is concluded, you may leave,” Rick said.

“I would like to see the princess.”

“I think you have already spent enough time with the princess today.”

“Then there is but one matter more.”

“Oh really?” Rick asked rhetorically.

Tarak gasped and pointed behind Rick as they stood at the top of the stairway.

“That trick may have been new four hundred years ago, but nowadays…” The guard slowly looked over his shoulder, then let out a very real gasp as he saw Tarak’s beast of a horse standing calmly near the banister.

“Easy there, Dagaric,” Rick said as he gently approached the animal. “How did you get in here?”

Tarak’s illusion would come to an end as soon as he no longer put in the considerable amount of effort and focus needed to maintain it. Or if he moved too far away, which would happen right now as he darted the other way and turned around the corner.

“What?” Rick mumbled. “Tarak!” he shouted. “Tarak, get back here!”

None of Tarak’s illusions were perfect. He had learned how to make a copy of Dagaric while spending time with his horse, but as hard as he tried, his illusion never matched the animal perfectly. It looked more like a very skilled painter creating the most realistic portrait of the animal that the artist could manage. Depending on the angle and proximity, there were obvious signs that the horse was not real. Just like with the silver coins, Tarak’s mana could not imitate every detail perfectly. Some of the colors were less vivid, the contrasting light and dark a little hazy, and the size and shape of things did not always match.

But there was one illusion that was easy. Tarak changed light to make the hallway fall into utter darkness. He heard Rick enter for a moment before the guard’s footsteps came to a stop.

“Tarak! I have more dignity than to chase you through illusions!”

Tarak did not dare speak, for he was right on the other side of the illusion not ten steps away. No one, especially not Rick, knew of Tarak’s limitation that he must be close to his illusions, and he would like to keep it this way.

Thankfully, Rick seemed to leave the way he came. Tarak waited a while longer and let the illusion come to an end before he continued on his way.

He had come a long way since he had made his first illusion while helping Aliana escape from Wolf. He understood them now, for the most part. His mana did all of the hard work. He simply gave the command. In order for him to make a copy of something like his horse, he needed to give his mana enough opportunity to learn the ins and outs of the animal. Tarak’s mana was connected to his mind, and it was even more powerful than his memories. Tarak could not close his eyes and picture his horse with as much detail as he needed to make an illusion, but his mana seemed to remember.

If only the common man was as fast a learner as mana. Tarak was not the smartest in his town. He was not even the smartest of his small group of friends. In fact, there were many times when Tarak did not need to wait until the next morning to regret what he’d done during the night. The consequences of his actions often came immediately. However, even Tarak knew that the average man was not very bright. Four hundred years…it could be eight hundred years and this would not change. The problem was not lack of intelligence but misplaced confidence. If Tarak had learned anything from his tainted family history, it was that the “gods” did not lead man by teaching. They demanded, and the people did not just listen. They worshipped without doubt.

So long as enough people continued to worship false gods, there would be no change. This seemed to be the heart of the issue with Wolf and his people. They trusted another “god,” another Basael-type shit-spewer, to protect their lives.

And from what did they think they needed protection? From another Ancient just like the one they worshipped.

Tarak figured he had waited long enough. He headed back toward the stairs to make his way up to the third floor. He encountered Callie about to walk up the stairs with one of her handmaidens.

“Hello,” she said. She had been sounding more and more cheerful each time he not so accidentally found her in the keep.

“Princess, fancy meeting you here!”

“More business in the keep, Tarak?” she asked with a smile.

“Yes, always. Do you want to see something?” He offered his hand. This was not a step they had taken, and he tried not to let his nerves show.

She looked down at it, then glanced at her handmaiden.

“Now or never,” he said. “I cannot let Rick catch me again.”

“All right.” She put her hand in his grasp.

“Great. This will be much better with an audience.” He flew up the stairs. She gathered her long dress with her free hand and ran up with him as her handmaiden stayed behind.

“Are you going to get us in trouble?” she asked nervously.

“Me? No, never,” he answered sarcastically.

His plan was to meet with Lord Langston under the false pretenses of making sure his next stipend would be issued. During the conversation, Tarak planned to practice a new illusion he’d been working on that would change the hairstyle of his target, making them appear a little less harsh to look at, a little more…feminine.

They made it to the top of the stairs and turned into a hall before Tarak stopped suddenly as he saw the back of Rick, who was glancing ahead. Rick started to turn, and Tarak jumped back and yanked the princess with him.

“I cannot be caught—” Callie whispered.

He interrupted her by putting his finger over her lips. She took his finger and lowered it with a bit of a smirk, pulling him down until his ear was near her mouth. She whispered, “You know I cannot be caught making mischief with you!”

He heard Rick coming their way.

“Too late for that now,” Tarak said. “Be still and quiet as a mouse!”

Tarak smothered Callie against the wall. He tucked in her arms and pressed himself as closely as he could. His mana mimicked the wall, surrounding them in the illusion. If Rick stopped for even a moment’s investigation, he would easily see that the wall came out here, but he whipped by in a rush and slightly out of breath.

“Tarak, I’d best not find you in here!” he called out as he started down the stairs.

Callie’s breath was hot on Tarak’s neck. Lord and bane, she smelled like the finest flowers in the kingdom.

He did not want to move.

“No one can see us right now?” she whispered.

“Not unless they look very closely.”

Callie put her hands on Tarak’s chest as she looked up at him. “Thank you for cheering me up these days,” she whispered. Her eyes drifted to his lips.

His heart jumped into his throat. His illusion came to an immediate end.

He stepped away and looked around, thankful no one was there.

“I could maintain an illusion with Wolf throwing daggers at me, but with you this close I think it to be impossible.” He extended his hand. “It should be criminal how intoxicating your scent is.”

She smirked at the floor as she took his hand again. They darted off.

A horn blared from the courtyard. Tarak and Callie came to a stop. Tarak saw dread in Callie’s eyes. He did not need to ask what that horn meant.

They went the other way to look out the nearest window. Sorcerers and guards quickly gathered in the courtyard. Aliana was already there speaking with Randy. Tarak and Callie dashed out of the keep. Rick made it there ahead of them and no longer seemed to mind that Tarak had been in the keep.

Tarak and Callie went to Aliana. The ranger had a worried look.

“The Ancient has arrived.”


CHAPTER FIFTY

Tarak could not help but remember his father’s warning. The more he tried to protect everyone, the more likely he was to die.

“I am going,” Callie insisted to her parents. “Unless you will force men to physically restrain me, I will be there with the others. And know this, I will not let myself be restrained easily.”

Yes, I am going to die.

