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Prologue

He wished they had sent someone else to the witch’s hovel. Anyone else. The soldiers stationed in the outpost at the edge of the wood avoided Durak Hollow. There was once a little village not far from the forest’s edge, but it was abandoned. The outpost was now the only settlement of any kind for miles. Hugging the southern flank of the Carim Mountains, the woodland was dense and dark. Though the noonday sun was high, hardly any light penetrated the thick canopy. It had once been a beautiful forest, flourishing and full of life. But decades ago, a sickness had fallen upon the wood. It wasn’t natural—like dark magic had seeped into the very roots of the trees, twisting and draining the life out of the forest. The atmosphere was oppressive, suffocating. Even the animals had fled, leaving behind an eerie stillness. Few dared to enter, leaving the once heavily used trail to be reclaimed by nature. And those poor souls who did brave the woods, never returned.

The young soldier shuddered as he trekked along the path. It was overgrown, strewn with dead leaves and fallen branches. There were stories about these woods, tales of monsters lurking in the shadows. It was unnaturally quiet, as if the earth itself were swallowing all sound. Despite the silence, there was a whispering in his ear—a soft mutter, the words indiscernible. He glanced over his shoulder, but no one was there. He was alone.

Climbing over a downed tree that cut across the path, chills crept up his spine. There wasn’t a soul for miles. He was totally isolated. If it hadn’t been for Lord Drakar’s direct orders, he would never have dreamed of entering these forsaken woods. After all, for a lowly guard, the word of his lord was law. The young soldier kept his eyes on the shadows amidst the sea of trees, one hand on the hilt of his sword, and the voice still murmuring in his ear.

Through the gap in the trees, he glimpsed the outline of a dilapidated shack. Like the path, the old house had been reclaimed by the forest. It was as if it had become part of the trees themselves. What was left of the roof sagged, branches protruding from the splintered wood of the walls. The trunk of the tree had grown around the hovel, expanding to encompass the structure, effectively swallowing it. There were narrow gaps in the wood where windows should have been. As a cold wind whispered through the trees, he could have sworn he heard more voices. He strained to listen, but the noise was nothing more than a sigh. If it were voices, he could not decipher the words.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” a raspy female voice said from behind him.

He wheeled around, yanking his sword free from its sheath. A figure watched him from the shadow of the trees. The witch’s thin frame was cloaked in thick animal pelts. Drawn over her head like a hood was the skinned head of a wolf. She was gaunt, her sallow skin stretched taut over her bony body. The woman watched him closely, sunken red eyes gleaming from beneath the heavy pelts. She shuffled toward him, amulets of bone clacking together as she moved.

His grip tightened on the sword. His instincts urged him to turn and run, but he remained rooted to the spot. “Orders from the top, Madam Sorceress,” he managed, his voice cracking slightly.

“My Lord Drakar sent you?”

He nodded.

She sidled past him, ambling toward the hovel. The old witch didn’t seem to care about his presence at all. Though she didn’t appear to wish him harm, something deep inside told him she couldn’t be trusted. She was a dark sorceress, drawing her power from ancient and forbidden magic. She opened the door, its rotting wood barely hanging onto the frame. She beckoned him to come with her. Hesitantly, he followed. The voices in the wind whispered to him, as if they were warning him not to go.

“M’lord is growing impatient,” he said, ducking through the sagging doorway. “He is demanding results. Have you located any of the Twelve?”

“It is not an easy task,” she said, in her raspy voice. “To find twelve people in this vast world is like trying to find individual grains of sand in the desert. To have all twelve of the elements of life reincarnated in the same lifetime…! know all too well why Lord Drakar is so eager to find them.”

The inside of her home was just as foreboding as the outside. It was everything the young soldier imagined a sorceress’s home to be. It consisted of a single room, crowded into the trunk of the twisted tree. What little furniture she possessed was old and rotting. The blankets draped over her meager bed were stained and fraying at the edges. Jars and bottles filled with strange herbs and ingredients were shoved into crudely made shelves. Clusters of dried meats and herbs hung from the eaves, dangling so low he had to duck around them. Masks and strange ritualistic objects littered the room. A cauldron stood in the center of the dwelling, the low-burning flames of the fire beneath it casting little light in the grimy house. A foul smell wafted from the vessel.

“I will find them soon enough.” She approached the bubbling vat and peered at the dark liquid brewing inside.

The faint, unearthly howl of an unknown creature echoed through the forest. The sound made the soldier jump. He glanced nervously at the gaps in the walls, hoping he would glimpse the animal that had made the noise. But all he could see were shadows. “What was that?”

“One of my children,” she said.

“Stop talking cryptically, witch!” he shouted. The soldier quickly clapped his hand over his mouth. To call a dark sorceress a witch was dangerous, especially in her own home. The moment the word left his lips, he knew he would be punished.

She lowered her hood, revealing a mess of tangled hair, the tips of wolf-like ears peeking out from behind her wild mane. The young man recoiled at the sight.

“A witch, am I?” She approached him slowly. “Is that what you call me?”

“F-forgive me, Madam Sorceress,” he stammered. “I meant no offense.”

The woman smiled, sharp canine teeth peeking out from behind her cracked lips. She took a step closer. “I was once a high priestess of the Great Mother, you know. But I have since found more powerful magic even the blessed Mother could not provide to her devout children.” She drew back, sensing the fear and unease from the young man. “It doesn’t matter what you call me. Such names matter little to me.”

The same chilling howl rang out from the darkness of the trees—this time much closer. He could hear a strange chuffing from just outside the house. The sickening smell of rotting flesh wafted through the dwelling, making his stomach churn. He covered his mouth, trying to keep himself from heaving. A hulking shadow skulked past the window, making its way to the front of the home. In the doorway loomed a monster, the likes of which the soldier had never seen before. It was a gangly creature covered in greasy black fur. Its limbs were lanky and it sidled over in an awkward sideways gait. What should have been a normal animal face was instead a wolf skull. Red eyes, like the witch’s, glowed from the hollow sockets.

The soldier shrank back against the wall as the creature slunk around the cauldron toward the sorceress. She muttered something, cooing to it as though it were a harmless dog. She spoke in a language he didn’t understand.

“Wai un bursa, un kala?” she said tenderly.

The beast chuffed and grunted. The witch froze, a look of shock on her haggard old face.

“What is it?” the soldier croaked.

The beast made an odd grunting sound. The woman hissed, recoiling suddenly. She clambered to one of the dusty shelves, rummaging through the bottles. She snatched one and uncorked it. When she did so, the whispering voices grew louder. There was the faint sound of someone crying.

“What’s going on?”

“Solheim,” she hissed, her red eyes gleaming as she spoke. She poured an ash-like substance into the bubbling vat, instantly silencing the crying voices. The concoction glowed faintly before becoming placid. The surface shimmered and a shadowy figure appeared on its surface. The soldier could tell it was a boy—a young man, perhaps—but the details were hazy. The image wavered for a second before fading completely.

The witch cursed loudly. “There is powerful magic blocking my scrying! May their soul be damned!”

“I thought your magic was stronger than any other?”

She rounded on him, a dangerous glint in her eyes. “There is much you don’t know. There are few magics more powerful than my own. But even my powers cannot do everything.”

He gulped. “I’m not sure I understand….”

“Lord Drakar told you nothing of my magic before he sent you here, did he?”

The soldier’s hand trembled as he gripped the hilt of his sword. “No.”

The creature standing beside the sorceress whined softly, saliva dripping from its skinless jaws. It turned to the woman, sunken eyes watching her closely. The soldier tried to swallow the lump in his throat. Though he wanted to turn and run, the beast’s hungry gaze as it looked from its master back to him kept him frozen.

She reached out her bony hand toward him and, with a single finger, stroked the bottom of the soldier’s chin. “If one wishes to attain power, something of equal value must be given. And for my magic, nothing is more valuable than the life of another.”

The soldier turned on his heel, but the beast leaped over the cauldron, blocking his path. The creature growled, its jaws parting slightly as it padded closer. He drew his sword, but the monster swatted it aside as if it were a toy. The man’s breathing hitched, scanning the room for another exit. He heard the witch cackle behind him.

“Be a dear and lend me your soul,” she whispered in his ear.

The monster pounced. Fangs ripped through the soldier’s jugular. His scream caught in his throat, drowned out by the blood filling his lungs. Sharp claws sunk deep into his chest, the creature shredding the soldier’s skin from his bones. He could hear the voices clearly now—the anguished cries of those the witch had killed. Murderer! Your soul be damned, witch, they shrieked. Their wails rang loud in his ears, mourning for him. His voice would soon join theirs. The woman grinned as if she enjoyed the sound of teeth tearing through flesh. A strange whiteness fringed his vision and all at once, there was nothing.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Though his company was fleeting, the witch always enjoyed when they sent messengers. It gave her fresh ingredients for her spells. Usually Lord Drakar and his men sent disposable older servants. It was rare that she enjoyed the essence of such a young life. A white mist rose from the dying soldier’s mouth— his life force. His soul. It spiraled toward her. The sorceress reached out, letting the strange substance curl around her bony fingers. She inhaled deeply, taking the life into herself. She always liked the flavor fear added to a person’s soul. As she consumed his life force, her sallow skin fleshed out, filling in her skeletal frame. Her tangled mane was revitalized, the wiry strands now plump and soft. Nothing worked better than a fresh soul to make her young and beautiful.

She sighed contentedly. Stepping around the bubbling vat, she tenderly stroked the beast’s coarse fur. “That’s enough, my sweet,” she said in her native tongue, her voice no longer raspy.

The beast dropped the man’s shriveled, mutilated body. The soldier’s eyes were lifeless, staring vacantly up at the ceiling. His mouth hung open in a silent scream, blood pooling in the back of his throat. She nudged his head with her foot. He was nothing more than a husk now. Just a corpse. The creature whined softly, like a dog begging for a treat. She sighed.

“Take your meal outside if you wish to play with him. I don’t want you getting blood everywhere.”

The creature scooped the body up in its jaws and lumbered out the door. The sorceress gazed at her reflection in the cauldron. Plump lips, soft skin, and bright eyes as red as rubies. She smiled, running her slender fingers through her soft, dark curls.

“Those fools can’t do anything right.” Her voice was silky, not at all like an old woman’s. “Perhaps I had better pay them a visit myself.”


Chapter 1

This must be hell.

The ground beneath his feet was barren. Wildfire spread along the edge of the mountains, trapping Alastair in the valley, the peaks hidden beneath a cloud of thick smoke. What was left of a village had been decimated, tongues of flame engulfing the skeletal frames of houses. Dry, dead grass crunched beneath his boots as he ran. He could hardly see the light of the sun through the smog. The entire valley was nothing but the smoldering ruins of a once quiet town surrounded by forest. It felt familiar yet entirely foreign. As he ran through the burning village, his foot caught on something unseen. Alastair landed hard, knocking the wind from his lungs. He turned to see what he had tripped over, only to find a woman with long brown hair, blood running down the side of her head. She was holding a bundle of cloth. When she looked at him, a sudden pang of grief and fear jolted through him.

The woman grasped the hem of Alastair’s trousers, her hand shaking. She opened her mouth to speak, but only managed a garbled moan. Her amber eyes pleaded silently. The woman held out the bundle toward him and as the corner of the fabric fell away, Alastair recoiled at the sight. It was a baby shrouded in flames. He kicked the woman’s hand off him, scuttling back as fast as he could. The rush of wings above him dragged his attention from the horrifying sight. A winged figure—a young man with white hair—swooped down from the blackening sky. The stranger reached for him. Alastair raised his arms defensively, closing his eyes as he readied for the crash.

When the impact never came, he opened his eyes slowly. The woman and the infant were gone, along with the village, though the fire remained. Instead, towering high above him was an enormous tree, with wide branches that stretched toward the mountains. The old, knobby boughs twisted this way and that, its thick roots wound deep into the earth. The image of the thick, gnarled trunk wavered in the haze. Withered leaves clung desperately to the thin twigs. The tree was dying.

An unsettling sense of danger stole over him. It sent shivers up his spine. He scrambled to his feet, his heart hammering as he fled. No matter where he looked, there was fire. Alastair’s breath came in sharp, labored gasps. The smoke stung his eyes, burned his lungs.

Alastair, an old, tired voice whispered.

The smoke grew thicker. A stream of flames suddenly lashed out, cutting him off. Alastair skidded to a stop. He shielded his eyes against the blaze.

Alastair. This time the voice held a sinister edge.

The dying tree loomed above him. The blackened skeletal remains of leaves fluttered down around him, red embers still clinging to them.

Alastair! the same voice screamed.

He spun around, chest heaving. Red eyes pierced through the glaring wildfire. A figure leapt from the flames, reaching out to snatch him—the coarse, contorted face of someone screaming.

Alastair crossed his arms over his face, shielding himself from his attacker. His eyes snapped open, an unearthly scream erupting from him. But instead of fire, all he saw was a dark room. He was no longer staring up at a dying tree surrounded by flames, just the bare ceiling of his room. With shaking hands, Alastair covered his face. He was drenched in sweat, his clothes clinging to his body. His chest heaved as he tried to steady his breathing.

Just a dream. he thought. It was just a dream….

The door banged open, jolting Alastair bolt upright. His friend Kylar stood in the doorway, shadowed against the light that flooded in from the hallway. His ash-blond hair was sticking up at odd angles, having leapt out of bed in a hurry. Kylar’s chest was heaving almost as heavily as Alastair’s.

“What the hell is going on in here?” Kylar shouted. “What happened?”

Alastair hunched forward. “Spirits, not again.”

“It sounded like someone was in here murdering you!”

“It felt like someone was murdering me.” He lifted his head. “Sorry.”

Kylar sighed. “They’re getting worse, aren’t they?”

Alastair remained silent, staring at his hands in his lap. The night terrors weren’t new, but he didn’t usually wake up screaming.

“You need to talk to a doctor about that or something,” Kylar said, his hand on the doorknob. “It’s been two months already.”

“I know.”

Kylar shook his head, muttering something under his breath. He closed the door, casting the room once more into darkness. As Alastair sat on his bed, he listened to the sounds of the night—the screech of cicadas, the tap of branches on his window with each strong breeze. He couldn’t settle the shaking in his hands. It was like something had disturbed him down to his core. Some primordial fear had awoken inside him, one that would not be quieted.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Out of hundreds of classmates, Alastair was the only one who couldn’t perform even the easiest enchantments. Although nearly anyone possessed the ability to perform simple spells, true mage craft was only taught to members of the aristocracy in places like Rokerth Academy, which was among the most prestigious schools in the kingdom of Solheim. Only the best of the best attended the boarding school to study under the finest teachers money could afford. The whole school was comprised of children from the aristocracy, and students with exceptional aptitude.

The campus reflected its patrons’ prestige. It was built on a large plateau in the Carim Mountains. The grounds had been cultivated to be spacious and lush—green lawns without a single weed. Each building looked like an individual mansion with high windows and polished stone, hardly resembling the powerful bastion it once had been. Tall spires rose from the four corners of the campus, the tops of which were just tall enough to see above the mountain peaks. Narrow slits had been built into the watchtowers for archers, but the towers had since been renovated to accommodate classes for astronomy and an aviary for messenger birds. Historically, the Academy had been a stronghold built in the First Age, used both as a garrison as well as an observatory to guard the border in times of trouble. It was now a shadow of its former self. Young minds were cultivated at Rokerth to become the next generation of leaders, doctors, and aristocrats, learning everything from magic to politics.

Magic came easily to everyone else, but for Alastair, it was like trying to grab hold of smoke—though he could feel it, he could not grasp it. Classes that dealt with magic were the ones he hated the most.

The lecture hall was crowded with students in their crisp, clean uniforms. Interspersed among them were a few Johte’ir students, most of whom were children of clan leaders. Johte’ir were rarely seen in prestigious academies like Rokerth and were often looked down upon by the aristocracy, though the sentiment was not shared by the general populace. For hundreds of years, humans and Johte’ir didn’t intermingle much in politics and academia. But slowly, some of the less isolated clans had decided to open trade with human towns. These days, it was not uncommon to see Johte’ir and humans living together in the larger cities. They looked human except for their animal features—tails and ears that were canine or feline in nature.

The professor’s desk and chalkboard were down below, at the bottom of the tiered seating. Alastair sat high up at the back of the classroom, next to Caelyn, a girl with fair skin and platinum blonde hair. She wore the same uniform as the other girls: a royal blue blazer with silver embellishments and a long white skirt. Professor Knight stood at the front of the class, wand in hand. He was a Drynar, standing at only three-and-a-half feet tall with a round, childlike face. He demonstrated the correct tone and inflection for a spell to summon small objects. An apple sat on the tables in front of each student so they could practice the incantation. Wands in hand, the students became a murmur of voices all muttering the same spell.

Although magic could be performed without the aid of wands, they were used as a conduit for magic power. No two wands were the same, each personalized to the liking of its user. Some were simple and made of wood while others were adorned with gemstones or filigreed with gold or silver. Many students had wands crafted specifically for them while others possessed family heirlooms—wands that had been emblazoned with their family crest or had the names of generations of owners intricately carved into the handle. Alastair’s was plain, made of a smooth and lightweight wood.

“Adeat,” he repeated, mimicking Professor Knight’s pronunciation. But even with a wand focusing his magic, his apple refused to budge.

“This is a waste of time,” he grumbled, slouching in his chair.

The girl beside him arched an eyebrow. He had known Caelyn for as long as he could remember. His father had been the doctor to deliver her. She had been sickly as a child and had been born almost completely blind. Since she needed special medical care, Alastair’s father had remained her private physician since. As such, Alastair and Caelyn had grown up together.

“You give up too easily,” she said.

“I’m useless with magic, I might as well face it,” he snapped. “I don’t know why I bother.”

After all these years, Caelyn could sense when something was wrong. He could tell by her tight-lipped frown that she knew he was holding something back.

“You don’t sound like yourself. What happened?”

He gave a slight shrug. “Didn’t sleep well last night.”

Caelyn’s brows knitted together. Worry shone in her misty eyes. “The night terrors are getting worse, aren’t they?”

“I’m fine.” He loosened the clasp at his throat. It felt like he was suffocating in his uniform.

“Obviously not,” she said tersely. Silence lingered between them as more students successfully completed the spell. “What was it about?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he muttered.

“You need to talk to someone about it. At least tell your father. He might be able to—”

“I said I don’t wanna talk about it.”

Caelyn fell silent. She rested her chin on her palm. Her intuition was sharper than most, helping her navigate the world easily despite being almost completely blind. There was the tiniest hint of blue to her pale eyes. Alastair often wondered how she was able to tell people’s expressions. When he had asked before, she described things as shadows or shapes. Caelyn could see auras—energy tinted with different colors—which helped her distinguish between people. But it still didn’t explain how she could tell when he smiled or rolled his eyes.

Some of the other students started practicing on other people’s apples. The little red fruits were zipping across the room, over students’ heads.

“Adeat,” she whispered. With a gentle flick of her wand, Caelyn lifted Alastair’s apple from the table. It hovered effortlessly toward her and dropped into her palm. Alastair rolled his eyes, folding his arms over his chest.

A gentle chime sounded and the students slowly gathered their books.

“Remember to bring chalk and a vial of gem dust for your ritual casting lesson tomorrow,” the professor called over the roar of conversation.

“Alastair,” Caelyn said tentatively as they exited the classroom. “If your sleep has been affected this badly, perhaps you shouldn’t participate in your tactical lessons today.”

“Why would I skip my swords class? It’s the only break I get from all this boring stuff. It’s the only thing I’m good at.”

“I know, but if you haven’t been getting enough sleep then your stamina won’t—”

“Will you quit worrying so much?” he snapped. “You sound like my old man.” Again, silence settled over them as they navigated the expansive hallways. Alastair cleared his throat. “You don’t have class now?”

She shook her head. “I was thinking about going down to the greenhouse to check on the seedlings I planted. But I changed my mind.”

“I can’t believe you like that boring stuff…botany.” He glanced at her. “Why the sudden change of plans?”

“I want to make sure you’re all right, what with your lack of sleep and all.”

He rolled his eyes. Alastair turned the corner and opened a weather-beaten wooden door. It led to the old garrison, which had been renovated in the last few hundred years to accommodate young aristocratic boys learning swordsmanship and tactical maneuvers. The clang of metal rang in the dirt courtyard. Caelyn slipped in behind him before the door could slam shut.

“You don’t have to wait here for me.” Alastair dropped his books on a table in the corner. “It’s gonna get pretty loud.”

“I know,” she said, settling into one of the spectator benches. “Don’t worry about me. You won’t even know I’m here.”

He shook his head as he made his way to the changing room. When a hand clapped his shoulder, Alastair jumped. Standing behind him was Kylar.

“Your girlfriend come to watch you spar?” A grin spread across Kylar’s freckled cheeks. He nudged Alastair in the ribs.

“You should try coming up with some new jokes,” he said. “That one’s getting a little old.”

“Oh, come on.” Kylar rolled his eyes. “You honestly think you guys are still just friends? You’re practically inseparable.”

“Shut up!” He shoved Kylar away. “We’ve known each other basically forever. We’re. Just. Friends.”

Alastair tugged off his crisply pressed uniform and pulled on his sparring tunic. Unlike the clean shirt and jacket they wore during class, their sparring attire was composed of simple, cotton clothes. He always looked forward to sparring with his classmates—the only class in which he took center stage. In the sparring rotation today, he and Kylar were opponents. They both latched on their leather chest plates and pads.

“So…if you guys aren’t together, you wouldn’t mind if I ask her out, right?” Kylar said, adjusting one of his leather bracers.

Kylar had joked about dating Caelyn before, but for some reason the thought always made Alastair bristle. “You? And Caelyn?” he scoffed. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am.” Kylar opened one of the cabinets and drew his sword. During practice they had the choice between lighter onehanded swords, or the more common two-handed longsword. Both he and Alastair tended to gravitate to the heavier two-handed blades. “I know you guys are ‘just friends’ and all, but you can’t tell me you haven’t noticed how beautiful she is.”

“No way.” He shook his head. Just thinking of Kylar trying to smooth talk Caelyn made his temper flare. “She’s not the kind you usually go for.”

“What are you talking about? She’s caring, she’s beautiful—what about her wouldn’t I like?” Kylar started for the courtyard, sword in hand. Alastair snatched his own blade from the cabinet and stalked after him.

“Yeah, I know, but, I mean—I meant you’re not really her type, so….”

Kylar turned on his heel, sword hilt held in both hands. “How about a bet, Al? If I win, I get to make a move on Caelyn. But if you win, I’ll give it up.”

“You’ve never beaten me before, what makes you think you’ll win this time?”

“Maybe I’m just feeling lucky today,” Kylar said. He settled into a wide, two-handed stance. “Are we agreed?”

Shifting his feet, Alastair settled into his own stance. He bent his back knee, keeping his front leg straight, in a kind of reverse lunge. None of his classmates had been able to best him in a fair duel. But out of all of them, Kylar had come the closest. Their instructor stood at the edge of the courtyard.

Alastair glanced at Caelyn. She sat watching from the spectator seats behind the safety fence. Raising his sword, he smirked. “Fine.”

Their instructor lifted his arm straight in the air. “Begin!”

Alastair sprang forward. Kylar stumbled back but managed to parry the blow. The clang of metal reverberated through the courtyard. Alastair’s quick footwork allowed him to easily advance on his opponent. Blow after blow, Kylar managed to block or evade him. Alastair clenched his teeth and lunged. The sword nicked Kylar’s arm.

Kylar’s blade flashed through a slim opening. Alastair jerked back, feeling a sharp sting across his cheek. He backed away, creating space between them. Taking a deep breath, he tried to bring his mind back to focus. Kylar’s sudden movement jolted him back from his calm. His strikes seemed faster than normal. Though Alastair managed to parry many of them, he couldn’t gain the upper hand. But Kylar’s footwork had always been a little slower than his. Alastair ducked beneath his friend’s sword and rammed his elbow into Kylar’s stomach. He swept his leg under Kylar’s feet as he stumbled back. Kylar landed hard on his back. Alastair swung his sword, stopping his blade mere inches from his friend’s neck. But in his haste, Kylar had managed to raise his own blade, the tip barely touching Alastair’s throat.

Their instructor lifted his arm quickly. “That’s match!” he shouted. “It’s a draw!”

A few of the other boys erupted in cheers. Alastair was one of the best in their class. His matches were always lively. But as they applauded, another of his classmates stepped forward. He had curly blond hair and green eyes. Dalton Shaw, the only child and heir to his noble house, had always been jealous of Alastair’s talent with the sword. He had never been able to best him in a fair fight and his pride had never let him accept his losses.

“A draw?” he scoffed. “You’re slipping.”

“What do you want, Shaw?” Alastair grumbled.

“A rematch.”

“Dalton, come on,” one of his friends whispered. “Don’t—”

“Shut up!” he snapped, rounding on the boy.

Alastair rolled his eyes. “Aren’t you tired of losing?”

“Enough!” Dalton drew his rapier and pointed it at Alastair. “How about it, Seiver? Or are you afraid your match with Kylar has exhausted you?”

“You wish!”

“How about we have a full match—enchantments and supplementary magic allowed,” Dalton sneered. “Unless you’re afraid I would actually win.”

Alastair clenched his jaw. Ever since Alastair had first bested him, Dalton had protested the match, saying that he would have won had he been allowed to use magic. But duels and sparring matches were usually conducted without the aid of magical enhancement, to better prepare their bodies for combat. Many of his classmates aimed to become knights or join the Crown’s Guard, and it was necessary that they were used to combat without magic, to build their muscles and stamina. Shaw was convinced he would triumph if magic were allowed in their duels, and Alastair was tired of his high-and-mighty attitude.

“Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “Use magic if you want. I’ll beat your ass all the same.”

“Al, what are you doing?” Kylar stepped up. “You’re giving him a huge advantage—”

“And when I win, maybe it’ll finally shut him up!” He glowered at Shaw. “I don’t need magic to kick your ass.”

“Gentlemen, take your positions,” their instructor said. The two strode to opposite ends of the sparring circle, the other boys backing away to a safe distance. Alastair settled into his stance. Shaw stood tall, one foot positioned behind him for stability. Dalton favored the lighter, one-handed swords, giving him an advantage with speed. Once again, their instructor raised his arm. “Begin!”

Shaw was faster than Alastair expected. He must have muttered a spell to increase his agility just before the instructor began the match. His rapier glowed faintly—the remnants of a hardening spell. Alastair managed to parry the blow, the clang of metal ringing in his ears. Shaw nimbly stepped back a few paces before lunging forward again. It was harder to block his quick thrusts, unlike the wider swings of a two-handed sword. A few slipped through his defenses, nicking his skin. A sharp sting cut into Alastair’s cheek, crossed over the first wound from Kylar’s duel. Dalton was light on his feet, his thin blade flashing quickly with each strike.

Alastair took a few steps back. Eager to keep him on the defense, Shaw chased after him. Alastair swung with all his strength, the force of his strike knocking his opponent’s rapier from his hand. He lunged forward, his blade inches from Shaw’s throat.

“That’s match!” their instructor said. “Alastair is the victor.”

Alastair smirked, wiping the blood from his cheek. “That must be a record. You didn’t even last five minutes.”

Dalton glowered at him, keeping his head held high. “Don’t get cocky, Seiver. Just because your swordplay is good doesn’t mean you belong here. You were only admitted because your father knows people of influence.”

He snatched Dalton by the collar. Shaw drew his wand, the wooden tip touching the bottom of Alastair’s chin. The sword master stepped forward and pushed them apart.

“That’s enough!” he said firmly. “You had your match. Any more out of either of you and you will both receive demerits.”

“But, sir!” Alastair protested.

“I will not have your petty squabbles here. You both are dismissed.” He turned them both toward the changing rooms. “Now go change out of your gear.”

Their classmates muttered amongst themselves as the two were forced out of the sparring yard. It was a disgrace to be dismissed from class early, especially for a model student like Shaw. Dalton glowered at Alastair as they trudged inside. Unbuckling his leather pads and guards, Alastair threw them angrily on the ground. He tossed his tunic haphazardly into the wooden cabinet and snatched his uniform from inside. Slamming the door shut, Alastair grumbled as he changed. He hastily cleaned his sword and placed it back on the stand where all the blades were kept. It was frustrating that the only class he enjoyed had been cut short, all thanks to Dalton.

He opened the old weather-beaten door. As he stepped out of the garrison, a sudden chill surged through him. His muscles froze. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t move. His body felt heavy.

“Not so tough without your sword, are you?” There was an iciness in Shaw’s voice.

Dalton stepped around the corner, still wearing his gear, his rapier in hand. His wand was pointed at Alastair. He turned his hand, as if he were twisting something with his wand.

“Ango,” Shaw muttered.

Alastair’s invisible restraints suddenly constricted. It was like he was being strangled. Alastair inhaled sharply, trying to catch his breath. Dalton was at the top of his class thanks to his exceptionally strong spells. It wasn’t the first time Alastair had been on the receiving end of his hexes. The pain eased up slightly as Dalton stalked closer.

“It’s time you learn your place, Seiver.”

“What’s the matter?” Alastair said, provoking him. “You can’t take me on equal terms, so you’re attacking when my guard is down? You’re not even using your sword.”

“I don’t need it to beat a magicless plebian like you.” He smirked. “But it helps.”

Shaw’s blade flashed, as quick as it had been during their match. It seemed the enhancement magic was still in effect. A sharp pain cut into Alastair’s outer thigh. He bit his lip, holding back a cry. He refused to give Shaw the satisfaction. The invisible restraints constricted again. It felt like it was squeezing the life out of him—his bones were ready to pop. Another lunge. Dalton’s rapier sliced through his tunic, piercing his side. A smirk spread across his attacker’s face. Dalton kicked him hard in the stomach and Alastair coughed, the wind knocked from his lungs.

“What’s wrong?” Shaw mocked him, a wicked grin on his face. “Can’t fight back, Seiver?”

Alastair glared at him, refusing to answer.

Snatching a fistful of his hair, Dalton yanked Alastair’s head back. The tip of his rapier pricked Alastair’s uninjured cheek. “Why don’t I carve a mark on your face where everyone can see? That way everyone can know what you are—a magicless nobody.”

A sting sliced through his cheek. He could feel the blood rolling down. Alastair refused to make any noise, despite the pain.

“Alastair!” Caelyn shouted.

Her voice startled them both. Alastair looked up to see Caelyn rushing toward them. She quickly drew her wand and pointed it at Shaw. Before Dalton could open his mouth, she attacked.

“Repellere!” she screamed.

A burst of energy shot from her wand and knocked Shaw to the ground. With his focus broken, the spell binding Alastair weakened. Caelyn struck again. She shouted spell after spell, forcing Dalton back. But the more magic she used, the slower her movements became. She stood over Dalton, her hand trembling.

“You are a cowardly, underhanded, loathsome man!” she shouted.

She lifted her wand to strike again, but the words caught in her throat. She clutched her blouse, tugging at the fabric as if it were too tight. Her breathing became ragged, her chest heaving as she gasped for air. Shaw’s eyes widened, stunned by her sudden change. But only when her legs gave out and she collapsed did he realize the gravity of the situation. He released the spell binding Alastair. Caelyn was inhaling sharply. It sounded like she was struggling to breathe. Alastair winced as he knelt beside her.

“Damn it,” he muttered. “Breathe slowly, Caelyn. It’s okay.”

Alastair carefully lifted her up. He cast Dalton a scathing look as he hurried past him, toward the infirmary wing. He quickly made his way up the stairs, ignoring the pain from the wounds Shaw had inflicted. He had become all too familiar with the infirmary and didn’t bother knocking before entering. Inside were several separate examination rooms. Seated at the desk was a middle-aged man with dark brown hair—Alastair’s father. He wore a white coat, a pair of glasses resting on the edge of his nose. He was reading through a stack of papers when they entered. Standing beside him was Nurse Isha—a Johte’ir woman with curly black hair, rounded feline ears peeking from the coils. She wore a conservative white uniform, a simple bonnet keeping her curls contained.

“What happened?” Isha hurried toward them.

“She’s having an attack.”

Isha guided them to one of the examination rooms, Doctor Seiver following close behind. Alastair laid Caelyn down on the bed. Doctor Seiver glanced at Alastair, his eyes flicking from the boy’s wounds to Caelyn. She was still clutching her wand. The doctor’s lips tightened until his mouth was nothing more than a thin line.

“She overused her magic and—”

“Get out,” his father demanded. “Both of you.”

Isha escorted Alastair from the room, closing the door behind them. There was no use arguing with the doctor, and Alastair knew better than to protest.

“Let me take a look at those wounds,” Isha said, gesturing to another of the empty rooms.

Grumbling, he complied, allowing her to help him inside. Alastair eased himself into a chair as Isha helped him out of his bloody uniform.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I was a little distracted and Shaw thought it was a good idea to attack me when my back was turned.”

“And Caelyn?”

He glanced away. “She defended me and…strained herself.

Due to her poor health, Caelyn refrained from using her magic excessively. But in the heat of her anger, she must have forgotten her restraint. Unlike Alastair, she was gifted with magic and was exceptionally good, but her body could not handle the strain it caused. As a result, she constantly suffered from attacks like this. A sudden stinging on his cheek jolted him back. He winced as Isha pressed a cloth soaked in alcohol against his cheek. The white fabric came away scarlet.

“It’s unlike you to be injured to this extent,” she said, dabbing at the wound.

“I was careless,” he muttered.

Though Isha’s touch was gentle, each time she dabbed at his wounds, it sent searing pain through him.

“It isn’t like you,” she said. He could feel her eyes on him as she spoke, but he refused to meet her gaze. “I have known you since you were small. You cannot expect me to believe such a feeble excuse. Tell me what is bothering you.”

“It’s nothing! I just…I haven’t been sleeping well lately.”

“Why is that?”

“I’ve been having pretty bad night terrors,” he admitted.

He felt Isha’s grip tense. “How long has this been happening?”

“Two months.”

Isha hesitated. “I know it is not what you would like to hear, but it would be best if you spoke with your father about this.”

“He’s gonna overreact—”

“He is your father, Alastair. Despite how he may seem, he truly does care about you. There may be something he can do to help.”

He remained silent, his eyes downcast as she finished dressing his injuries. As she applied a cooling salve to his wounds, she muttered something in a language he did not understand. Unlike most healers, Isha used a different form of magic to aid the healing process. Isha cast spells without the aid of a wand. That, coupled with her knowledge of natural Johte’ir remedies, meant the healing properties were amplified. He could feel the sting slowly vanish as she repeated the soothing words— all in one of the oldest Johte’ir languages. Once each of his injuries had been cleaned and wrapped, he tugged on his now ruined uniform.

“You may head back now, Alastair,” she said gently. “But when your father is finished, it would be best if you came back to speak with him.”

“I’ll just wait here,” he said.

Isha sighed, but did not stop him. He sat in the waiting room, hoping his father would finish quickly. Typically, Caelyn’s treatment lasted several hours. When she was young, she had been so sick that she could hardly get out of bed. Because his father was the family’s physician, Alastair had seen her at her worst. And though her condition had been improving as she aged, he still felt a strong sense of protectiveness toward her.

Silence settled over him like a thick fog. Isha sat at the desk, filling out patient reports and filing them away in the cabinet behind her. She glanced up at him occasionally but said nothing. All was quiet except for the scratch of Isha’s quill on paper. Finally, his father emerged, closing the door behind him. Alastair stood.

“How is she?”

“She’s sleeping now.” Dr. Seiver folded his glasses and slid them into his coat pocket. “Her symptoms are worsening, so I administered some new medications which should help with her pain.”

Isha rose from her chair and handed Dr. Seiver a folder.

“Help with her pain? You mean you still can’t do anything to fix it?”

“Look.” His father’s eyes locked on Alastair’s amber ones. “There are things in this world that even I can’t explain. There are no records to help us understand the nature of her illness. At this point, easing her pain is the best thing I can do for her. It’s fortunate she has managed as well as she has.” He opened the file, leafing through the pages.

“So…what? Just treat her pain and that’s it?”

“Enough!” His father snapped the folder shut. He pursed his lips. It was the same face he made whenever he was frustrated. “I’ve done what I can, but there are limits to what I can do.” He turned away from his son. “It’s time you accept that.”

Dr. Seiver nodded to Isha. She followed him down the hall, casting Alastair an encouraging glance before they left the infirmary. Pacing back and forth in the lobby, Alastair aggressively ran his hands through his hair. Whether or not his father was right, it felt as if the old man wasn’t even trying. Eventually, he marched down the hall and opened the door to Caelyn’s room. Her pale features and platinum hair seemed to glow in the lamplight. He slipped inside and quietly closed the door. Dragging a chair over to the bed, he sat by her bedside. He leaned forward, arms resting on his knees as he watched her sleep.

He could remember when she was born. He was only three at the time. Alastair remembered how small and fragile she had been. His father had been the doctor attending to her mother that evening. When she was born, they hadn’t expected her to live. She wasn’t even breathing when she was delivered. But somehow his father had coaxed her into fighting for her life. The tiny baby had miraculously survived, and as she grew, Alastair was there. She was like the little sister he never had. And after watching that frail, tiny baby fight so hard to live, he’d vowed to protect her.

A sad smile crept across his lips as he remembered how it had been. Leaning back in the chair, he folded his arms. Alastair watched over her as she slept until his own eyes grew heavy. And slowly he slipped into unconsciousness.


Chapter 2

Fire.

Everywhere he looked, there was fire. The houses around him were alight. The village felt strangely familiar though he couldn’t remember coming here before. Flames encircled him in the darkness, casting eerie gold lights around him. Shadows danced in the flickering firelight. Beyond them he could see the outline of mountains, but there was no way to get to them. Any escape was blocked by the inferno. Houses collapsed around him, their foundations turned to ash. An overwhelming sense of dread settled in the pit of his stomach. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. Something was lurking beyond the ring of fire, watching him. A rustling sound, almost like wings, came from behind him.

“Who’s there?” he shouted.

All was silent save for the crackle of the flames. Something touched his shoulder from behind. Alastair rounded on the assailant. He lashed out with his fist. But as he swung, a burst of fire erupted from his fingers. He stumbled back, shocked. Staring at his hand, he slowly clenched and unclenched it. Tiny tongues of flame licked at his fingertips, but didn’t burn them. As he stared at his hand in disbelief, a shadow passed beyond the blazing circle.

Alastair…

Jerking his attention away, Alastair squinted. He couldn’t make out anything beyond the flickering light. He turned slowly. A dark figure shot through the flames, arms outstretched. The stranger’s face was contorted, screaming, fingers curled like talons ready to dig into his flesh. Alastair cried out, stumbling backward in surprise. He lifted his arms to shield himself, fire exploding around him.

His father’s wide eyes, illuminated in the lamplight, nudged him back to reality. Dr. Seiver stood before him, motionless. His face was calm despite the shock in his eyes, his arm held firm in his son’s vice-like grip. Alastair’s eyes darted around the room, reorienting himself. The room was dark except for the lamp on the bedside table. It cast a gentle glow on Caelyn and the soft four-poster bed in which she slept. His labored breathing began to even out. Sweat rolled down his neck, soaking the collar of his shirt. Alastair’s knuckles were white, his hand shaking. He slowly released his grip and sank back in the chair.

“Have you come to your senses?” his father whispered tersely.

Alastair nodded. He wiped his hand down his face.

“You have an incredibly high fever, Alastair.”

He rubbed his eyes, images of fire still burning in his memory. “I’m fine.”

Dr. Seiver frowned. He snatched Alastair by the wrist. Instinctively, Alastair jerked his arm to dislodge the unwanted hand. But Dr. Seiver twisted so that his son’s arm was pinned behind him. He hoisted Alastair out of the chair and dragged him into the hall before releasing him roughly. “What is going on?” his father demanded. “I’ve never seen you act this way.”

“I’m fine, Dad, okay?” Alastair massaged his now sore shoulder and stared down at his feet. “It was just a nightmare…”

He could feel his father’s eyes boring into him. Alastair shifted uncomfortably under his gaze. A heavy silence lingered between them before his father sighed. “How long has this been happening?”

“Not long—”

“Don’t lie to me.” His father’s words were curt. “Your eyes are red and there are dark circles under them. I can tell this isn’t a recent occurrence.”

He couldn’t bring himself to look at his father. Shoulders slumped, he glanced down and away. “About two months.”

“Two!” Dr. Seiver stepped back. “Two—I can’t believe—two months?” he stammered. “This has been going on for two months and you never thought to tell me?”

“Well, what did you expect me to do, Dad?” Alastair snapped, fists clenched. “You never acted like you cared before, so why start now?”

“Sleep deprivation can have catastrophic effects on your heart, Alastair. If it goes on long enough, it could kill you.”

“Fine!” He raised his hands, defeated. “Then you won’t have to worry about me being such a failure. If I die, I won’t be embarrassing you anymore!”

“Now just a—I have never said—”

“You didn’t need to!” Alastair’s voice echoed in the empty hallway. His father stared at him, a tight-lipped frown set on his face. “I can see it on your face whenever you look at me— the failure son. I can’t even use magic! I’m just an embarrassment to the genius doctor.” His voice trailed off as his temper began to cool.

“Alastair,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “You are not well. You have a high fever and need to rest.”

He looked away, arms folded.

“I’ll send a tonic to your room to help you sleep. Be sure you take it.”

“Fine….”

Dr. Seiver nodded, satisfied with his son’s answer. He checked his watch before heading down the hallway. He never looked back, not once. Alastair knew that, in his own way, his father was at least worried about him. Slumping, he let his head thud against the cool wall. He sighed. His father was right. Alastair’s skin was feverish and clammy. It was different than before. As his night terrors worsened, he felt more exhausted when he awoke.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

True to his promise, his father sent a sleeping tonic to his room, which he took faithfully. It did not help much. The night terrors continued for more than a week, but now he couldn’t wake from them. He was stuck in the horrifying nightmares with no escape. Though he slept, it was far from restful.

Sitting at the back of the hall, Alastair struggled to stay awake. Professor Donavan’s lecture droned on mechanically. His voice was like a murmur in Alastair’s ear—a constant buzzing that lulled him into a trance. The board at the front of the class faded in and out of focus as his eyes began to droop. Talk of the Johte’ir culture drifted through his dull consciousness. As the chalk tapped against the board, writing down significant points from the lecture, Alastair’s chin drifted lower and lower until it rested on his chest. The old man’s voice slurred to an incomprehensible mumbling. In the black space of his mind, a red light glimmered like a tiny flame. Little by little, lines appeared against the darkness, snaking together to form the image of a bird. Bright, tiny flames outlined the edges, making it look like a phoenix. A strange warmth welled in his chest, a sense of familiarity he couldn’t quite place. It was on the tip of his tongue when he suddenly jerked awake.

The professor was still speaking. None of the other students had even realized he nodded off. No one except Caelyn. She glanced sideways at him, her lips tight with concern. Alastair rubbed his eyes and squinted at the board. The teacher had sketched a diagram with a tree at its center. Intertwined with the roots were twelve separate symbols. The lines of the drawing were interwoven with that of the tree, making them all interconnected. The more he stared at them, the more it seemed as if the lines were alive. Connected to one of the roots was a phoenix symbol—nearly identical to the one that had flashed through his mind.

“What are those?” Alastair whispered.

Caelyn leaned a bit closer. “He’s describing the key creation myth in many of the Johte’ir tribes and the elements the symbols represent.”

“I’ve seen that one before,” he whispered. “The birdshaped one.”

“You have?”

He nodded. “I dreamed about it. The bird was surrounded by fire and looked exactly like that one.”

Caelyn opened her mouth to speak but was cut off by their instructor.

“Miss McDowell.” Professor Donavan’s voice echoed in the lecture hall. “Since you are so eager to have your voice heard, perhaps you would like to tell the rest of the class the religious significance of the Twelve.”

Caelyn shot Alastair an annoyed look as she stood. “The Twelve are the fragments of the heart of the Tree of Life—each one representing a key element that makes up all life on earth.”

“And how does this myth affect the lives of Johte’ir tribes like the Bria’ala?”

“Many tribes believe there will come a time when the Twelve are reincarnated and will come together to bring balance to the world. There are also sects devout to particular elements such as Light, which, to some, represents the pursuit of knowledge.”

“Thank you, Miss McDowell.”

Caelyn slid her hands behind her, smoothing out her skirt as she sat.

“Can anyone tell me what the myth entails?”

Silence settled over the class. Caelyn’s friend Mydia raised her hand above the rows of heads. Her feline ears twitched in anticipation, eager about speaking up in class.

The teacher pointed to the young Johte’ir. “Yes, Miss Kouvae.”

She stood quickly, her ears erect. “The Great Mother, alone in the darkness, created the world from nothing. And in the new world, she plucked one of her hairs and planted it, which grew into the Great Tree.”

Professor Donavan held up his hand, interrupting her excited narrative. Mydia sat back down. “And the significance of this tree has remained the same, though the story varies from one culture to another. To some clans, it is known as the Tree of Life, and to others it is the Tree of Time. Can anyone tell me the tree’s significance?”

Again, Mydia’s hand shot into the air. Donavan nodded, permitting her to continue. “Three siblings were born from the tree’s fruit,” she said eagerly. “Ardynn, weaver of space and time and giver of light. Kier, creator of the seasons, and baron of the night. And the sister, Elah, mother of all living things. All life as we know it was born from the Great Tree.”

“Correct!” Donavan turned to the board. With a flick of his wrist, the chalk began writing on the blackboard. “According to the myth, as Elah poured her own life into her creations, she became bound to the mortal life cycle and began to die. The eldest brother, desperate to save her, pleaded with the Great Mother. And though saddened by her daughter’s plight, she refused to corrode the flow of time and the cycle of life, for doing so would destroy the mortal world. In a fit of rage, Kier tried to steal the elements of life, but this caused deep fractures within the tree, which then fragmented into the Twelve. As punishment for his transgression, the Great Mother banished Kier to the mortal world. The Twelve have since become increasingly popular legends—mortals believed to be the reincarnation of the twelve elements that make up all life in our world.” He pointed to the symbols at the base of the tree. “What are the elements associated with the emblems?” He turned to face the class again. “Anyone?”

Mydia’s hand shot up. Professor Donavan sighed, scanning the rest of the class. “Anyone other than Miss Kouvae?”

A pair of girls toward the back of the room snickered. Donavan’s eyes locked on them. “Misses Bellana” The twins tensed when he called their names. “So kind of you both to volunteer. Would you care to tell the class which elements the symbols represent?”

The girls glanced nervously at each other. But before they could answer, a gentle chime echoed in the classroom. Relief washed over the girls’ faces as they hurriedly gathered their books. The once silent lecture hall was abuzz with conversation. “That’s all for today,” Professor Donavan said over the noise. “Remember that after summer break your papers are due on your myth of choice. I expect two rolls of parchment on your chosen subject. And Misses Bellana.” The girls froze. “I expect you both to pass, considering your enthusiasm for the topic,” he said pointedly.

Students filed past as they emptied into the hall. Alastair slumped against the desk and massaged his temples. The lack of rest was accumulating; throbbing headaches were creeping up on him.

“Alastair?”

He looked up. Caelyn was staring at him, her brows knitted together. There was worry etched across her face.

“They’re getting worse, aren’t they?” she said softly. “The headaches. What did your father—”

“Nothing.” He scraped his chair back and stood. “He gave me sleeping meds and that’s it. He didn’t do anything, like I expected.” He snatched his books from the desk.

“Wait!” Caelyn hastily gathered her textbooks and hurried after him.

He stalked down the covered walkway. Caelyn had to jog to keep up with him. She hugged her books to her chest.

“Alastair.” Caelyn grabbed his arm. She yanked her hand back with a yelp. “You feel like you’re on fire!” She shook her hand, trying to ease the burning pain. “How can you say you’re okay when you have such a high temperature?”

He glanced away. “I’m fine,” he mumbled. “You’re making it sound worse than it actually is.”

“And you are making it sound less important than it really is!” She frowned. “You are ill. More so than you are willing to admit.”

He opened his mouth to retort, but stopped short. Alastair looked down. Rubbing the side of his neck, he sighed. “Yeah, okay, so I’m not feeling too hot—”

“You’re feeling pretty hot to me.”

His face flushed. “That—you know what I meant!” he stammered. “I don’t want my dad to know ‘cause he’s just going to do the same thing he always does. He’ll prescribe me medicine or something for the short term, you know?” Closing his eyes, he massaged his temples. “Just…I’ll be fine, okay?”

She looked him over skeptically, her gaze a searchlight of unasked questions. Though she did not argue further, he could see the dissatisfaction on her face. He knew she was unhappy with his answer from the way her jaw subtly clenched. He rubbed his neck, shifting his weight from one foot to another.

“Look.” His tone softened in resignation. “I’ll go talk to him again. Okay?”

Caelyn nodded. “I hope you’ll go soon.”

Alastair ran his fingers through his hair as he steered her down the hall. “I’ll go this weekend, when we don’t have any classes.”

“Caelyn!” A female voice echoed above the dull roar of conversation.

Mydia jogged toward them, a stack of papers clutched in her arms. Her tanned skin stood out among the rest of the students. A crescent-shaped tattoo curved under her right eye— a marking of the Punai Clan, a nomadic tribe among the Johte’ir. Her brown feline ears were tufted at the top, and golden, bejeweled ear cuffs glinted in the sunlight. Mydia’s ear piercings designated her as the daughter of a high-ranking member of the tribe.

“I’m glad I caught you,” she said.

“What is it?” Caelyn asked.

Mydia’s ears twitched forward. “Are you free for lunch?”

“I didn’t have any plans yet,” Caelyn replied. “Would you like to eat with us?”

“You read my mind!”

Alastair trudged behind the girls as they made their way to the dining hall. Many of the students eyed them curiously. The ratio of Johte’ir to human students at Rokerth Academy was one to ten, and Johte’ir and human students usually kept to themselves. Hushed whispers trailed behind them as they passed. Alastair cast heated glares at the gossiping students, silencing them immediately. The girls acted as though they hadn’t noticed. Mydia’s cat-like tail flicked back and forth excitedly.

“Did your parents sign the permission form for our class trip over summer vacation?” Mydia asked.

“Yes,” Caelyn said, sitting down at an empty table. “It took quite a bit of convincing, but they signed it.”

Alastair sat across from the girls, elbows propped up on the table. “What trip?”

“Didn’t your father mention it to you?” Caelyn asked.

“You really think he’d talk to me about that kind of stuff?”

“Does that mean you won’t get to go?” Mydia leaned against the table, her ears facing forward.

“The last trip was three years ago, wasn’t it?” Caelyn asked. “I was ill last time and couldn’t go.”

“My old man never signed off on the form last time.” The school financed trips every few years for the students, usually to important trade cities or other government hubs. “I think they went to some port town last time. Not like it matters. I’m not inheriting a family or title, so who cares?”

Caelyn turned back to Mydia. “Where are we going?”

She grinned, revealing pointed canines. “Lyrias.”

“Lyrias?” Caelyn could hardly contain her excitement. “They’re letting us go all the way to the capital? I’ve never been to another city before.”

“Really?” Mydia stared at her, wide-eyed. “You’ve never been outside of Allandar?”

“Well, I grew up in Valeford, but until they sent me here, I had never been anywhere else. My mother was always afraid to let me go too far by myself considering I can’t see. I think she was afraid something bad would happen.”

“You practically begged them to let you attend,” Alastair pointed out.

Caelyn glowered at him. Alastair shrugged, turning his attention elsewhere.

“Well, your parents have nothing to worry about. Lyrias is one of the safest cities in Solheim!” Mydia said. “You’ll love it! It’s so full of life, and there are so many new sights and sounds and smells—people from all over pass though there for trade.”

“You’ve been to Lyrias before?” Caelyn’s cloudy eyes shone with excitement.

“I’ve visited the city with my parents many times,” she said. “Our clan roams the plains north of there, so we visit every year for the Mid-Autumn Fire Festival. But this time I’m excited to see the Archive! Now that I’ve got identification from the school, I’ll finally be able to see the inside.”

“What’s so great about the Archive?” Alastair asked. “There are a million books in the Rokerth library.”

“There are some books you can only find in the Archive in Lyrias. It’s got the oldest and most extensive collection in the whole country! I’m hoping to find something on the Tashba for my research paper for Professor Donavan’s class.”

“Tashba?” Caelyn frowned. “Those are just creatures from children stories. No one knows much about them, so I doubt you’d be able to find any good source materials. Why would you write a paper on them anyway?”

Mydia grinned “You might think they’re myths, but they’re real.”

“What the hell are you even talking about?” Alastair cut in.

“Tashba, you know—the white devils. Remember? They’re shapeshifters that take on the form of white wolves with pointed tails and bat wings. Didn’t your father ever tell you any of those stories when you were a kid?” Caelyn asked. “They were common in my storybooks. They’re cunning and wise. They can change their appearance to look human or Johte’ir. But they’re not real.”

“Yes, they are!” Mydia insisted.

“It doesn’t matter if they’re real or not,” Alastair said. “I still can’t believe you’re excited to see a library.”

Mydia rolled her eyes.

“What about you?” Caelyn asked, turning her attention to Alastair. “Have you ever been to Lyrias with your father?”

“If I have, it was when I was too little to remember.”

“Do you think your father has signed off to let you go on the trip?”

“Who knows what my old man’s thinking? I’ll stop by Professor Knight’s office later and pick up a permission form just in case. When is the deadline to turn it in?”

“Next Friday, I believe,” Mydia answered.

“I might be able to convince him to sign it. I’ll have to catch him before he leaves,” he said.

Mydia peered up at him. “Your father is often away?”

He slumped down in his chair. “He travels to a lot of the big cities and stuff when we’re on holiday.”

“What does he do?”

“Alastair’s father is a doctor,” Caelyn answered for him. “He’s become quite famous in his field. He has been my family’s physician for as long as I can remember. When I enrolled at the Academy he signed on as the head physician.”

“Sounds like he leads quite the nomadic life,” Mydia said. “Maybe he was a Punai in his past life.”

A throbbing pain suddenly shot through Alastair’s head. He winced, covering his face with his hand. Caelyn’s pale eyes locked on him. His sudden movement hadn’t escaped her, despite her impaired vision.

“Are you okay?” Mydia asked, her ears twitching at the slightest sound.

“Yeah. I’m fine.” He waved off her question. “Just a headache.”

Caelyn’s lips tightened until they were nothing but a thin line.

“I’m fine,” he repeated, forcefully this time. He stood quickly, chair scraping back. “I told you, I’ll talk to my dad again.”

Caelyn opened her mouth to retort, but Alastair cut her off.

“I’ll be okay.” He smiled, trying to ease her worry. “Promise.”

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Alastair took a deep breath before entering the infirmary. Isha looked up as he closed the door behind him, patient folders in her hands. Though everyone called her a nurse, she was just as skilled a healer as Dr. Seiver. She oversaw everything whenever he was away on business during the holidays. There weren’t many situations she couldn’t handle.

“What a surprise,” Isha said, returning to her work. She carefully filed away the folders, each of which held confidential student medical records. “It’s not often that you come here for a visit. Is there something I can do for you?”

“Is my old man here?” he asked absently, trying to peer down the hall behind her.

“I’m afraid not. Dr. Seiver returned home early this afternoon.”

He groaned. Though the trip into the valley wasn’t very long, he dreaded going home. He had hoped to catch his father before he left.

“Do you know when he’ll be back?”

“Not for a few months. He was preparing for a trip to Alora and was expecting to be away for some time.”

“Great,” he grumbled. “Fantastic.”

“Since you’re here, why don’t I take a look at those sword wounds?” she offered, gesturing to one of the private examination rooms.

“I guess,” he said with a shrug.

Trudging into the room, Alastair unbuttoned his uniform jacket and shrugged out of the crisp white shirt underneath. Isha carefully unraveled the bandages around his abdomen. The wounds beneath were nearly healed. It hadn’t been a full week yet, but the deep gash was almost completely gone. Dabbing a little antiseptic on the cut, she redressed it.

“In a few days, there should be nothing left,” she said, peeling back the adhesive bandage on his cheek. The mark Dalton had carved into his skin had nearly vanished. “This one is almost as good as new.”

“Your magic is pretty amazing,” he said. He touched the spot on his cheek where the bandage had been, feeling only smooth skin. “If I were half as good as you, I would have kicked Shaw’s ass easily.”

“Thank you, but I am afraid my skills are nowhere near as good as your father’s.”

“Right.” He buttoned up his shirt again. “I don’t understand. If my old man is such a genius with magic, why can’t I use even the simplest spells?”

Isha remained silent. Her back seemed to stiffen as she discarded the old bandages and washed her hands.

“Magical talent isn’t necessarily genetic,” she said.

“But it doesn’t make sense that I can’t use magic at all.”

“I believe that may have less to do with ability than the channels that flow through you.”

“What channels?”

“Have you not been paying attention to your studies?” Isha shook her head. “Honestly, if you’re just going to waste time ignoring your lessons, then what is your father sending you to school for? You should have learned about the pathways in the body through which your life energy flows.”

“What does that have to do with using magic?”

“The use of magic relies on the flow of energy through the body, through the same channels your life energy uses. Magic is the use of this energy, extending the influence from within, allowing it to interact with the environment beyond your body. But if the pathways are blocked, it can hinder your magic or prevent it completely.”

“How would my pathways be blocked?” he asked.

“Energy blockages to your extent are beyond my ability. But perhaps if you asked your father—”

“Great.” He rolled his eyes. “Like I need more problems to talk to the old man about.”

“Your father cares about you, Alastair. He may be able to help you in ways that I cannot.”

“When is he leaving for Alora?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

He groaned. “Guess I’d better go see him before he leaves. Thanks for your help, Isha.”

“Anytime. Do stop in more often. Despite what he says, your father enjoys it when you come to visit.”

Alastair nodded absently, dreading the trek down the mountain to Allandar. He was not looking forward to going home, especially when his father was there.


Chapter 3

His father’s dingy house was wedged between a dusty old bookshop and a small apothecary. Compared to the grandeur of Rokerth Academy and the rest of the city, their home was a tiny shack. The roof dipped in the center, like something heavy had fallen on it. Shingles were missing here and there. The faintest hint of smoke from the chimney was the only indication anyone lived there at all. It wasn’t a home befitting his father’s income or notoriety. The curtains were always closed. It was like his father suffered from paranoia, shutting himself in the musty old house whenever he was home.

Alastair hated coming home, though it only took a few hours by horseback to reach Allandar from the Academy. It was downright embarrassing. It wasn’t like his father was poor. They could have afforded a comfortable home in the upper-class districts of Allandar, but no, they lived in a godforsaken hovel on the outskirts of town.

The elderly shopkeeper emerged from the apothecary, doorbell jingling as he did. He was a skinny old man with white hair that was balding at the top and a mustache which reminded Alastair of broom bristles. The large round spectacles made the old man’s eyes seem larger than they really were.

“Good afternoon, young man,” the shopkeeper said in his raspy voice. “Come home for the weekend?”

“Hey, Mr. Clairmont.” He smiled down at the old man. “No, I, uh…just came to see my dad.”

“Mm.” Scratching his chin, the old man gazed up at the crumbling house. “The doctor went out about an hour ago, I think.”

“Did he say anything to you about when he’d be back?”

“Can’t recall, I’m afraid.”

Alastair sighed. “Thanks anyway.”

He slid his key into the lock and opened the door with a loud creak. Dust filtered through thin shafts of sunlight. The curtains on most of the windows were pulled shut. The doorway opened into a cramped den that doubled as a kitchen. A heavy wooden table stood at the center of the room, littered with papers, dirty dishes, and stacks of books. A half-eaten plate of eggs lay on the table. Dusty cobwebs clung to the rafters above him. An old, worn couch rested against the far wall, a checkered quilt tossed haphazardly across the back. To his left, a raised hearth came up to Alastair’s knees. Smoldering embers glimmered in a bed of ashes.

Replicas of old paintings and runes from ancient cultures cluttered the walls. Other souvenirs from his father’s travels brightened the otherwise dingy room. Alastair approached one of his father’s many curio cupboards and peered inside. Bottles of every shape and size were crammed onto the shelves; rolls of parchment were stacked in heaps alongside dried herbs and jars of preserved fruits. He picked up one of the larger bottles from the open cabinet, a thick layer of dust rubbing off on his hand.

“Gross,” he muttered, placing the bottle back on its shelf. “When was the last time he cleaned in here?” He wiped his hand on his pants as he made his way to the staircase at the back of the house. “Dad?” he called, though the shopkeeper had said his father had gone out.

An outsider might mistake their house for a reclusive wizard’s home instead of one of the most renowned doctors in Solheim. Squeezing past a particularly high stack of books, he started up the narrow stairs. Illustrations and portraits lined the walls of the staircase—images of him as a child, of cultures and tribes his father had visited, even ancient drawings of ancient creatures like dragons and Tashba. The second floor of the tiny home was just as cramped as the first. His small bedroom had been left empty after he had moved into Rokerth’s dormitories. Alastair hadn’t lived in the old house for several years, not since he was thirteen.

The door to his father’s room was closed. He knocked softly. “Dad?”

No answer. Alastair opened the door slowly. It was hard to believe anyone could fit inside. There was no bed, just an old desk and bookcases along each wall. Rows of books and scrolls lined the shelves. Jars of glittering gem dust and odd colored liquids were interspersed among the tomes. His father tended to sleep on the couch downstairs rather than in his own room. He had been that way for as long as Alastair could remember. Whenever he had asked about the strange behavior, his father claimed it was an acquired habit from living among other cultures with less hospitable views on outsiders. Alastair had always thought it was just an eccentricity.

Pushing his way through the disarray, he approached his father’s desk. Stacks of ancient-looking books were piled high, with papers scattered amongst the clutter. None of the tomes were medical books. Despite his father’s profession, Dr. Seiver took a keen interest in other cultures and their mythologies. The thickest book was bound in weathered leather, gilded in gold leaf. An intricate tree motif was imprinted on the cover, the branches and roots woven into a circle, making it look like two trees connected at the center of the trunk. The lines intertwined to form strange symbols. There was no title etched on the front.

“Never seen this one before,” he muttered. “Must be new.”

As he lifted the cover, a mild shock jolted through his fingers. The tingling continued up his arm, bringing with it a warmth like embers from a fire. The first page was blank, the papers thin and yellowed with age. The second page bore a single image of a woman. Her arms were outstretched and her face was lifted to the skies. The illustrations were drawn in gold leaf with various colors that glittered like gems.

It was unlike any book he had ever seen. The illustrations in the manuscript grew more and more extravagant and intricate with each page. As he turned the pages, he came upon a tree sketched in gold ink. Fruit grew from its twisted branches, red as rubies.

A tingling warmth spread in his chest.

“That’s the Tree of Life.” He turned another page. “What is he doing with a book on this old stuff?”

The clomp of boots on the stairs jerked him away from the mesmerizing images. He snapped the book shut. Alastair turned just as a dagger whizzed past his face, nicking his cheek. Before he had time to resist, the figure in the doorway launched itself at him. He knocked away the first blow but wasn’t fast enough to dodge the second. His father pressed him against the desk, dagger at Alastair’s throat. Dr. Seiver’s eyes gleamed behind his glasses. The edge of the desk pressed painfully into Alastair’s back.

“Dad!” Alastair shouted. “Spirits. This is why I never come home!”

“I taught you better than that,” he said. “It’s been many years since you’ve learned to fight and you’re still making these kinds of mistakes?”

“What the hell!”

“I taught you how to defend yourself before you could hold a quill. This should be second nature to you.”

“You’re messed up, old man!” Alastair spat. “What kind of parent does that?”

“You should never let your guard down, even in a familiar place.” Dr. Seiver’s eyes traveled to the large old book on the desk. The color drained from his face. “What do you think you’re doing in here?” He yanked the knife back.

“I was just—I thought you weren’t home!” Alastair protested. He touched the cut on his cheek, feeling the warm blood ooze out. He sighed. Just as soon as the injury had healed, his father had to go and wound him again.

“How many times have I told you never to come in here?” Doctor Seiver slammed the dagger into the desk, the blade standing upright. He quickly began pushing the books and papers aside, as if trying to hide them from his son.

Alastair took a step back as his father pushed him out of the way. “I’m not a kid anymore. I’m almost nineteen.”

“I don’t care how old you are.” Doctor Seiver scowled at him. “You are forbidden from stepping foot in this room.” He slid the thick tome back into its empty space on the bookshelf. He shoved his son out of the study, slamming the door behind them both. He muttered a powerful locking spell. Alastair heard the lock click. There would be no way to get in without an equally powerful counter spell.

“What the hell?” Alastair shook him off. “What’s so important in there that you have to keep secret?”

“That’s none of your business!” He removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Now, why have you come?”

He hated the way his father skirted his questions, especially when it came to his study. Whenever Alastair had asked about the strange objects inside, his father always avoided his questions. Instead of pressing the matter, Alastair tugged a folded slip of paper from his pocket and held it out for his father.

“What’s this?” Doctor Seiver asked, taking the paper from him.

“It’s for the class trip this year.”

“No.” His father handed the form back quickly and started down the stairs. “Absolutely not.”

“You didn’t even read it!”

“I received one from the school several months ago. There is no need for you to leave Allandar. And if Caelyn’s parents were wise, they wouldn’t allow her to go either.”

“Her parents already signed off on it, so what’s the big dea—”

“I said no and that’s final!” Doctor Seiver raised his voice. Clearing his throat, he quickly changed the subject. “How have you been feeling? The tonic has been helping, I presume?”

“Why do you keep changing the subject?” Alastair pressed him. “Every time I try to talk to you about anything important—stuff that matters—you act like I never said anything at all!”

“That’s enough!” his father shouted. “Now answer my question. Has the medication helped at all?”

“Yeah, well, I sleep, but it’s not helping anything,” he grumbled. “And I’ve been having these killer headaches.”

“I have something that should help with that,” he said absentmindedly. Silence lingered between them as Doctor Seiver rifled through one of his many cabinets, glass objects clinking together. Holding up a small round bottle, he swirled the contents inside. “Here,” he said, holding it out for him. “Take this twice a day for your headaches.”

Alastair snatched the vial from him. “Fine.” He stormed toward the door.

Doctor Seiver cleared his throat. “Be careful on your way ho—” Alastair slammed the door, cutting his father’s words short.

He shoved the medicine bottle in his pocket. It was always the same whenever he visited home. It was like his father was hiding something from him. But every time he asked, Alastair was always met with insistent denial. The secrecy was why Alastair had insisted on moving out in the first place. The house made him feel smothered, and he didn’t plan on returning to it anytime soon. If his father wasn’t going to let him go, he would have to take matters into his own hands.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Professor Knight was sitting at his desk when Alastair entered his office. The Drynar instructor was hidden by the stack of books piled on his desk. If it weren’t for his mustache and glasses, he would have looked like a child. He sat on a high stool to reach the paperwork on his desk. He looked up at Alastair, removing his half-moon spectacles as he did so.

“Mr. Seiver,” he said, surprised. “What can I do for you?”

“Is it too late to turn in the permission form for the class trip?” he asked, taking the slip of paper from his pocket.

“Adeat,” Professor Knight muttered, drawing his wand. The paper slipped from Alastair’s fingers and flew toward his teacher. Alastair held his breath as his teacher glanced over the permission slip. He prayed his professor would be unable to tell that the signature was a forgery. “Everything seems to be in order.”

Alastair breathed a sigh of relief.

“Be sure you have everything ready before we leave on Friday,” Knight said, adding the form to the large stack of papers on his desk.

Yes, sir.”

He quickly excused himself from the room. He was glad his father would be gone for a while. Even if Professor Knight were skeptical of the signature he had forged, there would be no way for him to verify it with Doctor Seiver—at least not until they had returned. He grinned. He wasn’t a genius at magic like his father, but at least he wasn’t completely useless.


Chapter 4

The carriage jostled violently when the wheel hit a deep rut. Alastair’s head smacked against the glass. Groaning, he groggily opened his eyes and stared out the window. They had been traveling across the countryside for weeks. Acres and acres of grasslands passed by, dotted with forests and farmhouses. He hadn’t been to another town since he and his father moved from Valeford. This would be the first time he set foot in the capital of Solheim. When Alastair was young, he had always stayed with Caelyn and her family when his father traveled. He was curious to see Lyrias for himself. It was supposed to be one of the most beautiful and well-endowed cities in the kingdom.

Caelyn dozed beside him. They sat huddled together on the leather seats with four other students. The excitement that had been buzzing throughout the wide carriage had died down to a quiet murmur. Over the course of the journey, they stayed at meager inns in the towns along their route—a far cry from the lavish dormitories back at the Academy. Most of his classmates complained about their lodgings. As children of the aristocracy, they weren’t used to such accommodations. It would take at least three weeks by carriage for them to reach Lyrias from Allandar. In total, the class would be gone for almost two months—a sizeable vacation, even for the aristocracy.

Resting his elbow on the windowsill, Alastair propped his head on his hand and sighed. The carriage plodded along, the Solheim countryside passing slowly. As the wheel hit another large bump, Caelyn’s head flopped over, resting on his shoulder. He glanced at her sleeping face. Alastair envied how she could sleep so peacefully while he was plagued with nightmares. The steady rhythm of hoofbeats lulled his mind, letting his consciousness stray.

He closed his eyes and drifted off once more, his mind wandering to the enormous tree he had seen in his night terrors. Ever since the first dream, he couldn’t stop thinking about it. The tree was unlike any he had ever seen. Its thick trunk was tall and proud like a redwood, the width of it measuring several leagues, and the ancient winding roots of an old oak. The tree stood before his mind’s eye just as it had in his dreams. The withered branches swayed in the whispering breeze, its dead, dry leaves clinging desperately to its boughs. He noticed a gaping hole within the trunk’s base. From its dark embrace, a pair of yellow eyes gleamed like candle flames. A white fox with large ears stepped out from the small space, which Alastair realized was its den. With footsteps as silent as the shadows from which it emerged, the creature crept toward him. A primitive sadness glimmered in its golden eyes.

Clenching his hand, Alastair chewed his lip. Slowly, so as not to startle the wild beast, he reached out. But before his fingers could even graze its fur, a sudden thump pitched him forward. Propelled back to awareness, Alastair sat in a daze.

“Alastair?” Caelyn’s pale eyes gazed up at him. Though she had not voiced her concern, he could see it in the set of her brows and the way she pursed her lips.

Sighing, Alastair wiped his hand across his face. “Sorry. I kinda dozed off there.”

“Professor Knight said we’re nearing the city.” She gestured to the window.

The carriage curved around a bend in the road and he could finally see the city. It was surrounded by a large wall, the buildings towering high above on a gradual slope. At the center of the city was an enormous tree, with branches that spread far across the town. Just the sight of the tree sent a jolt of excitement through him. It reminded Alastair of the one in his dream. But this one was different. The tree in his dream was dying, while this one was still green and full of life. Beneath the large tree’s mighty boughs was the royal palace, its banners fluttering from each tower. Beyond the city, lush green forestry brightened the landscape.

“Can you see it yet?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he breathed.

“What does it look like?” she pressed him. “All I see are shadows. What does the city look like?”

“Big,” he murmured. “It’s way bigger than Allandar or Valeford.”

Soon, they were passing through the city’s gateway in the thick wall. When they emerged from the entrance, tall buildings passed by. Folding his arms, Alastair slumped down in his seat. With each clip-clop of horse hooves, the splendor of the capital steadily increased. As they continued up the winding streets, Alastair realized the rows of houses and shops all looked alike. The carriage rattled along the cobblestone streets, riding deeper into the heart of the city. Finally, it lurched to a halt in front of an enormous building with fluted columns.

The headmaster at Rokerth had reserved rooms at the capital’s best, most luxurious inn. As they drew closer, it was clear why it was held in such high regard. The building was made of white marble, almost shining in the noonday sun. It was several stories tall, the roof held up by ornate pillars. Boughs from the enormous central tree shaded the building. Alastair had never seen a tree that large, at least not in his waking life. The rooms that overlooked the main street contained their own private balcony. Banners of blue and gold hung from the second floor, bearing the royal crest of Solheim. Judging by its size and grandeur, the inn was probably owned by the government and used as lodgings for important dignitaries.

The carriage rolled to a halt. A Drynar man dressed in a governmental uniform of white, blue, and gold stood waiting for them. Even at his full height, the man was only tall enough to reach Alastair’s waist. He had reddish hair and his ears came to a slight point. Beside him was a Johte’ir woman with small canine ears that were almost indistinguishable against her dark hair. She wore the same uniform, with Solheim’s royal crest displayed proudly on her arm.

The woman opened the door and the six students who had been riding together filed out one by one. Alastair offered his hand to Caelyn, helping her down from the tall step.

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” the Drynarian man said with a polite bow. “My name is Coran. I am the proprietor of this hotel—the Golden Lion.”

The Johte’ir woman smiled cheerily. “Welcome to Lyrias. Please, follow me. The rest of your class arrived not long ago.”

Alastair stretched his arms high above his head with a groan. His limbs were sore from riding in a cramped carriage. The weather wasn’t much different than in Allandar, where the summers were warm and dry.

The woman led them inside. The vaulted ceilings and polished staircases added to the grandeur of the exterior. Hundreds of students were gathered in the lobby, their voices echoing off the polished stone. The woman ushered them in to join the crowd. Alastair snatched Caelyn’s hand to keep her from being swept away.

“No need to yank me around,” Caelyn said, shaking him off.

“I was just making sure you don’t get lost.”

“Just because I’m blind doesn’t mean I’m helpless.”

Alastair rolled his eyes and stood on his toes to peer over the heads. It was hard to spot their teacher in the sea of students. He noticed some of them going off in different directions. “I think Professor Knight is pairing everyone up.”

Little by little, students broke off into groups. Some ascended the stairs to check out their rooms, while others hurried out into the streets to sightsee. Professor Knight squeezed between the forest of legs. He wedged his way through the crowd of remaining students.

“Alastair Seiver and Caelyn McDowell,” he said in his familiar voice.

Alastair raised his hand above the chattering heads. “Here, sir.”

Professor Knight handed him a key. “This is your room key. You will be on the third floor with the rest of the boys. Your roommates are Kylar Armmont and Vaan Rostankowski. And Miss McDowell,” he said, handing her another key. “You will be on the second floor with Miss Kouvae and Miss Lockhart. The rest of the day is free to do as you please. You may explore the city if you like, but be sure to stay away from the lower east side. That area is off limits. And be sure to come back to the hotel by sundown for dinner.”

Madison and Morgan Bellana hurried toward them. With their dark hair pulled back into single braids, the girls were identical.

“Caelyn!” the two said in unison.

“Dalton Shaw invited us and a couple others to take a tour of the palace,” Morgan said. “Would you like to come with us?”

“Since his father is captain of palace security, he has special connections.” Madison grinned.

“Thank you, but I thought I might explore the city a little,” she said.

“Oh, come on!” Madison groaned. “Don’t be such a wet blanket.”

Caelyn’s jaw tightened. “I appreciate the offer, but I’d rather pass.”

“Caelyn, I’ve been looking for you!” Mydia rested her hand on Caelyn’s shoulder. “Are you headed out already?”

The twins’ faces fell when they saw Mydia. They did not view Johte’ir very highly. It was one of the reasons Alastair and Caelyn had never really associated with the twins. He could tell by their scowls that Mydia’s presence had put them off.

“Surely you aren’t planning on turning down our invitation to go off with some beast,” Morgan chided, wrinkling her nose at Mydia.

Mydia’s tail bristled. “Better to be a beast than a self-centered brat with a superiority complex.”

“How dare you!” Morgan shouted.

“Caelyn, you wouldn’t want to be seen associating with her kind,” Madison said.

“That’s the good thing about being practically blind,” Caelyn said tersely, glaring back at them. “You can’t see the differences in people. But I don’t need to see in order to know how ugly your prejudice makes you.”

The twins’ jaws fell open.

Caelyn turned in a huff. “Let’s go, Mydia. I need some fresh air. The foul atmosphere is making me sick.”

“It would be my pleasure!”

Mydia guided her out of the crowd and through the front doors, Alastair trudging behind. He glanced back at the twins. They whispered to one another, a look of disdain on their faces.

“Where did you want to go first?” Mydia asked. Now that they were out of the crowded hall, it was much easier to hear.

Caelyn chewed her lip as she thought. She opened her mouth, but a loud shout cut her off.

“Alastair!” a familiar voice called.

Just as he looked up, Kylar pushed his way through the crowd. He clapped Alastair on the shoulder, a wide grin stretching from ear to ear.

“You guys going to explore the city?” he asked.

Caelyn nodded. “I’ve never been here before, so I wanted to get a head start.”

Alastair shoved Kylar off him. “What do you want?”

He shrugged. “Nothing. Just thought maybe I’d tag along.” He smiled sheepishly at Caelyn. “And maybe I’d see if Caelyn wanted to find a nice place to eat or—”

“What a coincidence! I was just about take her out for a bite,” Mydia said with a wink. “What are the odds that we’d have the same idea?”

“I was hoping for a more private meal,” Kylar said. “You know, just the two of us?”

Caelyn glanced away, embarrassed. “Wouldn’t that be a bit boring?” she said quickly. “I think it would be more fun to all go together.”

“Wha—come on, give me a chance,” he protested.

“Tough luck,” Alastair whispered, patting him on the shoulder. He stifled a laugh. “I told you—you’re not her type.”

“You’re still welcome to come with us,” Caelyn said.

“I suppose it’s better than nothing, right, Al?” He elbowed Alastair in the ribs.

They headed off in the opposite direction from where they’d come. The cobblestone streets were wide, offering plenty of room for both carriages and pedestrians. The buildings were tall, with red-tiled roofs. Soon they passed a bakery with the sweet aroma of freshly baked bread wafting from the doors. Mydia paused at the doorway.

“Hold on a moment. I’ll be right back.” She hurried inside. Mydia was only gone for a moment before emerging again, four steaming croissants in hand. “Sorry.” She smiled, offering a roll to each of them. “I couldn’t help myself. Try them! You’ll thank me later.”

“I remember these!” Kylar said. “My father and I would buy some whenever we came through town.”

“You’ve been to Lyrias before?” Caelyn asked.

“Many times.” Kylar took a bite of the croissant. “My family owns a manor here. Since my father does a lot of business in the city, we often stay here for months at a time.”

As they walked, Mydia pointed out places she had visited with her father when she was a child: the public baths; Marianne’s Spice Bazaar; her favorite sweetshop, Charity’s Chocolaterie. Caelyn took a particular interest in a small store called Underhill’s Exotic Plant Emporium. Kylar told Alastair where the best swordsmiths were. As they wound deeper into the city, the streets became narrower and more crowded. The path sloped downward, covered with long stretches of thick fabric. Brightly colored rugs with intricate woven patterns hung from ropes strung between the buildings. Stalls were everywhere, shaded with thick awnings. People crowded around the carts and stalls, the roar of conversation drowning out any other sounds. Shops with thin, polished glass and delicately curved brass signs above their doors lined the street.

The buildings they passed were brightly lit. Some of the windows were filigreed with gold, and the streetlamps were brightly polished. Most buildings were made of vibrant red bricks or white stone, making the entire city feel lively and inviting. It all had a very regal feel, far grander than anything Allandar had to offer. Their footsteps echoed off the walls as they walked throughout the city.

Glancing up at the sky, Alastair could only see the wide, green branches of the great tree. Specks of gold gleamed between the leaves, the only rays of sunshine able to penetrate. As a gentle breeze blew, flecks of light danced across the cobblestone. The streets expanded the closer they came to the center of the city. The road opened into a wide, circular marketplace.

The market was buzzing with life. Lyrias was known for being one of the most diverse cities in Solheim, and now Alastair knew why. He spotted a few merchants from Eldea— they had darker skin and their clothes mimicked the colors of the forest. There were travelers dotted amongst the crowd with a lighter tanned complexion. Judging by their unusual clothes, they were from across the sea, like Kasai or the Crescent Isles. Alastair had never seen so many people from different lands together in one place. Johte’ir merchants, ranging from the tan Punai clans to the dark-skinned Bira’ala from the northern forests, haggled with shopkeepers, many of whom were Drynarian. The drastic height difference between the two as they bartered was almost comical.

As they passed one of the stalls, something caught Alastair’s attention. He paused, glancing at a table where exotic jewelry and trinkets from far-off cities were arranged neatly. Many of them were decorated with bizarre patterns he had never seen before. The wares most likely came from other countries like Eldea and Kasai. Among them were a handful of gems and miscellaneous spellcasting components—resources that were harder to find here in Solheim.

“Something catch your eye, my dear?”

He looked up. The young woman staring back at him had piercing red eyes like rubies. The tips of wolf-like ears peeked out from her dark curls. Strings of beads and amulets hung around her neck, clacking together when she moved. Her attire looked different than anything he had seen before. A thick animal pelt was draped around her shoulders. Her old, worn clothes made it appear as though she dwelled in the wilds, but her skin was clean and smooth. She looked out of place among the many people in their rich and vibrant apparel.

“Is there something wrong?” she asked, her voice smooth and silky.

“No, I was just browsing.” There was something about the way she gazed at him that sent a chill down his spine. It was like she was staring into his very soul.

“You have fiery eyes,” she said softly, almost whispering. “They remind me of someone I once knew.”

“Uh, thank you.” He glanced around nervously. “I should go, my friends are waiting.” He turned to leave, but she snatched his wrist.

“Someone with mesmerizing eyes such as yours is destined to have great things in the future. Perhaps you would like your fortune told?”

“No, I don’t really—”

“Oh, come now! Humor this old lady.”

“Old?” He scrutinized her, looking her up and down. She looked young, no older than her thirties, yet she called herself old.

The woman blushed. “I am older than I look, my dear. Old enough to be your grandmother even. My kind ages well, you see. But enough of that. Why don’t we see what the future has in store for someone with such intense, fiery eyes.”

She reached into the sleeve of her robe and drew out a drawstring bag. She dumped a handful of small bones into her palm, each one branded with a strange mark. The woman cupped them in her hands and whispered something in a foreign language. She then tossed them carefully on the table, the bones jumbling together. Gazing at them intently, she clicked her tongue.

“Your future is quite tangled and clouded,” she said, her voice suddenly dark and deep, as if she were a completely different person. She pointed to two that had landed upside-down. “Something drastic is about to happen—a radical departure from old ways. An upheaval. And this one.” She pointed to one that rested alone at the center of the pile, as if the other bones had deliberately fallen away from it. “There is great power slumbering inside you.” The woman plucked another of the bones that had fallen face up and examined it. “But for such power to be realized, the influence must first be broken.”

Alastair shifted his weight uneasily from one foot to the next as she deciphered the runes on the old bones. Likely sensing his discomfort, she quickly gathered them and stowed them back in her bag. She took his wrist and held it firmly. With a slender finger, she traced the shape of a rune on his palm, muttering something in the same strange language. His skin tingled where she had touched him, tiny pinpricks of magic taking hold.

“What are you—”

“Just a simple protective spell.” Reaching into her sleeve once more, she pulled out a pendant with unfamiliar symbols carved into it, a simple strand of leather looping through the center of a faded ivory amulet. “Take this,” she said, pressing it into his palm. The amulet was light, like it was made of bone or deer antlers.

“No, I—”

“It’s a protective charm,” she said sweetly.

“What would I need this for?”

“Your fate is clouded, my dear. Something dark has been troubling you.” A knowing smile graced her supple lips. “Keep this with you. It will protect you from trouble, even powerful Tashba magic.”

He scoffed. “Tashbas aren’t real.”

“Believe what you like,” she said with a shrug. “But at least keep it. I’m sure it will come in handy.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m sure we will meet again, my dear. I hope the next time we do, it will be under more fortuitous circumstances.”

He turned on his heel, hurrying back toward his friends. But he could still feel the woman’s eyes watching him.

“What was that about?” Caelyn’s asked.

He shrugged. “Just some weird lady. Insisted on reading my future or whatever, then gave me this amulet.”

Alastair caught a glimpse of Mydia standing behind Caelyn, a grin on her face. He glowered at her. Her ears twitched as she stifled a laugh behind her hand.

“It’s a cheap tactic peddlers use to get you to come back and spend money,” Mydia said. “It’s extremely rare for someone to really be able to tell one’s fortune. That woman played you for a sucker and you fell for it.”

“Yeah, well, she wouldn’t get off my back! Here.” He shoved the pendant into her hand. “Maybe you could use it for your research paper. She said it was a charm that could protect against Tashba magic or something.”

The girl’s eyes glittered with excitement. “Really?” She turned the necklace over in her hands. “Fascinating! I’ve never seen markings like these before.”

He looked away, wanting to change the subject. “I’m hungry. Mydia, don’t you know any good places to eat around here?”

“Easy there,” she said, putting aside her excitement. “I know just the place.”

She linked arms with Caelyn, guiding the group through the marketplace and tucking the pendant in her pocket. Alastair allowed himself to be led with Kylar back into the crowd. Ahead of them was a large stone building, its roof sloping upward into a dome. A notice board hung just outside the tavern’s doors, displaying a few wanted posters and ads for odd jobs. The sign above the door bore a crossed sword and a halberd.

“What is this place?” Alastair asked.

“It’s called the Gray Halberd. It’s the oldest tavern here in Lyrias,” Mydia replied. “It’s also where most of the merchants and travelers come.”

“Have you been here as well?” Caelyn asked, turning to Kylar.

“No. Since we own a house in Lyrias, we never had much of a reason to eat out when we were here.”

“That’s a shame,” Mydia said. “Because this place has the best food!”

She opened one of the doors, the wood stained dark with age. Murmurs of conversation buzzed in the air. Large round tables were set up throughout the first floor. In the center of the room stood a blue crystal—a lachrima—that was more than twice the size of the average man. Alastair had never seen a lachrima that large before. They were rare gems mined from the mountains to the north. It was said that the lachrimas absorbed starlight, storing it and allowing them to give off an ethereal glow even in the daylight.

The floor above did not meet in the center, but was open so one might look upon the levels below. Overhead was a large glass ceiling through which most of the tavern’s sunlight filtered. It lit the crystal, casting a calming glow throughout the room.

Men and women from all walks of life crowded around the circular tables, talking and drinking. In the back corner was the bar, behind which stood a muscular man with dark skin and numerous scars. One of the barmaids, two tankards of ale in each hand, glanced up as they entered. She was a slender woman with warm, brown skin and voluminous black hair. After setting down the mugs at one of the tables, she hurried toward them.

“Mydia, is that you?” the woman asked. She spoke in a distinct northern dialect. Unlike most people, she spoke with specific emphasis on her vowels, giving her a prim and proper sound to her speech.

“Hilde!” Mydia threw her arms around the barmaid.

Up close, Alastair could see a white tattoo curving around the older woman’s striking green eyes—distinct markings of the Bria’ala tribes. They were different from Mydia’s straight, angular lines. Hilde’s were curved and fluid, no doubt the marks of a different clan. Despite the tattoos, she didn’t have the characteristic ears or tail to match. Hilde pulled back and cupped the girl’s face in her hands.

“Oh, let me have a look at you,” Hilde said fondly, looking Mydia up and down. “How many years has it been?”

“Three. I don’t think I’ve been back since I enrolled at Rokerth,” Mydia said. “It’s good to see you.”

“You’re looking a tad bit thin, darling.” Hilde patted the girl’s arms. “But we will fix that right up in no time. Who did you bring with you?”

“They’re classmates of mine,” Mydia said. “These are my friends Caelyn, Alastair, and Kylar.”

Caelyn smiled, extending her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“No, no.” Hilde pulled Caelyn into a tight embrace. “The pleasure is all mine. It’s good to meet friends of my little Mydia.” She turned back toward the bar. “Oeric, bring some drinks!”

Hilde escorted them to a table in the far corner, close to the bar. There were few empty chairs in the tavern and finding them a table was nothing short of a miracle. Alastair scanned the room as he sat. Just like out in the plaza, there were people of every shape, size, and race. Oeric, the burly man from the bar, strode toward them. He plunked four mugs on the table.

“Mydia, me girl,” he said in a thick southern drawl. “How’ve yeh been? Good t’see yeh back.”

“Thanks,” she said, pulling the mug closer. “I hope this is your special brew?”

“Aye. On the house!”

Pulling one of the mugs closer, Caelyn took a whiff of the honey-colored liquid inside. “What is it?”

“It’s the Gray Halberd’s special,” Mydia replied, taking a sip.

“Eldean apple-ginger cider,” Hilde explained. “Oeric and I make it in-house. It’s a non-alcoholic cider made from Eldea’s finest apples.”

“You import apples all the way from Eldea?” Kylar asked. “I thought the Johte’ir in that region only trade with others of their kind.”

“That’s true,” Hilde replied. “But I was born in Eldea and after all, I am Johte’ir.”

“But why don’t you have the…?” Alastair hesitantly lifted his hands just above his head, where a Johte’ir’s animal ears would be. “You know.”

Hilde smiled. “My mother was a Bria’alan priestess and my father was a human trader.” Oeric nudged her before she could elaborate.

“Catch up with the lass later,” he said. “There’re more customers waitin’ on yeh.”

“Of course.” Hilde patted Mydia on the shoulder. “Just give me a shout if you four need anything at all.”

“Thank you,” Caelyn said as Hilde hurried toward another table. She leaned toward Mydia. “How do you know them?”

“Whenever we came to Lyrias, my father would always bring me here,” she said, taking a sip of her cider. “I always liked to come here and listen to the stories the traders told—all the places and things they’ve seen. But my mother never approved.”

“Why?” Alastair asked.

“She thought Hilde might be a bad influence. Mating outside of your clan is forbidden. The fact that Hilde is half Johte’ir and married to a human is considered taboo.”

Caelyn frowned. “That’s horrible! If two people love each other, why should something like that stand in the way?”

“For some clans, that’s just how it is,” Mydia said.

“Why?” Caelyn asked.

“Hilde told me her mother was a priestess and they were expected to remain pure—untainted. Not only did her mother have a child, but her mate was human, which broke several of her vows. It’s a huge taboo.”

Alastair leaned in closer. “Is that just for priestesses and stuff?”

Mydia shook her head. “Most clans are old-fashioned and feel the bloodlines should be kept pure. Just like the twins view us Johte’ir as lesser beings, many of the other clans see humans in a similar light. They may be peaceful toward humans but that doesn’t mean they trust them.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Kylar said. “Really, I think their bravery should be commended.”

“What bravery?” Alastair arched his eyebrow.

“To go against cultural and societal norms and marry outside of your race. It takes a lot of guts to do that. In some regions, they could be exiled or even killed for something like that.”

“That’s true. That’s partially why my mother disapproved.” Mydia leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Hilde may have been born in Eldea, but because her father was human, she was shunned. When she was little, her mother passed away and she was left in the care of the other priestesses. They apparently abandoned her in hopes that it would hide the shame of a priestess breaking her vows.”

“How did she end up here?” Alastair asked.

“Tha’s not a story yeh should be tellin’, lass,” Oeric’s deep voice grumbled behind them. Alastair and Caelyn jumped. Kylar sat up straighter and looked at the man standing over them. Mydia snapped her mouth shut and averted her eyes. “Best not be askin’ too many questions of things yeh don’ need t’know.” As he made his way through the tavern, his hands laden with tankards, he cast Mydia a warning glance.

“So, what kind of souvenir did Alastair get swindled into buying?” Caelyn asked, trying to change the subject.

“Just drop it, will you?” Alastair protested. “I didn’t buy it. She gave it to me.”

Mydia stuck her tongue out and pulled the pendant out of her pocket. “It’s a strange-looking necklace, that’s for sure. I don’t recognize the markings. Did she say where it was from?”

He shook his head. “It looks way different than the other stuff on display.”

Running her thumb over the strange symbols, Mydia frowned. “These aren’t any runes I recognize. They don’t resemble characters from any of the Johte’ir dialects.”

Kylar glanced at it over her shoulder. “It looks like a piece of junk. She just gave it to you?”

“Yeah.”

“Probably barely worth a copper. That woman was most likely trying to con you into coming back to buy something. She played you for a fool, Al.”

“Interesting,” Mydia muttered. “And she said it could protect against Tashba magic?”

He nodded.

“I’ll see if I can look into these symbols a bit more. They could be ancient runes I’ve just never seen before.”

“My father has a book on ancient languages. If I remember right, it should be in his study here in Lyrias,” Kylar said. “I’ll see if I can find it.”

Alastair stared at the pendant, puzzled. The whole encounter had been strange. Just thinking about the woman with the red eyes made him shiver. As Mydia talked about the markings on the amulet, Alastair let his attention wander around the room, observing the various patrons coming in and out of the tavern. A group of Solheim soldiers lumbered in, still clad in their heavy leather field gear. Hilde escorted them to a table not far from them. The five soldiers propped their weapons against the tables and chairs as they sat.