Tarak left Callie and her mother and father as he joined the circle of sorcerers nearby in the courtyard. Leon seemed to be in the middle of a discussion with Michael.

“But there is a ballista, right?” Michael was asking.

“Yes, and there is already a shooter designated.”

“Why does it sound like you are not about to say that shooter is me?”

“It’s Jennava, Michael. She has overseen the engineering and upkeep of these weapons and is most familiar with them.”

“It was not Jennava who shot a ballista through an enemy’s chest while he was midair!”

“The thing you shoot is not called a ballista. You don’t even know what you’re doing. Jennava does. She will operate the ballista, and you will stay away from it. Lord knows you are more likely to shoot one of us if you get near it.”

Tarak did not know what a ballista was, but he had a feeling he would find out soon.

He took a spot next to Aliana. “How do you know what you feel is the Ancient?”

“You’d better hope it’s the Ancient Tedson told us about, because something has arrived suddenly that feels like a quake to our entire mana system, and we are not prepared for it to be anything else.”

“Has she begun to change anything?”

Leon overheard Tarak and answered. “No.”

“How do you know?” Tarak asked. “You have never felt someone change our mana system before.”

“Have you ever felt someone twist your nipple before?”

Tarak stepped back and put a hand up protectively. “No.”

“Would it really be that hard to imagine?”

“I see what you are saying.” Tarak was relieved a demonstration was not in order.

A number of guards began suiting up the sorcerers in shiny metal armor. The honor was not lost on Tarak as they strapped the largest chest piece to his body.

“Is this what you’ve been working on, Charlie?” Michael asked.

“Yes, beautiful armor, isn’t it? I would have had it done sooner if Wolf hadn’t stolen much of our metal.”

“My sorcerers,” the king announced.

Tarak had yet to be addressed by the king as one of his sorcerers, though he had identified as one for quite some time now. Shouldn’t that mean he was ready for whatever was about to happen? Probably, but he wasn’t.

“Basael foresaw his death,” the king said. “That means there is a chance of grave danger ahead. Nothing is worth any of you losing your lives. Let me attempt to pacify the situation when we arrive, as with Basael. To your horses. You will follow my lead both there and during the conversation.”

Tarak jogged with the others to the stables. He saw Dagaric was already set for mounting. A little jump was all it took now for Tarak to get his leg up and over to reach the saddle. Dagaric still did not stop on command, but Tarak had gotten a little more used to jumping off. He didn’t hurt himself as often, though the embarrassment still stung.

There was not much spoken as they made their way out of the city and through the forest. Those they passed gawked at the king’s sorcerers dressed in full armor. It could not be a sight that anyone wanted to see. A few tried to ask the king’s destination and purpose, but their curiosity would not be satisfied. There was not much that could be said during such a short passing, and it was best if these people did not panic.

“The people of Lycast are safe,” the king assured them. “We are ensuring it stays that way.”

It wasn’t exactly the truth. Tarak supposed most people would be safer if the king let this Ancient come and change mana to her will. It was because they were ready to stand up to her that there would be battle.

They fought to keep mana free. They fought to make sure people like Wolf knew they could not go around stealing and murdering without consequences. And they fought to teach Ancients a lesson. This was not their kingdom to take.

However, these were all things that they could only hope for. Tarak had to recognize that there was a chance for Wolf to be right. There was a chance for this Ancient to change mana in a way that made it more accessible, more useful, and that her presence would protect the kingdom from other Ancients who may come and do much worse. A chance, indeed. There was also a chance that lightning may strike this Ancient, and all of their problems would vanish. They were not about to plan based on chances, especially not absurdly low chances like that.

One person missing from their group was Tienna. Tarak had briefly overheard her telling Leon she wanted to fight, but he had demanded she stay behind because she was not ready to offer anything. She seemed to have a rebuttal, but Tarak didn’t hear much of it.

Tarak found out on the way to the rift that the ballista and the other large weapons were coming from Koluk. Jennava, a woman said to be Leon’s friend, was leading this group. The Bracket went with her. Tarak had heard of this group but did not know much about them until now. They were the force of guards in Koluk. Why they had a name like that he had to ask Michael. Apparently they were called the Thieves’ Guild before, and they’d needed a new name. This brought up a whole series of other questions for Tarak, such as why thieves were responsible for ensuring the safety of the townspeople. But as surprising as all of this was, it did not compare to the shock that Leon actually had a friend.

“I don’t know if ‘friend’ is the best word,” Michael replied. “More like he respects Jennava more than the rest of us, and she tolerates him somehow. The important thing to remember is she can be trusted, and so can The Bracket.”

Before reaching the rift, Wolf and his people began gathering ahead. So they had predicted this and prepared, but did they know about Jennava coming from Koluk with destructive weapons?

The number of troops standing with Wolf did not surprise anyone. Tedson had informed the king that Wolf had recruited forty men, twenty of them sorcerers. All wore heavy armor. It was not quite as shiny and clearly not custom-made, as much of it seemed a bit loose on the thinner men. The one woman among them was not a surprise, either. Tedson had already described the Ancient.

She had only one name, Monrra. She did not appear that different from an analyte. She had dark purple hair, a touch pinkish. It was more wavy than straight, falling a little chaotically to her shoulders. Her eyes, green and smoky, looked about as friendly and inviting as a chair with a sharp pin on the seat. She had olive skin and wore a purple sash with an intricate design over her shoulder.

She had on a fair amount of jewelry, from purple claw earrings to a beaded necklace meeting tiny horns near her bosom. She was not exceptionally tall. She could even be called thin, in fact, although there was considerable muscle tone to her bare arms. She was probably stronger than she looked, though Tarak doubted her physical strength would have any part in her attacks.

Being so far from the system of mana she relied upon for her strength, Monrra was in a weakened state right now. She would be even weaker when she attempted to change the system of mana here, though there was no telling how long these weaknesses would last. Considering what Tedson had said, it did not matter much how strong she was so long as she could still open a rift to the dark realm and bring forth any of her creatures.

Apparently in her realm, she was so strong that her rifts could support the travel of men and women between the light and dark realms. Fatholl had said that not even the strongest summoners in Aathon could create a rift that could withstand the weight of anything but specific creatures called esitren. These were creatures born in the dark realm that had a special link with esitry, which allowed them to pass through portals easier than anything else. Tarak and the other sorcerers had to assume Monrra would still be strong enough even in her weakened state to make a rift that she could jump into in case she decided to retreat, but there was always the hope she had let confidence take her into a situation in which there was no escape.