“A round of your best ale for us,” one of them grumbled.

Mydia leaned toward Caelyn. “After this, I want to head straight to the Archive! I want to see if they have any references on these runes.”

Caelyn giggled. “That sounds like a good idea. Afterward, I’d like to take a peek at the plant shop we passed on the way here.”

While the girls chatted, Alastair couldn’t help but listen to the soldiers behind them. Kylar had noticed them too. Though they spoke in hushed tones as they hunched over their tankards, he could just barely make out their words.

“At this rate, it’s only a matter of time before they force His Majesty’s hand,” one of them said.

“Hold your tongue, boy,” another snapped, his voice gruff. “You can’t assume things based off of rumors.”

“He’s right.”

Alastair glanced over his shoulder at the troop seated behind them, trying to hear them better. The men were all stonefaced, a sense of urgency and foreboding etched in their features. One of them shifted uncomfortably in his chair, his old leather creaking as he moved. Leaning closer, the man muttered something Alastair couldn’t make out.

The oldest of them shook his head. His hair was starting to gray and a scar on his right temple stretched down to his jaw. “That’s impossible. The Carim Mountains are impassable.” He took another swig from his mug. “Even if they could take the pass, it would take them weeks. If they come, they’ll take the northern roads, which will give us another few months. By then His Majesty will have come up with a counter strategy.”

One of the younger soldiers slammed his mug on the table. His face was flushed from alcohol. He shot to his feet, knocking over his sword in the process. “We can’t wait that long! The fact that they accused us of stealing anything is unforgivable. We should be the first to strike!”

“Sit. Down,” the oldest growled.

Hilde rushed over at the sound of the uproar. By now, many of the other patrons were staring at the group of soldiers. “Is there a problem, sirs?” she asked nervously.

“I apologize for the disturbance,” the leader said, forcing the younger man back into his seat. “Please forgive his temper.”

Sensing the tension, Mydia stood. “Maybe we should go.”

“But we only just arrived,” Caelyn protested.

“I think we came at a bad time,” she said quickly.

“Mydia is right,” Kylar said. He kept his eyes on the group of soldiers. “It would probably be best if we take our leave.”

“But I didn’t get to finish my cider—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Alastair said, pulling her out of the chair. “I’ll get you another one later.”

As he dragged her toward the door, he glimpsed a slip of paper bearing the royal crest clutched tightly in the young soldier’s hand. Mydia stopped a moment to speak to Hilde. But Alastair didn’t wait for her, quickly escorting Caelyn outside. She struggled against his tight grip.

“What’s gotten into you?” she protested. “You’re acting strange. We just got here and now you want to leave?”

“Something weird is going on,” he whispered. “And I don’t want to stick around and find out what it is.”

“Sorry,” Mydia said, hurrying after them. “I didn’t realize the tavern would be so busy. It might be better if we come back another day.”

“What happened?” Caelyn asked.

“A group of soldiers,” she said. “Hilde said they’ve been quite the disturbance lately. I could sense it when they came in…and I think it’s best we avoid them.”

“My old man was acting strange before we left,” Alastair admitted. “Maybe it has something to do with what the soldiers were talking about. Whatever it is, it doesn’t sound good.”

“Maybe we should head back,” Mydia suggested. “It would be better if we stuck with the rest of the class. We can always visit the Archive later.”

“You go on ahead,” Kylar said. “I have something important I need to do. I’ll meet up with you back at the hotel.”

“If you’re out too late, Professor Knight will send the guards out looking for you,” Caelyn warned.

He laughed as he headed off toward the shops. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back with plenty of time to spare!”

Glancing over his shoulder, Alastair couldn’t help but feel anxious. The way the soldiers had spoken, it sounded like the Crown’s Guard was preparing for something monumental, but he didn’t know what. The more he thought about it, the less he wanted to know the answer.


Chapter 5

Every day since they had arrived, the class was given a guided tour of the city’s most historic landmarks. Today they were visiting the Saint’s Cathedral, and it was by far the most stunning building they had seen. Rich tapestries hung from the walls, depicting great battles and prominent moments of history. The colors were deep and vivid, strands of gold and silver woven into the fabric. Every inch of the cathedral was intricately crafted. The columns that held up the ceiling were sculpted with complex designs. Carvings of dragons curved across the eaves, flecks of gold glittering in the late afternoon sunlight.

“The Saints’ Cathedral was erected in worship to the Great Mother and the twelve elements that breathe life into our world. This cathedral is the head of the Church of the Twelve Apostles and a popular place of pilgrimage for many devout believers,” their tour guide explained. He was a Johte’ir man with dark skin and rounded ears. Tribal tattoos caressed his right cheek, much like the ones Hilde possessed, but he had the ears and tail to match his heritage. “Built at the end of the First Age, it is the oldest building in Lyrias.”

Caelyn raised her hand.

“Yes?” The man gestured toward her. “Is there a question?”

“If it was built in the First Age, does that mean it was before the Hundred Year War or after it?”

“An excellent question,” he said, smiling. “As I’m sure you have learned, the time of the Hundred Year War was not the best for advancement, and much was lost during that time. However, as tribute to the many lives lost and the metaphorical dark ages of the arts, King Soldred commissioned the construction of the church you are standing in today. He dedicated the design to the great hero of the First Age, Beaudernic—protector of all those who fall in battle.”

Their guide gestured to the front of the church where a bronze statue of Solheim’s most famous warrior stood watch. Angelic wings spread wide from his back and he held a two-handed broadsword in one hand. Behind him, stretching up toward the vaulted ceiling, was a stained-glass window. The Tree of Life and the twelve elements shone brightly, reflecting a rainbow of color on the pews and stone floor below. As the class drew closer to the front of the cathedral, Alastair could make out something strange on the statue’s shoulder. At first, he had thought it was an artistic embellishment on his armor, but now he could see that it was an animal. It looked like a fox with unusually large ears.

“What’s that?” Alastair asked, pointing at the fox on Beaudernic’s shoulder.

“Some believe he was a pet or familiar,” the tour guide said. “But there are many Johte’ir tribes who believe it to be a messenger spirit.”

“Why would it be a messenger spirit?” he pressed further. “A messenger for what?”

The man cleared his throat before answering. “Many believe it was a messenger sent by the Great Mother..”

“Why did it choose him?”

He shifted uncomfortably under Alastair’s pestering. “No one can say why. It was long ago and many of the old tales have been lost.”

Caelyn elbowed him in the ribs. Alastair winced, massaging the sore spot. She was glowering at him as the tour guide quickly changed the topic.

“What is your problem?” Alastair whispered.

“No, what is your problem?” she shot back. “Can’t you stop arguing and just listen for once? Stop questioning what he says.”

“I’m just saying, it doesn’t make sense to me.”

“Well, worry about it later and stop making a fuss.”

Their tour guide escorted them toward the front doors. Hands in his pockets, Alastair trudged behind the rest of the group. He let his eyes wander, staring at the frescoes of wars long past decorating the walls. Once outside, they were guided toward the market. Most of his classmates were itching to spend their money on souvenirs. But Caelyn was eager to try some of Lyrias’s unique foods. Mydia had offered to show her around. Since he didn’t have any other plans, Alastair tagged along behind the two girls. Dalton Shaw shouldered past him.

“Watch where you’re going, Seiver,” he sneered.

He rounded on Shaw, but a gentle hand held him back. Caelyn shook her head.

“He’s not worth it,” she whispered.

Grumbling, Alastair let him go. But as Shaw was heading down the steps with his friends, Caelyn pulled out her wand and discretely pointed it at him.

“Praet,” she whispered.

Shaw’s foot slipped out from under him, like he had stepped on a patch of ice. He fell backward, landing hard on the stone steps. The students all began to laugh. Caelyn tucked her wand away with a grin of satisfaction. Alastair smirked as he passed him.

“What’s wrong, Shaw? Forget to watch where you were going?” he mocked.

Dalton glared at him as they walked down the steps.

Kylar clapped Caelyn on the shoulder. “Nice one!”

She smiled, proud of herself.

“You guys headed out to see the city?” he asked.

“Yeah. We were about to go grab a bite,” Alastair said.

“After that, I was going to show Caelyn around some of the shops,” Mydia chimed in. “Maybe we could check out that flower shop you had your eye on, Caelyn.”

Kylar draped his arm around Alastair’s shoulder, giving his friend a mischievous wink. “Mind if I join you for a while? I’ve got time to kill.”

“Not at all,” Caelyn answered.

Mydia hooked her arm around Caelyn’s “Come on! I know just the place for a quick snack.”

Mydia led them through the market. She guided them to a tiny stall on the opposite side of the square. The savory smell of sweet, marinated meat wafted toward them.

“Excuse me,” Mydia said, approaching the food stall. “I’ll have four of your pepper buns, please.”

“Comin’ up!”

The old man opened the lid of a stone oven atop the wooden cart. The intensity of the aroma doubled as the steam poured out. Alastair could see round dough stuck to the inside of the oven. Taking a knife and a spatula, the old man peeled four of the buns off the side and wrapped them each in parchment paper. Each bun was covered in a thin layer of sesame seeds. Mydia dropped twelve copper pieces into the man’s outstretched hand before taking the steaming buns from him.

“Here.” She offered one to each of them. “I doubt you’ve tasted anything like these before.”

“What are they?” Caelyn asked, taking one from her. She inhaled deeply. “It smells delicious.”

“They’re called pepper buns. There’s diced pork and onions inside. They’re baked in stone ovens, which gets the dough on the outside nice and crispy while leaving the inside juicy.”

Alastair took a bite. The dough made a loud crunching sound as he bit into it. But the inside was juicy and full of spice. It was soft and flaky like the crust of a pastry, but the stuffing was bursting with flavor, the pepper adding a unique taste he had never before experienced.

“This is pretty good!” Kylar said, taking a second bite. “I’m surprised I never came across these before.”

“It’s a well-kept secret,” Mydia said with a wink.

“Yeah,” Alastair agreed. “It’s good.”

“I wish we had something like this back home,” Caelyn said. “I’ve never tasted anything quite like it.”

“I doubt many people would like it back home.” Alastair finished off his bun. “It’s too exotic for their tastes.”

“You’re probably right,” Kylar said.

Caelyn frowned. “That’s such a shame.”

“One more for me,” Alastair said, taking out a few coppers.

“What else do you think we should try?” Caelyn asked.

“This is enough for me.” Alastair took the fresh bun from the vendor. “I don’t really have anything else I want to try.”

Mydia nodded. “We’ll meet back with you in a few hours, after we’re done shopping.”

“I’ll come with you,” Kylar said to Alastair. “I can’t say I have much interest in souvenirs.”

Alastair squeezed between the thick crowd. Kylar followed alongside him. As they strolled through the market square, a small troop of soldiers, clad in shining breastplates, marched past them. The crowd parted slightly so the men could pass, the people muttering to one another in their wake.

“It must be something,” Kylar said absently.

“What is?”

“Being a soldier,” he said. “After I graduate, I plan to join the Crown’s Guard.”

“Why?” Alastair asked, taking a bite from his second pepper bun. “What about taking over as head of the Armmont House? Isn’t that what your parents want?”

“Yeah. My mother wants me to come home and start taking on some of my father’s duties. But to be honest, I’d much rather do something more with my life. I want my life to mean something! I want to serve this country. Help protect it.”

“Protect it from what? It’s not like we’re at war or anything.”

“That’s not what I meant. I just don’t want to sit behind a desk signing papers and holding business meetings like my father does,” he admitted. “Our family earned its stature by serving the king. And though we’re high enough in the nobility not to serve in the military, I still kind of want to return to those roots. You know? I can always take over as head of the family afterward.”

“True. You would make a brave soldier, Sir Armmont.” Alastair grinned, exaggerating a bow to his friend.

He laughed. “Stop! Don’t make fun!” Kylar shoved him playfully. “My family wouldn’t be where it is now without its service to the kingdom and the support from its people. I feel like I need to give back somehow. What better way to serve the people than as a knight?”

“Ease up on the noble attitude a little bit, will you? You’re making some of us look bad.”

“Yeah, well, I may not even get the chance,” he said with a chuckle.

“Why?”

Kylar sighed. “It’s complicated.”

Alastair popped the rest of the pepper bun in his mouth, finishing it off in one bite.

“Hey, Al. You mind if we stop by my family’s house before we go back to the hotel? There’s a book I wanted to borrow.”

He shrugged. “I’ve got nothing better to do.”

Kylar led them toward the western side of the city. The buildings were taller and larger than the rest—mansions fit only for the nobility. The grandeur of the upper-class neighborhoods always reminded Alastair just how big the gap between them was. While they were not nobility, Doctor Seiver made enough money to afford a lavish house but chose to live modestly. Alastair couldn’t understand why his father would want to live in a dilapidated shack of a house when they could enjoy the luxuries of life. Their home was one of the reasons why Dalton looked down on him.

Unlike their other classmates, like Shaw or the Bellana twins, Kylar was humbler. It was why they had become such good friends when they started attending Rokerth. It didn’t feel like they belonged in two different leagues.

The mansions they passed all looked similar. On either side of the cobblestone streets, royal banners hung above the doors. Kylar turned, climbing the steps of one of the manors. Without nameplates or any indicators to tell the buildings apart, Alastair was surprised Kylar could distinguish one house from the next. But as they approached the large front doors, he noticed a sigil engraved in the stone beside the entrance. A shield with a diagonal stripe had been intricately carved into the wall, with three carnations in the shield’s stripe. On either side of the sigil was a unicorn representing courage, virtue, and strength. Alastair chuckled. The symbolism in the Armmont family crest certainly befit someone dreaming of becoming a knight.

Kylar drew a gold key from his pocket and slid it into the lock. When Kylar opened the door, a servant rushed to greet him. The young woman bowed her head, curtsying politely.

“Young master, we were not expecting you,” she said.

“I won’t be staying long.” He quickly gestured for her to raise her head. “I figured I would stop by for a minute while I’m in town.”

“You brought a friend with you?” She glanced at Alastair.

“We’re just here to get a book from my father’s library,” Kylar said, hurrying past her.

Just a few steps from the door, in the center of the main hall, was a staircase that led to the second floor. Pillars of black marble stretched high above them, holding the weight of the ceiling. There were hardwood floors throughout the entire house. Expensive paintings dotted the walls. Statues and sculptures of white marble stood out like ghosts against the darker interior. Kylar’s footsteps echoed off the vaulted ceilings. The maid hurried after them as Kylar marched down the hall.

“Young master, please wait a moment.”

Kylar stopped before a pair of double doors. When he pulled the door open, an expansive library lay before them. The private Armmont collection was quite large. Shelves lined with books and scrolls stretched from the floor to the ceiling.

“Big brother!” A little girl with soft golden curls rushed toward them. She threw her arms around Kylar’s legs, hugging tightly. The girl looked to be around five years old, barely coming up to Kylar’s waist.

“Ayla?” Kylar hesitated, taken aback.

Kylar looked up quickly. His gaze traveled to the heavy wooden desk that stood at the center of the room, two wing- backed armchairs beside it. There was a woman sitting in one of them. She wore a deep blue dress with a large hoop skirt, her blonde hair pulled up into an elegant updo. She looked up from her book as they entered the room. Kylar stiffened when he saw her.

“Mother?” he said. “What are you doing in Lyrias?”

“I had business to attend to.” His mother closed her book and set it aside. She approached Kylar and kissed his cheek. “It’s good to see you, son.”

Ayla tugged at her brother’s sleeve. Kylar picked her up, the little girl wrapping her arms around his neck.

His mother turned to the maid. “Bring a pot of tea and some cakes.”

“As you wish, m’lady.” The woman curtsied and closed the door as she left.

“And who have you brought with you?” Kylar’s mother asked, glancing at Alastair.

“This is my friend from school, Alastair,” Kylar said. “I’m sorry. If I had known you were here, I would have sent word before we came.”

“It’s nice to meet you.” Alastair inclined his head respectfully.

Kylar turned back to the expanse of books. “I just came to borrow one of father’s books.”

“Of course,” his mother said. “Stay as long as you like.”

Still holding his little sister, Kylar strode toward the bookshelves. With their blond hair, freckled cheeks, and soft brown eyes, it was easy to tell the two were siblings. Kylar’s mother sat back down, returning to her book. Alastair perused the shelves. His father would be envious of the Armmonts’s extensive collection of old tomes. They had their share of ancient-looking books back at their rundown house in Allandar, but this far exceeded it. He reached up, pulling one of the old texts from the shelf. The illustration of a fearsome dragon on the front cover was gilded and painted with bright colors.

“I hope you will return home from your studies soon,” Kylar’s mother said. “Your father and I still have much to discuss with you about taking over the family affairs.”

Kylar hesitated. “Earlier when you said you had business, you meant me, didn’t you?”

“It’s hardly enough when you come home during school holidays. It’s time we discussed it properly.”

“I already told you. I want to join the Crown’s Guard after I graduate.”

“Kylar, please,” she said tersely, snapping the book shut. “There is no need for you to enter the army. Your forefathers served this kingdom so that we would not have to. There are other ways to pursue honor, like taking up your father’s work.”

“You mean by sitting behind a desk signing papers?”

Alastair shifted uncomfortably. He could tell by Kylar’s tight-lipped frown that he had not been expecting his family to be home when they arrived. Kylar clearly had his heart set on becoming a knight, but it didn’t seem like his mother would relent any time soon. He wished he could slip back out into the hallway just as the maid had done.

“There has been a lot of talk about Tenebrae recently,” Lady Armmont said. “I don’t want to see you drafted into any unforeseen conflict. It has me worried.”

“If something is happening, then all the more reason for me to join the army,” Kylar retorted. “They will be needing every able-bodied man they can get.”

Ayla tugged on her brother’s hair. “Are you going to be a knight?”

Kylar smiled. “Your big brother is going to be the bravest knight ever.”

“Kylar!” His mother frowned.

“Please don’t stop me, Mother,” he pleaded. “I want to make a difference before I sit behind a desk for the rest of my life.”

Despite the tension in the air, Ayla smiled, happy to be in her brother’s arms. There was a soft knock on the door. The maid entered the study carrying a silver tray laden with a steaming pot of tea and a plate of cakes.

“Begging your pardon, m’lady, young master.” She inclined her head as she approached the desk in the center of the room. She set the tray down carefully. The delicate porcelain teacups clinked as she poured them each a cup. “Your tea and cakes.”

“Thank you,” Kylar muttered.

Kylar’s mother set her book aside. “That will be all,” she said dismissively.

The maid curtsied and excused herself from the room. Lady Armmont stood and took one of the teacups.

“Do have some tea, dear,” she said, gesturing for Alastair to help himself.

“Thanks.” Returning the book to its place on the shelf, Alastair approached the desk. He had never really liked tea, but it would be rude to refuse Lady Armmont’s invitation.

“Kylar, come sit down.” His mother returned to her chair. “I don’t want us to be at odds.”

“I’m not thirsty,” he said.

“Please.”

“If you want, I can leave,” Alastair said quickly, setting aside his cup. “If you want to talk alone—”

“No!” Kylar’s voice sounded much louder in the quiet room. “No, Al. It’s okay.”

“Kylar, darling, I’m sorry,” Lady Armmont apologized, her voice soft. “I should not have spoken to you that way, but you have to understand my concerns.”

Ayla squirmed in Kylar’s arms, her attention fixed on the treats laid out for them. Wordlessly, Kylar set her down. The little girl hurried toward the desk. She stood on her tiptoes, reaching for the plate of cakes. Alastair pulled the plate closer. Ayla grinned, snatching one of the pastries from the top of the pile.

“I know you have your heart set on joining the Crown’s Guard,” Kylar’s mother said. “And I don’t want to force you to give up that dream, but, please, think of your family before you make your final decision.”

Kylar sighed. “I’ll give it some thought.”

“That’s all I ask.”

While Ayla sat beside her mother, munching on cakes, Kylar returned his attention to the bookshelves. It did not take long for him to find the book he had been looking for. Tucking the tome under his arm, he approached the group. He knelt beside Ayla and patted her head.

“I have to go now, Ayla. Be good while I’m gone, okay?”

Ayla wrapped her arms around him in a fierce hug. The crumbs on her hands rubbed off on his shirt as she clung to him. “No! Don’t go yet. Play with me more!”

“I can’t.” He smiled. “But I’ll be home soon, and I’ll play with you then.”

Little Ayla puffed out her cheeks, her brows scrunching together as she pouted. “Okay.”

Kylar stood and approached his mother. He bent down and kissed her cheek. “I’m going now, Mother.”

“Be safe,” she said. “When you return home at the end of the year, your father and I would like to discuss this matter further.”

He nodded. “Come on, Al. Let’s go.”

Kylar marched down the hall, the book tucked under his arm. The maid was waiting for them at the front door. She held it open for them and curtsied as they passed. Kylar didn’t even acknowledge her as he started down the steps.

“Just what kind of book where you looking for anyway?”

“Ancient runes,” he said, showing him the old tome. “Mydia said she couldn’t identify the marks on the pendant that peddler woman gave you. I just wanted to see if I could find them in here.”

Absentmindedly, Alastair squeezed his own hand, then rubbed his thumb in small circles on his palm. He could feel the faint tingle of magic where the woman had traced the rune on his skin. Just remembering her words sent a shiver surging through him. He wanted to pass off the experience as a simple peddler trying to con him into returning and spending money for charms or more readings, but something about it had shaken him. It made him wonder if what she had said was true. He shook his head, trying to forget the experience. But no matter how hard he tried, the woman’s ruby eyes and haunting words echoed in his consciousness, flitting at the edges of his thoughts. They were always there, in the back of his mind, like the remnants of a dream that refused to be forgotten.


Chapter 6

Over the course of the next few days, as their class was given tours of prominent places within the city, Alastair’s attention was scattered. A subtle tingling sensation spread from his hand where the fortune-teller had placed her protective spell. But the tingling soon turned to burning. It wasn’t strong, just an incessant reminder that something wasn’t right.

Kylar returned home one last time in an attempt to negotiate with his mother over joining the Crown’s Guard. Judging by the scowl on his face when he returned to the hotel, the conversation had not gone well. Alastair admired him for his persistence and his goals. He had never given much thought to what he wanted to do after he finished school at the Academy. Though his father knew many influential people, Alastair’s ineptitude at magic did not offer him many opportunities for the future. Alastair didn’t have the talent or desire to pursue medicine like his father, and the only thing he was any good at was sword fighting. He supposed he could join the army like Kylar, but he didn’t have noble ambitions like his friend.

The days dragged on. Alastair wished he could be anywhere else instead of listening to boring speeches. If he was going to be subjugated to lectures, he almost wanted to be back at Rokerth. He didn’t care about where the nobility gathered when court was called, or the guildhalls through which trade paperwork was processed. After escaping a particularly boring lecture about the political workings within the city, Alastair and his classmates made their way to the market. It was the last week they would be in Lyrias and the students would be free to do as they pleased. Several of them wanted to fill their pockets with souvenirs and other trinkets to bring back with them. Alastair and his friends, however, were content to drink cider at the Gray Halberd.

The book Kylar had borrowed laid open on the table. Kylar and Mydia sat together, bent close over the pages. They had been pouring over it for the past several days and hadn’t made much progress on the symbols etched into the amulet. Mydia held the mysterious pendant in her hand.

“Right here, see?” Kylar pointed one of the runes on the page. “The lines intersect a little higher, but it kind of resembles the mark on the bottom of the amulet.”

Mydia ran her thumb over the marking. “I don’t know. The ones on the necklace look like they could be an ancient Johte’ir script. The ones in your book are all human-made.”

“There are Johte’ir runes in here as well,” Kylar protested, leafing through the pages.

“Are you doing a bit of schoolwork?” Hilde asked, glancing over their shoulders.

“They’re trying to decipher the markings on the pendant a peddler woman gave to Alastair,” Caelyn said.

“You don’t recognize them, do you?” Mydia lifted the amulet.

Hilde took it from her and turned the rounded bone over. She frowned. “It doesn’t look like any Bria’alan script. I learned some of the ancient writings from my mother, but I don’t recognize this.”

“Hmm…” Mydia’s tail flicked in annoyance. “And it doesn’t resemble any Punai dialects.”

“Who cares about the damn thing?” Alastair said. “Just throw it away! You said it was worthless anyway.”

“Why would I throw it away? I haven’t figured out what language this is yet,” Mydia retorted.

“Perhaps it’s Tenebrean,” Hilde said. “Or it could be from Kasai.”

Mydia stood, scraping her chair back. “I’ll go take a look in the Archives. They should have books on Tenebrean and Kasaian writing.”

“Let me come with you,” Caelyn said. “I’ve been wanting to go there as well.”

Alastair groaned.

“Caelyn, wait.” Kylar stood quickly. “Listen, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”

Mydia glanced at Alastair, a knowing grin on her face. She had always been quick to pick up on things. Alastair frowned and shook his head, hoping she would keep her mouth shut. She rolled her eyes instead, folding her arms as she waited to see Caelyn’s reaction. Kylar smiled sheepishly, combing his fingers through his blond hair.

“I was hoping you might like to go out for dinner tonight. Just the two of us.” Despite being turned down once, he was persistent. It was something Alastair admired about him.

Caelyn was at a loss for words. “O-oh, um…” She couldn’t meet his gaze. Alastair had seen that reaction before— she was trying to think of an excuse. “Well, I…”

“If you’re not sure, that’s okay,” Kylar said. “But would you at least think it over?”

“I’m surprised he decided to ask again,” Mydia whispered, leaning close so only Alastair could hear her.

“Why?”

“I swear, you both are so dense! She’s been trying to turn him down gently, to spare his feelings.” She paused before continuing. “Caelyn’s got feelings for someone else.”

Caelyn’s eyes flicked up for a moment, as if she was looking at Alastair. She glanced away almost as quickly. Alastair knew she couldn’t come up with a good enough excuse to turn him down. “I suppose one meal wouldn’t hurt,” she finally muttered.

Kylar’s face lit up. “You won’t regret it!”

“On that note, we’ll head out first,” Mydia said with a wink, steering Caelyn toward the door.

“I can’t believe she actually said yes,” Alastair said, watching the girls leave.

“And you said I wasn’t her type.” He grinned. “I should have bet money on it.”

Alastair rolled his eyes.

“Al, you want to explore the market a little more? I promised Ayla I would send a gift home for her and I thought maybe I’d buy something nice for Caelyn as well.”

“And you want me to help you pick out something she’d like?”

“I’d appreciate your help.”

He sighed. “Fine. Not like I have anything else to do.”

Kylar quickly gathered up his things, tucking the old book under his arm. “Thanks, you’re a life saver!”

“Come back again soon,” Hilde said with a smile.

Kylar and Alastair made their way out into the market. People from all over Solheim, as well as foreign merchants, were constantly coming and going, which meant the vendors changed from day to day. Several of the carts and stalls selling their wares were the same as the day they had first arrived, but there were others they had not seen before. The two walked leisurely through the crowds, admiring glittering jewelry and vibrant clothes from far-off lands. As Kylar browsed for a gift for Caelyn, Alastair let his attention wander. He wasn’t interested in souvenirs or shopping for presents.

Glancing up, something out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. Between two buildings sat a small white creature—a fox with large ears. It looked exactly like the one on Beaudernic’s statue back at the church, as well as the one from his dream a few weeks ago. But as quickly as he had spotted it, it vanished down a narrow side street.

“Did you see that?”

Kylar looked up from the bracelet he had been admiring. “See what?”

“Over there.” He pointed toward the alley where the creature had appeared. “I thought I saw a fox.”

“A fox? In the middle of the city?”

Alastair started toward the side street where he had seen it, but now throngs of people were blocking his view.

“Hey, Al, wait up!”

As he drew closer, he spotted it again. The fox darted down the narrow alley. Squeezing through the crowd, Alastair chased after it. Kylar’s voice faded behind him, the crowd of shoppers separating them. The fox scurried around the corner and soon disappeared into the maze of slim passages. The murmur of the crowd from the market died away, leaving only silence. Something farther back in the alleyway gleamed in the bleak, dim corridor, near where the fox had vanished. Alastair glimpsed the dark entryway of a storefront. A black iron sign holder curved out from the faded brick, but there was no sign. The windows were dingy, dust obscuring much of the inside from view. Odds and ends appeared in the window display, like ghosts behind the dull glass.

There was something about the little store that compelled him, as if it were drawing him in. He wanted to know what lay inside. Heart pounding, he opened the door. The air was heavy and thick with incense, the room dimly lit. Shelves lined the walls and small tables cluttered the room, their wares ranging from tiny trinkets to crystal balls and stacks of books. A box of marbles on one of the shelves glinted in the lamplight. Scopes and crystals, old bones, quills, books, glass seekers, globes, antique jewelry, everything he could imagine was on display, clustered into the crowded room like a pawn shop.

Alastair approached one of the nearby tables. Nestled among the trinkets was a simple wooden box, its lid open. A silver ring lay inside. A dragon wrapped around the thick band and curled around an orange gemstone. Gold flecks glimmered beneath the polished surface of the stone, like a flame was shining within it. There was something about the fiery gem that called out to him.

He reached out, as if his body wasn’t his own. It was like something deep inside called out to him. As his fingers brushed the surface, a powerful shock surged through his arm. He leaped back, knocking over a display of daggers and short swords. The clang of metal hitting the floor echoed loudly in the quiet room.

“Welcome to my shop,” a smooth female voice said.

Alastair jumped at the sound. At the back of the room was a doorway, a red satin curtain hanging halfway across the opening. Standing with her arm resting gently on the doorframe was a beautiful woman with dark hair that hung down to her waist. She wore a silk robe with long cascading sleeves. Red- crested cranes were embroidered into the rich black silk, silver wisps swirling around the birds. She watched him carefully, as if she were gazing at his soul with her cat-like yellow eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “It was an accident—I didn’t mean to…” He hurriedly gathered up the fallen blades, arranging them back on their display as best he could.

She approached him leisurely. Her robe flowed effortlessly across the floor. As she drew close to him, she reached out and gently caressed his cheek. His hand suddenly burned, the image of a rune glowing faintly in his palm. The woman recoiled slightly, the mark fading as she did so.

“What the…?”

“Someone has placed a powerful spell on you.” She gently took his hand, the rune beginning to glow once more. “And a dangerous one at that.”

“She said it was a protective charm.”

“I don’t believe protection was her intent. I feel a malicious energy behind it.”

“Then what’s it for?”

“This is an ancient tracing spell.” She opened a small glass pot sitting on a nearby table. Taking a pinch of black dust, she spread it across Alastair’s palm. His hand instantly felt as though it was burning. She drew her finger lightly across his palm, cutting the glowing rune in half. “Kisu o kacchawei,” she whispered.

The veins in his hand were liquid fire, sending a searing pain through every nerve. The rune throbbed before vanishing, leaving no trace behind.

“There we are,” she said, satisfied.

“What did you do?”

“I broke the spell she put on you, of course.” She smiled, gazing at him intently. “Such lovely eyes. Fiery, too.”

He quickly drew his hand back, rubbing his thumb in circles on his palm, where the rune had been. Up close, he could see the rounded tips of her feline ears peeking from beneath her hair. Alastair swallowed hard. “Look, I don’t want any trouble. I was just looking around and I stumbled in here by accident.”

“It was no accident.” She smiled at him. “It was fated to happen.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Something drew you here. A powerful magic.” She reached into her sleeve and extracted a long-stemmed smoking pipe, the bowl only big enough for a small pinch of tobacco. “You came because it was inevitable.”

“Who are you?”

“I am known by many names. Some call me a sorceress, others a seer, but for now, you may call me Yara.”

He glanced around nervously. “So…what is this place?”

“A shop of curios and sorts,” she said, plucking the ring from its box and turning it over in her hand. “I sell trinkets to collectors, rare components for spells, and I offer divinations to those who seek them.” Alastair’s eyes followed the ring as she set it back in the box and closed the lid. She placed the metal end of the pipe between her teeth and inhaled deeply. Swirls of sweet-smelling tobacco coiled from her lips as she exhaled. “So, tell me, what is it that drew you here?”

Alastair glanced at the box. It felt as if Yara’s eyes were looking through him. “It might sound weird…” he said, shifting uncomfortably under her gaze. “But there was a fox that ran off down this alley. I chased it, but it disappeared, and that’s how I stumbled on your store.”

“A fox, you say?” She dropped another pinch of tobacco into the pipe bowl. “What did it look like?”

“It was smaller than normal foxes,” he said. “It was white and had these huge ears. Bigger than normal.”

Yara’s ears pricked up. “How unusual,” she said. “What you are describing is called a zenko. They are not native to this region, so it is rare for you to see one here.”

Alastair couldn’t help but stare at the box. He pressed his thumb firmly against the palm that had touched the ring. It still tingled. Noticing that Yara was watching him, he looked down and away. His hand was going numb.

“It has begun, hasn’t it?” she said.

“What has?”

“Once the stone has begun to roll, it cannot be stopped. Your coming has set events in motion,” she said. Alastair didn’t understand what she meant. But the numbness was spreading. Yara’s gaze flicked down to his hand, as if she could sense it.

“Sorry for intruding,” he said quickly, hiding his hand behind his back. “I should get back to, um…my friend is probably looking for me, so…” He started for the door.

“Wait.”

He froze, hand on the brass handle. He could hear the rustle of her robe as she approached him. Yara held the little wooden box in her hand.

“Take it,” she said.

He glanced at the box before averting his gaze. “No, I…I don’t have any money.”

Taking his hand, Yara pressed the box into his palm. “Then call it a gift. Something tells me that this was meant for you.”

“I…I have to go.” Alastair threw the door open and darted outside. He could feel Yara’s eyes watching him as he hurried out of the shop. The rumble of the crowd returned the further he went from the shop. Stumbling out into the throng, he scanned the faces for Kylar. He gripped the box tightly, the corners digging into his palm. The whole encounter had shaken him. His body felt oddly feverish.

“Alastair?” A hand touched his shoulder.

He jumped, whirling around to face the person who had spoken. Caelyn jerked her hand back, eyes wide. Alastair sighed, relieved to see her. He hastily shoved the box in his pocket.

“You startled me,” he breathed.

“Me?” She held her hand to her chest. “That’s my line! Where have you been? Kylar said you disappeared into the crowd and he couldn’t find you.”

“Sorry.” He forced a smile.

“Al!” Kylar shouted. He and Mydia hurried toward them. “Where the hell did you disappear to? We’ve been looking for you for hours!”

“I didn’t mean to…wait, did you say hours?”

“Kylar came chasing after us about an hour after we parted ways and said you’d gone missing. We’ve been looking for you ever since.”

“That’s not—are you crazy? I’ve haven’t even been gone thirty minutes!”

The three exchanged worried glances.

“Alastair,” Mydia said slowly. “We left you at the tavern at noon. It’s nearly sundown.”

“Where the hell have you been?” Kylar asked.

“I was in a shop.” He pointed back to the alley he had just come from. “I was only in there about ten minutes.”

“There aren’t any shops down that way,” Mydia said.

“Yes, there is.” He could tell by the looks on their faces that they didn’t believe him. It was frustrating. “I’ll prove it to you!”

He stormed toward the alley, his three friends following close behind. He led them back down the passage he had taken, the one where the strange fox had led him. Alastair turned the corner. Something was off. The dingy corridor looked the same, but there was no doorway. He rushed toward the faded brick wall. It was solid. There was nothing there.

“That’s not possible,” he muttered. Running his hands frantically over the bricks, he tried to find the door. “It was right here! I swear, there was a weird shop full of junk and it was right here!”

Kylar drew his wand, pointing it at the wall. “Inveniet.” The tip of his wand glowed as he said the spell. It was a simple charm to reveal hidden objects, but nothing happened. “Latens Revelare,” he said, trying a stronger incantation. The brick wall glimmered for a moment but soon faded. Nothing was there.

Mydia rested her hand on the bricks, trying to sense any traces of foreign magic. Johte’ir tended to favor different types of magic than the ones taught at Rokerth. Reaching into her pocket, Mydia pulled out a small piece of chalk. She traced a circle on the wall, writing several intricate runes along the outer edge. Her work complete, she rested her hand in the center of the magic circle. “Rahsia o Mendakahnat,” she said in her native tongue. The lines she had drawn glowed faintly, but nothing happened.

“There’s nothing here,” she said, turning to Alastair.

“That’s impossible!” he protested. “It was just here!”

Caelyn’s brows creased. She reached for his arm, but when she touched him, she yanked her hand back with a yelp. “You’re burning up! Alastair, your skin feels like it’s on fire!”

Mydia leaned closer, scrutinizing him. “Your face does look a little flushed. If you’re getting sick, maybe you imagined the shop? A high fever can cause you to hallucinate.”

“I’m not hallucinating!”

“Either way, we should get going,” Kylar said. “Professor Knight wants us to return to the hotel by sundown. When we get back, you should get looked at by a doctor.”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Caelyn asked. Alastair could tell by the tense look on Caelyn’s face that she was not convinced.

“I said I’m fine,” he snapped. “I’m not sick, okay?” Though he denied it, he could feel an odd heat radiating throughout his body. He felt…wrong. Something had awakened inside him, leaving him restless. It felt like a fire slowly spreading.

By the time they returned to the hotel, the sun was setting. Professor Knight and the other teachers had set up a banquet in the main hall. After his encounter with Yara, Alastair didn’t feel like joining the party with the rest of the class. Instead, he excused himself upstairs. His friends insisted he go to the hotel’s infirmary first, but Alastair refused. He trudged upstairs alone. The empty bedroom was dark, since his roommates were enjoying the festivities with the others. He could hear the roar of voices downstairs, even from the third floor. Through the window, he could see the branches of the tree that covered the city, the night’s first stars peeking out through the gaps in the leaves. After closing the door behind him, Alastair flopped onto the bed. The box Yara gave him fell from his pocket and clattered to the floor.

Sitting up, Alastair gazed at the box at his feet. He had almost forgotten about it. The lid had opened when it fell, the ring lying not far from the box. The silver band glinted in the moonlight. It sent shivers down his spine, reminding him of Yara’s shop and the sensation he had felt when he touched the ring. Hesitantly, he reached down for it. When his fingers touched it, a powerful shock surged through him. Sudden pain exploded through him being. Alastair’s legs buckled and he crumpled to the ground. He clutched his arms across his stomach, a shriek of pain escaping his lips. He could hear rushed footsteps pounding up the stairs. The door slammed open, flooding the room with light.

“Alastair!” Caelyn bolted toward him.

Caelyn was shouting, but her words sounded muffled, as if he had been submerged underwater. His body convulsed. Fire burned through every muscle, bone, and fiber. His face contorted in agony. Every fiber in his body had turned into molten iron. He was vaguely aware of Caelyn’s presence as she knelt beside him. But her touch only heightened the intensity of the pain. Something white-hot seared his back. Alastair could feel tongues of fire curve down along his shoulder blades, cutting lines across his back. Other faces crowded around him, all talking worriedly, but he couldn’t make sense of their words. He glimpsed one of them draw something from their pocket. A sharp sting jolted through him as the tip of a wand touched his forehead. He went rigid with agony as the magic lanced through him. He was suddenly cold, and the world began to close in on him.

Darkness threatened to consume him. He could sense the others around him, but couldn’t make sense of who they were or what was happening. As the powerful spell took hold, his mind was thrust from his body. The anguish sent his mind reeling back to a familiar valley, and a tree that transcended time.


Chapter 7

Alastair faded in and out of consciousness, barely aware of what was happening around him. The only thing that felt real was the pain lancing through his body. He was observing his surroundings with an odd sense of detachment. Worried voices surrounded him, arguing. Though he couldn’t clearly hear their words, he understood—he was dying. It felt as if his body was crumbling. Each touch brought excruciating pain. It was pure agony. There was a muttered spell and a flash of light.

Then, nothing.

Everything stopped, his consciousness plunged into darkness. He lay there in the void, listening. All was silent. Try as he might, he couldn’t find the strength to lift even his finger. Slowly, he became aware of someone’s presence close to him. It felt familiar. Comforting.

“You’ve finally come,” a tired voice echoed around him. “At last.”

The rustling of leaves and the wind on his face lulled him. His body relaxed. The ground beneath him was soft, but tickled his skin. He reached out slowly, feeling the grass beneath him. A cool breeze blew as he lay there in the shade, his head propped up on someone’s lap. A slender hand brushed the hair back from his forehead. His eyes fluttered open, the darkness finally receding. The figure of a woman hovered over him, silhouetted against the sunlight filtering through the leaves. With her long blonde hair, she could have been Caelyn. But as his vision swam into focus, he realized the woman’s features were different. The shape of her face was similar, but there was an otherworldliness about her. Eyes as green as the forest gazed down at him. The tree above them was just as it had been in his dreams, but this time it was full of life. The once withered leaves were still green and vibrant.

“I have been waiting for you for a very long time, Alastair.”

He frowned. “How do you know my name? Where am I?”

The woman gazed up at the tree above them. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves overhead. “This is the beginning of all things—this world. This is where it started. And it is here that I have been waiting.”

“Beneath this tree?”

“No,” she said, a gentle laugh escaping her lips. She pointed to his chest, letting her fingertip rest above his heart. “In here. I have always been here.”

“I don’t understand. Who are you?”

She laughed. “How quickly the people have forgotten me. To some, I am known as Mother Earth.” The woman’s smile was warm, like the last rays of sunset. “My name is Elah. It is through me that this world lives.”

His eyes widened. “No way. You mean from the creation myth?”

“So, you have remembered?”

“No, that’s not…I read about you, and your brothers, in class.”

The ground beneath them began to shake. A rumble rose from deep below. Elah locked her deep green eyes on him. “There is not much time. Alastair, I must ask you to do something for me.”

“Look, I don’t really know what’s going on, but—”

“Your body has gone into shock, my child. The power that has been lying deep within you has awakened. Circuits that were dormant have now been forced open.”

Alastair sat up quickly, inching away from Elah. “You’re freaking me out.”

The air around them grew heavy. The valley wavered as if caught in a haze. The cool breeze that had caressed him vanished, an oppressive heat taking its place. Leaves fluttered down from above, their edges singed and brown. Alastair could see the veins through the paper-thin foliage.

“What the?” He reached out and let one of the leaves land in his palm. It turned brown and burst into flames the moment he touched it.

He looked back at Elah. Her ethereal beauty had melted away. Instead, he sat facing a woman with deep-set wrinkles and dark spots. Her hair had thinned and grayed in a matter of moments. Alastair yelped, shocked. He scuttled back from her, his eyes wide.

“I am dying, Alastair. Please, you must help me,” she begged. Bits of bark chipped away from the tree. And as the wood sloughed off, skin peeled from her face, as if Elah were withering along with the tree. Ashes swirled about them as the oppressive heat intensified. “You must find the others. You cannot do this alone.”

“Find who? Do what alone?” He was starting to panic. “What are you talking about?”

“He—”

The tree erupted in a pillar of smoke and fire, consuming Elah along with it. Alastair’s eyes widened in horror. An unearthly shriek echoed in the darkening sky. He could just make out the hazy form of the woman as she writhed and screamed. Scrambling to his feet, Alastair bolted. The once quiet valley was now a wasteland of fire and ash. Tendrils of black smog unfurled like fingers, trying to drag him back into the blaze. It didn’t matter how fast he ran; the smoke and flames were there. They engulfed him in heat and soot, smothering him until his lungs could take no more. The weight in his legs dragged him to the ground.

“It’s just a dream,” he muttered, squeezing his eyes shut against the burning smoke. “It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream!”

The heavy smoke enveloped him. Alastair gasped for air, wheezing as his lungs filled with ash. It burned! The fire closed in around him. This couldn’t be a dream. It felt too real. He could feel his heart hammering painfully against his ribs. It felt like it would burst from his chest. Alastair coughed. The fire siphoned out what little oxygen remained in the air, fueling it to grow larger. Breathing felt like there was a boulder weighing on his chest, keeping him from getting oxygen. The feeling of not being able to get enough air sent a hot flash of fear coursing through him.

I’m going to die, he thought. His vision wavered as he laid there gasping. I’m going to die without ever accomplishing anything.

Something red glinted through the haze. Despite the burning in his lungs, he clawed his way across the scorching ground. Alastair reached for the object. As he dragged himself closer, he could see it was a gem set in the silver coils of a dragon—the same as the one from the ring. Somehow, he knew the ring held powerful magic. It could save him. He could resign himself to death’s embrace, or grasp for a miracle.

Though panic flitted at the edges of his consciousness, he struggled toward the jewel. He let out a strangled cry of defiance as he reached for it. His fingers curled around the gleaming gemstone. A jolt surged through his arm, like white hot needles were piercing every inch of him. A scream of agony erupted from him, but despite the pain, he gripped the ring tighter. It felt as though the heat were penetrating him down to his very core. A blanket of flames encompassed him and, all at once, he felt as though a hole had been filled.

The world around him dissipated, a dark wood ceiling replacing the hazy sky. Alastair fought to focus his mind, feeling the soft mattress beneath his aching back. Everything was in snippets, the ceiling above him and the cabinets he could glimpse from the corner of his eyes. It felt as though his bones had turned into molten rock. His clothes clung to his skin, drenched in sweat. Despite how cool the air was, it did nothing to soothe his searing skin. Swiveling his eyes from side to side, he searched the room. The far wall was filled with books from floor to ceiling. Not far from the bed was a tall chest with little square drawers, the names of herbs written on the front of each one.

Muffled footsteps shuffled toward him. A familiar Johte’ir woman with dark curly hair entered the room. She was grinding something in a mortar. The scraping of stone on stone halted when she realized Alastair was conscious.

“Oh, thank the spirits, you’re awake!” Setting the mortar and pestle aside, she touched the back of her hand to Alastair’s forehead. “Your temperature is still quite high.”

Alastair swallowed past the dryness in his throat. He was fiercely thirsty. “What…where am I?”

Isha tied her hair back in a tight bun before reaching for the mortar. “You are in the infirmary at Rokerth.”

“Is he awake?” Caelyn’s frantic voice called out. Before Alastair had time to respond, she was at his bedside. Her misty eyes were red and puffy. “Oh, my spirits…are you okay?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah…yeah, I’m okay.” The oppressive fever weighing down on him made his body feel sluggish and heavy, heat radiating from inside him. “What happened?”

“There was a loud boom—like thunder—and then you let out the most horrible scream I have ever heard.” She shuddered at the thought. “I rushed upstairs and you had collapsed in a sort of fit and we didn’t know what to do and then Professor Knight came in…” Caelyn sank into the chair beside the bed. “I was so scared!”