Tedson had not seen Monrra’s summoned creatures firsthand, but he’d been told that Wolf had, and Wolf had even admitted to Tedson that they were terrifying. There had been some doubt in Tedson’s mind whether Wolf obeyed Monrra because he really believed her to be their savior or if he was mostly afraid of turning her against Dorrinthal if she did not have anyone’s support. It was the only thing Tarak had heard about Wolf that almost made him begin to understand the young prodigy. Something similar had happened with Basael. Everyone was too afraid to go against him, which left only one choice. They had to deal with Basael on his terms. They were lucky he had not turned against them.

These Ancients had to be dealt with either delicately or forcefully, and there was something about half a hundred people standing opposite each other in full armor that made it seem as if being delicate was off the table.

Fatholl had ridden with everyone and now remained close to the king’s side. Out of Nykal’s advisors, he was the only one here. To Tarak, that spoke volumes. Of course Zarin should not be anywhere near a fight, but what about Lord Langston? With those gargantuan hands? He should have snatched up a sword, a shield, or maybe even a double-sided mallet and come to join them.

Fatholl had warned the king that there were monstrous beasts of enormous size in the dark realm, and Monrra probably had access to more than one of them. He also said that time flowed slower in the dark realm, much slower. He did not know exactly how much, but there were first-hand accounts of a man entering the realm for twenty-three years and coming out looking nearly the same age. The same man said he felt like he was in the other realm for a year, maybe a little longer.

He did not last long once he returned. He became sick and died.

The elf said there were ways to enter the dark realm and come out without “esitry poisoning,” as he called it, but the sorcery required complicated spells in a mana system that was very different than here. Fatholl had no doubt these spells would be even more difficult to cast here, where mana had not been simplified. It would be best to keep out of any rifts for a while.

Another thing Fatholl was sure of was that destroying any of these beasts summoned to this realm would be a major victory. Most of them fought like a dog trained to kill. There was no stopping them until they were dead, or until their masters gave the signal. However, it took these beasts years, even decades, to trust their master. Even someone like Monrra would be hurt if she lost one.

“Monrra,” the king said as each small army stared the other down. “It is my understanding that you have given Wolf the order to murder my ranger.”

“You must be Nykal Lennox.” She did not sound like someone who was thousands of years old. In fact, there seemed to be nothing about her that spoke of her age. She sounded like a young woman who not only knew what she wanted but how to get it. Only her eyes showed experience, wisdom.

But could someone who had remained in power through secrecy and tricks really be described as wise? Cunning, perhaps, but also cutthroat, devious, and rapacious. Now that was what Tarak saw in her eyes.

“How many people have died because of your orders?” she asked the king rhetorically. “And you have not been put on trial.” She had no accent of any kind, though Tarak could almost be certain that she spoke at least one other language, analyse. He wondered if she had not been disconnected from society for all these years, as Basael had, but instead blended in to be one of the people of Aathon.

“Those who died by my orders were the same people who attempted to take this kingdom by force,” Nykal answered.

“And you protected the people of Lycast against such a force, am I right?”

The king did not answer.

“I do the same,” she said. “You have allowed mana to revert back to a dangerous form. The only reason anyone would allow this to happen is through ignorance. You have put all of your people at risk. Mana in this form is volatile. It is likely to create rifts, quakes, and explosions that could decimate entire cities. It requires alteration and maintenance. This change to mana has also caused the manastorms to dissipate, allowing travel between the most populated continents. I have heard of this term you use for those like me: Ancients. It is a term I am fond of because we are not gods, though some of us would disagree with me vehemently. You are lucky that I am the first to arrive in Dorrinthal because the other Ancients care only about power. I come here to ensure the safety of your people. I understand you see me as a threat, but if you stand down and allow me to alter mana you will see that not a single person will be harmed. Sorcery can flourish here as it has in Aathon because of my doing. I vow to keep peace in Dorrinthal by preventing war between the people and by defending this continent against any other Ancient. I am the only one capable.”

She showed effort as she made claw-like gestures with her hands and encircled an imaginary oval. A blue rift opened beside her. She spoke as it grew to double her size, then triple. “You need not bow before me. You need not even answer to me. I am Protector, and you may call me as such, or you will call me your enemy.”

An ugly beast crouched to get through her massive rift. One look at its face said it did not belong in this world, or really any world. It was a thing of nightmares.

Its head consisted mostly of a gaping maw and protruding fangs. Three eyes dotted its forehead as horns came out from its ears and stuck out past its mouth. It had hair of some kind, curved yet unmoving, like metallic straw coming so far that it fell down half of its gargantuan back. As the creature squeezed through the rift, it towered over Monrra, standing maybe four times her height.

With enormous shoulders, it was triangular in shape. The strangest thing about it besides its face was certainly its feet. Like thick tree roots, they made its legs resemble trees more than any animal’s. The creature had only four fingers on each hand, including one thumb. Whatever its skin was made out of looked like wood and was shaped into claws at the ends of its fingers.

“Going to need fire to take down a dry turd that size,” Leon said casually. Was the Shit Talker really this brave or just immune to fear? “But Callie, I do not want you getting close. Stay back. I mean it.”

She didn’t answer.

“Where is the ballista?” Michael asked.

The king bravely dismounted and approached with eyes on the beast. The creature leaned down and let out a monstrous roar that scared many of the horses, but not Dagaric. It was then that Tarak realized his horse had stopped with Tarak still on the animal’s back. He did not know if it was because the horse finally respected Tarak or simply because the animal had not wanted to venture any closer to the threatening line of sorcerers and the Ancient ahead of them. Either way, Tarak decided to dismount now and draw his weapon.

He had been given a fine sword to match his shiny new armor. He had felt somewhat invincible approaching, but now looking at this ugly-as-shit giant, he wondered how much good any kind of steel could really be.

“I summon as a warning,” Monrra informed them. “This is not my only creature.”

Leon muttered to Fatholl, “Can she summon more than one at a time?”

“Yes. A lesser summoner’s creatures may attack each other, though I doubt hers would.” Fatholl stepped forward. “As the only one here who has been to Aathon and spoken to the people, I can say confidently that you tell lies. You did nothing to stop massive bloodshed through war, barbarian invasions, and before that, a corrupt royal family who would flatten cities to kill a few rebels.”

“Do not throw away your lives by listening to someone who knows nothing of my service to Aathon,” the Ancient said. “You need only to stand down and witness my protection in action.”

“My ranger’s life is not yours to take, and our mana is not yours to alter,” the king said. “I do not care what you intend to do. You have shown a complete disregard for life and law. There is no room for you here. Go back or we will make you.”