Isha approached the bed. “Here. Drink this.” She offered him a cold glass.

Alastair slowly pushed himself up so that he was leaning against the pillows. He took a sip before spewing it all over the blanket. Caelyn jumped back, nearly knocking over her chair.

“What the hell is that?” He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.

“What did you expect it to be?” Isha said, exasperated. “It’s medicine for that persistent fever of yours. It certainly won’t taste like juice, if that’s what you were expecting.”

Pinching his nose, Alastair downed the glass in one big gulp. He shook his head, trying to rid himself of the taste. But though the medicine was cool on his throat, it did nothing to alleviate the intense heat radiating throughout his body.

“How long was I out?” he asked.

Caelyn hesitated before meeting his eyes. “About three weeks.”

“Three! I was…I was out cold for three weeks?” he sputtered. That meant fall classes would be starting soon. He had missed out on half of his summer!

She nodded. Her eyes shone with fresh tears. “The hotel manager called for a doctor, but the local physicians weren’t able to do much to help you, so we had to wait for the Royal Pharmacist to arrive. They did what they could, but when he heard about Dr. Seiver and Isha’s reputation, he agreed that it would be best to send you back here to recover. He used some really advanced spells to stabilize you for the transport back to Rokerth, but your fever kept getting worse. I-I thought you were going to die!”

“The doctors sent you back early due to your medical emergency,” Isha explained, “and Caelyn insisted on accompanying you. The rest of the class will arrive back here by the end of the week.”

“You missed your date, then?” Alastair said, glancing at Caelyn.

Her cheeks flushed. She looked like she wanted to tell him to mind his own business, but she quickly closed her mouth. Caelyn merely nodded to his question. Kylar had probably been devastated to miss out on a nice dinner with his dream girl. A wave of pain suddenly coursed through his head. Groaning, Alastair hunched over and buried his face in his hands.

“Are you okay?” Caelyn asked.

“Just dizzy,” he muttered. His vision still swimming as he looked up at Isha. “Is my old man still gone?”

“Yes,” she said. “I have sent word informing him about your condition. He should be back soon.”

Alastair dreaded what his father would say, especially after he had gone to Lyrias when he had explicitly forbidden it.

Isha helped ease him back into bed. “Your fever is incredibly high. It would be best not to overexert yourself.”

He nodded, feeling too drained to argue. Isha excused herself from the room, closing the door behind her. Caelyn reached into her pocket and pulled out a familiar wooden box. Alastair stiffened at the sight of it. She laid it gently on the bedside table.

“I found this on the floor where you collapsed,” she said, her eyes downcast. She gripped the fabric of her skirt tightly. “Where did you get it?”

He turned away from her. “In a shop in Lyrias,” he muttered. “The one that apparently doesn’t exist.”

“If there really was a shop and we couldn’t find it, then it must have been concealed with very powerful magic. Why would you take something from a shop like that?”

“I didn’t want to! The lady practically shoved it in my hand,” he huffed. “Besides, it didn’t seem dangerous. And if I had known the shop would disappear like that, I never would have taken it.”

“You’ve been acting strange since before we left on the trip, but now it’s become so much worse. What is even happening?”

“I don’t know, okay? Just…leave me alone.”

“Stop acting tough! What are you not telling me—”

“I said leave me alone!” He rolled onto his side, his back to her.

His outburst startled her. After a long pause, he heard her chair scrape back as she stood.

“Fine,” she muttered. “I’ll leave you be.”

Alastair heard her footsteps and the click of the door closing. Flopping onto his back once more, he draped his arm over his eyes and sighed.

“Like I could tell you when I don’t even know,” he grumbled.

Turning his head, he stared at the box on the bedside table. He reached out for it, palms sweaty. Alastair carefully picked it up and opened the lid, the little ring tumbling into his hand. This time, there was no shock, no burning pain—it was just a ring. He turned it over, examining it closely. The dragon that curled around the band, holding the gemstone in place, had tiny rubies set in its eyes. Runes had been etched on the inside of the band, but had faded, making them impossible to decipher. He slipped it onto his middle finger but still, nothing happened.

“Maybe I’m finally starting to lose it.”

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Kylar was the first to visit when the rest of the class returned from Lyrias. He told Alastair about all the things he had missed out on. Of course, Kylar asked after Caelyn, sounding jealous that she had skipped out on their date and left early to accompany Alastair back to the Academy. But she hadn’t returned since Alastair shouted at her over a week ago. He hated to admit it, but her resolve was admirable. True to her word, she left him alone. He regretted snapping at her, but there was nothing he could do about it now.

Isha kept him on strict bedrest. Though his fever had gone down, his body felt hot and heavy. Despite his excessive perspiration, he couldn’t regulate his body heat. His temperature remained higher than normal. He had difficulty moving. And even with Isha’s advanced knowledge of medicine, she was not able to make any progress with his symptoms. It seemed he would have to wait for his father to return to make any headway.


Chapter 8

Alastair jolted awake. He laid there, drenched in sweat, listening. A loud thumping sound had woken him, but now all was quiet. The stillness was unnatural. It felt heavy, like a powerful silencing spell had been cast over the room. Even in his fevered state, he knew something was wrong. He strained to hear something—anything. Alastair sat up slowly, the rustling of his sheets disturbing the stillness. For a moment, he could have sworn he heard something out in the hall. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, and just as he was about to stand, the door banged open.

A figure lunged toward him, closing the short distance in an instant. Instinctively, Alastair raised his arms in defense. Hands shaking, he caught the man’s wrist, a dagger inches from his face. The force of the blow knocked him back onto the bed. Alastair’s chest heaved as he tried to keep the attacker at bay.

“Impressive reflexes, kid,” the man sneered.

“Wh…who are you?” Alastair said through clenched teeth.

The man pressed down harder. Alastair struggled to free himself. His body felt heavy from the fever, trembling beneath the man’s power. He managed to twist the man’s wrist, causing him to drop the dagger. But as Alastair’s strength waned, his attacker was able to overpower him. The man curled his fingers around Alastair’s neck and squeezed.

“Go ahead, kid, try and scream!” he mocked. “Nothing gives me more pleasure than to watch dead men struggle.” As the man pressed down, Alastair glimpsed an emblem of a double-headed eagle on his shoulder, swords clutched in both of its feet.

“Y-you’re a…s-soldier from Tenebrae?” Alastair gasped.

The assailant’s lips parted in a wicked grin. “A dead man doesn’t need to know.”

The man’s grip tightened, cutting off his air completely. Clawing at the man’s hands, Alastair tried to gasp for air. No matter how he struggled, the stranger’s grip did not loosen. Even if Alastair could use magic, without air, he couldn’t say any of the spells. His vision swam in and out of focus.

He was going to die.

Panic swelled up from his stomach, an immense heat welling up with it. As the fever coursed through his body, a voice deep inside him began to whisper. Through the fear, he could hear it clearly—Let go.

The gem on his finger gleamed, and the air around him rapidly heated up to intense temperatures. Flames exploded outward. The man cried out in shock, releasing him roughly. Coughing, Alastair sucked the air in greedily. He clasped a hand around his neck, feeling the bruises the attacker’s hands had left.

Snatching up his dagger, the man took a step back. “You’re an elemental—”

Alastair charged at the man, wrestling him to the ground. Alastair couldn’t think straight. His only thoughts were survival. The soldier struggled against him. Snatching his attacker by the wrist, Alastair forced the dagger from the soldier’s hand again. The man shrieked, Alastair’s touch burning him. Angry red welts appeared on the man’s skin beneath Alastair’s hand. A scream of rage erupted from Alastair. Fire burst from him, engulfing the stranger. As Alastair’s hold on his temper slipped, the inferno intensified. The soldier howled as he was enveloped in the blaze.

As the fire rampaged, Alastair’s composure slowly began to regain his composure. His body felt lighter, the delirium from his fever lifting. Through the flickering flames, he could see the shadow of the soldier thrashing.

The bloodcurdling screams echoed thoughout the room. Alastair could see the man’s face blacken, the skin curling back and exposing the raw muscle underneath. The soldier covered his face with his hands and collapsed to the floor, trying to douse the flames. The sickening smell of smoke and burning flesh filled the space. Alastair covered his mouth and scrambled away from the man. Fear crept in, replacing his anger. The man’s wails grew fainter until they were nothing more than a garbled moan. The stranger reached out toward Alastair with a blackened hand before the breath finally left his body.

Alastair ran for the door. His stomach churned, the image of the soldier, burned alive, seared into his memory. He couldn’t make sense of what had just happened. It felt like the fire had appeared, as if called into being by his anger. But he couldn’t use magic, so that wasn’t possible…was it?

Flames licked at his heels as he darted into the hallway, the fire spreading rapidly behind him. He stumbled into the main reception area and froze in his tracks. Isha knelt over another soldier, her white uniform stained a deep crimson. She yanked her hand back, a dagger slipping free from the soldier’s exposed neck. Blood spurted from the artery in rhythm with the man’s pulse.

Isha leaped up at the sight of movement. Alastair took a step back, pressing his back to the wall. Isha’s teeth were clenched in a snarl, revealing her pointed canines. Her expression softened when she realized who it was.

“Alastair! Thank the spirits. I tried to stop them, but one of those brutes slipped past me.” She reached out to him, but he flinched away from her hand. Her gaze hardened when she noticed the bruises on his neck. “You’re injured. Let me take a look.”

“No, I…what’s going on?” he blurted out. “You just— with the knife and—I thought you were just a nurse! How did you…?”

A shadow passed over her features. “I may have dedicated my life to helping others and the practice medicine, but I am still a Bria’alan warrior. I will not hesitate to cut down those who wish harm upon me or those I care for.”

Her cold words sent shivers coursing up his spine. The crackle of flames behind him reminded Alastair of the looming danger. The fire was spreading quickly.

“Come. We cannot stay here.” She steered him toward the door.

Outside the infirmary, the noise was deafening. Warlike screams echoed through the halls of the academy. The clash of steel rang over the frantic shouts of terrified students. Doors had been kicked down or hacked to pieces entirely. Bodies lay strewn in the hallways. As they neared the courtyard, Isha held out her hand to stop him. She crouched low behind a pillar and peered into the yard below. Alastair knelt behind her, straining to see.

Soldiers laden with heavy armor hefted broadswords and spears, hacking down students as they fled. Their swords had an odd curvature to them, like a short sword that had been forged to resemble a cutlass. Some of Alastair’s classmates stood their ground, wielding their wands and the swords they used for sparring practice. But the etiquette of a nobleman’s duel was no match for the brutish tactics of experienced soldiers. Even with their enhanced magic, the students stood little chance. Alastair glimpsed one of Dalton Shaw’s friends in the midst of the chaos, fighting off one of the mercenaries. He stood his ground, trying to give his other classmates time to run. Alastair could see the boy’s muscles trembling as he struggled to fend off the attackers. The clang of blades rang through the discord.

Alastair stood quickly, but Isha yanked him back. He struggled against her, wanting to rush to the boy’s aid. Though Alastair hated Shaw and his friends, they didn’t deserve to be slaughtered like animals.

“Let me go!” he hissed.

“You mustn’t!” Her grip on his arm tightened. “In our situation, we—”

He wrenched free from her grasp and darted for an opening. He only managed a few steps before Isha wrestled him to the ground. Despite his thrashing, the pillars lining the balcony kept them hidden. Amidst his struggle, he glanced up to see the soldier knock Dalton’s friend back, disrupting his balance. In a flash, the man’s sword came down, cleaving the boy’s body from his right shoulder to the middle of his chest. Isha clamped her hand over Alastair’s mouth, stifling his horrified scream. He watched helplessly as his classmate’s body crumpled to the ground amidst the other corpses. Only when the soldiers had moved on did Isha finally release him. Alastair shoved her off.

“We could have saved him!”

“Your safety is my primary concern.” There was not a shred of remorse in her eyes. She firmly gripped him by the arm and hoisted him up. “It is my duty to see to it that you make it out of here alive.”

“Duty? What about the lives of the other kids? The rest of the students don’t matter?”

She remained silent, her resolve unwavering.

“I’m not leaving here without my friends.” He jerked free from her grasp and started down the hall. “I’m not gonna run like a coward with my tail between my legs.”

Isha growled at his offensive remark. Her ears flicked back in annoyance. “I cannot allow you to—”

“Then I guess you’re going to have to come with me!” he snapped. “But I’m not going to just sit here and let them murder my friends.”

He could see her jaw tense as she weighed her options.

“Fine. But don’t be too reckless,” she said tersely. “You’re not fully recovered. I will try to locate Miss McDowell first.”

Isha skirted around him, leading the way. She kept to the shadows as they crept through the back halls, avoiding the carnage as best they could. As they neared the east wing—the girls’ dormitories—Isha slowed. Ahead of them, the hallway split off in two directions, dormitories to the right and the lecture halls further down the left corridor. The door to the first dorm room stood ajar. Isha’s ears twitched, swiveling from the sides to face forward. They pricked up, on high alert. She held her hand out to stop him.

“Someone’s coming,” she whispered.

“In the room?”

She shook her head and pointed down the corridor to their right. Alastair inched closer to the door, Isha keeping a keen eye on the left hall for any movement. Carefully, Alastair pushed the door open. As he did, light from the hallway flooded the room. The stench of blood was overwhelming. His stomach lurched. He quickly covered his mouth, swallowing back the nausea.

He recognized the bodies of Madison and Morgan Bellana. The elder lay sprawled on the floor, hand stretched toward the door. She had dragged herself from the bed, leaving a smeared trail of blood behind her. Her younger sister’s lifeless eyes gazed at the ceiling, one arm draped off the edge of the bed. The youngest’s abdomen had been ripped open, her intestines spilling onto the blood-soaked bedsheets. Hands trembling, Alastair turned the elder twin over. Her throat had been slashed, the front of her white nightgown saturated with blood. He stumbled back, his stomach heaving again. This time he could not hold back the nausea. Alastair coughed, dry heaving as he retched what little remained in his belly.

He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, his breathing labored. The twins’ dorm was the first in the east wing, which meant the invaders had already begun their rampage in the girls’ dormitories. There were sure to be more bedrooms full of carnage and death, just like this one. A chill coursed through him at the thought, another wave of nausea washing over him. It was then he remembered what Isha had said. Someone’s coming. He scrambled to his feet, darting into the hall. Startled, Isha sprang after him. If someone had already attacked the twins, and Isha had heard movement further down the hall, it was possible the invaders were still here.

Caelyn’s room was quite a distance down the corridor. He prayed they hadn’t reached her dorm yet. As he ran, the shrieks of frightened students echoed off the walls, mingled with the barbaric shouts of soldiers. The clang of steel rang louder. He skidded around the corner. A pair of soldiers clad in thick leathers and weather-beaten furs blocked the hall. The shorter of the two kicked down one of the doors, a terrified wail erupting from within. The taller soldier advanced toward a group of students standing their ground in the dead end of the hallway.

The taller soldier whirled around, swinging his sword. Alastair ducked, the blade sailing inches past his face. A dagger whizzed past him, landing with a thunk in the man’s shoulder. In the soldier’s moment of hesitation, one of the cornered students lunged forward. A sword ripped through the soldier’s back. Blood splattered Alastair as the blade pierced through the man’s chest. Isha darted forward, yanking her dagger from the man’s lifeless body. The soldier crumpled to the floor. When his hulking figure slid from the edge of the sword, Alastair could finally see the students the man had cornered.

Kylar stood panting, his sword clutched tightly in both hands. Mydia and Caelyn were behind him. Caelyn’s pallor was worse than normal. Though she could not fully see the nightmare unfolding around them, she could undoubtedly sense it. Her wand was drawn, though with her weak constitution, her spellcasting would be of little aid. Mydia stood defensively, an ornate dagger clutched in her hand. Like Isha, Mydia’s clan had raised her to be able to fight, though she was no warrior. The second soldier emerged from the room, stepping over his comrade’s corpse.

“Ya shitty brats!” he growled, raising his sword.

Hand trembling, Alastair snatched the fallen soldier’s falchion. He swung up instinctively, a loud clang ringing in his ears as their swords collided. Isha sprang forward. She plunged her dagger into the exposed skin of the soldier’s neck. The invader’s eyes bulged as the blade sunk deep into his carotid artery. Alastair knocked the sword away and struck, slicing the man’s hand clean from the wrist. The soldier clutched at the stump at the end of his arm. Isha yanked her dagger free, blood spurting in rhythm with his dying heartbeat. The man crumpled in a heap, blood gurgling through the wound in his throat as he struggled to breathe. After a few moments, his body finally stilled.

Alastair took a few steps back as the pool of blood began to spread. His heart hammered so loudly he was sure the others could hear it. He tried to even out his breathing, to regain his composure. But the shaking in his hands would not stop. He hastily wiped the blood off his face, leaving a smear of crimson behind.

“Al! Man, am I glad to see you.” Kylar heaved a sigh of relief.

“Where’s everybody else?” Alastair asked quickly.

Kylar averted his gaze. “It all happened so fast. I ran to help the girls when I saw an opening. I don’t know what happened in the West Wing after I left.”

“Alastair!” Caelyn stumbled forward, her hands trembling. He hadn’t seen her since he yelled at her more than a week ago. Her complexion was far paler than normal, as if the blood had been completely drained from her. Tears rolled down her cheeks. He couldn’t remember ever seeing her so frightened. “Thank the spirits.”

“We gotta get out of here,” he said.

“What do you think we’ve been trying to do?” Kylar snapped. “We didn’t corner ourselves on purpose, you know.”

Mydia and Isha stiffened suddenly, their ears pitched forward, listening.

“We must go. Now,” Isha said firmly. “There are more of them coming.”

Alastair helped Caelyn to her feet, but her legs gave out beneath her. He caught her quickly before she hit the ground.

“Are you okay?” Kylar asked, worried.

“My legs.” Caelyn struggled to stand, her limbs trembling. “I can’t…they won’t move!”

Alastair knelt beside her. “Climb on. I’ll carry you.” Taking her wrist, he pulled her arm over his shoulder. He could feel her body shaking as she climbed onto his back. Though his own legs felt weak, he hoisted her up with a grunt. She tightened her grip, her arms wrapped around his shoulders.

“Come,” Isha said, leading the way. “We must make haste, before more arrive.”

The five of them hurried back the way they had come. Alastair tried to block out the wails, but the cries of terror cut through him like a knife. Isha’s ears constantly twitched, listening for approaching footsteps. She led them around the back side of the academy where the horses were stabled. Alastair’s legs ached as he pounded down the staircase that led to the yard and the stables. A dagger whizzed past his cheek as he darted out of the stairwell. He stumbled back, startled.

Isha grabbed his arm and pulled him behind her. She stood her ground, her dagger clutched tightly. Nearly a dozen soldiers stood in the courtyard, blocking their escape route. Panic welled up inside him. One of the soldiers grumbled, scowling with grim determination as he tossed the mangled body of one of the students aside. The boy’s arm was bent at an unnatural angle, a look of horror frozen on his face.

Kylar drew his wand. “Repellare!” A shockwave boomed outward, like a clap of thunder with no sound. A few of the soldiers stumbled, the impact throwing them off balance.

Isha drew her first two fingers across the flat of her dagger, muttering a hardening spell. The blade glowed faintly.

“Go!” she growled. “I will hold them off.”

“There’s too many,” Kylar protested. “We stand a better chance if we fight together.” He gripped his sword tightly with both hands and settled into a wide stance.

“He’s right.” Alastair struggled under Caelyn’s weight, gripping the stolen falchion. “If we—”

One of the soldiers lunged. Isha shoved the boys out of the way, ducking beneath the man’s wild swing. Her speed was hard to keep up with. She struck his neck. Isha’s blade sunk deep into the skin, her dagger like a hot knife in butter.

“Go!” she shouted. “What matters is that you make it out of here safely.” Isha yanked the dagger free. She snatched the fallen man’s blade and leapt back.

Alastair hesitated. Mydia seized him by the arm and yanked him toward the stables. Drawn by their shouting, more soldiers swarmed into the courtyard. They came crawling out of doorways like roaches. Several of the men rushed to block their escape, but Isha was too quick. Dagger in her left hand and falchion in her right, she made swift work of her opponents. One soldier managed to sidestep her blade, barely slipping past. He sprang forward, eyes locked on Alastair and Caelyn. Weighed down by someone else, Alastair must have seemed like easy prey. The man hefted his broadsword.

“Dearmo!” Caelyn screamed, wand pointed at their attacker.

There was a loud clang. The soldier’s sword was wrenched from his hands by an unseen force. Kylar charged toward them. In a flash, his sword sliced cleanly through the man’s arms at the elbows. The enemy soldier shrieked in agony, blood spurting from his severed limbs. Isha rushed toward them, heading off another soldier trying to bar their way. She managed to clear them a path to the stables, despite the mercenaries closing in around them. The number kept growing. Even for a great warrior, Isha wouldn’t last long against them.

Mydia threw open the stable doors. The wall closest to the entrance was lined with saddles, bridles, and other riding gear. The horses were restless, kicking their stall doors and stamping their hooves. Alastair gently sat Caelyn down on a bale of hay. Mydia rushed into the closest stall to ready a gray-speckled horse. Alastair wrenched open the adjacent stall door and held his hands up to calm the horse. The bay mare balked at his sudden approach.

“Whoa, girl. Easy,” he said. “Take it easy.”

The mare shook her head, stamping her hoof nervously. Alastair held out his hand, allowing her to make the first move. Her nostrils flared as she sniffed at his fingers. Finally, she lowered her head, allowing him to approach. Pulling down one of the saddles, Alastair threw it over her back. He tightened the girth straps hastily before securing the bridle.

“We can’t leave Isha to fight by herself,” Caelyn said, her voice shrill with fear. Her hand trembled as she gripped her wand tightly. “We have to help her!”

Mydia bit her lip, glancing back at the doors. She hesitated before saddling her own horse. “The Bria’alans are fierce warriors. As much as I’d like to help, we would only be in her way.”

A loud explosion outside made them jump. The stable door splintered as one of the soldiers hacked through the thick wood. The soldier charged at Caelyn. Alastair rushed toward them.

“Tueor Clypeus!” Caelyn shouted.

A burst of golden light shot from the tip of her wand. The blade stopped inches from her, bouncing off an invisible barrier. The man swung again. The spell repelled him once more, but the shield began to crack. Caelyn’s hand was shaking. Her shield spell was a powerful one, which was wearing down her already low stamina. The enchantment crumbled under the third blow.

Alastair swung his sword upward, barely managing to parry the blow. The force of the strike knocked him off balance. In an instant, the man’s blade swung at them again. Kylar jumped between the soldier and his friends. The clang of metal rang as their swords collided. Alastair pulled Caelyn out of harm’s way and hoisted her into the saddle. Kylar, though skilled with the sword, was no match for the man’s strength. The soldier parried his sword, knocking him back. The man lunged forward. One swing of his heavy sword shattered Kylar’s blade. The weapon continued its arc, slicing cleanly across Kylar’s abdomen.

Mydia shouted something in her native tongue. A wave of energy shot from her hand, knocking the soldier clean off his feet. Kylar stumbled back, clutching his wound tightly. Blood oozed from between his fingers. The man scrambled to his feet, raising his sword again to finish the job. A scream erupted from Alastair, the gem in his ring glowing brightly. He lunged toward the man. But before he could strike, the soldier suddenly pitched forward, landing on the stable floor with a heavy thud, a dagger lodged in his skull. Isha stood in the doorway, panting. There was a deep gash in her thigh, blood flowing down her leg.

“Run!” she shouted. “You must go, now!”

Mydia rushed to Kylar’s side. She helped him limp toward the horse she had prepared. He winced with each movement, gasping at the searing pain. Mydia swung up into the saddle, Kylar climbing up behind her.

Alastair turned to Isha. “What about you?”

“Forget about me!” she screamed, her composure slipping. She whirled around as another soldier lunged at her. But her movements were too slow. The blade caught her right shoulder, sword buried to the hilt.

She snatched her attacker by the wrist and thrust her dagger deep into his jugular. Blood gurgled up in the man’s throat as he took his last gasps. The sword slid clean from Isha’s shoulder as the soldier crumpled to the ground. She pressed her palm firmly against her wound, muttering a spell to help staunch the blood flow.

Isha—” Her sharp glare cut Alastair’s words short.

“G-go,” she managed through clenched teeth. Alastair could see the cold resolve reflected in her eyes. There would be no convincing her.

“No,” Caelyn breathed. “No, we can’t….”

Securing his foot in the stirrup, Alastair pulled himself up behind Caelyn. He spurred the mare forward. The horses bolted out into the yard, racing past the invaders waiting for them. “Repellere! “Isha screamed behind them. The shockwave cleared a slight path for the fleeing horses. Dread clawed at Alastair’s insides. He cursed his own powerlessness.

“We can’t just leave her!” Caelyn cried. “Alastair, please! We can’t!”

“She told us to run,” he said through clenched teeth.

Alastair held her tight. She struggled against him, screaming for them to go back for Isha. But he held firm as the horses thundered through the front gates of the Academy. He hadn’t seen any horses belonging to the enemy, which meant they had all come on foot. If they hurried, they might have time to raise the alarm in Allandar. Perhaps they could gather enough soldiers to defend the city or buy enough time to evacuate the citizens. By foot, it would take at least a full day, possibly two, to make it over the mountains to reach the city. If they kept the same rushed pace, they would make it in just under two hours. Alastair glanced behind them. The academy was alight, flames dancing against the black sky. His stomach sank. There was no telling how many of his classmates managed to escape. They might have been the only ones, and it was only thanks to Isha’s bravery and calm that the four of them managed to make it out alive. He swallowed past the lump forming in his throat and spurred his horse onward.

The two horses slowed as they wound through the narrow mountain road. It was the only pathway leading northward from the academy—toward Allandar. It traversed a steep precipice that plummeted straight down nearly three hundred feet to the gorge below. Caelyn eventually stopped shouting for them to turn back, realizing that her struggle was futile. Her shoulders shuddered as she cried, distraught. As they made their way around the last curve, Alastair spotted the first houses in the valley below. If they could warn everyone, his classmates’ deaths and Isha’s sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain.

“Kylar!”

Mydia’s frantic shout and a loud thud jerked him from his thoughts. Alastair pulled up sharply on the reins, bringing the mare to an abrupt halt. He turned quickly in the saddle to see Mydia dismount from her own horse. Kylar was sprawled facedown in the street. The gray horse’s flank was stained crimson from Kylar’s wound. Alastair could see his friend’s chest heaving with each labored breath. Mydia turned him over carefully. He was unconscious, his face ashen.

“He needs a doctor,” Mydia said, her voice low. “He’s lost a lot of blood and I don’t know any medical magic.”

Alastair cursed under his breath. Apart from his father, the only other person who could help was the herbalist who ran the apothecary. But even then, the old man at the shop would be out of his depth with a wound like this. Doctor Seiver kept herbs and medicinal ingredients in his house. Perhaps there was something there that could help them. If only his father were here. He would be able to patch Kylar up in no time. Alastair slid down from the saddle and knelt beside them. He lifted Kylar’s arm over his shoulder, indicating for Mydia to do the same. She quickly followed suit, helping him hoist Kylar’s body up.

“We need to get him to my dad’s house. He should have what we need,” Alastair said. “But we still have to warn the others before it’s too late.”

“I’ll go to the gatehouse to warn them,” Mydia said firmly.

Alastair nodded. “You take my horse and ride with Caelyn. I’ll take Kylar. My dad should have something at the house to help.”

“How will we find you?” Caelyn asked.

“Take the main road and keep going until you see the church. Take the street to your right and keep going until you get to the apothecary. My dad’s house is right next to it.”

Mydia nodded. She helped him lift Kylar up onto the gray-speckled horse’s back. Alastair glanced back at Caelyn as he climbed up into the saddle behind his friend. Her usually bright expression had darkened.

“Don’t take too long,” he said, turning the horse to the west side of town.

Mydia nodded.

Alastair spurred the horse onward. Buildings blurred together as they sped into town. The streets were silent, most of the residents likely sleeping in their beds. Alastair steered toward his father’s sagging, run-down old home. He pulled the horse to an abrupt halt and slid from the saddle. Curtains closed off the dusty windows, blocking any light from within the shack. It felt as though there was no life left in the building. He tied the horse to a loose post before carefully pulling Kylar down. Struggling beneath his friend’s weight, he tried to open the door, but it was locked. He took a step back and kicked just above the lock with all his strength. The wood around it splintered with a loud crack. Alastair pushed the door open.

Everything was dark inside. Papers were strewn everywhere, as if someone had left in a hurry. Alastair helped Kylar inside, easing him down onto the couch beside the hearth.

“Dad!” he shouted.

Silence.

“Spirits…of all the times for him to be gone,” he muttered.

His shoes echoed loudly in the house as he raced up the stairs. His old bedroom was full of souvenirs from Doctor Seiver’s travels, as well as piles of Alastair’s old clothes. There should be enough spare clothing for all of them. They couldn’t go around wearing ripped garments covered in blood. He pulled out a few tunics and trousers. Alastair held each one to his nose, checking to be sure they were clean.

The sound of glass breaking downstairs made him jump. He hurried back down to investigate, the pile of laundry in his arms.

Kylar had woken and stood leaning against the edge of the table. The shattered remains of a cup lay scattered at his feet. Alastair set the clothing aside and reached out to steady his friend.

“You need to lie down.” Alastair gently guided him back to the old couch. “You’ve lost too much blood and we’ve gotta dress that wound.”

Kylar slumped down into the dusty cushions. Alastair threw open the cupboards, glass bottles clinking as he searched for the right medicines. He pulled out bandages, gauze, and jars of herbs and medicines. Turning the bottles over, he tried to decipher his father’s poor handwriting. He gathered up a jar of antibacterial salve and knelt beside the couch.

“Where are we?” Kylar mumbled.

“I brought you to my dad’s house. I was hoping he’d be here, but it looks like we’re on our own.”

He uncorked the jar, wrinkling his nose at the sour smell that rose from its contents. Alastair carefully lifted Kylar’s shirt to get a better look at the injury. He held his breath at the sight. The soldier had made a clean cut in his abdomen. Despite all the blood, he could glimpse the lumpy folds of intestine inside. The wound was far beyond Alastair’s skill. If Isha were here, she’d know how to treat it. Swallowing past the nausea rising from his throat, he set to work. Alastair cleaned the blood from the gash so he could see better. He scooped out a glob of salve with his fingers and gingerly applied it to the wound. Kylar inhaled sharply, holding his breath against the pain.

“Be honest,” Kylar said, his voice strained. “How bad is it?”

“It’s pretty bad.” The sound of hooves approaching the house gave him pause.

“Alastair?” Mydia’s voice called from outside. She hurried into the dark house, Caelyn close behind her. “How is it?”

“Bad. My old man isn’t here and Kylar needs medical attention now.” He looked up at her as she approached. “Do you have any experience treating this kind of stuff? If Isha were here, she’d know what to do but…” his voice trailed off.

“That wound needs to be closed,” she said.

“Yeah, I know. But I’ve never done that kind of stuff.”

Mydia knelt beside him. “I may not know healing magic, but I’ve helped my mother treat hunting injuries before. I can stitch it closed if you have a needle and thread.”

“He’s gotta have that stuff here somewhere,” he muttered.

Alastair scrambled to his feet, rummaging through boxes for his father’s sewing kit. Pushed far in the back of one of his cupboards was a small wooden box. When he lifted the lid, he found what he was looking for. Mydia read through the labels on the various bottles and jars of remedies before taking a particularly large one. Alastair handed her the box.

“Thank you,” she said. Uncorking the large bottle, she lifted it to Kylar’s lips. “Drink this.”

Kylar gagged at the smell. “What the hell is that?”

“Alcohol. And it smells like it’s pretty strong.” Mydia offered it again. “Drink. You’re going to need it.”

Pinching his nose, Kylar took a long swig of the liquor. He coughed, shaking his head vigorously as if it could dislodge the taste. Once she was satisfied with the amount he had ingested, she poured the rest over the wound. Kylar inhaled sharply as the liquor soaked his wound. Alastair could see Mydia’s hands trembling as she hooked the needle. Though she seemed calm, she was just as shaken as the rest of them. She took a deep breath, steadying her hand before she set to work. Alastair averted his eyes quickly, not wanting to watch her stitch Kylar up. Despite the numbing effect of the alcohol, the pain was clearly still excruciating. To keep him from biting his tongue, Mydia folded her leather belt in half and slid it between Kylar’s teeth. Caelyn flinched at the sound of his cries. Alastair gently rested his hands on her shoulders and guided her away from them.

“You okay?” he asked.

She remained silent, gazing absently in Kylar’s direction. “Everything happened so fast,” she whispered. Caelyn wrung her hands together, her grip so tight her fingers turned white. “Is he going to be all right? I couldn’t tell what happened. Is his injury life-threatening?”

“I don’t know,” he said, looking back at Kylar. His pale face was red from bracing against the pain, teeth clenched deep into the leather belt. “The wound is pretty deep. If Isha or my dad were here—”

“I-if only I had been able to keep up my spell…. What are we going to do?” she asked, her voice rising. She squeezed her hands together tightly until they shook. “Everyone, all our friends, and our teachers, they’re all gone! Dear spirits, what will we—how are we—”

Her breathing quickened, cutting her words short. Caelyn’s chest heaved, inhaling in sharp bursts. She clutched at her chest, gasping for air. She was expelling more air than she was taking in, which only added to her panic. The hysteria of the past few hours coupled with the anxiety around them was driving her into hyperventilation. She doubled over and began to sway.

“Breathe slowly!” Alastair said, holding her steady. “Calm down, it’s going to be okay.”

Caelyn’s knees gave out beneath her. She collapsed against him, her shoulders trembling as she struggled to breathe. Alastair gently lowered her to the ground, cradling her head and shoulders in his arms.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” he kept repeating, trying his best to calm her. “Breathe slowly, Caelyn. Everything’s gonna to be okay.”

Her eyes rolled back and her body suddenly relaxed. Her rapid breathing continued for a few moments before slowly evening out.

“What happened?” Mydia asked, looking up from her work. “Is she all right?”

“She’s fainted,” he said. “It might be for the best. With everything that’s happened, I’m not surprised it caused a panic attack.”

Mydia tied off the sutures and removed the leather from Kylar’s mouth. His breathing was labored. Alastair slid a pillow under Caelyn’s head before turning to help Mydia. He gently pressed a thick piece of gauze over the stitches as Mydia unrolled the bandages. She gingerly wrapped the wound to prevent any further bleeding.

“D-did you warn them?” Kylar panted. “The guardhouse.”

“They didn’t want to believe us at first,” she murmured. “They said Rokerth is one of the most secure strongholds and there was no way it could be taken by a band of invaders, especially anyone coming over the Carim Mountains. But the state of us must have convinced them. They’ve doubled the patrol and sent word to the neighboring towns.”

Alastair cursed. “That’s not going to be enough, not against those monsters. The city should be evacuated!”

“Spirits…” Kylar murmured. “I thought my father was just paranoid. I never thought they’d actually cross the mountains.”

Alastair stood quickly. He snatched an empty pack from one of his father’s numerous mounds of dirty laundry and tossed it to Mydia.

“Pack any medical supplies you think we might need,” he said. “The sooner we leave here, the better.”

“We just got here,” she protested. “Shouldn’t we wait a bit before we set out again?”

“Something just isn’t right,” he said, pulling bandages and poultices from the cupboards. He laid them out on the table before making his way to the kitchen. “I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I don’t wanna stick around to find out what it is.”

Kylar nodded, sitting up slowly. “I agree.” He winced. “The farther we get from Rokerth, the better.”

“We can’t leave before Kylar sees a doctor,” Mydia said. “I did my best, but if we don’t treat that wound properly, it’ll fester…or worse.”

“The old man who runs the apothecary might be able to help us,” Alastair admitted. “But he’s closed up shop and gone home already. And I don’t know where he lives.”

“Is there no one else who could help?” Mydia asked.

Alastair shook his head. “Just him. He usually opens his shop early. Hopefully he’ll be back by first light. I want to get the hell out of here as quickly as possible.”

“Where did you have in mind?” Kylar asked.

“Breadan is close by. It’s only a week’s ride northwest of here.” He handed Mydia and Kylar clean clothes. “You might want to change. Those bloody clothes are going to draw too much attention.”

Are these yours?” Mydia asked.

“Yeah. Don’t worry, they’re clean.” He tugged his ruined tunic over his head and tossed it aside. “When we moved into the dorms I didn’t need any clothes apart from our uniforms, so my dad’s been keeping all my stuff here. If you don’t like those you can look through the others upstairs.”

She shook her head. “No, this is fine.”

Alastair glanced out the window. The streets were empty—quiet. He hoped the old man who ran the apothecary would open shop early so they could get Kylar proper help. But until then all they could do was wait and hope for the best.


Chapter 9

The guardhouse bell tolled twice. The first was a warning; the second was a distress signal. Alastair sat bolt upright. Mydia stood beside the dusty window, ears pitched forward, listening. They had hardly rested more than a few hours, the gray light fading to make way for the dawn, and yet the alarms were sounding—the guardhouse bells warning them of approaching danger.

“Myd—”

She quickly raised a finger to her lips, silencing him. He strained to hear what her feline ears could. But whatever far-off sounds she had detected, he couldn’t tell. He rose slowly, dropping the old quilt to the ground. Kylar had fallen asleep on the couch, his wounds freshly dressed. After the amount of blood he had lost and the pain he’d experienced, it hadn’t taken long for him to drift off. They had been waiting for the owner of the apothecary to return, but there had been no sign of him yet. Alastair had laid Caelyn down in his old bed upstairs. They had hoped they could snatch a few hours of rest before heading northwest for Breadan, but the bells suggested otherwise.

“We have to leave,” Mydia whispered, gathering up the bags they had hastily packed. “Now.”

“It’s not possible.” Alastair hurried to the window, peering through the dingy panes. “They were on foot! There’s no way those soldiers could have made it here already…right?”

Mydia gently shook Kylar’s shoulder. Groggy from the alcohol and pain, he groaned. She helped him to his feet, all the while avoiding Alastair’s gaze.

“I don’t know how, but they’re here. I can hear rushed footsteps, heavy ones, Just like those barbarians.” She took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. “It would be unwise to take any chances. I was hoping we would have a little time to recover, but I don’t think we have that luxury anymore.”

Alastair gestured toward the kitchen. “Go out the back. I’ll go get Caelyn.”

He had tied the horses behind the house, hoping they wouldn’t attract too much attention. The kitchen door led to a narrow alley that wound through the backstreets. Though there was little room for the horses to run, it provided an outlet for a quiet getaway. Mydia nodded. Kylar limped toward the door, one arm over Mydia’s shoulder to help support his weight. After the door clicked shut behind them, Alastair finally turned from the window.

Again, the bell tolled.

The glass behind him shattered. A bottle sailed through the broken window, a lit cloth hanging from the neck, and smashed against the wall. Alcohol splattered against the side of the house, the burning cloth setting it all alight. Alastair stumbled back. In a whoosh, flames surged up the wall. He skirted the quickly spreading flames as he made his way to the back of the house.

“Caelyn!” he shouted over the crackling blaze.

Smoke quickly billowed up to the ceiling. It wouldn’t take long for a fire to spread and time was of the essence, especially in a house like his father’s. It was a tinderbox. The air was heavy and it became increasingly difficult to breathe. He coughed hard, the thick smoke creeping into his lungs. He raced up the stairs and threw open the door to his old bedroom. Caelyn lay motionless on the bed.

Alastair gently scooped her up, Caelyn’s head rolling to rest on his shoulder. But as he started back, he realized the fire had spread to the stairwell. There was no way out. His lungs were burning. Alastair slowly backed away until his back was pressed against the wall. If they didn’t find a way out soon they would succumb from smoke inhalation. The window was too small for them to fit through. There were no other means of escape. He was out of time.

“There has to be a way out,” Alastair muttered. “Come on, think!”

The fire continued to spread, surrounding them. Alastair clutched Caelyn protectively. All the exits were blocked. There was nowhere for them to go except forward. He could either try to get out through the flames or die cowered in the corner. He didn’t know any spells to protect against fire, but he would just have to risk it.

Alastair started forward. He held Caelyn close. The thought of being burned alive sent a wave of panic coursing through him. The blaze wavered for a moment before shrinking back slightly. Alastair’s heart hammered in his chest. Taking a shaky breath, he inched closer. He flinched as the flames danced around his leg. He took a step back, startled. There was no pain, no burn marks on his pants. But the fire had clearly touched him. Hesitantly he reached out his hand. The flames licked his fingers but didn’t burn him. Flexing his hand, he turned it over. No wounds. He tightened his grip on Caelyn and started forward. The flames curved away, allowing their bodies to pass.

The smoke stung his eyes, his vision blurring as they started to water. Alastair covered his mouth and crouched low to the ground as he stumbled blindly out of the stairwell, unscathed. He struggled as he ran out the back door, Caelyn’s body heavy in his arms. He coughed hard, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. Alastair inhaled the sweet air greedily, gasping between breaths of clean oxygen.

Kylar and Mydia were waiting for them. They were already mounted on the gray-speckled horse, Mydia holding the reins for the bay mare beside them. The bay tossed her head nervously, eyes wide.

“Thank the spirits,” Mydia breathed. “I saw the flames and thought…”

“We’re okay.” He lifted Caelyn up onto the horse. He climbed into the saddle behind her, holding her close. “Let’s get out of here.”

Mydia turned her horse and spurred it forward, Alastair doing the same. He glanced over his shoulder. His father’s house was engulfed in flames. Even from the back alleys, he could tell the rest of the city was turning out just like Rokerth. Screams of terror rang through the streets. He glimpsed one of the invaders dragging a woman from her home, kicking and screaming. Despite their warnings to the soldiers in the guardhouse, there was no difference. There hadn’t been enough time, even if the soldiers had managed to evacuate the city. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t block out the sounds of suffering around him.

A figure stumbled into the alley, startling the horses. Alastair pulled up sharply on the reins. The elderly shopkeeper, Mr. Clairmont, flinched. Blood oozed from a large gash in his head. His eyes widened when he saw them. He stumbled forward, grasping at the reins with one hand and Alastair’s leg with the other.

“Please!” he begged, eyes wide with terror, clutching the leg of Alastair’s trousers. “Help me! Take me with you, please!”

A hulking figure barreled around the corner. The soldier plunged his wicked blade into Mr. Clairmont’s back, painting the walls with the old man’s blood. As the man lumbered forward, a scowl set on his face, Kylar raised his wand.

“Coangust,” he said through clenched teeth.

The soldier suddenly froze, the spell binding his movements. Alastair dug his heels into the mare’s sides. The horse bolted forward, dashing past the soldier and Mr. Clairmont’s corpse. Mydia and Kylar were right behind him. Alastair knew the streets of Allandar like the back of his hand. They wove through the back alleys before emerging at the western edge of town.

“Over there!” one of the soldiers shouted. “Four of them on horses!”

A small group of mercenaries lumbered after them. Arrows whizzed past, narrowly missing them. The soldiers gave chase but could not catch them on foot. Alastair tried to block out their shouts—threatening to hunt them down and slaughter them in the cruelest of ways. The bell tolled mournfully behind them, as if crying out in despair for those suffering within the city.

Alastair leaned over the mare’s withers, urging her to run faster. The hoofbeats were like thunder in his ears, drowning out the anguished screams of the townsfolk behind them. He didn’t dare look back. He wished this was all just a bad dream. All those familiar faces—Mr. Clairmont, Isha, all his classmates— were gone. An emptiness opened in the pit of his stomach, a wave of nausea coming with it.

The two horses kept pace for several hours, galloping as fast as their legs would carry them. But as the sun reached its midday peak, they finally slowed. Alastair could feel the mare’s labored breathing, her sides heaving from their flight. Even at a rushed pace, it would take several days for them to reach Breadan on horseback. And despite his desire to be as far away from Allandar as possible, he knew they could not push the horses too hard—unless they wanted to walk all the way to Breadan.

The Carim Mountains stretched south of the main road, dense forests surrounding the base. If invaders were able to traverse the pass to overtake Rokerth Academy, then surely more of them might come over the rest of the mountains. Just the thought made him uneasy. The four rode in silence for several hours. Alastair nervously scanned their surroundings, on high alert. None of them wanted to voice their fears—that soldiers were following them or more invaders would come swarming from the mountains.

“Hey.”

The sound of Mydia’s voice startled him. She pulled her horse alongside Alastair.

“We should think about making camp before it gets too late,” she said.

“Just a little longer,” he replied. “I want to get as far away from Allandar as possible.”

“So do I, but you won’t get very far on a dead horse,” she shot back. “Besides, I don’t think Kylar is doing very well.”

For the first time since they fled the city, Alastair was able to get a good look at his friend. He was hunched forward, his face ashen. Mydia, who was sitting behind him, was the only thing keeping him upright in the saddle.

“He’s been fading in and out of consciousness for the past few hours,” she said. “And he feels cold.”

Alastair nervously scanned the horizon, his gaze skimming the peaks for any signs of movement. He tightened his grip on Caelyn and finally nodded.

“Let’s keep going a little longer.” He glanced up at the sky. Judging by the angle of the sun, they still had a few hours before dusk. “When we stop, we should make camp out of sight…just in case someone followed us.”

Despite his plans, their pace continued to slow. The longer they rode, the worse Kylar became. Twice, Kylar nearly fell off his horse. He swayed in the saddle, as if he were about to lose consciousness completely. They managed to make it a few more miles before Alastair finally relented. They steered off the main road toward the forest. He led them in a short distance, far enough to remain hidden from any prying eyes, but close enough so they could still see the road. He dismounted and tethered the mare to a nearby tree before carefully pulling Caelyn down from the saddle. Alastair laid her down gently, folding a spare saddle blanket under her head. After using powerful spells to defend herself, on top of her panic attack, he wasn’t surprised she hadn’t woken yet. Mydia hopped down from her own horse. and Alastair helped Kylar dismount. Unable to fully support himself, Kylar’s body was dead weight. They eased him down, propping him against one of the trunks. She and Alastair helped Kylar dismount. Unable to fully support himself, Kylar’s body was dead weight. They eased him down, propping him against one of the trunks.

Mydia touched the back of her hand to Kylar’s forehead, then his cheek. “It feels like you have a high fever.”

Kylar’s skin was cold save for his cheeks and forehead. It sounded like he couldn’t catch his breath. She lifted his wrist, feeling his pulse. Silence lingered as she counted his heartbeats. After a moment, she rose and untied one of the packs from her horse’s saddle.

“What’s wrong?” Alastair asked, unpacking the blankets he had hastily stowed away earlier that morning.

“I don’t know,” Mydia replied. “I want to take a look at the wound just to be sure. Can you give me a hand?”

“Sure.”

Alastair knelt beside her. He helped Mydia unwrap the bandages, peeling them back carefully. Kylar winced, clenching his teeth against the pain. As they pulled back the dressing, a sickening smell wafted up. When they finally peeled away the gauze, Alastair’s stomach lurched. He covered his mouth and turned away, gagging. The skin surrounding the wound and sutures was swollen and inflamed, an angry red. It reeked of infection. Mydia touched the skin lightly. Kylar inhaled sharply.

“Dear spirits,” she muttered.

“What?” Alastair asked quickly. “What’s wrong?”

“Is it that bad?” Kylar muttered.

She dug out one of the medicine jars she had packed before turning to Alastair. “We need to boil water so we can clean the wound again.”

He nodded. “I’ll get a fire going.”

Pushing aside bushes and low-hanging branches, he scavenged for fallen limbs—the drier, the better. He gathered as much kindling as he could find: twigs, dry branches, dead leaves. He piled them in the center of the small clearing. Bundling several of the smaller twigs and leaves, he set to work trying to make a spark. He carved out a divot in a small, flat piece of wood and placed the end of a stick into it. He rubbed his hands together quickly, spinning the stick as fast as he could. Tiny tendrils of smoke rose from the connection before the twig snapped in half. Cursing, he tried again. Twice more, the stick broke. Alastair cursed loudly. Heat radiated from his fingertips as he threw the pieces angrily on the pile. Flames suddenly burst from the mound of dry wood, catching immediately.

Mydia’s head jerked up at the sudden burst of fire. Her ears twitched forward. “How did you do that?”

“I dunno. You told me to start a fire, so…” Alastair gestured to the crackling campfire. It burned brighter than a new fire should.

“No, I know I asked you to, but how did you get it like that so quickly? Spells can only create small flames, and even then it takes a while for the fire to catch. But that was instantaneous.”

“I’ve been wondering,” Kylar said, despite his labored breathing. “How did you escape?”

“What?”

“From the fire.”

“I’ve been wondering about that myself,” Mydia said. “It spread so quickly, and none of the spells I tried did anything to help. I was afraid you had perished.”

“I told her to wait,” Kylar said. “I thought you’d come crashing…through one of the upper windows.”

“So, how did you manage it?” Mydia repeated. “You were both unharmed, but the entire house was ablaze.”

Alastair stared down at his hand. “I don’t know. It sounds weird, but the fire just kind of…parted. I don’t understand it either, but somehow I was just able to walk through it.”

“Through the flames?” Kylar repeated, eyes wide. He winced as he eased himself into a seated position against the tree trunk. “You walked through them?”

He nodded. “It doesn’t make sense to me either.” He flexed his hands. “It felt hot, but it didn’t burn. And they just kind of curved away from me.”

“The elders of my tribe told us stories of the Fire Walkers—people throughout the ages who could walk through fire unscathed. The Great Elder said the Fire Walkers could conjure fire and bend it to their will.”

“I’ve never heard of Fire Walkers before,” Kylar said.

“Well, I always thought they were just rumors,” Mydia admitted. “The stories say they were children of the Great Mother—the bearers of one of her twelve gifts.”

“Are they a special clan?” Kylar asked.

Mydia shook her head. “There is never more than one. Sometimes hundreds of years can pass before another Fire Walker is born.”

“So,” Alastair said, choosing his words carefully. “You’re saying I might be a Fire Walker?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “The last Fire Walker lived over three hundred years ago.”

Alastair twisted his ring nervously. He could still feel the heat radiating inside him. Thinking back to the man who had attacked him in the infirmary, he remembered a similar feeling. It was like a flame was burning deep in his core—a tiny spark that was slowly beginning to grow.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Sleep did not come easily. Every time Alastair closed his eyes, visions of what they had survived flashed across his consciousness. He relived every second, like the look of agony on the soldier’s face when Alastair sliced his hands clean off, the mutilated corpses left to rot. But worst of all was his memory of the man in the infirmary. The soldier’s body, engulfed in a raging inferno, haunted his dreams. It woke him every time, his clothes drenched in a cold sweat. He could still hear his dying screams, even when he was awake.

The following few days progressed slower than the first. Caelyn had regained consciousness shortly after they made camp, but she was weak. And Kylar was not much better. Even after recleaning and dressing Kylar’s wounds, his condition continued to worsen. With each of the horse’s movements, Kylar winced as if he was in excruciating pain. Despite their best efforts, they couldn’t manage to break his fever. Nausea settled in its wake. Mydia struggled to keep him upright in the saddle. Several times, they were forced to stop to allow him to recover.

Mydia stopped her horse for what felt like the hundredth time. Kylar slid uneasily from the saddle, stumbling to the side of the road. His knees gave out beneath him and he doubled over, holding a trembling hand to his mouth. With one hand holding himself upright, and the other clutched across his abdomen, he retched. Chunks of blood and bile spilled onto the grass.

Caelyn struggled to dismount. Alastair pulled the horse to a halt and helped her down. She knelt beside Kylar, laying her hand gently on his back as he gagged. His chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath.

“We should stop,” Caelyn said, looking up at Alastair. “He isn’t well.”

“That’s exactly why we need to keep going. At this rate, it will take us almost two weeks before we get to Breadan.”

“But he needs rest,” she persisted.

“If we don’t get him to a doctor soon, he’ll die!”

Mydia slid silently from her saddle and approached them. She knelt beside Kylar, resting her hand on his forehead. “His fever is worsening.”

Kylar slumped to the side, unable to support himself. His limbs were shaking. Mydia helped him lie down away from the puddle of bile. Kylar’s face was distorted with pain, his brows knit together.

“We can’t stay here long,” Alastair said impatiently, climbing down from the saddle. “We need to keep moving. We need to get him to a doctor.”

Kylar remained where he was a few moments longer, panting. He sat up slowly, Mydia and Alastair helping him to his feet. His legs trembled as he limped toward the gray horse.

“Are you going to be okay?” Caelyn asked.

He nodded slowly, trying to catch his breath. “Yeah…” Kylar said. “I think so.”

Mydia steadied him as Kylar climbed back into the saddle. They set off again at a steady pace. As the horses plodded along, Alastair kept a close watch on Kylar. He could see the fever in his friend’s face. Kylar shivered uncontrollably as sweat rolled down his neck. He hunched over in the saddle, clutching his abdomen. His face contorted in pain as if every movement was excruciating.

It was nearing dusk before Kylar’s condition forced them to stop once again. Alastair led them off the path toward the forest. Despite being far from Allandar and Rokerth, he still felt exposed on the road. There had been no sign of soldiers following them, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. Swinging his leg over the back of the saddle, Alastair dismounted and led his horse through a narrow gap in the foliage. As he searched for a safe place to camp, a large thicket caught his eye. The well-concealed clearing, surrounded by dense growth, was just big enough to harbor two horses and a few travelers.

Alastair and Mydia helped Kylar from the saddle. His body was heavy and drenched in sweat. They eased him down, propping his head against one of their packs. Mydia muttered a protection and cast anti-tracing spells on their camp. Caelyn slid from the bay mare’s saddle and knelt beside Kylar. She rested the back of her hand against Kylar’s cheek. She pulled back quickly, shocked by the heat radiating from his skin.

“If only I knew medical magic,” Caelyn said. “The herbs you brought from your father’s house aren’t doing him much good.”

“It’s getting worse, and nothing I do is helping,” Mydia said. Her pupils were dilated to narrow slits, fear reflected in her cat-like green eyes. “He’ll never make it to Breadan.”

Kylar gasped sharply, clawing at his bandaged wound. “Mom…” he muttered, “Mom, it hurts….”

“Kylar,” Caelyn said gently, smoothing his damp hair from his forehead. “It’s going to be okay.”

His eyes fluttered open. “Mom…please.”

Mydia rested her hand on Caelyn’s shoulder. “It’s the fever,” she said. “It’s making him delirious.”

“Is there nothing we can do?” Caelyn asked.

Alastair gathered kindling to light a campfire. Mydia sat beside Caelyn and whispered something. Caelyn, startled, looked from Mydia back to Kylar. With a shaking hand, she covered her mouth, tears welling up in her eyes. Mydia looked away, as if she were ashamed of what she had told her. She rose quickly and approached Alastair, helping him gather firewood.

“You told her, didn’t you?” he said.

“Told her what?”

“Kylar is dying,” Alastair said.

Mydia hesitated at the word dying.

“You told her he was a dead man, that he won’t make it to Breadan, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

As Mydia lit the campfire with a muttered spell, Alastair watched over his two closest friends—one who was dying, and the other trying desperately to ease his suffering. As the night stretched on, Alastair often caught Mydia muttering soft prayers to the spirits. She prayed for both the spirits of those who had been slaughtered and for the soldiers they themselves had killed when they fled. The three of them kept a close watch on Kylar, but despite their efforts, Kylar’s wound had only worsened. Infection had seeped out and into his bloodstream, bringing on severe fever. From the beginning, it was a race against time, and that time had finally run out. The fever would bring with it a slow and excruciating death. And they were helpless to stop it.


Chapter 10

By morning, Kylar’s delirium had settled in. They wouldn’t be able to travel with him in this condition. He twisted in his sleep, as if trying to find a position that didn’t bring him pain. Mydia and Caelyn took turns sitting with him, doing anything they could to ease his suffering. Alastair noticed a change in Caelyn’s demeanor. Her complexion was off, her movements sluggish. He feared her health might be taking a turn, but her illness paled in comparison to Kylar’s. At times Kylar’s skin felt unbearably hot, sweat making his clothes stick to his body; other times, he shivered as if he were cold. Caelyn dabbed the sweat from his forehead. Mydia tended to his wound, cleaning it gently with a cool cloth. Mydia broke a few of the sutures, allowing puss to ooze from the infected injury. Red streaks were spreading from the wound in his abdomen, slowly creeping up his skin toward his heart.

He had been drifting in and out of fleeting moments of consciousness all through the night. It was just after dawn when Kylar stirred once again. His head rolled to the side, his eyes fluttering open. Caelyn was sitting beside him when his eyes opened. She smoothed his damp hair away from his face. His skin was warm with fever.

“Are you feeling all right?”

“It…it could be…worse,” Kylar panted.

“Kylar,” Mydia said carefully. She seemed unsure if he was still delirious or not. “Are you still with us?”

“Well, I’m not dead yet,” he whispered hoarsely. He swallowed hard. “Hey, Al…. Can I talk to for you a sec…?”

The girls looked up at him. It was the first time since they made camp that Kylar had made any sense. Alastair could see the glimmer of lucidity in his eyes. The delirium had abated, for now. Alastair nodded. Caelyn stood, making room for him to sit. The girls stepped away, giving them a bit of space. Alastair knelt beside Kylar. He had to lean close to hear him.

“Be honest.” he murmured. “I’m…not gonna make it. Am I?”

“Well it.” he said quietly. “It doesn’t look good.”

Kylar took a shaky breath, wincing as another wave of pain surged through him. “I was afraid of that.”

“Why’d you do it?” Alastair asked.

“Do what?”

“You protected us. Me and Caelyn,” he said. “If you hadn’t jumped between us and that soldier, you wouldn’t be lying here like this.” Silence lingered between them a moment. “So, why did you do it?”

“You’re my best friend,” he wheezed. “And I did it for her.

“Caelyn?”

Kylar nodded. “I couldn’t just stand there and…and watch that monster kill either of you. If I did…what kind of man would I be?”

“You weren’t kidding, were you? When you told me you liked her.”

“Why would I joke about something like that?”

“Whenever you fancied one of the girls, it always passed as quickly as it started,” Alastair said with a shrug. “I thought this was going to be the same.”

Kylar shifted his gaze, watching Caelyn as she tended to the fire. “I always thought she was beautiful, ever since I laid eyes on her. But you both were so close, I thought…” He swallowed hard. “Since you said you were just friends, I thought that maybe if she gave me a chance, I could win her over. But I never got that chance.” Kylar sighed. “She never had eyes for me anyway.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re a terrible liar. I know you’ve noticed.”

Alastair averted his eyes.

Kylar winced, inhaling sharply. He let his body relax, though pain was still evident on his face. “Looks like I won’t get to be a soldier after all, huh?”

“You were braver than any soldier I’ve ever met.”

“Al…will you do me a favor?” Kylar twisted the thick silver ring off his right hand. He held it out for Alastair. The ring bore the Armmont family crest, an heirloom that only the head of the household wore. Despite the disagreement between him and his mother, as the eldest child, he still wore it proudly. “Take it back to my parents. Tell my mother…tell her I’m sorry I couldn’t make it home.”

“Come on, don’t talk like you’re already dead.”

“Please.” He grabbed Alastair’s wrist. His grip was firm, but weaker than it used to be. Kylar pressed the ring into his palm. “Al…please.”

Alastair swallowed past the lump forming in his throat. He closed his hand around it and nodded. Satisfied, Kylar eased back against the pack they had propped him up with. Alastair could see the tiredness reflected in Kylar’s eyes. His friend was fighting against the incessant tug of sleep. Eventually his eyes closed, and he drifted off once more. His sleep deepened as the day dragged on, and it seemed like nothing could wake him. His mouth hung slightly agape, his chest rising with each slow breath.

As the sun began to set, his condition worsened. He struggled to breathe. Air came in gasps, sounding like something heavy weighed on his chest. Mydia lifted Kylar’s hand by the wrist, checking his pulse.

“How is he?” Alastair asked hesitantly.

Mydia shook her head. “His heart is pumping too hard. At this rate, I don’t think he’ll make it through the night.”

Caelyn brushed the hair from Kylar’s face. “There’s nothing more we can do for him?”

“Just pray the spirits take him quickly,” Mydia said sadly. She took a deep steadying breath and looked up at Alastair. “We’re going to need more wood to keep the fire going.”

“I’ll go look for some more,” he said, fidgeting with the ring he had received in Lyrias. “I’ll be right back.”

As Mydia took over Kylar’s care, Alastair started in search of more firewood. He twisted the dragon ring nervously. An empty feeling settled in the pit of his stomach. If he had just been a little faster with his sword—if he had been any good at magic—Kylar wouldn’t be lying there, dying. It felt like so long ago when they sparred back at Rokerth. He sighed, staring up at the thick canopy above him. Patches of orange and pink were leaking into the blue sky. The first glimpse of sunset brought Mydia’s words back in a fresh wave. Kylar wouldn’t last the night. That thought brought another flood of guilt.

A twig snapped. Alastair turned quickly.

A hand burst from the shadows, clamping his mouth shut. Alastair’s eyes widened, the scream caught in his lungs. The cold sting of metal pressed against his throat. As his Adam’s apple moved with each breath, Alastair felt the sharp prick of the dagger. His heart dropped. He struggled against the muscled arms that held him still. Heat welled up from his core. But the memories of the inferno in the infirmary and the charred body of the man he had killed made him hesitate. He screwed his eyes shut, pushing back the urge to let his anger rampage. He was turned forcefully to face his attacker. Eyes that mirrored Alastair’s shone behind thick glasses. His father pulled his hand away from Alastair’s mouth.

“Dad, I—”

His father covered Alastair’s mouth again, finger pressed to his own lips, asking for silence. Recognizing the urgency reflected in his eyes, Alastair nodded. Doctor Seiver removed his hand slowly.

“How did you know where to—”

“Dark magic.” His eyes flicked down for a moment, looking at Alastair’s hand. “Someone placed a powerful, evil spell upon you. Thank the spirits I found you in time.”

Alastair swallowed hard. He pressed his thumb into his palm, remembering the rune that woman had written on his hand, and the shopkeeper who had broken it. “How did you know?”

“I sensed it.” He frowned. “The remnant of dark magic is still hanging over you, so I followed it.”

“But the rune was broken.”

“Traces of it still linger. Magic like that is hard to erase.” Resting his hands on Alastair’s shoulders, genuine relief filled his father’s face. “Now, we must leave this place before the sun fully sets.”

“We can’t.”

“Don’t be stubborn. It’s dangerous for us to stay here.”

“No, Dad. We can’t. Kylar is dying and Caelyn and Mydia are—”

His father grabbed him by the arms, his grip tight. “Your friends are with you?”

He nodded. “Isha helped us escape. She…stayed behind. But Kylar was badly wounded and now he’s—”

“Where?”

“Over there,” he said hesitantly, gesturing back the way he had come.

Alastair led his father back to the thicket where the four of them had made camp. He had never seen his father’s composure slip. Not like this. The doctor had lost his temper before, but the panic was something entirely new. He pushed aside a low-hanging branch, revealing their makeshift camp. The two horses stood tethered to a tree on the other side of the clearing, the packs lying not far from their hooves. Kylar lay next to the smoldering fire, blankets tucked around him. Caelyn was sitting beside him, holding his hand. Mydia’s ears twitched and she drew her wand and dagger. Her guarded expression lifted when she realized who it was.

“Doctor Seiver?” she whispered, almost breathless.

Ignoring her shock, Doctor Seiver approached them and knelt beside the boy. He felt Kylar’s forehead before pulling back the blankets carefully. Tears welled up in Caelyn’s misty eyes.

“Doctor Seiver…” her voice trembled, trying to hold back her tears. She squeezed Kylar’s hand tighter. “Thank the spirits. Kylar is—”

“Save your breath and your tears,” he said quickly. “There is nothing I can do for him. Only the spirits can help him now.”

“Can’t you do something?” Caelyn pleaded. “Anything!”

Doctor Seiver frowned. “The infection is septic. Not even my magic could reverse this. It has spread too far.”

Kylar’s chest hardly moved, his breathing shallow.

“How did this happen?” Doctor Seiver asked.

Alastair stepped forward slowly. “One of the soldiers who invaded the academy caught me off guard and—”

“How did you know where to find us?” Mydia cut his words short.

“Breadan is the closest city,” he answered coolly. “I knew it would be the most probable route for you to take.”

“Yes, but how did you know where we were?” she repeated. “I placed anti-tracing spells around the camp, yet you found us. That’s not something just anyone could do.”

Doctor Seiver kept his eyes on the boy lying in front of him. He seemed to consider the question a moment as he undid the bandages around Kylar’s abdomen.

“Dad,” Alastair pressed him. “What’s going on?”

“There is a shadow pursuing you,” he murmured.

“A shadow?”

“Keep your voice low,” his father snapped. “You never know who or what might be listening.”

“Doctor Seiver,” Caelyn said hesitantly. “What do you mean by pursuing us?”

“After I received Isha’s first message about Alastair’s condition, I knew something wasn’t right. I forbade you from going on that trip for a reason, Alastair. I knew that if you went, it would start in motion what I had been trying for so many years to prevent.” He cleaned and redressed Kylar’s wound as he spoke, his actions second nature. “I should have told Isha to keep a closer eye on you. I blame myself for this.”

His father’s words only brought more confusion. “What are you talking about?”

Doctor Seiver snatched him by the wrist, cutting him off. He held up his son’s hand, anger reflected in his eyes. The gem on his ring glimmered in the smoldering firelight.

“This,” he said coldly. “Where did you get this?”

“From a shop in…”

“In Lyrias,” his father finished for him. “But where?”

He swallowed hard, trying to remember the events that led up to him finding the old ring. “It was in an old shop that had a lot of weird things in it. And the shop owner was a strange Johte’ir woman…”

“This is no ordinary ring,” Doctor Seiver said carefully. “The stone in this ring is imbued with an ancient magic.”

“What kind of magic?” Mydia asked.

“It is an ancient power—the spells of an elemental mage. This is magic from one of the first Fire Walkers.”

Oppressive silence hung over them. Alastair could see the knowing look in Mydia’s eyes. She had sensed something from the beginning, and his father’s words only confirmed her suspicions. Doctor Seiver continued. “I believe it is this magic that is attracting them. And with the traces of dark magic lingering around you, they have been able to track you. It is how they are hunting you.”

“Who—”

Kylar let out a soft whimper. Caelyn squeezed his hand. Doctor Seiver lifted the boy’s wrist, feeling for his pulse. Not satisfied with what he found, he carefully unbuttoned Kylar’s shirt and rested his hand on the boy’s chest. It was hardly moving, stuttering after each labored breath. He was expelling more air than he was taking in. Doctor Seiver’s face darkened as he felt the boy struggling to breathe. His chest lifted slightly and froze a moment before collapsing.

“He’s gone,” Doctor Seiver whispered.

“No.” Caelyn’s hand shook as she reached out. She brushed the hair from Kylar’s sweaty forehead. Tears streamed down her face. “No…he can’t! H-he can’t! He can’t! He can’t!”

Mydia pulled Caelyn away from Kylar’s body. She held her close, pressing Caelyn’s head to her shoulder as the blonde sobbed. Her shoulders shook as she cried. Doctor Seiver hastily threw dirt on the campfire, smothering it.

“Gather your things,” he said. “We need to leave.”

“We can’t!” Caelyn cried. “We can’t just leave him. We should at least bury—”

“There is no time.” Doctor Seiver ushered them toward the horses. “He’s gone. The spirits have already taken him. There’s nothing we can do for him now.”

As his father gathered the scattered supplies and urged the girls to mount the horses, Alastair knelt beside his friend. He took Kylar’s hands and folded them atop his chest. He prayed to the good spirits to guide Kylar’s soul safely to the next life.

“Hurry.” Doctor Seiver dragged his son away from the body. “If we don’t leave soon, they will find us.”

“Who?”

“You will know soon enough. The four of you have sat idly too long.”

It wasn’t until his father forced them from their camp that Alastair realized how dark it really was. But it was an unusual kind of darkness. Not even the buzz of insects disrupted the silence. His father led the horses promptly from the clearing. They managed to get several yards away before a wave of cold air surged through the forest. Doctor Seiver stopped them, instructing them all to hide. The sickening scent of rotting flesh wafted toward them. Mydia’s pupils dilated, her ears pressed flat against her head.

“Oblego,” his father whispered the concealing spell. The air around them wavered, as if a thin veil draped around them. He muttered another enchantment to silence the horses.

“Mae’an, hiri se jjehat…” Mydia whispered, fear reflected in her big green eyes. Alastair didn’t know what her words meant, but they sounded like a prayer. Mydia was not the type to scare easily. The drastic change in her demeanor was unsettling.

“Don’t make a sound,” his father hissed.

A soft rustling disrupted the unearthly silence. A gangly creature slunk from the bushes into the thicket. Its limbs were lanky with patchy black fur. Instead of a regular face, the creature had a wolf-like skull with empty sockets where its eyes should be. Its limbs were almost human, but it carried itself like an animal. It ambled with an awkward, sideways gait, as if it couldn’t walk straight. Its skin hung loosely from its thin frame. The creature skulked from the shadows, the smell of rotten meat drifting from it. Alastair covered his mouth to keep from gagging. Mydia sat crouched low, her back to the creature. Her hands covered her tufted ears pressing them down flat. She rocked back and forth, mouthing the same prayer to herself. The beast prowled around Kylar’s lifeless body, sniffing at it. Alastair could see its breath curl up from its skinless jaws. It reached out with its bony fingers and grabbed Kylar by the front of his shirt. It tore the bandages, ripping the sutures open.

Alastair watched, horrified, as the creature slit open the infected wound. The beast gorged itself on Kylar’s corpse, tearing at his intestines as if they were sausages. Bile rose up in Alastair’s throat, but he swallowed it down, too afraid to make a sound. Mydia’s eyes screwed shut in terror. The squelching sound of tearing flesh was enough to make one’s stomach turn. Blood dripped from the creature’s fangs. It had nearly torn Kylar’s body in two. Finally, the beast snatched what was left of the corpse in its jaws. Growling, the creature skulked out of the thicket and disappeared into the darkness.

Alastair didn’t even realize he had been holding his breath until the creature left. His legs gave out beneath him and he collapsed. Cold sweat rolled down his neck, soaking the collar of his shirt. He clutched one arm to his abdomen as the other helped keep him upright. His stomach heaved as he vomited.

“Wh-wha…” he gasped. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. “What…was that?”

“Tsa’lmav…” Mydia breathed, her voice shaking with fear. “A Tsa’lmav.”

“We must leave immediately,” Doctor Seiver whispered. “The boy, may his spirit rest, will keep the beast distracted, but not for very long.”

Doctor Seiver led them quickly through the dark woods, to where he had tethered his own steed. The three horses tossed their heads and stamped their hooves nervously. They could sense the danger lingering in the air. Alastair hastily helped Caelyn mount the bay mare before climbing up behind her. Mydia swung into the saddle of the gray-speckled horse. Taking the lead, Doctor Seiver hastily guided them out of the forest.

An unearthly scream ripped through the night air as they fled, a sound unlike anything Alastair had ever heard. A chill ran down his spine. The horses’ ears were pressed flat against their heads, eyes wide with terror. Their hooves thundered as they galloped. Over the rhythmic hoofbeats, Alastair heard an odd chuffing sound behind them, followed by the rushed footsteps of an animal. He turned hesitantly, afraid to look. Red eyes gleamed in the darkness. The beast tore through the tree line, hounding them. It roared, jaws open wide. The creature was gaining on them.

“Dad!” Alastair shouted.

Doctor Seiver looked back, a steady stream of curses escaping his lips. It seemed as if it only took a few strides for the beast to catch up to the horses. With one kick of its powerful legs, the beast launched toward Alastair. His arms shot up defensively, a scream of terror rising up with them. It felt as if the air around him constricted, a sudden burst of intense heat exploding from his body. Flames exploded from his hands, engulfing the creature in a pillar of fire. The beast shrieked—a terrifying, unearthly wail. It fell to the ground, rolling and howling as it continued to burn. The smell of singed fur and decaying flesh mingled with the night air.

The horses galloped as fast as their legs would carry them, fueled by pure terror. Mydia continued to mutter the same phrase over and over in her native tongue. They rode in silence for several hours before the horses finally slowed. Alastair’s heart still hammered against his ribs. Caelyn’s grip on the saddle horn was so tight her knuckles had turned white. After the shock of what had happened, Alastair feared she might faint. Despite the flames having dispersed, he could still feel the warmth from where the fire had touched him.

“Alastair, you can conjure flames without spells?” Mydia said, finally breaking the silence.

“I…I’m not sure. I don’t know how it happened.”

Doctor Seiver stared intently at his son, tight-lipped.

“Dad?” Alastair said hesitantly. “What’s going on? What was that thing?”

“A Tsa’lmav,” Mydia whispered. She touched her fingers to her forehead, then her heart, before kissing them. “Mae’an,” she muttered.

“But what are they?” he pressed.

“They were once disciples of Johte’ir priests,” his father explained carefully. “There are some priests and priestesses who become corrupted by practicing dark magic and become Shades. Through blood magic, they transform their disciples into hideous creatures like what you just saw. Once it turns, a Tsa’lmav can never revert to its original form. They are doomed to wander the shadows and dark places of the world, bringing death in their wake.”

“Please,” Mydia begged, her voice trembling. “Speak no more of them.”

Alastair turned to her. “You knew what the Tsa’l—”

“Do not speak its name!” Mydia screamed, her voice shrill. Alastair had never seen her composure slip like that before. Again, she gestured with her hands before taking a deep breath. “Speaking its name will only draw its attention to you, and we have said it far too many times as it is. To my people, their very existence is death. Those who see one never live long. If it doesn’t kill you when you first meet it, it will hunt you to the ends of the earth.” She shuddered, her feline ears pressed flat against her head. “What a cruel fate. To escape slaughter only to be hunted by a creature of death.”

Silence settled over them like a dense fog.

“How did you know that thing was hunting us?” Alastair asked.

“The traces of dark magic lingering over you are not easy to ignore. It’s like a trail of breadcrumbs,” he answered. “I could also sense the presence of powerful magic, which I knew Alastair must have awakened. The creature would be drawn to it, just as I was.”

“What magic?” Alastair asked. “I can’t even use—”

“Don’t play ignorant,” his father snapped. “That fire did not come from thin air. Do not tell me that is the first time it has happened, because I know it isn’t. If it were, you would still be sick with fever.”

Alastair’s mouth gaped, thunderstruck. “How did you know about that?” he whispered.

“From Isha’s message,” he replied. “When she wrote to me about your condition, she was unsure if her hunch was correct. But I knew you had unlocked the magic. It awakened after you touched that ring.” He gestured to the ring on Alastair’s finger, the fiery gem glowing in the moonlight. “I forbade you from going to Lyrias, Alastair. I explicitly told you not to go. And now look where it’s gotten us.”

“Are you saying this is all my fault?” he argued, his voice rising. Heat radiated from him as his temper flared.

His father glowered at him, the light of the moon glinting off his spectacles. “No. Some of this was bound to happen anyway, but I had hoped to protect you from it longer than this.”

Alastair opened his mouth to retaliate.

“Stop it!” Caelyn shouted, tears welling in her misty eyes. “All you ever do is argue. I’m tired of hearing it!”

Alastair swallowed his words. His father seemed to share his son’s thoughts and fell silent as well. Caelyn’s hunched shoulders shook as she mourned for Kylar. It was just like his father had said—there was a darkness hanging over them, a shadow they couldn’t shake. They rode through the night in silence. And only when the first rays of sunlight peeked above the ridge behind them did they finally stop to rest. But their respite was short-lived. They could not remain in one place for long, lest the shadows catch them a second time.


Chapter 11

Doctor Seiver roused them just before midday. After being chased by a Tsa’lmav, none of them were too keen to remain in one place for long, and they were on the road within the hour. After the events of the last few days, the color in Caelyn’s face had worsened, and she had developed a cough. All the stress was affecting her health. Though she tried to hide it, Alastair could see the subtle differences—the change in her complexion, her demeanor, her new sluggishness.

Caelyn rode with Mydia, likely having sensed the unease and tension between Alastair and his father. Alastair trailed behind the other two horses, lost in his own thoughts. Kylar’s ring felt heavy in his palm. He turned the silver band over, staring at the crest. It evoked bravery and prestige, which was befitting of an aspiring knight. An emptiness settled in the pit of Alastair’s stomach. He should have been the one who died. Those two fateful moments replayed over and over in his mind—the moment Kylar was gravely wounded, and his last breath in the woods. If only Alastair had held his ground better, the way he always did during practice. He was a better swordsman than Kylar; he should have been able to keep the soldier at bay. Now he saw how weak he really was. Because of him, he would never be able to spar with Kylar or hear him joke about his relationship with Caelyn. He didn’t want to think about how he would never see his best friend again, to laugh with him, to cross swords. Kylar was gone. All he had left of his friend was his ring and the promise he had made to return it.

As the day dragged on, something nagged at Alastair. It felt like his father was skirting his questions, avoiding direct answers. It was aggravating how Doctor Seiver treated him like an ignorant child—like he didn’t entirely trust him. Though he was unsure exactly what it was, he knew his father was hiding something from him. But he held back his questions as they rode toward Breadan.

When they stopped for the day, Alastair watched his father carefully. Alastair lit a fire while Mydia and Caelyn started a stew with the few herbs and dried roots they had brought with them. Doctor Seiver, however, set off to catch a rabbit for their meal. There were hundreds of questions eating away at Alastair, many of which he suspected his father might avoid answering. Alastair squeezed the heel of his hand, rubbing his thumb in circles until the skin was sore. Finally, he stood and followed him. His father had not gone far, still within view of the camp.

“Dad?”

“What is it?” Doctor Seiver asked, not even bothering to look at him.

“Before Isha…died, she said you would know what was happening to me.”

Doctor Seiver crouched low to the ground to examine a set of animal tracks.

Alastair cleared his throat. It didn’t seem like his father was going to talk without more prodding. “She told me my channels were blocked.”

“They were, but now they’ve been forced open,” his father said. He remained silent for a while, like he was trying to decide what to tell Alastair. “I knew when you were young that there was immense power within you. So for your safety, I sealed it away.”

“You…you blocked it? Why?” Alastair persisted. “Why would you do that?

“That’s a story that should be left for another time.”

“But—”

“Another time, Alastair,” Doctor Seiver said firmly.

Alastair felt the heat rush to his face, his cheeks flushing. Fury boiled in him. “Why do you always do that?” he shouted.

“What are you talking about?”

“Whenever I actually get any answers from you, I’m left with more questions! What the hell is going on?”

“The more you know, the more danger you are in.”

“That doesn’t make any sense! Danger from what?” he gestured to their meager camp. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re already in danger!”

His father remained silent, not looking at him. Both Caelyn and Mydia were staring at him, his shouting having grabbed their attention. Silence lingered over them for a moment, the crackling of the campfire the only sound that broke the quiet.

“You always act like you never want to talk, and whenever the conversation doesn’t go your way, you shut me out! You never tell me anything!” He clenched his fists, his voice quivering with anger. “Damn it! Can you stop keeping secrets from me?”

“Alastair—”

“No! You need to start giving me answers! You owe it to me to be honest for once in my damn life!” The flames behind them shot skyward. The small campfire surged high into a raging inferno. The fire was reacting to him—he could feel the warm pulse of the magic in his veins—but he didn’t care. Doctor Seiver snatched him by the wrist. Before Alastair could fight back, his father twisted hard, pinning his arm behind his back and forcing him to the ground. Alastair grunted as his father restrained him, his cheek pressed against the cold ground.

“Get ahold of your anger!” his father bellowed over the roar of flames.

“Get off me!”

“I taught you better than this!” He pressed down harder, eliciting a cry of pain from his son. “I did it to protect you! I didn’t raise you for sixteen years just so you could kill us all with your fire.”

“What do you mean, sixteen? I’m eighteen!” He struggled against his father, to no avail. The heat from the fire intensified. “Damn it! Why are you treating me like a child?”

“Your anger, Alastair! Control your anger!” his father shouted. “If you let your magic rampage, he’ll find us that much quicker!”

His father’s words failed to reach him. Doctor Seiver twisted his son’s arm harder. A strained cry of pain escaped Alastair. The pressure was so intense he was starting to see stars. The pain forced him to focus on something other than his anger. And as his temper abated, the raging fire died down, returning to its original size. Doctor Seiver’s grip eased slightly.

“Have you calmed down?” his father asked.

Alastair refused to answer him. Slowly, Doctor Seiver rose. Despite his father’s weight no longer bearing down on him, he remained on the ground. He sat up slowly, massaging his now-sore shoulder.

“You’re right,” his father said with a sigh. “I thought it would be best to keep it from you, but you deserve to know the truth.”

“The truth about what?”

“Your magic.” He sat down beside Alastair. “There is great power living inside you. A rare and ancient magic that only manifests once in a generation. You are an elemental mage, known to the Johte’ir as a Fire Walker.”

It felt as if someone had struck him hard across the chest, knocking the wind from his lungs. Alastair’s mouth gaped, searching for words, but they all failed him.

“I—you mean…” All the questions that had been buzzing through his mind dissolved away. He couldn’t think clearly. “Why did you seal it?”

“Because those who are born with such powers are always sought after. They will be hunted for their talents and will often suffer because of their own magic. The more you grew, the more I wanted to spare you from that fate—from a life of danger, of being hunted. I sealed away your power, hoping I could save you from that life.”

Questions fought for dominance in his mind. There were many things he wanted to ask, but he couldn’t focus on just one. “How long have you known?”

“Ever since you were two. It wasn’t easy keeping it sealed for so long, and I knew it would eventually break. But I had hoped it would last longer than this.”

Alastair swallowed past the lump forming in his throat. “Why? What’s going to happen?”

“There are those in the Empire who have been hunting you and the others like you—elemental mages born with one of the twelve elements of life.”

“Tenebrae?”

His father nodded. “Legend has it that when all twelve come together, they hold untold power, enough to reverse the laws of nature. It is said that together, they can even reverse death. No doubt the Empire is lusting after that strength. We can’t afford to let him get his hands on that kind of magic. In order to prevent this, we must find the other eleven.”

Alastair fell silent. It was a lot to take in. In the course of a few short days, everything had changed. He had lost his home, his friends, and now, even his sense of identity was wavering. He had always been a magicless nobody, but now he supposedly possessed a rare and powerful magic. His whole world had been turned upside-down.

“But before we can do that, we must gather supplies so we can make our way to Lyrias.” He gestured to the ring Alastair had been wearing. “To find the woman who gave you that.”


Chapter 12

It took them until noon the next day to reach Breadan. The city was nestled against the sheer cliffs of the mountainside. Towers of white limestone rose high above the winding road. Buildings sat on the edge of an outcropping of rock, a naturally forming plateau among the peaks offering the perfect space for a small city. Clusters of green brightened the mountainside, adding a touch of lush color to the white buildings. A waterfall cascaded down the side of the cliff, creating a heavy fog along the path that led up to the mountain city. The road itself wound in sharp angles along the mountainside. As they drew closer, Alastair craned his neck to see the ivory buildings perched atop the precipice.

He had argued with his father about going to Breadan. They had originally set out in search of a doctor for Kylar. But now that he was gone, there was no reason for them to set foot in the city. Mydia, however, had sided with Doctor Seiver, insisting they needed more supplies before they could head for Lyrias.

All his thoughts were jumbled. After what his father had told him the previous night, there was a new light on everything. It made him wonder just how much his father had been hiding from him.

It took hours for the horses to climb the steep path up the mountainside. A cool wind blew across the road, carrying with it mist from the waterfall. The roar of rushing water grew louder the higher they climbed, the falls crashing down thousands of feet to the lake at the base of the mountain. As they drew closer, Alastair could see the gates. Soldiers in heavy armor stood guard at either side of the entrance. A cluster of travelers had gathered, horses and carts loaded with goods, waiting to enter the city.

“What’s going on?” Mydia wondered aloud.

“Word of the attack on Allandar must have reached here already,” Doctor Seiver said. “Gaining entrance is going to be harder than I originally thought.”

“Would they allow us passage if we claim to be seeking refuge?” Caelyn suggested.

“There’s no way for us to prove that,” he said. “For all they know, we could be spies.”

The thought of having to spend another night in the wilderness made Alastair groan. After being hunted by the Tsa’lmav, he wanted nothing more than to be back within the safety of city walls. Slipping his hand in his pocket, he felt the weight of Kylar’s ring. He pulled it out, gazing at the crest etched on its surface.

“What if we show them this?” he asked, holding up the ring.

Doctor Seiver turned to look at the silver band. Alastair held it out for him. Turning the ring over, his father nodded slowly.

“That might work,” he said, handing the ring back. “Put it on. If they think you are the son of nobility, they might allow us to pass. No doubt noble families whose children were attending Rokerth have sent out word to the neighboring cities in hopes their children survived.”

“But that’s Kylar’s ring,” Caelyn said, her voice cracking. “It would be wrong.”

“Gaining safe passage into the city would require us to have travel papers, which we don’t possess,” Doctor Seiver said. “The only way is to use Kylar’s ring.”

“I don’t like it either, but we don’t have much of a choice,” Mydia admitted.

“Kylar wanted us to survive.” Alastair’s chest felt heavy as he gazed at the ring in his palm.

It felt wrong to pretend to be someone who was dead. If word reached the Armmonts that Kylar had been spotted in Breadan, only to find out it was an impostor, it would break their hearts. But without proper supplies, the journey to Lyrias would be much more difficult.

Alastair slid the ring onto the middle finger of his right hand. They spurred the horses forward, joining the crowd at the city gates.

The people gathered there jostled against one another, trying to inch their way closer to the guards. Merchants were stopped, their carts and bags thoroughly searched. Alastair strained to see ahead. The guards were demanding paperwork. Some of the people clamoring to get in were turned away. The line moved slowly. A few people were escorted inside the gates by more soldiers; others were turned away due to suspicious circumstances, or lack of papers. Finally, they neared the front of the group.

“Halt,” the guard demanded, blocking their path with his halberd. He looked the four of them from top to bottom, his expression set in a firm scowl. “State your business.”

“We are seeking refuge.” Doctor Seiver spoke for them. “We have traveled far to—”

“As has everyone else before you,” the guard said gruffly. “Given the circumstances, we cannot allow just anyone to pass.”

“Please,” Mydia said quickly. “We have come from Allandar—”

“There were no survivors from Allandar.” He cut her words short. Murmurs rose among the others gathered around the gates. “The city was razed. There is nothing left of Allandar. Unless you have proof of your claims, we cannot allow you to pass.”

Alastair’s grip on the reins tightened. He didn’t want to use Kylar’s name to force their way into Breadan, but the soldiers were turning them away. He had to do something. Drawing his horse closer to the front, he sat up taller in the saddle.

“I have proof,” Alastair said. He had been living with the sons of nobles at Rokerth since he was thirteen. He knew how to hold himself and project his voice like a man of importance. “I am Kylar Sigurd Armmont, of the Armmont Noble House. Most of my belongings were lost when we fled, but my ring should be proof enough.”

He lowered his right hand so the guards could clearly see the emblem. Upon viewing the crest, the two men straightened.

“By the spirits…” the first guard muttered.

“He’s right. It’s the Armmont crest.” The second soldier turned to the first. “The Armmont name was among those on the list of missing, wasn’t it?”

The first guard nodded. “And the others?”

“Classmates of mine, and, uh.” He glanced back at his father, unsure of how to answer. “Caelyn’s private physician. We managed to escape together.”

The guard reached into the leather pouch hanging at his waist. He pulled out a letter, a long list of names written on it. “What are your names?”

“I am Caelyn Marie McDowell,” Caelyn spoke up.

“And my name is Mydia Kouvae.”

The soldier dragged his finger down the list of names as they spoke. “Master Armmont and Lady McDowell’s names are here, but I do not see young Lady Kouvae.”

“There must be some mistake,” Caelyn protested.

“I’m sorry, but without proof of your claim, I cannot allow you—”

“Are you suggesting I leave my friend behind?” Alastair raised his voice. “After the hell we have gone through to get here? Can you imagine the horrors we have faced to escape with our lives? My family will not stand for this!”

“No, no, Master Armmont, forgive me,” the guard said quickly, stumbling over his words. “That was not my intent. We meant no offense. I simply meant we have no means of sending word because her name was not recorded.”

The other guard knocked his comrade’s halberd aside. “Please, forgive our rudeness.” He called for another soldier waiting inside the city gates. A young man in simple leather gear hurried toward them. “Please escort them inside. Have arrangements made for their accommodations.”

“Yes, sir.”

The young man gestured for them to follow. With Alastair leading the way, they passed through the front gates. His heart was thumping madly. If they found out he wasn’t really Kylar, he feared they would detain him. Thankfully, the ring and his threat seemed to have worked. Guilt gripped him, sinking its claws deep in his chest. He wished Kylar could be here with them.

The young soldier led them to a tent just beyond the city entrance. Those who had been allowed passage were gathered around a registrar, writing down their names and business within Breadan. Without a word, Doctor Seiver dismounted. After recording their names, he took the horse’s reins and guided them away from the crowd.

Unlike Lyrias, Breadan’s streets were neither cobblestone nor brick, but simple mountain rock. Over hundreds of years, travelers had worn the rock smooth. All the buildings were made of heavy blocks of white limestone, the shingled stone roofs darkened from the weather. The city itself was built in a semicircular layout, the streets reaching out like the spokes of a wheel.

Alastair craned his neck, gazing up at the mountain peak looming high above them. The white buildings made the city feel bright and inviting.

“Where are we going?” Alastair finally asked.

“Before we do anything, we need to find a place to stay,” his father answered. “The soldier who escorted us suggested an inn near the center of town. It seems they are trying to keep a close eye on the few people they are allowing to pass.”

The road sloped up slightly as they turned the corner. Rushing water cut through the center of Breadan, stone railings keeping passersby from falling into the frigid mountain stream. On either side, signs displaying store names and their wares lined the main street. The road stopped at the base of the mountain. Statues had been chiseled out of the rock face on either side of the river. The likeness of Beaudernic, sword in hand, guarded the cavern from which the water flowed. Doctor Seiver led them to a tall building near the head of the stream. The curved body of a dragon hung from the brass sign holder above the door. Seeing the emblem reminded Alastair of the Gray Halberd back in Lyrias. A pang of longing gripped him. He wished he could return to the cheery tavern, when the four of them were still together, laughing and enjoying the capital with the rest of their class.

“This looks like the place,” Doctor Seiver said.

A boy hurried out from the stables to the side of the building. Mydia slid easily from the back of the gray-speckled horse and Alastair helped Caelyn down from the saddle. His father handed the reins of all three horses to the boy before placing a copper coin in his palm. Doctor Seiver pulled the front door open with ease.

The loud babble of voices and sweet smell of pipe tobacco greeted them. Round, wooden tables filled the room. Doctor Seiver made his way to the bar at the back of the tavern. A Drynarian man with jet-black hair stood behind it, tending to the patrons who called for more ale. Because of his short stature, he stood on a high bench behind the bar. It kept him tall enough to serve his large patrons with ease. Leaning against the bar-top, Doctor Seiver waved the man over.

“Good afternoon, sir,” the man said. His bushy mustache fanned out as he grinned. “What can I do you for?”

“Two rooms, if you have them.”

“Of course. We’ve got plenty of rooms upstairs.”

He climbed down, disappearing behind the bar top for a moment. He reemerged quickly with a thick, leather-bound book. The cover thunked against the wood as he flipped through it. He stopped when he found an empty page in the log. Doctor Seiver recorded each of their names and counted out enough money for the four of them. The man pocketed the coins and hopped down from the bench. Weaving between the sea of legs, he led them upstairs. Their rooms were on the second floor, nearly at the end of the hallway. The innkeeper handed Doctor Seiver their keys before hurrying back down the stairs to the tavern.

“How long will we be staying here?” Caelyn asked.

“No more than a few days.” Doctor Seiver gave Mydia one of the keys. “Don’t wander far. We can’t afford to get separated here.”

Nodding, the girls disappeared into their room. The doctor opened the second door, gesturing for Alastair to follow. The room was simple, with a full-sized bed against the far wall, and a desk and chair beneath the window to their left. He closed the door behind them and locked it. Alastair sank down on the edge of the bed. The events of the past few days had left him feeling emotionally and physically exhausted. But there were still several unanswered questions buzzing through his mind.

“Dad?” he asked. “Why didn’t you tell me about my powers? The real reason.”