Monrra gave one look of disappointment, then lifted her hands and closed her eyes.

Wolf and the other sorcerers poured in from around her. Tarak thought he was ready, but something happened to his legs. As he tried to move one, he felt something pull on the other. He promptly fell over and immediately recognized it to be sorcery as he noticed Michael and Leon toppling over at the same time. With his metal helmet blocking much of his view, Tarak could not discern how many others had fallen.

“Our legs are linked together!” Leon said. “I’ve dealt with this before.”

“How do we break the link?” Michael yelled.

Tarak trusted his strength and decided to move his leg against the force of the link in expectation of breaking it, but as Michael and Leon started rolling in the direction Tarak pulled, he realized one of his legs was linked to one of theirs.

“Stop, you idiot!” Leon yelled.

Michael screeched, “How do we break the link!”

It seemed that Tarak could slightly move his leg without moving his comrades’ legs, but it felt like he was stretching a string connecting all of them. Tarak rolled over to at least face the onslaught of sorcerers coming at them, but Callie bravely stepped in front. There was a flash of light in front of her.

Callie’s fireball struck another fireball cast at her at the same time. A second flash of light blinded Tarak as the explosion threatened to envelop the small princess. Tarak pulled her down by her pants and rolled on top of her. The fire scorched his back through his armor, but he would heal quickly.

He rolled back the other way, his one leg still barely moveable. By the time he could prepare himself again, the other sorcerers were already on top of him. He was about to risk chaos over certain death by forming a powerful sphere of gravity, but Callie unleashed a jet of fire that scorched one of the men looking to jam his sword through the opening in Tarak’s helmet.

Michael screeched even louder this time. “How do we break the liiiiink?” Tarak did not know a man’s voice could reach this pitch.

He turned his head to see Michael and Leon on their backs as well, Michael using wind to keep himself from getting impaled while Leon opted for fire. His fireball struck a man in melee range, and the force rolled Leon back, rolling Tarak and Michael as well.

That left the princess virtually alone as she was swarmed. Tarak again was about to risk the gravity spell when Fatholl came to Callie’s rescue. He lifted two hands, and the four charging men uttered guttural screams as they collapsed in what seemed to be pain.

“Fatholl!” Leon yelled. “How do we break this link?”

“By breaking the artistry with sorcery or by applying more physical force than Monrra can withstand.” Fatholl produced a dagger and casually ended the life of one sorcerer incapable of moving. He was about to take away another life when he suddenly flew off as if struck by something invisible.

Tarak, still incapable of moving his leg much without also moving Michael’s and Leon’s legs, could barely sit up as he witnessed Wolf approaching and seemingly preparing another spell. He held up his palm as if telling someone to stop. An arrow was absorbed by his clear energy. Tarak looked over to see Aliana sitting not too unlike Tarak was, but at least she could fire off an arrow. She quickly looked around as if her quiver had been misplaced. It was still attached to her hip, but all of her arrows had spilled out. She found one close enough to grab without moving too far.

Wolf turned his attention toward her. Eden lay nearby. She picked up a rock and threw it, but it went nowhere near Wolf. Then she waved her hand, and she and Aliana seemingly disappeared. Tarak noticed them again after a moment, their entire bodies reflective as if they’d been covered in mirrors, an enchantment spell.

Leon blocked a fireball with water. “I am not about to go this whole fight on the ground!” He growled with ferocity as he started chopping indiscriminately with his sword around his leg.

Tarak would attempt to destroy it as well, but where was it exactly? Leon sat around ten steps from Tarak, still chopping. Tarak moved his hand around the far side of his leg and could almost feel some form of mana bending around his hand. It was like a greasy tube, impossible to grab. How could something so flimsy hold his legs together with this much strength?

“Keep your leg still and I will break it!” he called to Leon.

Leon dropped his sword and grabbed his leg with both hands. Tarak pulled his leg away, tightening the link. He pierced his sword through it and into the earth. He was free! He got up with a manic laugh as he envisioned destroying Wolf.

Something pulled on his leg again and took him right back down.

“Arselicker!” he yelled as he realized the link had been remade faster than he could take a step.

He sat up again to find that Callie had rushed over to aid Eden, Aliana, Arthur, and Reuben, who all were clearly linked together in the same way. Why had the princess not been attached to the rest of them?

It became clear as Wolf entrapped her feet with roots. “Grab her!” he ordered as men quickly encircled her. Far behind stood Monrra, with her beast patiently waiting. The Ancient appeared confident, and rightfully so. How were they supposed to beat someone who could attach their legs together at forty steps away? They could defend themselves with sorcery, as Callie did once more, blasting away the closest man with a fireball. But how long could this go on?

Basael was right and wrong. They did need him, but they also needed so much more. They needed someone skilled with artistry, which he was not.

Monrra seemed to catch sight of something startling to Tarak’s right. She made a quick rift and jumped inside as a boulder landed where she’d been. It tripped her massive beast.

The link broke. Tarak took a moment to see what had hurtled the boulder at Monrra and found a whole army of people coming through the trees to the east. They wheeled with them three large-scale weapons. One looked like a crossbow only ten times the size. Tarak had to assume it was the ballista Michael had spoken of earlier. The other two were rock-launchers of some kind. Not much larger than a wagon and nearly identical to each other, they appeared designed to throw large rocks without needing much height, or the many extending tree branches would block their path.

A woman with curly gray hair at the head of the group shouted, “Fire the ballista!” She had to be Jennava. The way she carried herself made her appear a lot younger than her hair color implied.

A man let loose a massive bolt. It struck Monrra’s creature along its hip and ricocheted off, though it did knock the beast back down as it was starting to get up again. The nightmare-on-legs roared and stomped toward Jennava and her fifty or so men and women.

Leon flew overhead, breaking small branches in his haste to land on the shoulders of the beast. He started to burn the thing alive when the creature reached up and smacked Leon off. Tarak turned his attention to Callie, who remained pinned by roots but seemed to be doing just fine fending off her would-be captors.

Tarak found himself charging with every other sorcerer of the king. Fatholl came with them, disabling another four men with a single spell of what must have been pain through psyche. Wolf was one of them, and Tarak was about to run his sword through the open point in the young man’s head armor when he suddenly felt another link grab at his leg.

“Damn her!” he yelled as all the king’s sorcerers tumbled over themselves. Tarak came to a stop and looked over to see that Monrra had reappeared through another one of her short-lived rifts.

“Just kill!” Wolf yelled out through Fatholl’s spell of pain. “Just kill them all!”

They had no doubt meant to hold the princess as leverage, but now the enemy fire mages who had hung back cast four fireballs at once. Arthur made a wide wall of water, absorbing three of the fireballs. The last one struck Michael and sent him and his smoking armor spiraling backward.

“Sorry, Michael!” Arthur yelled as he maintained the wall of water to absorb a few more fireballs.

Through the haze of water, Tarak could not quite see what was happening with the beast, Leon, and Jennava’s people. He wanted to do something more than stand here, linked together to everyone else.

Most everyone managed to crawl and drag their unusable leg to all squish together behind Arthur’s wall of water. The link bent and stretched to accommodate small movements, but it held pretty firm. Meanwhile, Fatholl disabled anyone who came close. After enduring the elf’s spell of what seemed to cause agony, most of the men previously intent on killing the king’s sorcerers backed away with looks of fear on their faces.

Tarak and the other sorcerers slowly managed to make their way to their feet. No one dared take a step and risk knocking everyone else back down. The link did not seem to be perfect. Michael had been blown away even though no one else moved. So that meant his link had been broken by a sudden jolt. Tarak remembered that this Ancient was weakened by her travel away from her manipulated system of mana, and still she was this powerful. He could not imagine how powerful she was in Aathon.

“What if we all move in opposite directions?” Aliana asked.

“We break the link but fall out of Arthur’s water protection,” Reuben answered.

Yes, and then they would be decimated by this continuous onslaught of fireballs.

“I cannot keep this up much longer!” Arthur warned with a shaky arm, the wall of water thinning out and lightening in color.

Michael groaned as he made it back to the group, his armor blackened. “You’ve got to, Arthur!”

Tarak was surprised to see Tienna squeeze through everyone and put her hand on Arthur’s shoulder. “This will help,” she told him.

The color of his water spell darkened as the water condensed.

“You should not be here,” Michael told Tienna. “But I’m glad as hell you are.”

Tarak needed to get out of here and away from the others, where his leg would no longer be linked to theirs. Many of the mages were useful here in a group, but he was not. He saw that the other guards who had come with them, like Rick and Randy, defended the king from the other half of Monrra’s sorcerers. They looked to be having struggles of their own, but at least their legs didn’t appear to be linked together.

Tarak was a bit surprised to see the king fighting skillfully with a sword, swiping away a spear threatening his face. Rick fully deflected a fireball by using a large shield and a well-placed angle. Charlie had stayed close to the king during the whole fight and Tarak soon saw why. Charlie lifted his hand and softened the metal of a blade coming at him. It exploded into liquid as it hit his armored shoulder. The man who’d swung at him backed away wearing a nervous expression, holding only a bare hilt.

Sick of being useless, Tarak told the group, “Find a way for me to escape this link and I shall destroy them!”

“How do you expect we do that?” Michael asked.

“Her link must be broken for but a moment! Perhaps a distraction of some kind. She is too far for an illusion to reach her.”

“I have an idea of how to distract her if a moment is all you need,” Reuben said. “Eden, the reflect enchantment? It’s too difficult for me to cover everyone on my own.”

“Better hope no arrows come through,” Eden warned, then explained to the group, “It only works on spells made with mana.”

“I took out the other two archers already,” Aliana said.

Reuben instructed, “Tarak, as soon as Arthur drops his water wall, make an illusion of darkness as far as you can reach.”

“I will.”

“Callie, we’ll need as much fire as possible,” Reuben continued. “We must overwhelm them. See if you can strike near Monrra to break her focus.”

“Got it.”

The Ancient still stood forty steps back, behind thirty men in armor with maybe six of them now casting fireballs.

“Now, everyone!” Reuben said.

A coating covered Tarak from head to toe. He felt a little heavier, but mostly dense with mana. There was a bit of a sparkle to him now, but this was not the same mirror enchantment that acted as a slight form of camouflage.

He trusted his fellow sorcerers as he watched fireballs head straight for them with no water wall to block them anymore. Tarak made an illusion of black that extended ten steps ahead of them. There was no seeing into it or past it. Fireballs emerged through at startling speeds but seemed to bounce off Tarak and the others, then disappeared back into the short range of absolute darkness.

It was more than a little hot as fireballs the size of large rocks almost touched Tarak’s face before bouncing back. About eight more fireballs came out, bounced off Tarak and the others’ reflective mana, then flew back the way they came. They all visually disappeared into the pitch, but the effects from them could certainly be heard by Monrra and her people.

“Stop! Stop!” they yelled.

Tarak did not know if Monrra had been struck, but at least the chaos had caused her link to finally break. He sprinted into the illusion and jumped as he made gravity above himself. It launched him toward the thirty soldiers around Monrra, though most of them had been knocked down as patches of fire smoldered all around them.

Tarak landed among them keenly aware that the reflective enchantment was gone. His armor should work well enough against the steel weapons that sang all around him as these men drew their blades.

Tarak mustered up the most powerful spell he could manage and made a sphere of gravity above his head.

Monrra had looked at Tarak with confusion, perhaps judging him as stupid for seemingly throwing his life away. That expression morphed into shock as she was picked up off the ground. Tarak laughed like a madman as he noticed everyone, even Wolf, pulled into this mess.

It was too much weight, however. The spell lasted for maybe two cackles, but it was long enough to disrupt their entire army as they all fell on top of each other. Tarak was crushed between them, but he did not care. He swung his armored elbows and fists in each direction, the force behind each powerful enough to make a dent in every place he struck. Eventually everyone had rolled away from him and each other, but that didn’t stop Tarak from grabbing one man and hurling him at another. There was a benefit to being on his own amid a cluster of enemies. He did not need to discern who was on his side.

He had lost his sword, but his hands were better off without it. He punched, elbowed, and kneed anyone who tried to grab him, and when he had enough time, he picked up some unlucky soul in front of him and swung him around by his legs, batting away three more men. Then he tossed the man into Monrra, who seemed to be just getting her bearings after the recent chaos.

Unfortunately, he had now created enough distance for the fire mages to start blasting him again without fear of hitting their own. He took one fireball to the back before he realized this, and it was not so innocuous. Although he felt little from the fireball itself, it did throw Tarak a good distance before he crashed into some shrubbery.

He found himself stuck, the heavy armor hindering his movement almost as much as the bush. He saw light ahead and realized he was better off crawling forward rather than backing out the way he came. Red berries of some sort stained his armor and even mushed through his visor and down his face and neck. An animal within the bush hissed at him. He could not see it but pushed his hand out through the branches to clear them out of his path. He felt his hand connect with something solid, but he didn’t get a good sense of what it was.