His father turned to face him. For a split second, a glimmer of sadness glossed over his eyes. He sat down in the chair. “As I told you before, I have known since you were very little that you possessed the gift of fire. I was afraid of the dangers it would bring and the kind of life you would be forced to live. And after the accident…well, I didn’t want to take any chances.”

Heavy silence lingered between them. Taking a shaky breath, Alastair tried to gather his thoughts. “What accident?”

“It was your power.”

It felt as if a pit had opened in Alastair’s stomach, leaving behind a hollow sense of dread.

“Sixteen years ago, your powers had already begun to manifest, which drew a lot of attention. Your mother…she was barely alive when I found her. She was clutching you tightly. She claimed a cloaked stranger had broken into the house and demanded she hand you over, which she refused. Enraged, the intruder attacked her. This must have sent you into a panic, as your magic rampaged out of control, consuming everything in its path.”

Hands trembling, Alastair hunched over. His chest constricted; it was hard to breathe. Heat welled up inside him. He could feel the flames threatening to consume him, to spill out and surge out of control. His father rested a hand on Alastair’s shoulder, making him jump.

“It’s all right,” Doctor Seiver said gently.

“But it…” Alastair gasped, “it was my fault…”

“The flames you called forth were reacting to your strong emotions, as they did when they reawakened. It was instinct acting to protect you. It is fire’s nature to consume, and without control, it will destroy everything around it. As was the case all those years ago.”

Alastair tried to catch his breath, but his chest felt heavy. His father continued.

“Your mother passed shortly after. And looking at you, an innocent child, I couldn’t bear it to see you suffer the same fate as those who came before you. I sealed away your power, locking the magic deep inside you, where it has slumbered these past sixteen years. All I wanted was for you to live your life as a normal boy, unburdened with such a gift.”

For the first time in many years, Alastair could see the dark circles under his father’s eyes. He had never realized how haggard and worn he looked, and how much older it made him seem. He could tell that decision, and keeping such a secret for so long, had weighed heavy upon his father.

Inhaling deeply, Alastair steadied his breathing. “What about Isha?”

“What do you mean?”

“Before she—” He swallowed past the lump forming in his throat. “Before she died, she said it was her duty to protect me. She said it was her job to make sure I made it out alive. What did she mean by that?”

“In my travels, I came across a young Bria’alan warrior who had been attacked by a group of bandits. She was caught off guard and I helped chase them off. After that, she pledged herself to my service, claiming she was bound by the Johte’ir code to repay a life debt. I taught her medicine and, as a warrior, she seemed the perfect person to protect you when I could not. It was thanks to her talents that I could leave with peace of mind to search for the other eleven—I knew she would keep you safe. She sacrificed herself so that you might live.”

Alastair raked his fingers through his hair. It was all so overwhelming. “How can you talk about it so casually?”

“Death is a natural part of life, Alastair. She understood the risks when she came to Rokerth. Isha did her duty and died honorably,” his father said. “The best we can do to honor her sacrifice is to find the other eleven so that no one suffers the same tragedy.”

“I feel like there has to be a mistake.” Alastair hunched over, gripping fistfuls of his own hair in frustration. “In all the old stories, the Twelve were always great heroes, but I…I don’t have what it takes to be like that! I’m just a nobody!”

“Heroes aren’t born, and they aren’t made overnight.”

“They’re supposed to be strong and fearless, and yet we’re running away! They’re supposed to be brave and defend others. But I couldn’t even protect my friends.”

Doctor Seiver gave Alastair’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “There’s nothing wrong with being scared. Any man who claims he has no fear is a fool. The elemental heroes from the legends didn’t become heroes because they were born with great power, but because they made a choice to fight for what they believed in, despite their fears.”

“I shouldn’t even be alive!” He stood, unable to sit still any longer. The tempest of emotions were swirling inside him ready to explode outward. He could feel the heat of his flames threatening to burst out of control. Alastair paced the room anxiously, trying to keep his power in check. “I shouldn’t have survived! That soldier should have killed me in the stables—or the man who tried to strangle me in the infirmary. Why am I still alive when everyone else died?”

“You survived something horrific, but the massacre was not your fault.” Dr. Seiver’s voice was calm. “You can’t blame yourself for what happened.”

“I could have saved them if I knew…if I hadn’t been so useless!”

“What happened was tragic, but you can’t keep dwelling on such thoughts. Regretting the past will do nothing to help the spirits of those who have already died. The best we can do is move forward.”

Alastair did not reply.

“The paths ahead are not easy and there is still time for you to decide which one to take,” his father said. “But until that time comes, you must learn to use your gift properly.”

“How am I supposed to do that?” he muttered, eyes downcast. “I’ve never been able to use magic before. I don’t know how.”

“Though we may call it ‘magic,’ it’s actually a kind of energy that encompasses our world. It ebbs and flows like tides, constantly revolving around us. This energy flows through channels within the body. In someone with a gift like yours, the channels intertwine with their veins, and the magic becomes as much a part of them as their blood.”

“But how am I supposed to use it?”

“Feel the energy flowing through you. Picture what you want from the magic clearly and it will come.” Doctor Seiver gestured to the candle on the desk. “While I am gone, I want you to try and light the wick without matches or flint.”

Alastair frowned. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to purchase supplies for our journey.” He stood. “For now, I want you to focus on that candle.”

Alastair flopped back on the bed with a groan. He listened as his father’s footsteps faded down the hall. He could hear voices from the tavern below, laughing and shouting. For so long he had resented the fact that he couldn’t use magic. But now that he had it within his grasp, he wished it would go away. He had struggled with magic for so long, and now it felt like he was expected to master his newfound power overnight. His father’s expectations felt like an entire mountain weighed on his chest. It made it hard to breathe. He lay there a while, trying to wrestle with his thoughts—his guilt over the deaths of his friends and classmates, and the new responsibilities being thrust upon him. He wanted to disappear, but he couldn’t.

With a sigh, Alastair sat up on the edge of the bed. He stared at the candle on the desk. Just thinking about what his father had said about the powers, especially the gift of fire, made his head spin. It made him wish he had paid closer attention in class when they talked about the creation myth and the twelve elements. Doctor Seiver’s explanation wasn’t very helpful. All he had said was what the power of fire was, not how to control it.

“How the hell am I supposed to light a candle without matches?” he said. “It’s not like I started those fires on purpose.”

He stood and dragged the chair back toward the desk. Alastair sat, arms folded. He frowned, brows knit together as he stared intently at the wick. He could feel the warmth of the magic flowing through his veins, but he didn’t know how he was supposed to transfer it outward. Concentrating on his hands, he tried to will the magic down to his fingertips. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Opening them once more, he reached out and pinched the wick between his forefinger and thumb. He thought he could feel heat between his fingers. But when he pulled his hand back, all he had caused was a tiny wisp of smoke to rise from the wick.

Grumbling, Alastair tried again. He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes. He could feel the coarse wick pinched firmly between his fingers. He focused on the warmth flooding his body. Clearing his mind of all other thoughts, he focused solely on the candle. In his mind, he pictured it, the wick alight. He concentrated on that one desire for several minutes. He could feel the magic coursing from his core outward, traveling up his arm and into his fingertips. Alastair felt a pop between his fingers, almost like an electric shock. Opening his eyes, he drew his hand away. A tiny flame gleamed, casting a gentle glow around him. Elated, he reached out and touched it. The flame licked his finger, wavering slightly beneath his touch, but did not burn. He cupped his hand, scooping the fire into his palm, but leaving the candle alight. Embers flickered, dancing across the skin of his hand.

A gentle knock on the door gave him a start. He looked up as Mydia stepped into the room. Her hair was damp, a towel draped around her shoulders. Her eyes flicked down to the fire in his hands.

“Is that what you’ve been doing this whole time?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve been in here for hours.” She rubbed the edges of her hair on the towel, squeezing out the excess moisture. “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed?”

He glanced behind him. Outside the window, everything was dark. Lamps lit the darkened streets. In his deep concentration, it had felt like only a few minutes had passed, not hours.

“I hadn’t realized it was so late,” he admitted.

“Did you do that?” Mydia asked, glancing at the fire in his hand.

“Yeah. I actually managed to make it on my own.” The flames sputtered every time he moved his hand. “Before, it just kind of happened. But this time, the fire came because I wanted it to.”

“It doesn’t burn you?”

Alastair shook his head. He clenched his fist. The flames fluttered a moment before fizzling out in a wisp of thin smoke. His hand felt warm where the fire had touched him, and his skin tingled.

“Where have you been?” he asked.

“At the baths,” she replied. “The inn connects to an underground spring. The innkeeper said we were welcome to use it. And after traveling this far, I was in need of a proper bath.”

Alastair couldn’t blame her. It had been several days since he’d had a bath too. After spending almost a week on the run, he felt grimy and in desperate need of a wash. He hoped that the worst was behind them, but he had a sinking feeling it was just beginning.

Alastair practiced lighting and snuffing the candle well into the evening. Each time it felt more natural, and the power came to him quicker. It was only after his father returned that he laid down to sleep. It felt good to be lying in a warm bed again. His body soon relaxed and he fell into deep slumber.


Chapter 13

Alastair woke feeling refreshed. It had been a long time since he had a restful night’s sleep. His father sat at the desk, his back to Alastair. The grinding of stone was the only sound in the otherwise silent room.

“You’re finally awake,” Doctor Seiver said without looking up.

“What time is it?” Alastair stifled a yawn.

“Almost noon.” His father turned to look at him. The smell of vanilla wafted toward Alastair.

“What’s that?” he asked, gesturing to the mortar in his hands.

“Tea,” he answered simply. “For Caelyn. She developed a fever during the night.”

Alastair tossed off the blankets and hurried to the door, worry swelling inside him. He knocked briefly on the girls’ door but didn’t bother waiting for a response before he barged into the room. Mydia started, nearly knocking over her chair. She had been sitting at Caelyn’s bedside. Caelyn’s face was flushed, a cool washcloth draped across her fevered forehead.

“Is she okay?” Alastair asked, approaching the bed quickly.

Mydia pressed a finger to her lips, a scowl set on her face. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you manners? You shouldn’t barge into a room.”

He frowned, ignoring her snippy comment. “How is she?”

“She’s resting.”

“She’ll be all right,” Doctor Seiver said, coming in behind him. “It seems that the constant stress over the past week has had an adverse effect on her health.”

“I thought she was acting kind of sluggish.” Alastair gently touched the back of his hand to Caelyn’s cheek, checking her fever.

“I’m surprised she managed to hang on this long,” his father admitted. “It’s fortunate her constitution lasted until we arrived here. It could have been disastrous to her health had she succumbed on the road.”

His father’s words did little to ease his worries.

“She’ll be fine,” Doctor Seiver insisted. “In a few days, she should be well enough for travel. For now, you should focus on honing your magic, and I will worry about Caelyn. Go change into the clothes I purchased for you. Those tattered rags are too conspicuous here, especially for the son of a noble.”

Mydia escorted him out of the room. He glanced back at Caelyn as he was ushered out. Though he knew she needed her rest, he couldn’t help but worry about her sudden fever. He didn’t want to lose anyone else. Alastair quietly returned to his room. Scattered across the small desk were clumps of dried herbs and flecks of powdered root his father had been grinding down. Since Caelyn’s fever had come so suddenly, they might be stuck in Breadan longer than they originally anticipated. And after what had transpired in Allandar, there was nothing Alastair wanted more than to be as far from the Carim Mountains as possible. If the Tenebraen soldiers had crossed them once, it was only a matter of time before they would do it again.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

After nearly three days, Caelyn’s fever finally began to break. Twice daily, his father ground the same medicine for Caelyn to drink—tea made of dried prunella, sarsaparilla root, and vanilla—making the room smell like an apothecary.

Unable to sit still in their small bedroom, Alastair made his way to the tavern downstairs. Despite it being early in the morning, it was quite busy. Rugged men sat crowded at the round tables, talking loudly. A handful of them appeared to be locals, chatting about the internal affairs of the city. Alastair slid into a chair in the corner. A Drynarian woman approached him immediately. She wore a simple dress and apron, her dark hair braided back into a bun. Even while seated, he had to lean down slightly so they were eye level.

“Good morning, young master,” she said cheerfully. “Can I get you any breakfast?”

“Yes, please,” Alastair replied.

The woman nodded and scurried off toward the kitchen. Propping his elbow up on the table, he rested his chin in his hand. He hated sitting idle, not knowing when they might be on the move again. He listened to the men as they talked.

“They vanished as quickly as they came.” A short man with a receding hairline sat at a nearby table. What hair he had left was a fiery red and consisted of bushy sideburns and a mustache. “My cousin was part of the battalion sent as reinforcements. By the time they got there, there wasn’t a soul left.”

“Surely you jest.” His friend, whose arms were covered in coarse hair, bent over his plate. “There ain’t no way a whole army could appear an’ vanish that quickly.”

“It’s true!” the first protested. He lowered his voice. “My cousin said the whole of Allandar had been completely razed to the ground! T’wasn’t a sole survivor. What was left of the bodies was piled in the center of town, the corpses completely drained of blood. Said it was the most horrific thing he ever seen.”

“May their spirits find peace,” the friend said, shaking his head. “What of them kids up at Rokerth? Your cousin check the Academy as well?”

The balding man nodded. “Dead. Those brutes slaughtered’em all.”

“Here you are, young master.” Alastair jumped at the sound of her voice. The woman from before slid a plate of eggs and sausages in front of him.

“Thanks,” Alastair muttered.

She smiled kindly and hurried off to assist the other patrons. Alastair leaned closer to the adjacent table, trying to hear the men’s conversation better.

“Don’t know if it’ll do them any good though,” the first man mumbled.

“I heard a few days before the attack, the King received a message from the Empire.” The second man lowered his voice. “Rumor has it, they accused us of stealin’ something real important.”

“Stole what?”

The second man took a swig of his ale. “Hell if I know. But you know what I think? I think the attack had something to do with that message.”

The red-headed man shook his head. “All that bloodshed over petty political squabbles.”

“Aye, the poor souls. But I hear a list of names has been sent to all the neighboring cities. I know the guards at the gates have been asking the travelers if there’s been any survivors.”

“After that massacre, I doubt there are.”

Listening to the men talk about the invasion made Alastair lose his appetite. After eating the meager rations he and Mydia had managed to stow in their packs, each meal in Breadan felt like a feast. But now, just looking at plump sausages made him nauseous. Memories of the Bellana twins, disemboweled and lifeless, flashed through his mind. He also remembered how the Tsa’lmov had ripped into Kylar’s body, devouring his friend’s intestines like the sausages on Alastair’s plate. He tried to ignore the grim topics the men rambled on about. As he sat listening to the men talk, the same woman approached him, a letter in her hands.

“Young Master Armmont?” she said tentatively.

He had almost forgotten he had entered the city under Kylar’s name. He sat up straighter and managed a smile. “Yes?”

“This letter just arrived for you from the guardhouse.”

Taking the letter from her, he turned it over. Imprinted in the red sealing wax was the Armmont crest. His heart sank. After they had given their names to the guards at the gate, the soldiers must have sent word to their families. Dread clawed at his insides. He forced a smile and nodded his thanks to the Drynarian woman. Alastair’s hands shook as he carefully broke the seal. As he read the words, he choked back the urge to scream in frustration.

The letter was from Kylar’s parents. Sure enough, the officials in Breadan had sent word to them, informing them that their son had been recovered alive. They expressed their immeasurable relief upon hearing he had arrived in Breadan for refuge and urged him to come home immediately. They begged him for a swift return, asking that he write to them to assuage their fears and tell them he was safe. Most likely Kylar’s mother was afraid the massacre would prompt her son to join the army rather than return home.

Swallowing past the lump in his throat, Alastair hastily stuffed the letter back in the envelope and hurried from the room. He again barged into the girls’ room without bothering to knock. His father sat at Caelyn’s bedside, cleaning out the mug he had just used for her medicine.

“Don’t you know how to knock?” Mydia snapped.

“Dad, we have a problem.” Alastair ignored her and held up the envelope.

Adjusting his glasses, Doctor Seiver held his hand out for the letter. “Who’s it from?”

“Kylar’s parents.”

Mydia touched her fingers to her forehead, then her heart before kissing them, a gesture of prayer. “May his spirit find peace,” she muttered.

“The officials sent word to his family that he’s alive. And they want him to come home.” Alastair sank down on the edge of the bed. “I knew we shouldn’t have used his name! How can I possibly face them now that they think he’s still alive?”

“If you hadn’t used his name, we wouldn’t have been able to enter the city,” Doctor Seiver pointed out.

Reaching into his pocket, Alastair pulled out Kylar’s ring. “I want to at least return this to them. I mean…it’s the least I can do. I promised Kylar I would. But now that they think he’s actually alive…”

Doctor Seiver patted Alastair’s shoulder. “His death wasn’t your fault.”

“You weren’t there!” Alastair shot to his feet, fists clenched. He felt the fire coursing through him as his temper flared. “I was careless and he jumped in to protect us! It’s my fault he’s—”

“You can’t blame yourself,” his father said firmly. “Our pity will do the dead no good. He acted valiantly, a credit to his good name. But you did not make him do it, Alastair. He did it of his own accord.” Silence lingered between them. If Kylar’s parents had written, surely a letter from Caelyn’s family was on its way as well. At least she could still return home. She would be safer with her family in Valeford, and Mydia would also most likely return home to her clan. It would just be Alastair and his father.

Doctor Seiver rummaged through his medical supplies and pulled out a small rucksack. “It would be best if you could clear your head. Perhaps you can run an errand for me as you do so.”

“What kind of errand?”

Doctor Seiver handed him the pouch. “I’ve run out of one of my most important herbs, and the shops here don’t have access to such a rare plant. I believe I’ve mentioned it to you before when you were very young—erastis meridiem.”

“That is an incredibly rare flower,” Mydia said.

“I remember that name. They’re tiny white flowers, right?”

“They are. Not many herbalists would venture into caves to find them. But they are very powerful, and important to my work.”

Alastair took the rucksack from him, glass clinking inside. “Where do we find them?”

“Erastis meridiem thrives underground, in deepmountain caves where the sunlight cannot reach. They can be found near small pools of water. Because of where they are found, they have absorbed large amounts of spiritual energy and as thus, the flowers hold very potent healing abilities.

“I have heard that some of these flowers have been discovered here near Breadan. There is a small entrance to the caves to the left of the river’s mouth. It will take you down along the river, and that is where you should be able to find them.”

“Fine,” Alastair muttered.

“I’ll go with you,” Mydia said.

Alastair frowned. “Why? Don’t tell me it’s because you’re worried about me.”

“Don’t flatter yourself.” She chuckled. “If you get lost in those caves, we’ll never get the herbs we need to help Caelyn heal. Besides, when she does recover, she’ll be heartbroken knowing you were lost in the dark, scary caverns.” She grinned mockingly.

He scowled back.

“Be careful not to damage the flowers,” his father said. “Both the roots and blossoms are very potent, and it would be a shame to waste either part of the plant.”

“Come on,” Alastair said, a twinge of annoyance in his words.

He and Mydia headed downstairs to the tavern. There were few people out in the streets, the lack of travelers adding to the feeling of emptiness. The droning sound of the river filled the otherwise quiet street. They made their way toward the mouth of the river, which flowed out from a low-hanging mouth of the cave. The statues of Beaudernic stood sentry on either side. Carved from the mountain, the hero’s likenesses loomed over the city. As they drew closer to the rock face, Alastair spotted the narrow opening to the left of the stream. It was partially hidden behind thick foliage. Dark green moss grew on the surface of the slick rocks. The naturally hewn stone steps sloped downward to the entrance. A worn wooden sign hung above the mouth of the cave, reading danger. The words had been weathered away and were hardly readable, damp moss clinging to its edges.

“Guess he conveniently forgot to mention this part,” Alastair said, gesturing to the sign.

“Glad I came?” A mischievous grin spread across her lips. “We can hold hands if it would make you feel better.”

He slapped her hand away. Ever since they had met at the academy, Mydia always liked to tease him. Though she and Caelyn were close, there was just something about her that rubbed him the wrong way. Her words were often heavy with sarcasm when they spoke. When Mydia was around in the past, it had always been the three of them. This was the first time he was actually alone with her.

Alastair started down the steep steps. Brushing aside the low-hanging vines, he ducked into the entrance. Mydia followed behind cautiously, her tufted ears flicking back. The rushing water thundered in the dimly lit cave. The cave’s entrance was deceivingly small, opening into a vast cavern with a high, vaulted ceiling. Though the sunlight from the mouth of the cave had poor reach, Alastair could still see the deep blue of the water and the green moss that coated the rocks around it. The floor of the cave was flat and even, worn down by many feet over thousands of years.

He started forward, picking his steps carefully. The slick stone made it hard to keep his footing. The path became more and more uneven the farther they ventured. Soon, even the sunlight from the entrance faded away, casting them into an impenetrable blackness. Though Mydia could somewhat see due to her keen feline eyesight, Alastair kept stumbling.

Mydia drew her wand. “Lucerna,” she said, her voice echoing.

The tip of her wand glimmered. It cast a gentle glow, giving them enough light to see a few feet ahead of them.

“Can you make it brighter?”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry my spell isn’t good enough for you. If you don’t like it, make your own light.”

“Fine.”

Taking a deep breath, Alastair called forth the fire slumbering in him. Heat surged from his center and up his arm. His fingers tingled as embers crackled to life in his palm. Flames appeared as if from thin air, casting a warm yellow hue on the rocks around them. Mydia squinted, allowing her eyes to adjust to the sudden light.

“Looks like you’re getting the hang of it.”

“Yeah.” He nodded. “It comes a lot easier now, but I still have a little trouble controlling it. So far all I’ve been able to do is light candles.”

Mydia grinned. “Any improvement is better than none, I guess. At least you’re not totally useless anymore.”

Alastair didn’t answer. He knew she was goading him, hoping to get a rise out of him.

“How far back do you think we’ll have to go?” she finally said.

He shrugged. “I dunno. But my old man said they were in pretty deep.”

They followed the mountain river deeper into the cavern, the roar of water and crackling flames filling the silence between them. As they went deeper, the smooth stone pathway broke off, becoming rocky and uneven. In the dark world of the cave, it was hard to tell exactly how long they had been walking. Even with the firelight in his palm and the glow from Mydia’s wand, it was hard to see where he was going.

“Is it true?” Mydia asked.

He glanced over his shoulder. Her bright eyes watched him closely, the light from her wand glimmering in her green irises.

“Is what true?”

“Your father,” she replied. “He said you have the power of one of the Twelve.”

He tensed. “Where did you hear that?”

“Don’t play dumb,” she said. “I heard your whole conversation that night, when you were fighting and the campfire started rampaging.”

It was not a subject he was too keen on broaching. “You heard all that?”

“How could I not? Even without all the shouting, my ears are far more sensitive than the average human’s.”

“Then why bring it up now?” he shot back. “If you heard everything that night, why not say something sooner?”

“Despite what you might think, I am not one to pry into someone else’s affairs.” The crackle of the flames in Alastair’s palm cut through the silence. Mydia’s eyes glowed in the dim light. “So what happens now? Are you going to find the other eleven from the legend?”

Alastair hesitated. His chest felt heavy just thinking about everything his father had told him. “That’s what my dad said. He didn’t really seem like he wanted to talk about it.”

“Well when the time comes, I’ll gladly lend you a hand,” she said with a smile. “It would be dangerous and lonely to go on that journey alone.”

He didn’t answer.

“What’s wrong?” Mydia’s ears twitched, sensing something amiss. “You’re being much quieter than normal.”

He shrugged. “It’s just…Everything’s been turned upside down. First, I can’t use magic, and now I have some super-rare and special power? I feel like it’s some kind of bad dream.” The firelight in his palm flickered, casting long shadows across his face. “I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

Mydia opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her short. “Look, I don’t want to talk about this anymore, okay?”

“No need to get defensive,” she snapped. “I just wanted to help.”

“Yeah, well, I doubt you can.”

“What is your problem?” Mydia stopped. “Why are you so angry all of a sudden?”

“I’m not angry!” He rounded on her. “I’m just—ugh! You wouldn’t understand.”

“Why wouldn’t I understand? You’re not the only one whose life has changed, so don’t act like you’re the only one suffering here.” Mydia glowered at him. “Things have changed for all of us. The best we can do is try to help each other through it.”

“How could you understand? I should have died back there! If I had known about this weird magic, I could have saved some of them! If it weren’t for me, Kylar would still be—”

“We’re all grieving, Alastair!” she shouted, her voice ehoing loudly in the cavern. “Even if you had known about your powers sooner, it doesn’t change what happened. Kylar is dead. Our classmates and teachers are dead—they’re gone! We had to kill people to survive. I have nightmares every night just like you do! So don’t you dare act like you are the only one trying to cope with what happened!”

Alastair turned his back to her, not wanting to hear any more. It was irritating. What he was going through was much different. There was no way she could understand. He could hear Mydia’s footsteps as she hurried after him.

“Wait,” she said angrily. “I’m not done talking to you.”

“Yeah, well I’m done listening.” He started down a sharp incline, following the unkempt path deeper.

“Alastair!” she shouted angrily.

Mydia grabbed him by the arm. Alastair wrenched free of her grasp. As he rounded on her, his foot slid, sending him over the edge of the steep path. Alastair cried out, shocked. Mydia managed to snatch hold of his wrist, but his weight threw her off balance. Her face was a ghost in the darkness, lit only by the dull glow from her wand. Her grip slipped, sending him crashing down the steep chasm. She screamed his name, her voice echoing loudly. Alastair tried to catch himself, the jagged rock cutting into his hands. His head smacked against stone and darkness took him.


Chapter 14

He was startled awake by something wet rubbing against his hand. His head was pounding. The ground felt cool and soothing against his cheek. Again, he felt the strange wet sensation on his hand. Groaning, Alastair opened his eyes. He couldn’t see. Everything was pitch black, and though he could feel his hands, he couldn’t see them. He blinked again, but the darkness remained. A faint scurrying sound startled him. A sharp pain surged through the back of his skull as he slowly sat up. He swayed, dizzy thanks to the blow to his head. Once again, he heard scuffling against the rocks.

Alastair jumped. He could hear an odd whining sound but couldn’t see anything. Something was close. The sound of the unknown creature scurrying in the dark brought back memories of the Tsa’lmov. Imagining the horrifying creature with its hulking, gangly body and glowing red eyes sent a cold chill coursing through him. Maybe it was here with him, skulking about in the pitch blackness of the cave, hunting him. His heart hammered against his ribs. He was afraid to find out what. Alastair held his breath, hoping the creature would not hear him. Maybe it would leave him alone. Something wet brushed his cheek. Alastair jumped. Flames sprang up from his hand, lighting the cave in a sudden bright glow. He whirled around. A pair of eyes glimmered in the light. A small white fox with unusually large ears stood a stone’s throw away from him, watching. Alastair heaved a sigh of relief, though his heart still pounded. It wasn’t a monster like he had feared, just a little fox. He took a few deep breaths, trying to calm himself.

“What the—where did you come from?”

A timid whine rose from the fox’s throat. It inched closer, nose twitching as it sniffed him. Alastair sat frozen, afraid he might scare the creature off. The little fox rose onto its hind legs, its forepaws resting on Alastair’s knee, and licked the side of his face. Alastair winced and the fox backed off immediately. Lifting his hand, Alastair touched the side of his face, gingerly feeling around to the back of his skull. A stinging pain shot through him and he jerked his hand back. In the flickering firelight, he could see his hand was covered in blood.

“Must’ve hit pretty hard.”

He looked up. Nothing but darkness stretched on forever. If only he could expand the range of the firelight. If he increased the flow of magic, maybe he could extend it to the flames. He concentrated harder on the magic he channeled into his hand. The effort sent a crushing pain surging through his skull, but he maintained his focus. The fire slowly doubled in size, casting more light into the cavern. Even with the firelight’s increased range, he still couldn’t see the top.

“Mydia!” he shouted. His voice echoed off the cavern walls, stretching on and on into the darkness. “Mydiaaaaaaa!”

Silence.

“I must’ve fallen pretty far.” He touched his wound again, wondering just how hard he hit his head. “How long was I out?”

The fox tilted its head, staring at him intently. Alastair sighed. He hugged his legs to his chest as he sat there, staring up at the vast, dark cavern stretching far above him.

“What a mess I’m in.” He gently rested his throbbing head against the cool stone. “I wonder if Mydia’s okay, or if she’s even looking for me.” He sighed. “I wouldn’t blame her if she left me here after the way I treated her.”

If he hadn’t been so irritable and had been looking where he was going, he wouldn’t have ended up in this mess. Maybe it was for the best he had wound up in this pit. He had barely escaped death several times in the past few days. Perhaps his luck had finally run out. The flame in his hand wavered, the light it cast shrinking. He knew he still had to find the flower for Caelyn’s medicine, but he almost didn’t feel like trying anymore. The others would be able to make it safely to Lyrias without him, and he wouldn’t have to face Kylar’s parents and tell them the truth—that their son was dead because of him. After the way he had yelled at Mydia, she probably wasn’t even looking for him. She had probably turned back, leaving him alone and lost in the cave. A feeling of emptiness surrounded him, like a wolf circling a wounded rabbit.

The same wet sensation caressed his hand, jerking him back to awareness. Startled, Alastair looked down. The fox had crept up beside him and was licking his palm. It stung, but felt oddly soothing. As it licked away the blood, he could clearly see the deep cuts that covered his hands. He remembered how he had tried to grab for handholds in the rock face when he had slipped. It only took a second for him to lose his footing, sending him down into the depths of the cave. Spirits only knew how far he had fallen, or where he was.

Once the fox had finished nursing Alastair’s wounds, it pawed at his other arm.

“What?”

It looked at him, eyes unblinking. The fox pawed at his arm again. Realizing what it wanted, Alastair adjusted his concentration to his other hand. The fire vanished momentarily, casting them into brief darkness, before reforming in his nowclean hand. He lowered his bloody palm and the fox immediately began licking it clean.

“You’re a strange little guy,” Alastair muttered. The fox looked up when he spoke, watching him with keen interest. “You don’t know how to get out of here, do you?”

Its ears flicked forward before swiveling back, listening. The white fox suddenly rose and trotted off. But before it disappeared beyond the edge of the firelight, it stopped, turning to look back at him. Alastair pulled himself up, dusting the dirt and gravel from his trousers. He stumbled after the creature. The rock was loose beneath his feet and he struggled to keep from slipping again. The fox kept several paces ahead, its white fur almost glowing in the darkness. Every few steps it would glance back as if to be sure Alastair was following.

“Hey! Slow down!”

He heard the soft trickle of water. It was the first time he had realized that the sound of the river had been strangely absent before. Alastair picked up his pace. As he chased the fox around a rather sharp bend, a gust of cool air blew through, extinguishing his flames. But instead of darkness, a gentle glimmer lit the cave.

Above him, specks of blue light glimmered across the ceiling of the cave. Looking at the dots against the blackness was like looking up at the night sky. It cast a soft glow along the rock face and the trickling stream below. The fox stood at the head of the stream, watching him with unblinking eyes. Beneath the strange glow, the creature looked ethereal. It yipped, lowering its nose to the ground by the pool of water. As he drew closer, Alastair spotted the tiny flower he had been searching for.

Erastis meridiem was a white flower with a pale blue center, the blossom no bigger than the tip of his pinky. Like the ceiling above him, the flowers themselves seemed to glow, faint light radiating from their centers. Alastair knelt and opened the rucksack his father had given him. Thankfully, the vials hadn’t broken when he fell. The fox stepped back as Alastair carefully dug up the plant, roots and all. Mindful not to damage the rare shrub, he deposited the samplings into the glass containers. Once he had pulled up as many as he could manage, he sat back on his heels and dipped his hands into the stream. The refreshing water soothed his wounds, cooling the inflamed skin.

He glanced up at the fox. “You wouldn’t be able to help me find my friend, would you?”

“—air!” a familiar voice echoed through the cavern, bouncing from rock to rock. “Alastair!”

He sat up straighter. “Mydia?” he shouted.

“Alastair!” the voice called back, louder this time.

He could hear the patter of rushed footsteps coming toward him. The slap of shoes against the stone grew louder until a familiar figure came stumbling around the corner. Relief washed over her feline features. She hurried toward him and pulled him into a tight hug.

“Thank the spirits,” she breathed. “When you fell, I tried calling for you, but you didn’t answer. I thought you were dead.” She frowned, noticing the blood trickling down his neck. She turned his head to the side. “You’re hurt.”

Alastair stumbled back, embarrassed. He felt his cheeks flush. “What the heck are you doing?”

“You’re bleeding! I’m just checking if you’re all right.”

Mydia tore off one of her sleeves, ripping it into thin strips. Alastair remained silent as she carefully bandaged his head.

“I’m sorry,” he finally muttered.

She paused. “Me too. I shouldn’t have shouted at you like that.”

Alastair opened his mouth to speak but Mydia held up her hand.

“We’ve all been through a lot and I know you’re dealing with something entirely new. I was just frustrated.” She sighed. “I’m trying to hold it together but I…every time I close my eyes, I see their faces and I just…” She sighed. “I know you’re trying to cope too, but it would be easier if you didn’t have to do it alone.”

“I know.” He couldn’t meet her eyes. “I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do, or how I’m supposed to learn this weird new magic.”

“Rely on us a little, would you?” She smiled. “We’re your friends and we want to help.”

“Thanks.” He averted his gaze, embarrassed. “How’d you find this place?”

“It was so dark I could hardly see, so I was stumbling around when I saw this odd glow in the distance and…” Mydia suddenly noticed the white fox. She took a step back, her eyes wide. “Is that a zenko?”

“You can see it too?” He breathed a sigh of relief. “I was starting to think I was hallucinating.”

“No, no, I can see it.” She crouched down to get a better look at the creature. It stared back at her, ears pitched forward and nose twitching as it scrutinized her. “The question is, why is it here?”

“When I came to, it was sitting there, licking me. It led me to this place.” He gestured to the pool, the flowers glowing dimly around the water’s edge.

“How curious.” Mydia’s ears twitched, almost mimicking the fox’s own subtle movements. The glowing lights reflected in her green eyes like starlight. “Zenko are native to the northern forests. I’ve heard stories about them, but I’ve never seen one before.”

It sniffed her hand before turning its nose up and trotting over to Alastair. It nuzzled his hand gently.

“It really seems to like you,” she said. “What could a zenko be doing this far south?”

“Beats me.” He patted the creature on the head. It closed its eyes contentedly and gave a soft yip. “I don’t know where we are, but we should try to find our way back out.”

Suddenly, the fox pulled away and bounded up a sharp incline. Mydia’s ears pitched forward, watching it with intense curiosity. The zenko barked, the unusual call echoing loudly.

“I think it wants us to follow it.”

Mydia nodded. “I think you might be right.”

Securing the pouch to his belt, Alastair started after the little fox. It led them up through a narrow, winding path. It was a steep climb back up, but the fox seemed to traverse the rocky terrain with ease, always several paces ahead. As the dim light from the grotto faded, Alastair once again conjured his fire. With one hand holding the flames aloft, he carefully climbed higher. The zenko bounded ahead of them, always just on the edge of the firelight. Alastair’s stomach grumbled, echoing off the barren cave walls. His legs ached and his wounds were throbbing. There was nothing he wanted more than to be out of this dark hole. It felt as if they had been climbing for several miles before the soft trickle of running water became a dull roar.

“The sound of the river is getting louder,” Mydia said. “We must be getting very close.”

It did not take them long to find the main river. Alastair nearly slid on the slick rocks, moss growing where the water often splashed. Even on the slippery stone floor, the fox kept a swift pace. It stopped every few paces to look back at them before bounding off. Finally, Alastair could see a glimmer of light ahead. As they drew closer, he could see the opening through which the water flowed out and into Breadan. He picked up his pace, eager to be out of the damp cave. Pushing back the vines that hung over the opening, he squinted. However, it was not sunlight that greeted his eyes, but moonlight. The two of them had left early that morning, which meant they had been gone for well over twelve hours.

Mydia’s pupils dilated as she emerged from the cave, her eyes quickly adjusting to the new light. She gazed up at the moon. The fox sat atop the stairs, gazing down at them.

“If it weren’t for your friend, we might have been lost in there for days,” she said.

Alastair climbed the stairs two at a time. He wanted nothing more than to collapse in his soft bed and fall into a deep sleep. The fox trotted after them, keeping up with Alastair’s rushed footsteps. It didn’t take them long to make it back to the inn. There were still several patrons in the tavern downstairs. The men who were still drinking hardly noticed them when they came in. Alastair and Mydia quietly slipped upstairs and back down the hall to their rooms. One of the doors stood ajar and Alastair could see his father sitting at the desk, scribbling something in his little leather journal. The door creaked as he pushed it open, the doctor looking up at the sudden sound.

“Good spirits, what happened?” His father stood quickly. Taking Alastair’s hand, he gently turned it over, examining his wounds.

“I fell,” Alastair muttered.

“You two were gone for so long, I was getting worried!” Digging out a squat jar from his bag, Doctor Seiver uncorked the top. “I was afraid you might have gotten lost. I was about to head out after you.”

“I feared we might never make it out,” Mydia admitted.

Doctor Seiver dipped his fingers into the jar and scooped out a glob of cooling salve that had an earthy, minty aroma. He dabbed the ointment on the deep lacerations in Alastair’s hands. After he had finished and dressed his son’s hands, he undid the bandages Mydia had tied around Alastair’s head. He inspected the wound carefully.

“Did you find the erastis meridiem?” he asked.

Alastair nodded. He undid the leather strap holding the rucksack to his hip and handed it over. “I wouldn’t have found it without his help.” He gestured to the fox that sat quietly in the hall, just within the light filtering from the bedroom.

“Upon my word,” his father breathed. “A zenko.”

The fox watched the doctor as he slowly approached. He knelt down and held his hand out. The zenko sniffed at it curiously. It leaned its head into the curve of his hand, rubbing its fur against him as if asking to be stroked. Doctor Seiver chuckled, scratching the fox behind its ears.

“I see,” he said, as if responding to some unspoken words. “You’re glad to have found us. Is that it?”

It gave a contented yip before trotting over to Alastair. It nudged its head against his shin before rubbing against his legs affectionately.

“It seems he has been searching for you, Alastair.” His father looked up at him, an amused smile on his face. “You’ve found yourself quite the companion.”

“You can understand it?” Mydia asked, astounded.

Doctor Seiver nodded. “More or less.”

“What do you mean ‘searching for me’?” Alastair frowned. “How could a fox look for someone it’s never met?”

“Zenko are not ordinary foxes,” Mydia explained. “In our culture, they’re believed to be messengers of the Great Mother. There are stories that tell of benevolent zenko that befriended mortals, acting as spiritual guides in times of trouble. They live many lifetimes longer than the average fox, which makes them incredibly wise.”

“Some who were blessed with the twelve gifts have befriended zenko in the past, though it is exceedingly rare.” His father stood and closed the jar of salve he had used on Alastair’s hands. “It seems like he was meant to find you—like you were meant to form such a bond.”

“Why me?”

“No one can explain a zenko’s reasoning. But if you should choose to accept him, the two of you would be bonded for life. When a zenko chooses a partner, they will be forever connected.”

“I’ve seen one before,” Alastair said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “Once in a dream and then again in Lyrias.”

Doctor Seiver arched an eyebrow. “Lyrias?”

Alastair nodded. “It led me to the shop where I found the ring.”

Reaching into the rucksack Alastair had returned, Doctor Seiver pulled out the vials containing the plant specimens. A gentle glow emanated from the center of the blossoms, turning the glass bottles into tiny prisms. The blue light that reflected from the flower danced across the floor.

“Wonderfully done, you two.” He uncorked one of the vials and extracted a single flower. “With this, Caelyn should be well enough by morning.”

“What are you going to do with them?” Mydia asked.

Snipping off the roots, Doctor Seiver dropped them into his mortar. “The roots, once dried and ground, are used to make a very strong tea. A small pinch of the powdered root amplifies the restorative qualities of other herbs, which speeds up the healing process. The flowers, however, have many more uses. But for now, the roots will do.”

“How is Caelyn?” Alastair asked.

“She is resting comfortably,” his father answered. “Her fever has subsided quite a bit, but she is still weak.”

Alastair slipped out into the hall and opened the door to the adjacent room. A candle flickered on the bedside table, casting a soft light around the room. Caelyn lay sleeping on the bed. She looked peaceful, as if nothing were wrong with her. He entered the room, the zenko darting in before he could close the door. Drawing up a chair beside the bed, Alastair sat down. He watched the steady rise and fall of her chest, relieved that her condition had improved. Her fever had come on so suddenly, he feared her health might regress. The zenko sat beside him, gazing at the sleeping girl. The fox looked up at Alastair, tilting its head as if to ask why they were watching over her so intently.

“It would be wise to accept him.” His father’s voice startled him. “You couldn’t ask for a better partner.”

An odd sense of familiarity emanated from the zenko. Something in the fox’s eyes seemed to pry deep into Alastair’s consciousness, like it was trying to speak to him. But he didn’t know what the pact entailed.

“What do I have to do?” Alastair asked absently.

“Bonding with a zenko is like forming a contract. Usually you must offer something to them, like blood, and they will give you something in return to complete the pact,” his father replied.

“It licked my wounds in the cave. Will that do?”

Doctor Seiver shook his head. “It must be willingly and purposely given.”

Alastair looked up at his father. “Can I borrow your knife?”

Reaching into his boot, Doctor Seiver took out a simple dagger and handed it to him. Alastair undid the bandages and wiped off the salve. Without hesitation, he gripped the sharp edge with his left hand and sliced open his palm. Fresh blood ran down his arm. He knelt down and held out his hand for the little creature. The fox sniffed his hand before licking the blood. A burst of energy surged up his arm, burning in his veins hotter than any fire. His hand went numb, tingling where he had cut himself. Tongues of fire cut lines along the back of his hand, intersecting and weaving to form a circle with intricate runes running along the edge, a star-like shape in the center. A faint light shimmered from the mark, the same as when the fortune-teller had drawn the rune on his palm. The odd glow radiated from his hand before slowly extending outward and engulfing the white fox. Red markings appeared across its fur, like someone had painted it with a calligraphy brush. As quickly as it appeared the pattern receded, leaving light gray markings behind. The zenko rested the tip of its nose against Alastair’s chest. Warmth spread through him, like someone had lit a fire in his breast.

The fox pulled back. The cut Alastair made had vanished, leaving no trace. A pale mark was imprinted on the zenko’s forehead. It resembled a crescent moon with tongues of flame at its edge, a line traveling from the center down its nose.

“The pact is complete,” his father said. He took the knife from Alastair and cleaned the blood from the blade. “All that’s left is for you to give him a new name.”

Alastair thought a moment. Nothing came to mind. He couldn’t think of a single name for his new partner. Suddenly something brushed against his consciousness, like someone else’s thoughts had invaded his own. All at once, he heard a name ring through his mind. It was like someone had spoken it directly into his mind.

“Scion. His name is Scion.”

Doctor Seiver smiled. “A fitting name.”

It made him feel honored knowing that a zenko would choose him as a partner. Scion sat beside him and gave a soft whine, laying his head in Alastair’s lap. He stroked the white fur, marveling at how soft it was. Slowly, exhaustion stole over him. He slumped down in his chair, letting his chin rest on his chest, and fell into a deep sleep, the fox at his side.


Chapter 15

It was dark when Alastair jolted awake. An unusual stillness had settled over the room. Scion stood by the window, fur bristling. His growl was higher-pitched than a wolf’s, but held the same ominous warning as its evolutionary cousin. Caelyn was awake. The moonlight illuminated her pale features, her gaze fixed on the window, eyes wide. Alastair sat up quickly.

“Caelyn?”

Her head jerked around, as if she hadn’t realized he was sitting beside her. Caelyn reached out for him immediately, clutching the fabric of his shirt tightly.

“It’s—I sensed it! It was—the window—” She was struggling to keep her voice low, but there was a shrill panic behind it that she couldn’t mask.

“What? What was it?”

The fox growled again, this time louder. The door opened suddenly, and Doctor Seiver stood in the doorway. He approached the bed quickly, his bag tucked under his arm.

“Come. We need to leave.”

Alastair glanced out the window. The moon was hanging low in the sky, dawn only a few hours away. He had hardly managed to get any sleep.

“What happened?” Alastair stood, Caelyn still clinging to his sleeve. “We can’t wait until morning?”

His father shook his head. “It has found us.”

“What has?”

“I’m sure you can sense it,” his father replied. He handed Caelyn a change of clothes and, without missing a beat, guided Alastair toward the door. “The zenko has sensed it. Even Caelyn is uneasy. Can’t you feel the dark presence hanging over us?”

It was true. There was an uneasiness he couldn’t explain. Alastair had hoped it was just his imagination, but it seemed those hopes were in vain.

“Go.” Doctor Seiver gave him a gentle shove toward the door. “Mydia is downstairs readying the horses. Once Caelyn is dressed, we must leave.”

Alastair rushed down the stairs. The tavern was empty, but he could still detect the lingering smell of ale and roasted meat. The drunkards had all stumbled home to sleep away the last few hours before dawn. Now that it was quiet, the sense of unease was heavy. It was like a shadow was hanging over the inn. It felt wrong. He could feel the oppressive darkness that had descended over them. He crept around to the side door that led to the stables. The animals were restless. Mydia was already there, preparing the horses for the long journey.

Alastair slipped into one of the stalls. The bay mare tossed her head when he approached. Alastair shushed her, trying his best to quiet her anxiety. Mydia’s ears were pressed back against her head. Whatever was causing the unrest hanging over Breadan had awakened a primal fear. It didn’t take long for them to saddle the three horses. After a few minutes, Caelyn and Doctor Seiver emerged from the inn, Scion padding along behind them. The zenko climbed up the gatepost before hopping onto Alastair’s shoulder. Alastair helped Caelyn into the saddle of his father’s horse, Doctor Seiver climbing up behind her.

Swinging into the mare’s saddle, Alastair steered his horse out through the stable gates. The clop of the horses’ hooves against stone echoed in the silent night. All was quiet as they navigated the streets to the front gates of the city. When they drew close, Alastair could see the gates had been left open. When they had arrived, Breadan had been under vigilant guard. It didn’t make sense for them to become so relaxed less than a week after their arrival. The strange lack of security, coupled with the eerie quiet, sent a chill up his spine. As they passed through the gates, Alastair glimpsed the shadow of one of the guards. He was motionless, slumped against the wall beside the open gateway.

“Dad—” Alastair whispered.