He emerged and gave a triumphant laugh as he started around the bush and back into the fray. The animal leapt out from the bush and—was much larger than he realized! It was like a cat but huge. It pounced on Tarak and tried to rip his face apart with oversized fangs.

“What fucking cat from hell are you?”

Tarak’s helmet took the brunt of the fangs, but the scraping was so damn loud he was worried he’d go temporarily deaf.

He picked up the heavy animal by its stomach. It thrashed in hopes of freeing itself with bites and swipes of its claws, but Tarak’s armor did its job. He ran back into the battle and tossed the animal at one of three men battling Michael, who seemed intent on taking command of the ballista.

How Michael made his way all the way over here, away from the Ancient and others, was not much of a mystery, but it was a little surprising, seeing as how most every sorcerer still fought deeper in the woods. Even the king was among them.

The large cat Tarak tossed landed on top of a swordsman coming up on Michael’s back. Michael spun around ready to defend himself with his weapon but appeared shocked to see the large cat mauling the screaming man. Tarak had sprinted over by then and jumped to land the heels of both boots against the arm and shoulder of another man closing in on Michael. Tarak landed in front of the last one and kicked his legs out from under him.

Tarak heard the large cat continue to maul the first man as Michael took to the heavily battered ballista. He aimed down the forest lane, where the Ancient’s creature seemed to be plowing through Jennava’s people as if they were an army of insects.

“Watch out!” Tarak yelled as he noticed the large cat leaping at Michael. The two of them somersaulted over each other and disappeared into the same thick bush that Tarak had emerged from on the other side. He was just about to assist the wind mage when he heard a shout that changed his mind.

“She’s opening another rift!” Eden yelled.

The fight seemed to be going well near the Ancient, with more of Tarak’s people on their feet than their enemies, but Monrra had found space and now opened another dark blue rift a little ways off from everyone. The only person who didn’t seem too busy to stop her was the king himself. He sprinted toward the rift as it opened and jammed his sword into it. Tarak could not see what lay on the other side, but blood splattered the king’s face and chest.

Nykal froze as if stuck in time. Only his head whipped around. “I’m linked to something!”

Monrra ran around her still-open rift as if to get behind the king. Tarak figured Michael could fend off the large cat with wind, so Tarak sprinted toward the king as his majesty yelled out in desperation. Tarak dove into the king as Monrra shoved his majesty toward the rift. Sounds of battle suddenly disappeared as Tarak found himself sucked inside. He rolled into the dark realm, blue everywhere. He heard wings beating and a creature screeching. Turning, he saw a massive bat with talons at the edges of its wings. Blood poured from a gaping wound in its cheek.

Tarak saw the rift closing. He wasn’t going to make it out. He jumped through but felt something take a bite out of his foot as the rift closed on top of him.

He rolled back into his world, but everything was spinning. He fell a few times getting up. Eventually the spinning slowed. He tried to put his foot down to stand, but a knifing pain would not let him set any weight on it. He looked down and was horrified.

As if a guillotine had come down on it, the sole of his foot was missing. Metal and flesh, gone. It had not cut him so deeply to expose his bone, but it hurt like it did.

The Ancient had stepped back and opened another rift between her and Callie as the fire mage tried to blast her. Callie’s fireball was wholly sucked into the rift. A moment later, a disgusting snake as tall as the princess snapped its head at her.

She ducked, but the snake landed on top of her and pinned her to the ground, then immediately started to entwine itself around her. Plenty of sorcerers were right there to mutilate the snake to death before Callie could be hurt.

It was just to buy Monrra time.

The Ancient sprinted away and yelled something in another language, probably analyse, and the nightmarish behemoth she’d first summoned lumbered over. With Jennava’s people suddenly free, many of them fired arrows at the back of the beast without success. Leon stood among them, face bloody and armor dented. He cast a large fireball that did little more than tickle the beast as it dissipated along the hard back of the creature with small balls of flame spiraling off.

There were three enemy sorcerers in the creature’s path: Wolf and two others. They turned as the forest rumbled from the giant’s footsteps behind them. One man dove out of its path. Wolf bumped into his other comrade during their hurry to escape. The two of them tripped. One rolled out of the way as Wolf picked himself up with clear energy, but he could not get out of the way fast enough.

The beast knocked Wolf to the ground and, without missing a step, slammed its giant foot down atop the young sorcerer. As if bumping a fly out of the way, the creature continued toward its master, leaving Wolf crushed into the dirt, his body broken and unmoving.

Tarak could do little more than die like Wolf if he got in the way of this beast. He had a better idea. He had not given his mana much time to prepare a realistic-looking illusion, but Tarak seriously doubted the three beady eyes of the creature provided it with a clear image of the world.

Tarak made a mediocre illusion of Monrra in the path of the beast. The creature was far too massive to slow down fast enough. Tarak figured it might stumble, even fall, to prevent itself from squashing its master. Depending on what happened, Tarak might find a way to get his sword into the skull of the beast.

The illusion did absolutely nothing. No, worse than nothing. The beast ran right through it and veered toward Tarak, backhanding him away as if he were weightless. The blow dented his armor so badly that it might have broken his ribs, and he still had to worry about hitting a tree or at least the ground as he flipped backward.

He protected his head as best he could. He snapped many low branches but did not hit a tree trunk, thankfully. His body slammed into the ground and rolled a little ways more before finally bumping up against a rock.

He did not feel as though he could move, at least until he healed somewhat. Breathing was laborious enough already. It felt like pebbles were in his lungs, and a loud wheeze sounded every time he took a painful breath.

As his hazy vision began to clear, he caught sight of Michael back from his fight with the large cat. His helmet had come off and deep scratches bled down his cheek and neck. He wrestled with another man whose armor had all but fallen off completely. They each fought slowly as if underwater, no doubt exhausted.

Michael got his palms in front of the man’s chest and grunted out the last of his stamina as he blew the man away with wind.

“My ballista!” he wheezed, and stumbled two steps over to the weapon.

He took a sharp breath, then began aiming the ballista meticulously. “Tarak, you dead?”

Tarak tried to answer but only a whistling groan came out at first. “Nnnnngg…no.”

“Good, then watch this.”

The large bolt of the ballista loosed with shocking speed. The beast had just arrived to its master’s side when the bolt broke through the hard flesh around its shoulder and rocked the monster. The creature wobbled, took a knee, but then got right back up and found Michael across the fray.

“Shit.” Michael hurried to load one of the scattered large bolts near the weapon. The beast pulled out the round in its shoulder and started lumbering toward Michael with rage in its beady eyes.

“Shit!” Michael repeated as he started turning a crank that seemed to slowly pull back a thick cord. “Tarak? Tarak! I’m not going to make it!”