The sickening smell of rotting flesh cut his words short. Doctor Seiver spurred his steed forward. The three horses darted down the rocky path. Despite the narrow ridge, his father kept them going at a fast pace. Afraid the horses might slip and send them over the edge, Alastair tightened his grip on the reins. They hadn’t made it far before an unearthly wail tore through the night.

Alastair swiveled in the saddle. A pair of glowing red eyes glowered at them from the shadows along Breadan’s gates. The beast emerged from the darkness as if it had been a part of the night itself. The creature he prayed he would never see again came barreling down the mountain road. The closer it came, the stronger the scent of fetid meat became. The horses thundered down the path, ears pressed flat against their heads. Once on even ground, they galloped faster. Despite the horses’ speed, the Tsa’lmav hounded them, displaying incredible agility. With a kick of its powerful legs, it launched itself at Alastair’s horse.

Scion let out a shrill bark. The beast’s claws snagged Alastair’s tunic. It pulled him down from the saddle with one swipe. The sheer force brought the panicked horse down as well. She brayed and kicked, frantically trying to right herself. Doctor Seiver and Mydia turned their steeds around, despite their horses’ distress. The Tsa’lmav pounced on its victim.

Alastair’s hands shot up defensively. He held the beast at arm’s length, fingers clutching desperately at its shoulders to keep it at bay. Its putrid breath warmed his cheeks as it snapped and snarled. Alastair kicked, fingers gripping the greasy black hair. In a wave of panic, the magic erupted, flames shooting from his palms. The beast let out a horrible scream. Its claws ripped through Alastair’s tunic. He gritted his teeth against the pain as its talons slashed through his skin. Scion launched at the creature, the fox sinking his teeth into the monster’s bony withers.

The Tsa’lmav howled. It finally released him, reaching back with its gangly arms to rip Scion off its back. A knife whistled past Alastair’s cheek. It landed with a thunk in the creature’s chest. The Tsa’lmav fell back, rolling and howling in pain. Scion’s jaws held firm, sinking deeper the more the beast thrashed.

Doctor Seiver’s horse galloped toward him. Caelyn lifted her wand and aimed at the beast. Mydia was reaching for another dagger when the Tsa’lmav spotted them. With a shrill howl, it rose on its haunches. Hunger and bloodlust were reflected in its glowing red eyes, its gaze fixed on the two galloping toward it.

Scrambling to his feet, Alastair watched in horror as the beast bounded toward the others. Despite the fear clawing its way up from inside him, Alastair’s body moved on its own. He lunged toward the monster, grabbing a fistful of greasy fur. He could feel the heat pumping through him. And with a scream of rage, fire exploded outward. Flames engulfed the beast. The smell of singed fur mingled with the stench of rotten flesh. The Tsa’lmav shrieked, rolling to try and extinguish the flames.

He let go of the creature, scuttling back to avoid its thrashing. The dark shape of the monster in the caught in the blaze brought back memories of the man Alastair had burned alive. He could vividly remember the man’s dying screams. Alastair could feel the blood drain from his face as he remembered that night. As the fire consumed beast, its movements became slower and slower. It dug its claws into the ground, dragging itself toward Alastair with what little strength it had left. It finally collapsed, fingers still curled and mouth hanging open. A low hiss escaped its throat as it stopped moving. Scion bounded toward Alastair, blood splattered in small patches across his fur. It was a startling contrast, the Tsa’lmav’s black blood against the zenko’s white fur.

“Are you all right?” Mydia asked.

It had all happened so fast. Though the beast was dead, Mydia’s pupils were still dilated and her ears were pressed flat against her head. Even in death, the beast was frightening. It seemed as though it could spring back to life at any second. The horses tossed their heads nervously, sharing Mydia’s unease. Mydia skirted around the body, refusing to get any closer than necessary.

Alastair was panting, his heart hammering in his ears. He kept his eyes fixed on the beast lying motionless before him.

“Is it dead?” Caelyn whispered, her voice shaking.

Doctor Seiver jumped down from the saddle and rested his hand on Alastair’s shoulder.

“Are you alright?”

Alastair swallowed the lump forming in his throat and nodded. The ordeal had left him shaken, his hands still trembling uncontrollably.

As Doctor Seiver approached the creature’s body, Scion hurried to Alastair’s side. The fox nudged his hand with its muzzle, burrowing its head under his arm with a concerned whine. His father reached down carefully. It looked like he was searching for something on the creature’s body. He lifted a thin leather band that had been hanging around its neck, hidden beneath its mangy hair. A piece of bone hung from it, strange markings etched into its yellowed surface—markings that seemed strangely familiar.

Alastair leaned forward. “That looks like….”

“The pendant the fortune-teller gave you,” Mydia finished for him, her voice barely a whisper.

Mydia reached into her pocket and pulled out the circular amulet the fortune-teller had given Alastair. The faded rune on the pendant perfectly matched the one around the beast’s neck. Doctor Seiver’s eyes widened when he saw it. He snatched it from Mydia’s hand. Alastair could have sworn the color in his eyes shifted slightly, pupils dilated like an animal.

“Where did you get this?” the doctor shouted.

“Some woman in Lyrias read my future and gave it to me. She said it was a protective charm that could guard against Tashba magic and stuff,” Alastair said. He glanced at Mydia. “I didn’t know you still had it.”

“That damn witch,” Doctor Seiver growled.

“What?” Alastair couldn’t make sense of what his father was saying. “What’s going on?”

“Ha’e,” his father whispered. The pendant burst into flames, disintegrating instantly in his hand. “It wasn’t the spell she placed on you like I thought before. It was the amulet— that’s how it’s been tracking you! This woman, what did she look like?”

“She was pretty, with dark hair and red eyes. But she looked kind of wild and her ears were wolf-like.”

“Na’yi,” his father whispered.

“What?” It was a word Alastair had never heard before.

“Spirits…” Mydia breathed. “I…I had no idea. It’s my fault that thing—”

“No. Don’t blame yourself,” Doctor Seiver said firmly. “If anything, it’s my fault for not realizing you had something so dangerous in your possession. I should have sensed it sooner.” He turned, gazing back at Alastair and the fox still nuzzling his arm. Alastair patted his head absently, still in shock.

“You would have been dead if it weren’t for him,” his father said.

Alastair looked down at the fox. Its eyes were bright as it gazed back up at him.

“You have a fine partner,” Doctor Seiver said proudly.

Doctor Seiver helped him to his feet. Alastair’s wounds were superficial and had already stopped bleeding. His father climbed into the saddle behind Caelyn. Scooping up his partner, Alastair jogged toward his frightened horse. The bay mare backed up, tossing her head whenever he reached for her. Muttering a few comforting words, he managed to somewhat calm her. He pulled himself into the saddle and the three horses galloped northwest toward Lyrias.

“So…you know where that thing came from?” Alastair asked. “Do you know who sent it?”

“It came from Tenebrae,” his father said. “It was once a member of the Na’yi, one of the Johte’ir clans.”

“The Na’yi are a clan that lives far to the south,” Mydia explained

“In Tenebrae,” his father continued. “The pendant around that Tsa’lmav’s neck bears the marks of a Na’yi priestess. Of course, this was just an underling doing its master’s bidding, most likely sent along with the invasion force.”

“So, the Shade didn’t come with it?” Caelyn asked. Mydia shivered each time the Tsa’lmav was mentioned.

Doctor Seiver shook his head. “I don’t believe so, and I pray you never meet her. What Alastair just killed was a servant, its mind twisted by its master—a beast that mindlessly seeks death and destruction. The Shades are far more cunning and much harder to kill.”

Just the thought of something stronger than a Tsa’lmav gave Alastair the chills. He prayed he would never see another Tsa’lmav for as long as he lived. It was a nightmare he didn’t want to relive. Scion curled up in Alastair’s lap, nuzzling his hand. He stroked the zenko’s soft fur, the simple act bringing him a sense of calm.

It was not long before the gray of twilight broke the night sky. The four of them traveled well into the day, only stopping briefly for a midday meal. By the time they set up camp for the night, the sun was low on the horizon. Doctor Seiver checked Alastair’s wounds, but they had stopped bleeding and were already scabbing over. Using the torn remains of his tunic as kindling, Alastair lit a fire for their camp. The girls fell asleep quickly, but Alastair laid awake long into the night, his mind preoccupied with the day’s events.

Scion curled up beside him, a soft rumbling like a purr rising from its throat. Looking down at the fox, a smile played at the corner of Alastair’s lips. He rolled onto his side and let his mind wander. His consciousness drifted, lulled to sleep by Scion’s gentle purr.


Chapter 16

Doctor Seiver was more silent than usual. He kept a close watch on Caelyn throughout the day. After how suddenly her fever had developed on the way to Breadan, he seemed worried she might relapse along the way. During most of the day, she rode with Mydia.

Their journey would take almost two weeks at a steady pace, and Alastair had no intention of wasting any time. He felt overwhelmed. In the span of one week, a troupe of mercenaries had invaded Allandar and slaughtered every last one of the townsfolk and students, they had been attacked by a Tsa’lmav twice, and he had watched his best friend die. It left him feeling helpless. Though his father had taught him to fight from a young age, and he had learned the sword at Rokerth, when the time came to use those skills, he had faltered. That hesitation had nearly cost him his life and had killed Kylar in the process. He felt like he had to make up for the lost time, spending every moment he could trying to harness his newfound power.

Alastair constantly practiced his magic. He produced flames in the palm of his hand, switching the fire from one hand to another. The gift came to him quicker than it had before. But the more he used it, the wearier he felt. After practicing most of the day, he was overcome with a fierce hunger. It was unusual. Even after using his magic before, in the cave and when he had been attacked, he had never felt so utterly exhausted.

Throughout the day, he would catch his father watching him. Even Scion eyed him suspiciously. By the end of the second day, Alastair’s body felt heavy and drained, like he had been traveling in the wilds for a month with little food. When they stopped to make camp, Alastair swayed in the saddle. He steadied himself, afraid he might fall from his horse.

Dr. Seiver helped Caelyn down from the gray-speckled horse’s back, watching his son closely. Alastair’s head swam and he closed his eyes to keep the world from spinning. Scion nipped his fingers.

“Ouch!” His eyes snapped open, glowering down at the fox in his lap. Doctor Seiver stood beside the horse, his mouth set in a firm scowl.

“You are overexerting yourself,” his father said.

“What do you mean?” Alastair tried to ignore his words. He climbed down from the saddle, his limbs shaky.

“The reserves of magic flowing in you are not endless,” Doctor Seiver hissed. “Though I admire your resolve to practice and hone your skills, what you are doing is reckless.”

Alastair averted his eyes. He glimpsed Mydia and Caelyn stacking wood for their campfire. He concentrated on the pile of firewood the girls had gathered. After a few moments, it caught fire, a warm blaze crackling as if it had been lit for hours. Alastair’s legs suddenly felt weak, but he kept himself standing tall.

“See?” he said, puffing his chest out with pride. “At least I can control it now.”

The world suddenly tilted and Alastair’s vision swam in and out of focus. His legs buckled, Doctor Seiver catching him just in time.

“Of all the foolish and stubborn…” Doctor Seiver muttered, helping him sit down. “The magic is a part of you. And like your body, if it is overworked, it will take a toll on your health. It tires just like the rest of you.”

“Are you all right?” Caelyn asked, hurrying toward them.

Alastair nodded.

“It will take some time for you to fully grasp it and control the output at will,” Doctor Seiver said. “Just like when you practice the sword, you don’t put all of your strength into each swing. You will tire yourself too quickly and will be easily defeated. You need to learn how to control the strength of the gift with each use. And that is not something you can learn overnight.”

“But I need to be ready!” Alastair shouted. Frustrated, he struggled to his feet. All his father had been doing was scolding him since he had found them south of Breadan. Even now, when Alastair was trying to improve, his father did nothing but nag. “What if one of those creatures comes after us again? What if the Shade comes instead, or the Tenebraean soldiers? I have to be ready!”

Doctor Seiver stared at his son, shocked. A stunned silence fell over their camp. Mydia tended to the now crackling blaze while Caelyn watched on, concern etched across her features.

“Fine.” Doctor Seiver stalked toward the campfire. “If you are so adamant, then I will not stop you. But if you want to be prepared, then perhaps I should resume your training.”

“You mean like when I was a kid?”

His father nodded. “Swordsmanship, hand-to-hand combat. They are essential skills you must master to survive. Magic alone cannot save you.”

“I’ve done it all before,” Alastair huffed, but his father’s words brought memories of the invasion flooding back. Even though he had been trained to fight since he was young, he had failed to use those skills when they mattered most. Before his power manifested, it was the only skill he really possessed, and he hadn’t even been able to use it properly. He felt useless. A failure. At this rate, he’d never be able to live up to the expectations of being one of the Twelve.

Doctor Seiver glanced up at him. In the glowing firelight, his eyes seemed to change color—from the intense amber that mirrored his own, they melted into an otherworldly blue. Alastair rubbed his eyes, thinking they were playing tricks on him. When he looked again, his father’s irises were the same as always, not a trace of blue in them.

“Prepare yourself, then,” his father said coldly. “Rest up for tonight. But tomorrow we begin your training.”

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

The road led them away from the Carim Mountains. More than once he could have sworn he could see shadows crossing the ridge. He shuddered to think that more soldiers might come crawling over them. Though they wouldn’t be leaving the mountains behind completely, it was nice to have some distance.

Alastair continued to practice his magic, though not nearly as much as he had been. He remained conscious of the way his body felt. He didn’t want to wear himself thin, like he had the day before. And though his father watched him closely, the doctor said nothing. After enough practice, Alastair could set things ablaze without exhausting himself. Though he couldn’t do it from too far away, he no longer needed to touch the item, like he had with the candle in Breadan.

There was a distinct change in his father’s demeanor. He was colder than usual, more distant. Though they had a strange relationship growing up, his father had always been caring. But now, it seemed he was viewing the three of them with a much more calculating gaze. As the sun drew low, they found a comfortable place to make camp and spend the night. Alastair helped the girls light a fire with his magic. As Mydia and Caelyn prepared dinner from the rations Doctor Seiver had purchased, Alastair unfurled his bedroll.

“Alastair.”

He looked up to see something shiny flying toward him. Alastair caught it out of reflex. The cold metal of the dagger felt heavy in his hand.

“Stand up,” Doctor Seiver said.

His father held a knife in his left hand, holding it in a reverse grip. Doctor Seiver circled the fire, a hard expression etched in his features. Alastair stood and unsheathed the dagger. They faced each other for a moment, then his father charged. Alastair’s arm shot up defensively. His wrist slammed into the doctor’s. His father sidestepped, bringing his arm down and around. Alastair thrust his free arm up, his elbow barely missing his father’s face. Alastair yelped as his arm was twisted behind his back.

Shoving Alastair away, Doctor Seiver settled into a solid stance, his knees bent. Alastair rotated his shoulder trying to get the feeling back.

“You’re rusty,” his father remarked.

“It’s not like I fight with daggers much.”

Without thinking, Alastair lunged forward, dagger raised. His father’s blade was up in a flash. His knife locked against Alastair’s and Doctor Seiver snatched him by the wrist. Alastair pressed down with all his weight, but his father would not budge. He effortlessly pushed Alastair’s hand aside. The doctor’s arm moved in a blur, and the pommel smacked his son in the chin. Alastair stumbled, his eyes stinging with tears.

“Are you all right?” Caelyn asked.

“You didn’t have to hit so hard,” Alastair grumbled. The pommel had broken the skin. It stung when he touched the wound.

“I’ve gone easy on you in the past,” his father said. “You were just a child, and I was teaching you to defend yourself. But you are past that now.”

Again, the doctor settled into his stance. Alastair did the same. He took a deep, steadying breath before charging forward. Doctor Seiver’s dagger came up quickly. Alastair ducked at the last moment, kicking his father’s legs out from under him. Alastair rolled over, but the doctor was too quick. His father wrapped his legs around Alastair’s arm and twisted. With one hand, he held down Alastair’s dagger. With his son pinned beneath him, he pressed the blade to the boy’s throat.

“Quick thinking. But you have much to learn.” He released him and stood.

“You’re going too far,” Caelyn said, stepping forward to stop them. “You might seriously hurt him!”

Doctor Seiver stepped forward, his dagger pointed at her chest. His cold resolve stopped her. She stood frozen, the blade mere inches from her breast.

“This is survival,” he said. “You expect a fight to be fair. But real battles are never fair. They won’t care if you are a woman, or if you are still a child. They will try to kill you, and they will not have as much restraint as I. If you hope to survive in this world, now that they have found you, you must learn to fight. Else you will die.”

She swallowed hard and took a step back. Alastair stood, brushing off the dirt. He gently pushed Caelyn aside, not wanting her to get between them. Again, he settled into his stance, holding his dagger low. His father struck from above. Thrusting his dagger upward, Alastair parried the blow and caught the doctor’s wrist with his free hand. He twisted hard, forcing the knife from his father’s hand. Alastair rammed his shoulder into Doctor Seiver’s chest, knocking him to the ground. He straddled his father, pinning him, then touched the dagger point to his father’s throat.

His father grinned. “Good, Alastair. Very good.”

Alastair sat panting. He slowly drew back and clambered off his father. They then exchanged more blows for well over an hour, but Alastair never bested him a second time. Just for a moment, Alastair had overpowered his father, but the doctor did not let it happen again. When they had finished, Alastair’s arms were sore. He flopped onto his blankets, massaging his shoulder. Scion padded up beside him and licked his cheek. Scratching the fox under the chin, Alastair sighed.

“You always were a quick learner,” Doctor Seiver said. He opened a bottle of salve and gestured for Alastair to sit up. “Take off your shirt so I can treat your arm.”

Tugging his shirt over his head, Alastair winced. “Not like I had a choice.”

The salve was cool as the doctor spread it across Alastair’s shoulder. He laid it on thinly, allowing the medicine to soak into the skin. Mydia ladled out steaming bowls of stew. Though their supplies were limited, the dried meat cooked down to make a rather tasty stock. The rest had been made with roots and herbs she and Caelyn had dug up. Alastair wolfed it down, not bothering to wait for it to cool. He was physically exhausted.

Once they had finished eating, he crawled under his blankets, Scion snuggling beside him. It did not take long before Alastair had drifted off into a deep sleep.


Chapter 17

Alastair awoke feeling worse than when he had gone to bed. Their sparring was nothing like sword practice back at Rokerth. His arms were sore from the way his father had twisted and pulled, and his backside was bruised from all the times he had been thrown to the ground. It had been a long time since his father had last left him battered. He remembered all those nights as a child, nursing broken bones and bruises. Now that they were being hunted by dark creatures like the Tsa’lmav, he could see why his father had been so intent on teaching him such extreme self-defense. At the time, it had seemed excessive, even from a nobleman’s standpoint. Many young aristocrats were taught the proper way to use a dagger as well as swordsmanship. But just as Doctor Seiver had said the previous night, they were taught to fight fairly. Real battles were far from fair.

Once on the road, Alastair focused on his magic training by attempting to modify his dagger. Dozens of old tales told of enchanted weapons. However, none of the stories he had heard gave any clue as to how this was done. But if someone had done it before, maybe he could too. Though he was inexperienced, he decided to give it a shot. Throughout the day, he focused his energy on the dagger his father had given him the night before. Like he had done with the candle, he attempted to transfer the heat coursing through him to the blade. At first, all this accomplished was making the blade red-hot. At times, the metal glimmered as if sparks were dancing across its polished surface.

When they stopped for the night, Alastair and his father sparred with their daggers and occasionally, fists. The days passed quickly as they trekked along the northwestern path, the Carim Mountains stretching along the south. Between practicing his newfound magic and sparring with his father, the journey certainly wasn’t boring. When they began to run low on rations, Mydia hunted rabbits and other small game for them to eat.

After the long days on the road, all Alastair wanted to do was lie down and sleep. But his father would have none of it. Alastair collapsed on his blankets after their nightly sparring. The sun hung just over the horizon, and Caelyn sat tending the fire. Mydia rummaged through her belongings and unpacked her ornate dagger.

“Can you teach me?” Alastair asked.

Mydia looked up. Her pupils were dilated, her cat-like eyes adjusting to the low light. “Teach you what?”

“To hunt like that.” Alastair sat up straighter. “It’s not like we’ve got a bow or fancy hunting weapons. I just thought it might be helpful to learn how you do it.”

“I don’t see why not.” She stood, fastening the hilt of her dagger to her belt. “The best time to hunt for rabbits is in the hours just before dusk, but you can usually find a few after it gets dark.”

Despite his muscles screaming in protest, Alastair rose and followed her, Scion at his heels. They had not wandered near any forests for several days, which meant the list of prey was significantly smaller. Mydia kept close to large clusters of shrubbery. Every so often, she crouched low to the ground. Her ears twitched, swiveling from side to side, listening. She looked up suddenly, her tufted ears pitched forward. She darted forward, still crouched low. Mydia stopped behind a low bush and held out her hand. Alastair stopped, kneeling beside her. She pointed out in the open grass, just beyond where they were hiding. A gray cottontail sat nibbling the buds off a cluster of wildflowers.

“Here,” she whispered, handing him one of her daggers.

Alastair unsheathed it.

“Normally, my people hunt with bows, but we are taught from a young age to throw knives. Take the blade and hold it by the blade, kind of like you’re shaking someone’s hand. Now, to throw properly, hold your arm straight as if you’re pointing at your target. Then, bend your elbow back. When you throw, the dagger should be facing the target.”

Taking a deep breath, he focused on the rabbit. He pulled his arm back as instructed. The knife sailed past the creature and landed with a thunk in the dirt. Startled, the rabbit scampered off into the underbrush. Mydia stifled a laugh.

“Close,” she said. “It was a good effort.”

Alastair grumbled, frustrated. He retrieved the dagger sticking out of the ground. “Close doesn’t get us dinner.”

“It took me years of practice to become proficient at throwing knives.” She gestured for him to follow. “By the time I was thirteen, none of the boys in my clan could best me in knife throwing.”

Alastair offered the knife back to her, but Mydia shook her head. “Keep it. I have plenty.”

Scion tugged at Alastair’s trouser leg. He stopped, looking down at the fox. It made a staccato chirp-like sound. Mydia’s ears twitched forward. She gazed at the zenko curiously. The fox darted off into the underbrush, Mydia following close behind. The bushes rustled violently. There was a high-pitched squeal followed by loud barking. Without hesitation, Mydia threw her dagger with lightning speed. There was a shrill screech. Scion emerged from the brush, a rabbit in his jaws, Mydia’s dagger protruding from the creature’s head. The zenko trotted toward Alastair, presenting his kill proudly.

“You hit it square between the eyes!” Alastair said, taking the dead rabbit from Scion’s jaws.

“Years of practice.” Mydia grinned.

Alastair and Mydia made their way back to the meager camp. Scion held his head high, proud of the kill he’d caught. Mydia skinned and gutted the little game animal, butchering it into small enough pieces for their stewpot. Scion happily enjoyed the leftover gizzards. After scarfing down a hot meal, they all settled down for the night, while Doctor Seiver sat awake, keeping watch over the camp.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Alastair gazed up at the stars, arms folded behind his head. Mydia had already fallen asleep, but his father and Caelyn were still awake. Caelyn lay under her blankets, facing the campfire. The firelight made shadows dance across her face. The snap and crackle of the flames breached the silence. As they lay awake, Alastair couldn’t help but think about the events of the past few weeks. After everything they had been through together—surviving the attack at Rokerth Academy, outrunning a Tsa’lmav, and losing Kylar—he felt unprepared. Even though his father had trained him so strictly when he was a child, it wasn’t enough. As one of the Twelve, there would be expectations to fill. He wondered if, when the time came to make his choice, he would be ready.

“Doctor Seiver?” Caelyn said, her voice quiet.

Alastair peered over at her. She had been unusually quiet the past few days. Something must have been weighing on her mind.

Doctor Seiver looked up when she said his name. Caelyn sat up slowly, pulling the blankets around her shoulders.

“Could you teach me more about medicine?” she asked.

“Why the sudden interest?”

Alastair didn’t move, afraid she would realize he was listening. If she knew, she might stop talking and he knew she would yell at him later for eavesdropping. Though she had always been fascinated by botany, it was the first she had acted interested in pursuing medicine.

“I don’t want to be a burden.” Caelyn drew her legs up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. She rested her chin on her knees. “I don’t have the strength or stamina to be able to fight with knives like Mydia, and I don’t have special powers like Alastair. But I’d like to get stronger. I don’t want to keep relying on other people. I want to be more dependable.”

Silence lingered between them a moment, the only sound being the crackle of the campfire. Alastair held his breath. This was clearly a private confession he wasn’t meant to hear.

“That’s very admirable,” Doctor Seiver said. “Though I can teach you, it would take years of study to learn everything I have to offer you. And it isn’t easy.”

“I’ve always been interested in herbs and plants, so I’m not incompetent. And even if it does take years, I would like to learn. If nothing else, I want to be of some help to the people I care about.”

Doctor Seiver glanced at Alastair. Alastair could tell by the look in his eyes that he knew his son was listening. Alastair quickly closed his eyes, feigning sleep. There was a soft rustling sound before his father spoke again.

“Then let us start with this,” Doctor Seiver said. “Because of your eyesight, you’ve been able to adapt your other senses to allow you to function just as well as anyone. Though you cannot see, you can feel the presence of those around you. Am I right?”

Caelyn nodded. “It’s like I can feel their energy, and each person has a color. I don’t know how to describe it…but it’s like, instead of seeing their faces, I see colors. Even if I can’t hear the person’s voice, I can usually tell who it is based on the intensity of the energy they give off.”

“Really?” He said, sounding shocked. “That’s quite surprising. I haven’t known many with that degree of control.”

Alastair opened one eye, peeking over at them. Caelyn turned away. Her cheeks looked flushed in the firelight.

“Give me your hand.”

Caelyn held it out. Doctor Seiver gently took it in his and moved it, holding it so that her palm was facing down. He was bringing Caelyn’s hand toward his son. Alastair squeezed his eyes shut again. A tingling sensation rippled through him. He wasn’t sure what was happening, but it felt like his energy was rising up toward Caelyn’s hand.

“What do you feel?” Doctor Seiver asked.

“I’m not sure,” she said slowly. “I know it’s Alastair…I know it’s him because he gives off a strong and warm energy. But there is something odd about it. There are cold spots, but I…I don’t know what they are.”

“What you are sensing is a disturbance in his energy flow. Even in someone without magic, there is this same flow of energy. The disruption you are sensing is a source of pain. Those are the areas of his body he injured during our training. As a healer, being able to sense these things will help you better understand others’ ailments and aid you in treating them.”

As Doctor Seiver turned Caelyn’s attention elsewhere, Alastair opened his eyes. He watched his father guide her toward Mydia. Doctor Seiver took her hand and passed it over their friend’s sleeping body.

“Now what do you feel?”

Caelyn smiled. “That’s Mydia. Her energy is gentle, but also somewhat fierce. It’s warm like a sunny field. I don’t feel any cold spots like I did with Alastair.”

“That’s because she’s healthy. She’s not in pain, nor is she suffering from any sort of ailment.”

“Are other people not able to feel it?”

“There are many healers and doctors who are not attuned to it,” Doctor Seiver said. “They rely too heavily on what they see with their eyes and are blind to the energies around them.”

“Can you sense it?”

Doctor Seiver smiled as he let go of her hand. “How else would I have gained such a reputation?”

Caelyn bit her lip, silence lingering between them before she spoke again. “What do you sense in me?”

His demeanor darkened. It was as if a cold haze settled over them. Alastair had seen that change many times before. It was how he knew his father was keeping secrets. Doctor Seiver touched Caelyn’s chest just above her heart.

“I see a tangle of energy here. There is a disturbance within that I have not been able to undo.” Doctor Seiver’s eyes were fixed on her, as if he were looking right through her. “There is turmoil in your spirit which has affected your health greatly. It is not the only cause of your poor health, but it has enhanced your ill constitution.”

Caelyn rested her hand over her heart, as if trying to sense the turmoil within her that he spoke of.

“It will take time to hone your senses to perceive these energies like I have, but with sight like yours, you have the making of a great healer.”

She stifled a laugh. “Ironic that someone who is nearly blind could have ‘sight’.”

“For now, get some sleep. It’s too late for us to do anything tonight,” he said, his voice warm and kind.

“Does that mean you’ll teach me?”

He nodded. “I will tell you all that I know.”


Chapter 18

As promised, Doctor Seiver spent many hours teaching Caelyn the names of different plants and herbs that doctors and healers used in medicine. She rode with him on his horse, giving them ample time to discuss the properties of certain roots and leaves, and their uses. What few herbs they had salvaged from the doctor’s home in Allandar, and those he had acquired in Breadan, he used as examples. Doctor Seiver described in detail what the plants looked like. He would open each bottle, one by one, and let her smell them before extracting the plants for her to hold.

Alastair, though focused on his own training, watched them curiously. His father’s method of teaching was much gentler with Caelyn than he had ever been with his own son. Alastair was glad to see Caelyn’s health, both mental and physical, improving.

Days passed quickly as they trekked across the plains of Solheim toward Lyrias. The Carim Mountains outlined the horizon to the south, reminding Alastair that danger still lurked, despite how comfortable things were. Though the journey was long, the four of them were never bored. When Alastair was not practicing his magic, he was honing his combat skills. Doctor Seiver was relentless with his training. Mydia even volunteered to spar with them when the evenings were quiet. When the rations on the dried meat ran low, Alastair and Mydia hunted rabbits and other small game. Eventually, with Mydia’s teachings, Alastair became fairly adept at throwing knives to hunt prey. And after their sparring sessions, Caelyn treated their bruises.

Eventually, Doctor Seiver stopped grinding the medicine and allowed Caelyn to take over. With his careful instruction, she was able to pick it up quickly. Despite their uneventful journey northwest, Alastair couldn’t shake the uneasiness deep inside him. Though there had been no more signs of anything hunting them, whether it was soldiers or Tsa’lmav, he couldn’t help but feel that something was pursuing them. Unwilling to raise their fears anew, he remained silent, content to enjoy the quiet hours with his friends and his father.

It took them just over two weeks before they sighted Lyrias. Mydia had been the first to spot the great city. The mountains curved protectively around the southwestern edge of the city. The whole of Lyrias was contained behind a thick white wall. Seeing it for the second time, it felt more foreboding than Alastair remembered. They were too far to reach the city by nightfall, so the four stopped to make camp under an outcropping of trees. As the sun dipped low behind the mountains, it cast an eerie red-orange hue on the city walls.

Alastair lit a small campfire with ease, and they settled into their nightly routine. The results of Mydia’s hunt roasted over the fire, making Alastair’s stomach growl. After their nightly brawl, he was eager to partake in his meager dinner of squirrel and roots. Looking up at the city, the last light of sunset setting the tree leaves aglow, Alastair frowned.

“Dad?” he asked.

Doctor Seiver glanced up from his meal, but said nothing. Alastair could tell by the look in his eyes that he was listening.

“Remember when I told you about my night terrors?” Thinking back on it now, those dreams felt as if they had happened years ago.

“I do,” he said. “Have they come back?”

He shook his head. “Not since my powers kind of exploded.”

Caelyn stifled a laugh. “That’s putting it simply.”

Alastair ignored her snarky comment. “I always dreamed about this huge tree that was on fire. Do you think the tree in my dream is the same as that one?” He pointed toward the enormous tree silhouetted against the twilight sky, standing proud over the rooftops of Lyrias.

Doctor Seiver gazed at the tree thoughtfully, his expression stoic and unreadable. “I can’t say for certain—”

“It could have been a prophetic dream,” Mydia interrupted.

“That would be very unlikely,” the doctor said firmly. “Prophetic dreams have happened in the past, but those with such abilities are very rare. I believe what you were seeing was a physical manifestation of your power trying to break loose. It caused enough turmoil that it leaked into your subconscious and caused you to have night terrors and headaches.”

“Then what about the tree?” Alastair pressed. “You think it was the one in Lyrias?”

“I don’t believe so. I think what you were seeing was the dying remains of the World Tree—the Tree of Life. Your gift stems from it, and, as such, it has a deep connection to you and the other eleven. How did the tree look to you in your dreams?”

Alastair averted his gaze, thinking back to the last time he had dreamed about it. “It was really old, and dying. I remember I was always standing beneath it. There were mountains surrounding me, and everything was on fire.”

“I have no doubt that was the Tree of Life.”

“Isn’t the tree metaphorical?” Caelyn piped up.

“Oh, no,” Doctor Seiver said. His eyes glazed over when he spoke, as if seeing something far away. “It’s real. When enough time has passed, the lines of history tend to blur. What was once known to be fact, no matter how fantastical, is pushed to the wayside as a legend or a myth. But I assure you, the tree is very real.”

“Have you ever seen it?” Caelyn asked.

“No,” his father said hesitantly. “It would be best not to dwell on dreams, Alastair. You should focus on trying to evade the eyes of the Empire.”

“What would they do if they found us?” Caelyn asked in a hushed voice.

“The emperor is ruthless and cunning. I have heard that in the past, he has persuaded others with the gift to aid him. However, it brought nothing but a long and very painful existence. Most of those who don’t agree to his terms do not live very long.”

Alastair swallowed hard, trying to force the lump from his throat. Scion nudged his arm, as if trying to impart comfort. “And…if I refuse him?”

“Death.”

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

After several hours on horseback, they could finally see the gates of the city. Alastair remembered when they had arrived here nearly two months ago. Everything had seemed so bright and carefree, but now their circumstances had shifted dramatically. Rather than coming for leisure, laughing with friends and fellow classmates, they were returning as refugees. Now, he could clearly see the rectangular arrow slits lining the wall and the watchmen that patrolled the walkway at the top— things he hadn’t noticed on their first visit.

A squadron of soldiers stood guard at the gate. They wore shining armor with swords hanging at their hips. Two held heavy halberds in their hands, standing at either side of the entrance. Just as it had been at Breadan, security had been tightened. The soldiers stopped each person trying to enter the city. They checked carts and bags, scrutinizing each face as if they were looking for a wanted criminal. Alastair’s stomach clenched, a sense of uneasiness stealing over him. He glanced nervously at his father, but he didn’t seem fazed. Doctor Seiver’s expression was as unreadable as ever. Alastair felt Kylar’s ring in his pocket.

“What should we do?” Alastair asked, pulling his horse alongside his father’s. “Should I use Kylar’s family name again? I still have the ring.”

“I don’t think that would be wise,” he replied, keeping his voice low. “Given that his family wrote to you in Breadan, they are already on the lookout for him. After our hasty departure, his name would be too conspicuous.”

“Should I use my name, then?” Caelyn said.

“You gave your name in Breadan as well,” Mydia reminded her.

“I think it would be best if we avoid both names for the time being. I would like for us to avoid arousing suspicion.” Doctor Seiver turned his attention to the zenko sitting forward in Alastair’s saddle. “It would be best if Scion hid for now.”

Taking his cue, Scion leaped down from the saddle. He scurried off into the brush, disappearing from sight. Alastair opened his mouth to call him back, but his father stopped him.

“He’ll be fine. He made it into the city before,” Doctor Seiver said. “Scion should have no trouble finding us once we’re inside.”

As they neared the gate, Alastair could see the soldiers were checking paperwork, just as they had in Breadan. Here, however, they were letting in more travelers. They nudged the horses forward, waiting their turn in line. When it came time, the two soldiers blocked the path with their halberds.

“State your names and your business,” one of them said, his voice stern.

“I am Mydia Kouvae.” Mydia pulled her horse forward. “I was separated from my clan on our journey. I was supposed to meet them here for the Fire Festival.”

“Have you any paperwork?” the second guard asked.

“The Punai are not known for keeping up with paperwork and such,” she said, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. “It weighs down the horses. We are always on the move, you see. Can’t have useless things slowing us down.”

The guard seemed to consider her words for a moment before turning his attention to the others. “And your companions?”

“Friends I met on the road. They had a bit of trouble with bandits and I offered them my assistance.”

Caelyn looked away sheepishly. Doctor Seiver sat straighter in the saddle. “Aye,” he said, dropping his voice into a thick accent. “We been much obliged t’ the young miss. We was on our way here t’ register for trade with one o’ the guilds.”

“Your papers were lost, then?” the guard supplied.

“Aye. Much t’ me shame.”

One of the soldiers in the squad approached the first guard and whispered something in his ear. He frowned and muttered something back. The guard turned to Mydia.

“Have you any token as proof?”

“I do.” She unbuckled the dagger from her belt. Holding out the ornate knife for the guard, he took it from her. He turned it over carefully. Etched into the hilt were sharp lines, zigzagging to form a wildcat with tufted ears—the crest of the Punai.

The guard handed the knife back to her. “May we have a look at your bags?”

“I don’t mind.” Mydia glanced back at the rest of them.

Doctor Seiver nodded his consent. “Tight s’curity, eh?”

The guard nodded to the other soldiers. They opened each of the saddlebags and packs, checking for weapons or any condemning items that could tie them to the attack on Allandar.

“There has been trouble at the southern border. Given the circumstances, we can’t be too careful,” one of the soldiers said, refastening Alastair’s saddlebag before moving on to the next one.

“Aye. Right yeh are.” Doctor Seiver nodded.

Once the soldiers were satisfied that they were neither spies nor enemy soldiers, they nodded their approval. The guards lifted their halberds from the path. The first guard waved them along.

“Right, you may pass. And be more alert next time,” he said to the doctor.

“Aye, thank yeh, sir.”

Once they were out of earshot, Alastair drew his horse alongside his father’s. “I didn’t know you could change your voice like that.”

“Years of practice,” Doctor Seiver said. “The best way to make a lie convincing is to sound the part. It could save your life one day.”

“How did you know that excuse would work?” Caelyn asked Mydia.

“I told you my parents would regularly come to Lyrias, remember? My clan always comes for the annual Fire Festival, usually as vendors and entertainers.”

“That’s incredibly fortunate,” Caelyn said.

“What is fortunate is that they let us pass without questioning her further,” Doctor Seiver said. “But no doubt the soldier activity will be stronger now. The whole of Solheim seems to be on guard after what happened to Allandar.”

Once they had passed through the gateway in the thick wall, the city opened up. Though the colors were bright, and shops were open and welcoming to the weary traveler, there was a grimness about it. The people seemed on edge. If it hadn’t been for the preparations for the Fire Festival, the townsfolk might not have been out in the streets at all. The horses’ hooves clopped against the cobblestone street as the four of them made their way to the marketplace. The road sloped up as they headed toward the center of town. They steered clear of the upper-class district, where Alastair and his classmates had lodged only a few months earlier. Instead, they were bound for the bustling trade district, where most of the city’s tradesmen and travelers resided.

“Did you have somewhere particular you were going to stay?” Mydia asked.

“Thanks to the festival, we might have trouble finding accommodations. Most of the rooms will be rented by now,” Doctor Seiver answered. “Did you have something in mind?”

“My family often frequents the Gray Halberd. Though they are primarily a tavern, Hilde and Oeric have rooms to rent out.”

“In that case, please lead the way.” Doctor Seiver was more than content to let Mydia take charge. His mind seemed otherwise occupied as he kept a close watch on their surroundings.

The street led them into the heart of the circular marketplace. Though a dark cloud seemed to hang over the city, the market was just as lively as Alastair remembered. Booths and stalls filled the street, competing with each other to sell their wares. Everything from jewelry and clothing to pottery and exotic foods were being sold and traded. Red, orange, and yellow banners were being strung across the wide streets, all coming together at the center of the plaza. The ropes connected to a tall marble statue at the center of the market. Beyond the bright colors, he spotted a tall building with a sloped roof.

The Gray Halberd was at the center of the commotion. As a favorite pub for soldiers and travelers alike, the tavern seemed exceptionally busy. A group of passersby were gathered around the notice board hanging out front, talking in hushed tones. Mydia led them around the side of the tavern, where a cluster of horses were tethered to several different hitching posts. Swinging her leg over the back of the saddle, Mydia tied up the gray-speckled horse alongside the others. After tethering the other horses, the four made their way inside.

A roar of conversation greeted them as they stepped through the doorway. Sunlight from the domed glass ceiling illuminated the crystal in the center of the room. The calming glow did not seem to have any effect on the patrons, however. The tavern was bustling, as if nothing had changed in the past few months. The mouthwatering aroma of freshly baked bread and roasted pork mingled with the spice of their special cider. It was enough to make Alastair’s stomach rumble.

The sound of shattering glass rang over the din of disjointed conversations. A few heads turned in the direction of the disturbance, but they soon returned to their drinks. Hilde stood amidst the crowded tables, her jaw hanging open in stunned silence. Broken glasses were scattered at her feet, the floor wet with spilled ale. Hands trembling, she covered her mouth. She rushed toward them and flung her arms around Mydia.

“Oh, my spirits…” Hilde sobbed. She clung to the girl tightly, and Mydia returned her embrace. Finally, Hilde pulled back, cupping the girl’s cheeks in her trembling hands. “Mydia…oh, dear spirits, is it really you?”

Mydia smiled, tears brimming in her eyes. “It’s me.”

“Thank the good spirits!” Hilde pulled her into another tight hug. Her striking green eyes were misty with tears. “When we heard about the massacre, I feared the worst. At first, I thought I was seeing a ghost.”

“No, it’s really me.”

Alastair clasped his hands behind his back, rubbing his thumb in circles on his palm. Their tearful reunion was a painful reminder of the hundreds of other families that would be unable to share in such joy. He remembered Kylar’s little sister, Ayla, eagerly waiting for her brother to come home. Kylar’s promise would be left unfulfilled. He dreaded bringing the ring back to the Armmont House and the tears that would follow.

“And your friends, too!” Hilde turned to Alastair and Caelyn. She pulled them close, hugging them like they were her own children. Her embrace was warm and comforting. She kissed their cheeks. “It lightens my heart to see you three still alive. But weren’t there four of you last time?”

Mydia’s ears drooped and she averted her eyes. Alastair and Carlyn shifted uncomfortably. “Kylar didn’t make it,” Mydia muttered.

“Oh…I’m so sorry.” Hilde made the same prayer gesture Alastair had seen Mydia do many times before. “May his spirit find peace.”

“Have my parents been here?” Mydia asked quickly, trying to change the subject.

“Yes. They were here yesterday, but they have not come in yet today. They will be sending their blessings to the spirits tonight.”

Alastair’s father stepped forward and extended his hand. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced yet. I am Doctor Seiver—Alastair is my son.”

Hilde shook his hand enthusiastically. “I met your son a few months ago. I’m glad to see you both are safe after the…the massacre.” She lowered her voice when she spoke about Allandar. “Were you there when it happened?”

“My apologies, miss, but I don’t think this would be the place to talk about such dark matters.”

A few heads had turned in their direction, listening in on every word they said. Hilde scowled, making the few eavesdroppers hastily return to their drinks. She gestured for the four of them to follow her. “Come with me.”

She escorted them to the back of the tavern. When they passed the bar, Oeric stared at them wide-eyed, just as shocked to see them alive as his wife had been. Hilde waved him back to his duties, muttering something under her breath. Heeding her words, Oeric returned his attention to the many patrons sitting at the bar. She opened the door at the back of the tavern. It led to a simple room, furnished with only a few chairs and a table.

“No one should bother us here, so don’t be afraid to speak freely,” she said with a gentle smile.

“Hilde, I have a favor to ask you,” Mydia said tentatively. “We’ve had a rough journey and I’m sure accommodations are sparse thanks to the Fire Festival. You wouldn’t happen to have any rooms available, would you?”

“For you, darling, of course.” Hilde hurried back to the door. “You’ll be wanting supper too, I suppose? Take your time and relax, and I will be back in no time.”

Once she was gone, Alastair slumped in one of the chairs. His stomach growled loudly. “I could really do with one of those ciders, too,” he muttered.

Caelyn sat beside him. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was until we arrived. All those delicious smells are almost too much.”

“Alastair.” His father’s voice was low. “While we are here, I insist that you refrain from using your power.”

Alastair’s brows knit together in confusion as he sat up straighter. “Why not? In Breadan, you were more than eager for me to practice—”

“Yes, but not here,” his father cut off his words.

He opened his mouth to protest, but the look in his father’s eyes convinced him otherwise. There was something unsettling reflected in them, like he feared something. Though the atmosphere in Lyrias was different, Alastair hadn’t thought it worth worrying over. After the massacre at Rokerth and Allandar, surely the whole country would be on edge. He didn’t think the change was much more than that.


Chapter 19

Not long after Hilde left, the door flung open. Two Johte’ir dressed in earth-toned leathers stood in the doorway, breathing heavily. They were tall and lithe, with tan skin. They both had brown hair and tufted ears just like Mydia. Beads of all colors adorned their clothes. The woman’s eyes welled up with tears, her ears drooping slightly.

“Mydia!” The woman threw her arms around Mydia, her shoulders shaking as she sobbed. She held the girl close, stroking her hair and kissing her cheeks, muttering praises and thanks to the spirits.

“Mother…” Mydia’s voice cracked, her composure finally beginning to crumble. She clung to her mother, tears streaming down her face.

“We came as soon as we heard,” her father said. Mydia’s father bore the stripes of a Punai warrior on his cheeks, three on either side. The three gold rings in his ears marked him as an elder of the clan. “Oeric sent an errand boy and I…oh, thank the spirits.”

He kissed Mydia on the top of her head, the only area he could reach as his wife fussed over their daughter. Up close, Alastair could see the intricate handwoven designs stitched into the hems and sleeves of the lightweight fabric they wore. Being nomads who relied on hunting to survive, their clothes were not bright and colorful. Instead, they were different shades of green and brown, much like the plains where they traveled, the beads the only pops of color.

“Where are my manners?” Mydia said, wiping the tears from her eyes. “Mother, Father, these are my friends from school—Caelyn and Alastair. And this is, um…”

“Doctor Seiver,” he supplied, extending his hand. “I am Alastair’s father.”

“I am Ja’asir Kouvae, and this is my wife, Nyla,” Mydia’s father said, grasping the doctor’s hand in a firm handshake. “Did you travel here with my daughter?”

“Yes. I was not present during the attack, but I managed to find them on their way to Breadan.”

“Were there no other survivors?” Ja’asir asked.

Caelyn’s face paled at the mention of the massacre. It was the only thing anyone seemed to want to talk about, and the one thing the four of them wanted to erase from their memories.

“I don’t think anyone else made it,” Alastair said.