Tarak could barely sit up. There wasn’t anything he could do except perhaps make an illusion, but the first one had failed so miserably.

The beast closed in on Michael as Tarak put all of his remaining strength into making two illusions of Michael and the ballista, one on either side of Michael. Like Tarak’s illusion of Aliana’s arrow in the courtyard, his mana mimicked the actual movement of the real Michael as he rushed to turn the crank of the ballista to draw back the string.

The beast did not appear confused but even more aggressive. It turned to the first illusion on Michael’s left and pounded its fists down through the image with a blow that would have probably broken every bone in Michael’s body.

That was all Tarak had left. He gasped for breath as his illusions faded. The beast turned to the real Michael. It had a cylindrical mouth of giant fangs, a maw that had probably terrorized hundreds of smaller creatures while devouring them. Michael aimed high and loosed.

The bolt went through the creature’s mouth and got stuck in the back of its head. Blood spewed out and the beast wheezed louder than Tarak could hope to shout with healthy lungs.

Monrra screamed as her creature fell to its knees beside Michael. She had just about every last one of Tarak and Michael’s allies stuck together with links, but she looked around and seemed to realize she was now alone. The rest had run off. She quickly opened another blue rift, but instead of a creature jumping through, she made a hasty exit into it.

Reuben, suddenly free from the link, dove and grabbed her ankle—the last part of her body still in his realm. Fatholl yelled for him to let go.

“If even your finger enters the rift, you will die of sickness!”

Reuben did not listen, shifting his footing for better leverage. Then he saw something within the rift that made his eyes go wide. He let go and fell backward as a razor-sharp tail came out of the dark realm and passed just over his supine body. It retracted as Monrra pulled her foot in.

The rift closed.

Tarak had forgotten about the poison. He really hoped Fatholl’s words were not true because he was just starting to enjoy life now that Wolf the Arselicker was dead and the arrogant madwoman had been beaten back. He doubted she would return so soon now that all of the support she had garnered was gone.

Michael limped over to Tarak. “You see that? I killed that fucker with a ballista!”

“I saw, Michael,” Tarak wheezed out. His vision was starting to fade at the corners.

“Thank you for the illusion. I am fairly certain you saved my life.”

Tarak groaned.

“Damn, you don’t look so good. You aren’t going to die on me now that it’s over?”

“I just might.”

Everything went black.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Time escaped Tarak. He knew he was in bed. He figured he was in his room but could not look around to confirm that. He awoke slightly for seconds at a time but lacked the strength to open his eyes or move.

He did not know if it was from the blood loss of his foot or because he had been poisoned by entering the dark realm, but he seemed to have fallen into a state of recovery he had experienced in the past, usually when he had spent the night heavily drinking instead of sleeping. It had never felt as bad as this, however.

He was not aware of people coming to see him until they spoke. The king seemed to be the first, unless he was unconscious through other visits.

“We are praying for your recovery, Tarak. Can he hear me?” Nykal seemed to ask someone else.

“Yes,” answered a familiar voice. “I can feel that he does.” It sounded like Fatholl.

The king continued, “Tarak, you have my gratitude for saving me from being pushed into the rift. I may not be alive right now if it wasn’t for you. I believe as well that we all have you to thank for disrupting the large group of sorcerers with your gravity spell. It was brave and effective, and it turned the tide of the battle. You were brave again when you tried to disrupt the beast with an illusion, but perhaps it was not the wisest of your choices during the battle. Nevertheless, your effort did not go unnoticed. You are a sorcerer of Lycast, certainly. Rest and heal well.”

Tarak appreciated the words of the king, but one thing made him nervous. There was no mention of healers of any kind. They had probably investigated him already and done all they could. Tarak would have to heal completely on his own from now on.

He did not know how long he slept before he heard Michael speaking to him. “I was hoping you would wake up by now,” Michael complained. “There is so much to talk about, but I heard that you can at least listen sometimes. I don’t know how the elf can use psyche to determine that, but psyche as a whole confuses me.” Michael cleared his throat as if preparing a speech. “Where the hell did you find a cantar during the fight! And how the hell did you have time to pick it up and throw it at one of Wolf’s sorcerers? You seem to enjoy picking up things that are too heavy for most people and tossing them near me.”

Tarak supposed “cantar” was the name for the large cat that had surprised Tarak in the bushes.

He felt Michael sit on his bed as if Michael might be speaking here for a while. Tarak tried to mumble that he needed his rest, but he couldn’t utter a sound.

“That was quite dumb of you to try to stop the beast with an illusion of Monrra, don’t you think? Fatholl told us that there is a powerful connection between summoned and summoner; I think it was with esitry, he called it?” Michael paused as if expecting Tarak to answer. Again, Tarak tried to express his displeasure with this conversation with at least a grunt, but nothing came out.

“Anyway, I’m so glad you came up with a smart illusion afterward to save my life. And even better, you saw me get that fucker in the mouth with the ballista! Let’s see, what else? Oh, I asked about your stipend. You will be receiving it after all, but best you don’t keep pissing off Lord Langston. For a man who did not fight with us, he seems unimpressed by everything you did.”

Tarak must have passed out while Michael was speaking, because he awoke later to Aliana’s voice. “Tarak? They’re saying you can hear us.” She paused. “You should know that everyone has recovered by now except for you and Leon. You probably are not aware, but he was badly injured by the beast as well. He healed as many of his wounds as he could, then somehow managed to heal the rest of our wounds before he passed out. He has not woken up since, but he seems to be faring better than you. I am not sure why you haven’t healed yourself yet. Your foot is all better. Did you know my mother and I were healers, and that she still works as one in the city? We don’t see anything wrong with you, so why won’t you open your eyes?”

Aliana took a slow breath. “I still don’t know what you were thinking trying to stop that thing with an illusion of Monrra. Don’t you know there is something more than sight that connects the creatures to their summoners? I’m frustrated. I don’t want you to die. You have to get better. Come on, Tarak.”

He thought he could feel her hand on his arm. She might have kept speaking, but he passed out again.

He had dreams that he was back in the forest fighting the same beast. Suddenly everything turned blue and the trees disappeared. Blood covered the sky. Tarak found himself falling back to avoid a massive maw’s clamping fangs. A sword shot through the rift and impaled a bat in the cheek. Where did the nightmare creature go? The bat screeched as it puttered back. Tarak spun and tried to jump through the open rift, but it closed before he could make it.

The bat died beside Tarak. All went quiet. He remembered he was sick and collapsed. With the last of his strength, he looked around to find nothing but dirt and rock as far as he could see. He was in complete isolation.

He was sick, he realized. Very sick.

Tarak had never been sick for more than a few hours. This felt different than anything he’d had before. The fatigue was oppressive, like a blanket as heavy as a pile of bricks that covered every part of him. He became aware of others coming into his room: Reuben, Arthur, Eden, even Tienna. They all wished him well. If they mentioned more than that, he did not catch it.

He started to fear that something had happened to Callie that others were keeping from him. Why else had she not come?

Sometime later, however, he heard her voice.

“Tarak?” She waited. “They say you can hear, but I have come in a few times and you seemed…like you were not there at all. I’m not sure if you heard me.”

I have not, he wished he could tell her.

“I’m happy to repeat myself if…can you hear me now?”

He strained to make some sort of sound. Was that a groan that came out?

“You do seem more aware this time, I think,” she said. “Your breathing sounds different. Sometimes it seems like you are recovering, but other times…I don’t know. You have been in bed for two days. They have managed to give you some water but nothing else.”

Now that she mentioned it, he did remember choking on some water at some points.

“We are all certain now it is esitry poisoning you are suffering from. I saw you sacrifice yourself to save my father from being pushed into the rift. Thank you for that.” She touched Tarak’s hand. “And for everything. Sometimes I forget you came here so suddenly, and you almost didn’t stay. It is hard to imagine what this time would have been like without you here.”

She didn’t speak for quite some time.

“Leon has awoken. Even he agrees that we should hold off the victory celebration until you join us again. I do hope it will be soon. I wish we had more confidence you will get better. You have to fight harder.” She paused. “I…really miss you.” She kissed his cheek. “I’m worried,” she whispered with a shaky voice. “Please get better, Tarak.”

He passed out for a while after that.

Eventually, he fell into dreams again. He was trapped in the dark realm, but he no longer felt like he was alone. He could feel Callie’s presence nearby. It was as if she was just on the other side of a rift. Now if only he could open one.

He ran back and forth in this completely desolate world. He felt like he was searching for something, but there was nothing to see. He picked a direction and started to run in hopes of discovering something, anything, but fatigue collapsed him.

There were times he had felt like he was getting better, but now it seemed that the sickness was winning. He wanted to fight harder, but how? He lacked strength.

He could almost feel Callie’s hand grasping his. There it was, certainly. He was linked to her in some way, not quite the same as how his leg had been bound to Leon’s and Michael’s. This was more like she had him by his hand while guiding him somewhere. The blue realm turned dark. He felt himself sinking into an abyss, the sound of an ocean deep below.

He felt certain that Callie was with him, but he didn’t know how he knew. He could see nothing.

Deeper he sank, and the ocean rolled louder.

“Tarak, can you hear me now?” It was Callie’s voice close in his ear but all around him at the same time.

“I can.”

“I can hear you as well!”

He felt her presence as if sitting in front of the hearth after a long, cold day. She enveloped him and took him deeper. Still blind and incapable of moving on his own, he felt like a passenger in a celestial carriage.

“How did you bring me here?” he asked tiredly.

“I have been trying to locate you for quite some time and finally managed it. I think everyone may be found here if I knew how to find them. I’m still learning. But I did find you, and that’s most important.”

He could tell that it was not a dark place. He was just blind to it all, but he still felt at peace, calm, and that power awaited. This was the realm Callie had spoken about. He could sense the ocean of energy almost within his grasp.

“I may not be able to use this mana to heal you,” Callie said, “but I think you can. I will guide you to it.”

She helped Tarak go lower. The ocean rolled like water but there was a buzz to it that was even louder.

Lower still, closer. The buzz overwhelmed him, prickling his senses.

“What is this?” he asked.

“I have become certain that it’s the system of mana that we are all connected to,” Callie said. “If mana can help you, then it might have to be from here. You have to connect yourself to it somehow. I have not been able to, but you are more skilled with mana. Please try, Tarak. You are very close now. I am having trouble keeping you here. We don’t have much time.”

Tarak did not feel that he was really here but somewhere else. He could not move. He had no eyes, but sounds made their way to his senses, and now the ocean started taking shape. What part of him traveled to this plane if it was not his body?

My mana, he realized. It was his mana experiencing this and relaying signals to his mind. So it must have been Callie’s mana here as well. That meant her mana could move his mana, could speak to him through it. But he knew she must be right; she could not connect his mana to the system. That was up to him.

He felt himself slipping out of this realm. No, not yet, he tried to tell his mana, but there was nothing he could do. He was not here firmly.

He seemed about to fall upward, like teetering on the edge of a cliff, yet everything felt upside down, disorienting him all to hell. He told his mana to reach out, to connect and steady him, but nothing happened.

He tried to remember all the lessons he had given his mana on how to create an illusion. There was more to it than issuing a command. His mana had to understand how.

“Tarak, I’m losing you!” Callie called. “It was so hard to find you. I’m not sure I will again!”

He felt her pulling on him, holding him in this realm, but something else was pulling harder. He stretched his mana and fought against it.

He quickly realized the problem. This felt like a dream. His mana did not realize this was life and death.

Mana was like that, like a part of him that he could not always control. Sometimes it felt like trying to tell himself to go to sleep when he could not. In this instance, it was more like the opposite. Do not fall awake!

He could feel his mana listening.

Feel this place. Feel the mana. Feel Callie.

Something seemed to click, and he felt the hold between him and Callie strengthen. Whatever tried to pull him out of here had grown weak. His mana understood. He descended into the ocean.

Warmth spread over him as the buzzing became deafening.

Now heal, he told his mana.

He felt his body again, his mind split between the planes. His strength came back with the force of a waterfall, his sickness destroyed.

He awoke and sat up.

It was night. His room was dark save the light from his hearth. He wanted to jump and celebrate. He could eat a horse. He found a whole loaf of bread and a jug of water near his table, set here in case he awoke during the night, most certainly. He scarfed down all the bread, then chugged the entire jug of water.

As he finished, he heard footsteps racing down the hall. They stopped, and his door was pushed open by small, fierce, wonderful Callie. She had on a blue robe. Her hair was a puffy mess. She’d never looked more beautiful.

She gasped as she put her hands over her mouth. “You’re awake! It worked!” She continued as he walked toward her. “I almost cannot believe it. You were healed because of what I did, righ—?”

He could not stop himself as he leaned down and interrupted her with a kiss. She pushed him away. He was fearful for a moment, but she turned to close the door behind her, then locked it. She turned back with a serious look about her.

She stepped into him and let her mouth speak her thoughts.

END OF BOOK 1
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