His chest felt heavy thinking about those that didn’t survive. The faces of the deceased haunted his memory—his classmates cut down in the courtyard, the Bellana twins lying dead in their beds, Mister Clairmont…Kylar.

Mydia’s parents seemed to sense the grim tension hanging in the air. Ja’asir cleared his throat. “Thank you for taking care of my daughter,” he said, inclining his head politely to them. “We will forever be in your debt. If you should ever need assistance of any kind, you have a friend in us.”

Mydia’s mother ushered her toward the door. “Come. We have much to do.”

“Wait.” Mydia turned back to her friends. “You will be staying here with Hilde and Oeric, won’t you?”

Alastair glanced up at his father, who nodded.

“I hope you’ll stay until the end of the festival,” she said, her ears pricking up. “Don’t leave without saying goodbye.”

Caelyn pulled her friend into a tight hug. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“My family is staying at the Green Dragon, just down the street. Don’t hesitate to come by if you need anything,” Ja’asir said.

“Thank you.” Doctor Seiver shook his hand again.

The three left in high spirits. Alastair was glad they were able to be reunited so quickly. Other families would not be so lucky. Reunions like hers would be incredibly scarce. If they really were the only survivors, both from Rokerth Academy and Allandar, there would be hundreds of families across Solheim who would never know such relief and joy. Alastair fished Kylar’s silver ring from his pocket. Though the metal itself was not large, the weight felt heavy in his hand. They believed their son to be alive, hoping that someday soon he would come home. Guilt clawed at him, wishing he had never used Kylar’s name at Breadan in the first place.

Shortly after Mydia and her family departed the Gray Halberd, Hilde returned with a wide tray in her hands. She set plates laden with food on the table before them, along with tankards of homemade apple-ginger cider for each of them. Alastair wolfed down his food eagerly. Though they had eaten enough on their journey, nothing compared to Hilde’s homemade food. After their meal, she escorted them to their lodgings upstairs. Alastair and his father shared a room, like they had in Breadan, and Caelyn was given her own room.

As Alastair laid in his bed, his thoughts drifted back to the reason they had come to Lyrias in the first place—the ring. The antique ring with the red stone. Doctor Seiver had said they needed to find the woman who had given it to him in the first place, but he wasn’t sure why. Though his father had been more open with him lately, he still kept many secrets, and it was hard to read his expression. He could never quite tell what his father was thinking. But he hoped that whatever it was his father was looking for, they would find it quickly. It made him feel uneasy, remaining in one place for too long.

Rolling onto his side, the comfort of a warm bed lulled him to sleep, his mind drifting back to a tree that transcended time.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

It startled him at first. It had been months since he had last dreamed of the Great Tree, and this time, it was not burning. The leaves above him rustled in the gentle breeze. Alastair glanced around, trying to get a better look at his surroundings. Steep mountains surrounded the valley. The land was otherwise flat, covered with lush green grass. A stream flowed from the gaps in the mountain and curved around the tree, almost like a moat. Due to all the fire from his previous dreams, he hadn’t paid much attention to the land surrounding the tree. It was the first time that any of his dreams about the tree were peaceful.

Alastair lay beneath the shade of the tree, arms folded behind his head. Now that he was looking closer, he realized the tree was different than the one in Lyrias. It was leagues taller than the one encompassing the capital. The higher branches seemed to disappear into the blue sky, the boughs looking like clouds. He closed his eyes, content to lie there in the stillness.

The sound of a bell tolling interrupted the silence. The leaves rustled loudly, the wind stripping them from the branches. Alastair’s eyes snapped open. A woman stood over him, silhouetted against the setting sun. The tree’s branches were stripped bare. Alastair recognized the forest-green eyes, eyes that reflected a deep sadness.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Elah said, averting her gaze.

He sat up slowly. “What do you mean? This is a dream, isn’t it?”

“Alastair, there isn’t much time.” She knelt beside him, tucking her skirt under her knees. “Something is coming.”

“What is it?” Alastair leaned forward. The urgency in Elah’s voice made him feel uneasy. “What’s coming?”

“In twelve days’ time, before the sun sets, danger is coming from the west. He’s—”

Again, the bell tolled. Dead leaves swirled in a whirlwind around Elah, engulfing her. Though her words had been cut short, he could still hear a voice coming from within the cyclone, but she sounded different somehow.

“—air!”

“Elah?” He shielded his face as the wind picked up. “I can’t hear you!”

“Alastair?”

Her voice sounded disjointed. Alastair could make out the shadow of someone just beyond the swirl of leaves, but it wasn’t Elah. It was a man with white hair—someone who seemed familiar. Alastair reached into the leaves, straining to reach him. He blinked, and the figure was gone.

“Alastair!”

Alastair’s hand was still outstretched as if to grasp something, but instead of an enormous tree and expansive sky, an old wooden ceiling hung above him. Caelyn’s face hovered over him, worry etched across her face.

“Alastair! Can you hear me?”

He blinked again. Alastair sat bolt upright, Caelyn stumbling back in surprise. He looked around. It took a moment for him to realize where he was. No longer was he under the Great Tree. He was in a bedroom at the Gray Halberd, in Lyrias. Caelyn was staring at him, wand clutched in her hand.

“Are you all right?” she asked hesitantly.

“What happened?” He looked around the modest room. His father was gone.

“Doctor Seiver asked me to come wake you, but you were so deep in sleep that no matter what I did, you wouldn’t budge. Your energy suddenly changed, and I was worried, so I…I used magic to try and wake you.”

“My energy changed?”

“Well, normally you give off a very warm energy and it’s a bright orange. But you started to get cold, and the color started to fade.”

Alastair looked down at his hands. They looked just the same as always, except for the pale mark on the back of his left hand. He couldn’t see what she meant about his color changing, but they looked normal to him.

Sensing his confusion, Caelyn tried to change the subject. “Mydia and her parents stopped by earlier. They brought new clothes, since our old ones were getting rather thin.” She picked up the pile of fabric that was sitting on the chair beside the door. “Doctor Seiver asked for you to get changed and meet him downstairs.”

Taking the clothes from her, he muttered his thanks. Caelyn nodded, excusing herself from the room. A shiver surged up his spine as his feet touched the cold floorboards. The clothes Mydia had left for him were rather plain—a pair of dark trousers and a long-sleeved tunic. Subtle motifs were stitched around the hem and collar, but the thread with which they had been sewn was a similar color to the rest of the tunic. The patterns were a mixture of sharp, rigid designs and organic, curved shapes. It felt nice to be wearing decent clothes again. After spending several weeks traveling, his clothes were a little worse for wear.

As he pulled his old shirt over his head, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. But it didn’t look like him. What little fat he’d left had been stripped away on their journey. It left him looking lean and rough. The sparring he had done over the last several weeks had helped to define his musculature. He touched his cheek, his reflection mimicking his every move. The journey had changed him. What was left of his boyhood was finally gone, leaving a stranger behind.

Once he was dressed, he headed out into the tavern. The rumble of conversation drowned out his thoughts. Though the tavern was not as busy as it had been the previous night, The Gray Halberd was still crowded. Leaning over the railing, he peered down to the main floor below. The lachrima in the center brightly illuminated the room. Among the many diners, he spotted his father sitting alone at a table in the far corner. Alastair made his way downstairs. He squeezed past the other patrons as he approached his father.

“I’m glad to see you’re finally awake,” Doctor Seiver said. “You were sleeping like the dead.”

Pulling out a chair, Alastair sat beside him. He was seated only a few minutes before Hilde brought him a glass of cider, along with a plate of eggs and spiced sausage. His stomach rumbled loudly. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until now. Alastair had missed Hilde’s cooking more than anything. While he ate, his father laid a pair of gloves on the table.

What are those for?” Alastair asked.

“It would be best to hide that mark,” he said, pointing to the faint lines on the back of Alastair’s left hand. “I don’t want us to draw any attention, or for anyone to ask unnecessary questions.”

Alastair obediently tugged on the gloves and flexed his hands, testing the fit.

“We have much to do while we are here. But first,” his father leaned forward and lowered his voice. “The woman who gave you the ring, was she the same fortune-teller who gave you that cursed amulet?”

Alastair shook his head. “No. She was totally different. She was actually the one who broke the rune that fortune-teller drew on my palm.”

“Do you remember where the shop was? The one where you found the ring?”

Thinking back, Alastair frowned. “I remember it was here in the market district, and it was down a narrow alley. It was out of the way. But when I tried to take the others there, we couldn’t find it…like it had vanished.”

Doctor Seiver’s brows knit together. “That could be a problem.”

Alastair finished off the plate of eggs and downed the last of his cider. His father stood and headed for the front doors. People were stringing banners across storefronts throughout the marketplace and setting up a temporary stage in the middle of the square. Doctor Seiver and Alastair trekked through the labyrinth of narrow side streets. Each alley wrapped around like spokes on a wheel, but eventually doubled back around to the main square. They stumbled upon little-known curio shops, apothecaries, and even an exotic animal dealer, but they could not find the one where Alastair had come across the ring. Though he could picture the dusty old store in his mind, it was like a hazy memory. By late in the afternoon, Alastair was ready to give up.

“We’ve been down every alley at least twice,” Alastair groaned. “We’re never going to find it!”

Doctor Seiver scratched his chin. “We may be going about this the wrong way.”

“What do you mean?”

He shook his head. “Never mind. We will have to try again later. But while we’re out, let us find you a proper weapon. You can’t protect yourself with just a dagger.”

“What kind of weapon?”

His father didn’t answer. Alastair followed behind as Doctor Seiver weaved his way through the crowd. After spending most of their day wandering the whole of the market district, they knew where each of the shops were located. His father led them to a swordsmith on the opposite side of the market. Glass cases and racks lined the window display. A bell jangled as they opened the door and stepped inside. Weapons of all makes, shapes, and sizes were available. The more common broadswords, longswords, rapiers, and daggers hung on hooks and plaques on the wall to their left. On the opposite wall hung more unusual blades. Curved swords from the east like scimitars, hook swords, falchions, and cutlasses glinted in their displays. Clusters of daggers, both plain and ornamental, were arranged neatly on one of the tables. At the back of the room, shields of all shapes and sizes hung on the wall. A burly man with thick, muscular arms emerged from the back room, wiping his hands on an oil-stained rag.

“G’d afternoon, sirs,” he said, his voice gruff. “What can I do for you?”

“We came to purchase a sword for my boy,” Doctor Seiver said, clapping Alastair’s shoulder. “We were walking through the square and heard this was the best place in the whole city to buy a blade.”

The man’s chest swelled with pride. “Aye. You won’t find a better blade anywhere else. Business been in my family for five generations.”

“You must be a very skilled bladesmith,” Doctor Seiver said.

“What kind of blade’re you lookin’ for?” the man asked.

The doctor looked at Alastair, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “What do you think? Does anything particular catch your attention?”

Alastair gazed, awed at the number of swords around him. There were so many to choose from, he didn’t think he would ever be able to pick one.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “There are so many.”

“Then let me ask you this,” the bladesmith said. “What are your plans for the blade? Are you wantin’ to become a knight, or just need it for self-defense while travelin’?”

Alastair wasn’t quite sure how to answer. He didn’t have a plan. “I need something that’s easy enough to wield but has enough power to do damage to an attacker.”

“Double-edged or single?”

He thought a moment before he answered, “Double.”

“Then you’d need one of these.” The bladesmith gestured to the wall to their left—swords Alastair could easily recognize. “If you’re wantin’ a double-edged sword, you won’t need a rapier or estoc. Those’re thrustin’ weapons.”

Alastair nodded absently. The man brought over a stool so he could reach one of the higher weapons. He lifted a long sword with a V-shaped crossguard and presented it to Alastair.

“Try this one,” the man said.

It was heavier than he expected. He lifted it carefully to test the feel of it, but the blade’s reach was too long. It felt awkward in his hand. Shaking his head, he handed it back to the shopkeeper. The man climbed back up and placed the sword back where it belonged. He gazed at the dozens of weapons thoughtfully. Finally, he picked up a short sword with a small crossguard.

“This one is a one-handed sword. It’s light, easy to wield, and it’s good for travelin’.”

Alastair took it from him. The sword was about the length of his arm and felt very light in his hand. He took a step back and swung the blade carefully. Like the man had said, it was easy to use, but it didn’t feel quite right.

“It’s a very nice sword, but I still don’t think it’s what I’m looking for.”

“You want somethin’ with more reach, eh?” the shopkeeper said, placing the short sword back on its rest. “Perhaps a standard longsword, then?”

The man handed him an ornate two-handed sword with silver scrollwork on the pommel and crossguard. It looked like a sword made as a decorative piece. The weight of the blade felt much more even in his hands. But there was still something off about it. Sensing his displeasure, the bladesmith broached the silence.

“How tall are you, lad?” he asked.

“About five feet and ten inches,” Alastair said.

“Just a moment. I’ve got a better fit for you,” he said, taking the sword back. He laid the weapon on the countertop before disappearing into the back room. After a few minutes, he returned with a longsword wrapped in a thick cloth. “There was a lad who commissioned this piece several months ago. Seemed he was about to join the army after his schooling was done. But his mum came by about a month ago and cancelled the order. Said the lad wouldn’t be needin’ a blade like this. She was pretty adamant.”

Taking the package from him, Alastair unwrapped it carefully. The blade itself was simple, the grip wrapped in dark leather. The pommel was rounded, with intricate designs etched in brass. A single red stone had been inlaid in the center, the image of a phoenix curved around it. The counterbalance in the hilt of the sword gave it an even and weighty feel. It fit his hands perfectly, like it had been forged specifically for him.

“How’s it feel?” the man asked.

“It’s perfect,” Alastair said.

Doctor Seiver turned to the bladesmith. “It’s a magnificent sword. Are you sure it’s all right for us to purchase it? The one who commissioned it won’t come looking for it?”

The shopkeeper shook his head. “The lady insisted they wouldn’t be needin’ it. Rather last minute.”

“Might I ask who commissioned it?” his father pressed.

“The Armmont family.”

Alastair’s heart sank. This sword must have been meant for Kylar after he graduated from Rokerth. The reputation of the Armmonts had been built over time as one of the most prestigious knight families in Solheim. He had always imagined Kylar would join their ranks eventually, despite his mother’s protests. Cancelling the order must have been Lady Armmont’s last resort, hoping to discourage her son from joining the army. The day Kylar died, the kingdom had been deprived of a brave and loyal knight.

Alastair’s grip tightened, but he had made up his mind. “How much for the blade, sir?”

The man’s face lit up. He wrung his hands eagerly. “It’s caught your eye, has it? It’s made of the highest quality steel, and takin’ the labor into account, I couldn’t part with it for less than five hundred gold pieces.”

“Five hundred!” Alastair’s jaw hung open.

He tried to form a coherent thought, but the amount of money he was asking for was ludicrous. If a man were lucky, it would take almost two months to earn one hundred gold pieces. But for a noble house, it was a trifle.

Doctor Seiver held up a hand, silencing Alastair’s protests. He reached into the coin purse that hung at his waist. “Consider it sold.”

The bladesmith eagerly accepted the coins his father counted out. Once he had paid in full, the man wrapped up a leather baldric and a matching dagger. Knowing the sword in his hands was made for Kylar meant it held a whole new weight. Even more now, Alastair owed him his life.


Chapter 20

They tried again to find the odd shop the following day. But no matter how hard they searched, they could not find it, making Alastair wonder if it had ever even existed. By midday, they gave up the search yet again. As his father headed back to The Gray Halberd, Alastair made his way toward the western part of the city, to Kylar’s home. As he passed the rows of extravagant mansions, his stomach twisted in knots. He felt nauseous. What would Kylar’s family say? Would they blame him? Reaching into his pocket, Alastair felt the weight of the ring. He remembered how Ayla’s face lit up when her brother entered the room. Just imagining how she would react to the news of her brother’s death made him want to turn and run.

He stopped in front of the Armmont house, the façade nearly identical to the other manors along this street. He wanted to turn back. Kylar’s family were no doubt anxiously awaiting his return, the message from Breadan giving them false hope. Facing them, revealing the painful truth, was the last thing he wanted to do. Alastair stood there, staring at the polished front doors, willing himself to have the courage to knock. He gripped the ring in his pocket, the engravings digging into his palm.

Alastair took a deep breath and climbed the stairs. Hand shaking, he knocked. Several minutes of silence passed. This was the Armmonts’s second home. Perhaps they were back in Valeford. But even if the family were not in residence, a servant or two would typically remain behind to oversee upkeeping. Perhaps they simply hadn’t heard him. Alastair knocked again, harder this time. Faintly, he heard rushed footsteps from within. There was a click, and the door opened. The same maid who had received them last time stood in the doorway. She glanced around him, as if expecting to see someone else.

“May I help you?” she asked.

“Is…are the Armmonts at home?”

“I’m afraid not, sir. Lord and Lady Armmont are away for the season,” she said. “They have returned home to Valeford.”

“Oh.” Alastair squeezed the ring tighter. He could leave the ring with the maid and have her relay his message, but that didn’t quite feel right. Kylar had asked him to bring the ring to his mother. Alastair had to give it to her directly.

“May I ask who has called upon them?” the young maid asked. “I can send them a message if you would like.”

“No,” he said quickly. “No, um, that’s okay. I’m sure I’ll see them soon.”

He turned to leave, making his way down the steps.

“Sir, wait,” the maid said. “Have we met before?”

Alastair tensed. Had she remembered his face? Their meeting had been so brief, he hadn’t expected her to recognize him. He shook his head, not bothering to look back. Taking the stairs two at a time, he rushed down to the cobblestone street. Relief and anxiety swirled within him. He was glad he didn’t have to face Kylar’s family now, but he feared when it would happen. They were expecting their son to come home. Word sent from the soldiers in Breadan was fueling that false hope. Alastair tried to ignore those thoughts as he hurried back to the market square. But as he was headed back to the tavern, he caught a glimpse of Caelyn among the crowd. He hadn’t seen her since early that morning.

“Caelyn!” he hollered.

She looked up at the sound of her name. Alastair made his way toward her.

“What are you doing out here?” Alastair asked.

“I was sending a letter to my parents,” she said. “I wanted to let them know I’m all right. I was just on my way to see Mydia before I head back. Where have you been?”

“I was…” He swallowed his words, not wanting to tell her he had gone to see Kylar’s parents. She had not taken his death well, and Alastair didn’t want to reopen the wound. “Dad and I were looking for the shop where I got the ring, but it vanished.”

“How can an entire store disappear?”

Alastair shrugged. “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.”

“In the meantime, would you like to join me?” Caelyn asked. “Mydia invited us to help with the preparations for the Fire Festival.”

“I guess I’ve got time,” he said with a shrug.

Caelyn led him through the crowd to the opposite side of the large market square. The inn was small compared to the Gray Halberd. Hanging from the curved sign holder was a wooden plaque shaped like a fearsome green dragon. A group of Johte’ir men and women, all with tufted cat ears like Mydia, were gathered outside. The men were unloading a large, covered wagon when they approached.

Mydia emerged from the back of the cart, carrying a large, rolled-up rug. Her eyes lit up when she spotted Alastair and Caelyn. Handing the rug off to one of the others, she leaped down from the wagon. She wrapped her arms around Caelyn, giving her a tight squeeze.

“I’m glad you could come!” she said eagerly.

Dressed in traditional Punai clothing, Mydia looked much different than she had in their school uniform. She wore a short, cropped top fitted with leather shoulder straps, tassels hanging from the hem. Furs and beads of turquoise and red jasper adorned her. A leather band was tied around her left arm, a bright blue feather hanging proudly from it.

“I almost didn’t recognize you,” Alastair said.

“These are my normal clothes. It’s not like I wear those stuffy school uniforms all the time,” Mydia said, her ears twitching.

“Don’t feel embarrassed.” Caelyn took her hands and gave them a reassuring squeeze. “I wish I could see them. I’m sure they’re absolutely lovely.”

Mydia laughed. “Well, it’s not a petticoat and gown, that’s for sure. Since my clan lives in the plains, they’re looser and easier to travel in.”

“And show off a lot more,” Alastair mumbled.

Caelyn shot him a heated look.

“I’ve never seen a feather that color before,” Alastair said, quickly trying to change the subject. He gestured to the blue plume hanging from the band on her arm.

“It’s from a rare species my family breeds.”

Mydia tugged at a strand of leather that hung around her neck. She pulled out a tiny whistle made of a polished, turquoise-colored stone. Placing it between her lips, she blew into it. The sound it made was clear and bright.

The call of a bird answered. Circling down from above them, a bird with vibrant blue-green feathers landed on Mydia’s outstretched arm. She stroked the bird’s tufted head, the creature twittering happily. It looked to be the size of a falcon but with long, beautiful feathers.

“I never knew you had a pet bird,” Alastair said, eyes wide with awe.

“I raised him from an egg.” Mydia smiled. “But I had to leave him behind when I came to Rokerth. My parents have been looking after him for me.”

Caelyn took a step closer. The bird chirped, tilting its head to the side as it eyed her carefully. “Does he have a name?”

“His name’s Ari.” Mydia lifted her arm so that the bird could step onto the crate inside the cart. Ari hopped off her arm and perched on the corner of the wooden box.

“What’s with all these crates?” Alastair gestured to the wagon, the back still laden with cargo.

“We’re preparing for the Fire Festival,” Mydia replied. “Since you’re already here, would you mind lending a hand for a bit?”

“Of course!” Caelyn was all too eager to help in any way she could. “I’ve never been to a festival like this before. What’s it for?”

“It’s more like a mid-autumn festival, for the harvest.” Mydia climbed into the back of the cart and picked up one of the smaller boxes. “It’s to celebrate the coming life cycle, for death to make way for new life. But I’m not sure why they call it the Fire Festival. These days most people call it that because of all the bonfires.”

“It has to do with offering guidance through the dark months, so that life may survive and revitalize in the spring,” one of the other Johte’ir explained.

Alastair took the box from her and set it on top of the stack beside the inn. Over half of the cargo was goods to sell at the market—beads and jewelry, luxurious furs, pottery, hand- woven rugs, and clothing. Other crates held supplies for the festival, such as costumes and torches.

“Do you put on a show or something?” Alastair asked.

Mydia nodded. “For many generations, my clan has performed at the festival. There’s music, dancing, and even displays of fire-breathing.”

The mention of fire-breathing piqued his interest. “How do they accomplish that?”

“After lighting the torches, the performer will take a large swig of lamp oil. They will then spew the fuel in a stream over an open flame. It gives the illusion that the person is breathing fire,” Mydia explained. “It can be very dangerous, so not everyone can do it. It takes a great deal of training.”

“Maybe I should try that,” Alastair said. He grinned. “I bet I could do it better than they could.”

Caelyn elbowed him in the ribs. “Your father said not to use your magic here,” she whispered.

He massaged his side. “Did you have to hit me that hard?” he grumbled. “Besides, people would just think I’m a regular performer. No one would know.”

“I don’t see why not,” Mydia said thoughtfully. “If your father allows it, I’m sure the others would be glad to have you.”

“He doesn’t need to know.”

Caelyn frowned, not amused by his mischievous attitude.

“Oh, come on!” Alastair said. “Let me have a little fun, will you? It was a joke!” Caelyn didn’t take it very well. Rolling his eyes, Alastair returned to unpacking the crates. “I hope we actually have time to participate.”

“So, when does the festival happen?” Caelyn asked.

“Eight days from now,” Mydia replied. “On the Autumn Equinox.”

The Autumn Equinox would be the twelfth day since they had arrived in Lyrias. Though the girls were brimming with excitement for the coming festival, something nagged at the back of Alastair’s mind. He remembered the dream he had only a few nights prior, and the words Elah had spoken.

In twelve days’ time, before the sun sets, danger is coming from the west.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Alastair found himself again in the valley beneath the World Tree. Though all was peaceful, a sense of anxiety clawed up from the pit of his stomach. He climbed over the enormous roots that snaked out from the trunk. If he was having the same dream again, it must be a warning. If he could find Elah, she might be able to explain. The last time he had dreamed of her, she was trying to tell him something. But he had been awakened before he could find out what.

“Elah!” he shouted. His voice echoed throughout the valley, caught by the steep mountains. “Elah, can you hear me?”

As he made his way around the enormous trunk, he stumbled upon a wide gap at the base. The roots curved outward, making a clear pathway into the hollow space. It was big enough for a person to fit, but he couldn’t see far into it. It wouldn’t hurt to check below. An ominous wind rose from its depths. Just as he was about to enter, something jolted him awake.

Scion sat atop Alastair’s chest, staring down at him. The force of the zenko jumping on him had startled him out of the dream. Alastair groaned, draping his arm over his eyes. Scion licked his cheek, a soft whine rising from his throat.

Alastair chuckled, patting Scion on the head. “You have the worst timing.” He sighed. “I really needed to see the end of that dream.”

The fox tilted his head curiously.

“Don’t look at me like that! It’s your fault you woke me up in the middle of it.” He ruffled Scion’s fur.

Leaning forward, Scion touched the tip of his nose to Alastair’s forehead. Images of the tree and the hollow space at its base flashed through his mind. His consciousness connected to Scion’s, emotions flooding into him directly. Though there were no clear words exchanged through their consciousnesses, he could tell Scion was asking about the dream.

“I don’t know,” Alastair said in answer to his partner’s unspoken question. “There’s something weird about it, though. I was trying to figure out what the dream means, but Elah wasn’t there. I’m not sure what her warning meant, but it didn’t sound good.”

Alastair sat up, and Scion jumped down from the bed.

“By the way, how did you get in here?”

Scion looked toward the far wall, the window open.

“You climbed all the way up here?” he said, astounded. “We’re pretty high up. You’re something else, Scion.”

The fox yipped, tail wagging happily.

Drawing his legs up to his chest, Alastair rested his chin on his knees. He sighed. “I hope we find that shop soon, because I’ve got a bad feeling about all this.”


Chapter 21

Every day for five days, Alastair and his father spent their time scouring the streets searching for the shop where he had first received the magic ring. After spending enough time in the market, they eventually widened their search to other districts of the city. Still, they had no luck. It was disheartening. With each day, the market square become more festive, and Doctor Seiver grew more agitated. Caelyn often went to help Mydia and her people with the festival preparations. Alastair was not lucky enough to enjoy the days leading up to the Fire Festival.

He sat with his father at a table in the main room of the Gray Halberd, finishing off his breakfast. Doctor Seiver took a swig of his cider.

“We’re running out of time,” his father said. “There must be something preventing us from finding that shop.”

“It’s like it never really existed. Maybe I imagined the whole thing.”

“We must be going about this the wrong way,” Doctor Seiver said thoughtfully. “How did you find it the first time?”

Alastair shrugged. “I wasn’t really paying attention. Scion was the one that led me there.”

Doctor Seiver’s eyes lit up. Something in Alastair’s answer must have filled in the missing pieces. Once Alastair finished his breakfast, the doctor stood. Alastair had to rush to keep up with his father as he led them outside and around the side of the building, out of sight from the main road.

“Call Scion here,” he said.

“Call him?” Alastair repeated, confused. The fox had been hiding throughout the city, keeping out of sight. He hadn’t seen his partner since Scion woke him from his dream. “I don’t know where he is. I haven’t seen him in several days.”

“I don’t mean for you to shout his name. Now that you have formed a bond, you should be able to sense him. The connection between you should be strong enough for you to call him to you with your thoughts.”

His father’s words made no sense. Alastair’s mind was reeling, trying to piece together what he meant.

Doctor Seiver sighed. “Close your eyes.”

Alastair did as he was told.

“Now, let your mind drift away from everything going on around you. Ignore all the outside noises, lights, and smells, and focus Scion.”

Taking a deep breath, Alastair tried to center himself. His father made it sound so simple, but his mind kept being pulled back by the sounds around him. He pictured the zenko clearly in his mind: the stark white fur, gray markings, and large ears. He was lying curled up somewhere. At first, all Alastair could see was blackness around the fox. But as his consciousness drifted away from his surroundings, blurry objects began to appear around the creature.

Where are you? he thought, frustrated that he couldn’t see it clearly.

Scion’s ears twitched forward, lifting his head. Suddenly, the surroundings came into focus. He had been lying atop an old wooden crate in a dark alleyway. Despite having never seen the alley before, it was like Alastair somehow knew where it was. Though the fox could not speak, it was like he was telling Alastair exactly where he was.

I need you here. Can you come without being seen?

He felt silly. It was strange to think that he and a fox could communicate with their minds. But Scion seemed to have heard him. He could clearly picture the fox leap down from the crate and scamper off down the alley. A hand on his shoulder startled him, cutting his connection. Alastair’s eyes snapped open.

“Well done,” his father said proudly.

It did not take long for Scion to find them. He bounded toward them, glad to be together again. Alastair knelt and stroked the fox’s soft fur. Scion arched into his touch.

“Can you lead us back to that shop?” Alastair asked.

Scion tilted his head, as if he was unsure of what Alastair meant.

“When we first met a couple months ago,” he clarified.

Scion turned tail and padded off in the direction he had come. Doctor Seiver and Alastair followed close behind. The fox led them down back alleys. Winding away from the main bustle of the marketplace, Scion guided them through the maze of narrow passageways to a dimly lit alley that felt strangely familiar. This far back from the main market, everything felt eerily quiet. The fox sat down in front of a brick wall and stared up at it intently, a soft whine rising from his throat.

“Not again.” Alastair groaned. “This is what happened last time when I tried to bring my friends. There’s nothing here!”

Doctor Seiver rested his hand on the rough old bricks. “There is magic at work here,” he muttered. Drawing his wand, he pointed it at the wall. “Latens Revelare.”

Nothing happened.

“That didn’t work when Kylar used it either,” Alastair said.

Doctor Seiver drew his dagger and sliced open the tip of his index finger.

“What are you doing?” Alastair asked, shocked.

“Quiet!” he snapped. “The spell will be stronger if I use my own blood as a catalyst.”

He traced a circle over the rough bricks, drawing intricate runes along the edges with his blood. They were different than the ones Mydia had used before. He didn’t recognize a single symbol. Once complete, Doctor Seiver rested his hand in the center of the circle. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Something about his father felt different. Alastair could sense the magic hanging in the air around him, but it felt foreign. It was not the same as the spells they had learned in school, or even Mydia’s Johte’ir magic. This was something he had never felt before—something ancient.

“Anya o Halanwei.” Doctor Seiver whispered the command in a language Alastair didn’t recognize.

The air around his father seemed to waver. Alastair could feel the magic coursing around them. A warm light emanated from the wall and the brick slowly melted away, revealing the hidden storefront they had been searching for. Scion yipped as the shop appeared before them. A black iron sign holder curved out from the dingy brick, but there was no sign. Behind dusty glass, strange objects appeared like phantoms. A mixture of excitement and unease swirled inside him.

“Is this the place?” his father asked.

“Yeah.” Alastair approached the dreary display window, peering in at the odds and ends inside. “Yeah, this is it.”

“There is a strong and ancient magic surrounding this place,” Doctor Seiver murmured. He muttered a spell under his breath, the cut on his finger glowing faintly before healing in an instant. “It’s no wonder we couldn’t find it before.”

His father opened the door and stepped into the shop. The thick aroma of incense made the air heavy inside. Shelves upon shelves of strange objects—old tomes, jewelry, gems, and other oddities—were cluttered into one room. There was an empty spot on the table where the ring had been all those months ago.

“Hello?” Alastair called out.

Silence answered him. Doctor Seiver wove through the stacks and piles of antiques and curios. He approached the door at the back, a red satin curtain hanging halfway across the doorway. Alastair could picture Yara clearly, leaning against the doorframe in her long flowing robe, pipe in hand.

“Is there no one here?” his father called out.

Picking up a small jade statue from one of the nearby tables, Alastair muttered, “Maybe she was a ghost.”

His father’s boots made the old floorboards creak. Alastair heard him take a deep breath, as if he were about to speak, when an unsettling feeling stole over him.

“I knew you were coming.” A smooth female voice came from behind them.

Alastair whirled around. His father had his dagger in hand, looking shocked. Yara stood in the same doorway Doctor Seiver had just checked, arms folded. With her flowing silk robe and long, dark hair, she seemed otherworldly. Placing the silver end of her long-stemmed pipe between her lips, she took a long draught. Tendrils of sweet-smelling smoke curled up from her mouth when she exhaled.

Doctor Seiver’s eyes widened when he saw her. His face had lost its color. Alastair had never seen his father so shocked before, like he had seen a ghost. He was at a loss for words.

“You must be the shop owner,” his father finally said, voice guarded.

“I am,” Yara replied, stepping forward. “It’s not an easy feat to break my enchantment. But for someone like you, I suppose it was not too difficult.”

“Me?” Alastair asked, confused. “I didn’t break—”

“Why don’t you reveal your true form?” she said to the doctor, not bothering to acknowledge Alastair’s confusion. She lifted her hand and said something in the same strange language his father had used. “Sahaya o Kacchawei.”

A powerful gust surged outward. Doctor Seiver lifted his arm to shield his eyes against the gale. Alastair could see his lips moving, but no sound came from them. As the strange wind surrounded his father, Doctor Seiver’s features slowly began to change. His dark hair turned a stark white and his few wrinkles were wiped clean. The amber eyes that mirrored his own melted into a striking blue color. The person standing beside him no longer resembled his father. He was someone else entirely, like the strange figure he had seen in his dreams.

“There,” she said, satisfied. “Now isn’t that better? A Tashba ought to feel comfortable in his own skin, am I right?”

“Wait, what…what’s going on?” Alastair looked from the white-haired man to Yara.

“You haven’t told him?” Yara clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Come now. You shouldn’t keep secrets from your son.”

“Alastair.” The strange man turned to him, a pleading look in his blue eyes. “I can explain.”

“What is she—who are you?” Heat swelled up inside Alastair as his emotions started to spiral. Panic gripped him. “What did she do?”

“Alastair, please, calm down.” The voice still sounded like his father’s, but he was a completely different person. “It’s me.”

“I merely removed the enchantment he placed on himself,” Yara said. She strode forward, her robe flowing about her legs. She sat in an antique wing-backed chair and stuffed a fresh pinch of tobacco into the silver bowl at the end of her pipe.

“Enchantment?” Alastair looked at the white-haired man, confused. “What the hell is she talking about?”

“This is his true form,” Yara said.

“You…you’re really a….”

“Yes. What she has said is the truth.” The man’s blue eyes locked on him. “But just because I am not human, it doesn’t change who I am.”

“So…am I half Tashba?”

“No.” A glimmer of sadness reflected in his father’s eyes. “You are human.”

“But how is that possible? If you’re a Tashba and you’re my dad…”

His father didn’t respond. His cold blue eyes bored into Alastair, silently urging him to find the answer himself.

Alastair stared wide-eyed at the man standing before him. If what he said was true, then that meant they weren’t even related. The man he had known as Doctor Seiver was not his real father. The more he looked at him, pieces slowly fell into place. It had always seemed strange the way his father knew things before they happened. And over the years, his appearance had changed very little, like he wasn’t really aging. Alastair couldn’t think straight. Hundreds of questions fought for dominance in his mind, but he couldn’t focus on any of them. The words were caught in his throat. Everything he thought he knew was being turned on its head. In the course of a single month, his entire world had changed.

“This is not how I wanted you to find out,” the young white-haired man said. “I had hoped that one day I would tell you the truth, but not like this.”

“Then start explaining!” Alastair shouted.

“Alastair, now is not the time—”

“No! I’m tired of the secrets! Start explaining!” His fire clawed its way to the surface, tongues of flame springing to life around his shoulders and along his arms. His heart hammered in his chest, the panic and confusion making him wary. Intense heat radiated from him.

“My name is Kiran,” the white-haired man explained. “I have spent my life searching for those born with the twelve gifts. For the past sixteen years I have been protecting you—”

“You’ve been lying to me!”

“Merely concealing the truth,” Kiran corrected him. “I have loved you like my own. Even though I am not human, that fact will never change.”

“It is no easy task to keep yourself concealed for so long,” Yara said, placing the metal end of her pipe between her lips. “You must be exhausted from keeping up that disguise.”

Kiran glowered at her.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Alastair asked.

“Your questions will have to wait,” Kiran said. “We don’t have time for this.”

“But—”

“Give me the ring.”

Anger still boiled inside him, but Alastair did as he was told. He yanked off his glove and pulled the ring off his finger. Kiran snatched it from him and turned to Yara. The gold flecks in the orange gemstone glittered, even in the dim light.

“Where did you come across this ring?”

Yara plucked the silver band from his fingers. She turned it over in her hand, admiring the craftmanship. “Ah, yes. Beaudernic’s ring. It’s not often you come across such a beautiful piece. I had been holding onto it for many years until the time was right.” She looked up at him, curiosity sparkling in her cat-like eyes. “I gave it to the boy when he last visited my shop.”

“What do you mean, ‘until the time was right’?” Alastair asked, stepping forward.

A grin played at her lips. “My dear, I was merely holding onto it until its rightful owner presented himself. After how it reacted to your touch, I knew you were the one. Wear it often. It will help you to control the power inside you.”

She handed the ring back to Alastair. Leaning back in the chair, she took a long draught on her pipe. Yara exhaled slowly, letting the tobacco smoke rise slowly to the ceiling.

“For what purpose?” Kiran pressed her.

“My goal is the same as yours,” she said. “The Empire is seeking out the power of the Twelve, and their intentions are less than noble. The one who has been hunting you seeks to reverse the laws of nature, but he needs all twelve to do so. His success must be prevented at all costs, and that could not be done if the poor boy’s powers were kept locked away.”

A shadow passed over Kiran’s face as she explained her intentions. “I had hoped we would have more time,” he muttered.

“The journey will be difficult,” Yara said. “The emperor has begun to make his move.”

“You are a seer.” Kiran stiffened. “Have you seen when?”

“My dear, I may be a seer, but my visions are limited. You should know that better than anyone. I have seen that it will happen, but I do not know when.”

Her words left a sinking feeling in Alastair’s chest. There were still many things that he didn’t understand, but he knew her warning was not to be taken lightly.


Chapter 22

Alastair couldn’t look at him. Kiran had resumed his disguise, his appearance returning to what it had been before they had entered Yara’s shop. Neither of them had spoken since. The silence hanging over them was oppressive. Alastair sat on the bed, his back to his father. Though Doctor Seiver looked the same as always, dark hair and amber eyes that mimicked his son’s, Alastair couldn’t look at him the same way. The feeling of betrayal clawed at his insides.

“I’m sorry,” Kiran finally breached the silence. “I should have told you the truth a long time ago.”

“So, why didn’t you?” Alastair snapped.

“I was afraid.” For a split second, a glimmer of guilt glossed over Kiran’s eyes. “Afraid of how you would react. I have been hiding for so long that I feared what would happen when I revealed myself to you. I did not expect to be exposed by one of my own kin at the worst possible time.”

“She’s a Tashba too?”

Kiran nodded. “She is a powerful sorceress and a seer who left the homeland over three hundred years ago. I wasn’t expecting to see her here, of all places.”

“Three hundred?” Alastair shouted. “Just how long do Tashbas live?”

“Many lifetimes longer than humans. We can live for thousands of years before old age even takes hold.”

“I thought Tashbas didn’t exist,” Alastair muttered, shocked. “They were just fairy tales.”

“No, we are very real. We have spent thousands of years in hiding, living lives of solitude away from humans and Johte’ir. But times are changing. The world is in danger and it is my duty to protect you and the other eleven from—”

“The Empire?” Alastair finished his sentence. “Just what the hell does Tenebrae want with us anyway?”

“That man, he…” Kiran said, choosing his words carefully. “He is not what he seems. He wants to use your powers to break one of nature’s most sacred laws and achieve mastery over death. Sixteen years ago, he nearly got his hands on your power, but I don’t think he expected you to be so strong.”

“Sixteen…you told me what happened back then was an accident.”

“I didn’t tell you the whole truth.” He sighed. “You were born in a small village in Tenebrae, nestled in one of the valleys of the Carim Mountains. When the emperor heard of your power, he sent an old Na’yi priestess to your village and demanded your parents turn you over. This priestess, she had been corrupted by dark magic and threatened to unleash her fury upon them if they did not comply. But when they refused, she murdered your real father. Your power spiraled out of control, destroying everything around you. Your mother was clutching you tightly when I found her. Though she was at the brink of death, she begged for my help—to save her only son, who had been born with a remarkable gift. A strong yet terrible power.”

“That priestess…she must have died that night too, right?” There was a nagging deep inside, a small voice that told him his hopes were in vain. The way Kiran described his attacker all those years ago was too similar to the priestess that had sent the Tsa’lmov after them. “You don’t think she’s.”

“Alive?” His father shook his head. “I wish she had died in the fires that night, but she is still alive, and has been hunting you ever since. I believe she was the woman who gave you that cursed amulet. The Tsa’lmov you killed bore her mark.” Alastair remained silent, so Kiran continued. “I sealed away your powers in hopes it would hide you from the Tenebrae. But we are long past that now.”

“Why did you wait so long to tell me?”

For the first time in many years, Alastair could see the dark circles under his father’s eyes. He had never realized how haggard and worn he looked, and how much older it made him seem. “I’m tired, Alastair,” Kiran admitted. “Tired of searching for the lost fragments, and tired of trying so hard to protect them, only to have that life slowly slip from my fingers. Can you imagine watching thousands of people—friends, like Kylar— die in front of your eyes? Over and over again, I’ve seen them perish, and I have been powerless to prevent it. When I found you, I didn’t want to see that again. I couldn’t bear it.”

Alastair swallowed past the lump forming in his throat. “How many of them have died?”

“Too many for me to count.”

“So what do we do now?”

“We must find the other eleven before the Empire does.”

Finding eleven people out of millions would be near impossible. Alastair hoped Kiran had a plan. “Do you know where the others are?”

“I was hoping the woman who gave you the ring would hold some clues.” His father sighed. “I only know the whereabouts of two. I have been unable to locate the others.”

Silence settled over them, heavy and dark as a thundercloud. The future sounded bleaker than he had imagined. After what his father and Yara had revealed, it sounded like they were in for a rough road ahead. He dreaded what the future had in store for him. His mind drifted back to his recurring dream, and the warning Elah had given him. Something is coming.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

He found himself in the valley, beneath the boughs of the Great Tree. The same dream again. Alastair immediately made his way to the opening beneath the roots of the tree. The only place he had been unable to search was in that crevice. He gazed down at the hole that disappeared deep beneath the earth, a dark, ominous feeling rising from its depths. Taking a deep breath, he started down.

Carefully he climbed into the hollow space at the base of the tree. The inside was much bigger than he had anticipated. It opened into a passage that led down beneath the roots. Stone steps had been meticulously carved and placed to make a path. Alastair created a small flame in the palm of his hand. The fire cast flickering shadows on the inside of the tree as he descended deeper. The crackle of his flame was the only sound.

“Elah?” he called hesitantly. Instead of echoing, his voice vanished into the darkness, as if the earth were swallowing it.

Alastair proceeded cautiously. His stomach did flips as his unease mounted. Swallowing past the lump forming in his throat, he pressed on. There were too many questions that needed answers. And if these dreams were anything like the night terrors he had been having several months ago, they were a warning—a premonition of things to come.

It felt like he had been walking for hours before a glimmer of light pierced the blackness. At the end of the pathway, he could hear the trickle of a stream. As he neared the opening, he realized the light he had been seeing was from a cavern of unharvested lachrima. Though they were far beneath the surface, they glowed brightly, illuminating the cave. The ends of the tree’s roots curved to form a hollow space just big enough for a person to lie comfortably. Water trickled along the roots into the depression.

Stepping into the cavern, he saw someone standing over the pool at the base of the roots. They stood with their back to the entrance, a dark cloak draped around them. Taking a step closer, Alastair glimpsed the figure of a woman lying in the space between the roots. She was half-submerged in the pool, her head resting on the mossy root beneath her. It seemed as if her body was merging with the roots and vines. Alastair recognized Elah’s ethereal beauty, even from afar. But the ominous presence of the stranger standing over her kept him rooted to the spot.

“You shouldn’t be here,” came a dark voice from the cloaked figure.

Alastair took a hesitant step back. The stranger turned slightly to him. Alastair could feel the man’s eyes watching him, though his face remained shadowed by the hood.

“Why are you here?” the man asked, his voice echoing in the cavern.

Alastair swallowed down the lump forming in his throat. “I was searching for her.” He gestured to the figure lying in the pool.

The man advanced toward him. As the cloak fluttered open, Alastair glimpsed the emblem of a dual-headed eagle stitched onto the tunic beneath. Alastair backed up, his back brushing against the mossy wall of the cavern. The breath caught in his throat as the stranger loomed over him. A primal fear flooded him as he stared up into the shadowed face of the man before him.

“Didn’t that man ever teach you the dangers of letting your spirit wander? Dreams are gateways for the soul to travel freely. It opens you up to trouble.”

“Who—”

The man snatched him by the throat, cutting Alastair’s words short.

“I know he’s watching. He wouldn’t be careless enough to let something as precious as one of the Twelve out of his sight unchecked. Let’s see how closely he keeps you.”

His grip on Alastair’s neck tightened. He gasped, trying to pry the hands off. He couldn’t breathe. His vision had begun to fade when a blur of white launched at the cloaked figure. A shrill bark, followed by a low growl, echoed in Alastair’s ears. A cry of rage erupted from the man, and he fell back. The world around Alastair vanished.

He bolted upright. Alastair was drenched in sweat. He reached up and gingerly touched his throat, the sensation of the man’s fingers still present. His hands were trembling. He bent forward, inhaling in sharp gasps.

“Alastair!” his father’s voice came from somewhere above him, urgency clear in it. “Alastiar, are you all right? What happened?”

Alastair sat hunched over, gasping for air. A hand touched his shoulder. He screamed, jumping back. Fire erupted from his palm as he swatted the hand away. Kiran stood above him, a look of shock on his face. Alastair’s eyes were wide. He tried to steady his breathing. But the dream had left him shaken. It really had felt like he was being strangled.

Kiran knelt beside the bed, lowering himself so they were both on eye level. His father reached out slowly, lowering Alastair’s hand from his neck. Kiran frowned. Dark bruises formed a ring around Alastair’s throat.

“How did this happen?” his voice was quiet.

Scion crawled into Alastair’s lap. The fox nuzzled him affectionately, whining softly. His hands shook as he stroked Scion’s fur.

“Did it…did it really happen?” His voice was hoarse.

“What did you see?” Kiran asked.

Alastair swallowed hard. “I’ve been having the same dream lately,” he admitted. “It was about the tree again, and Elah. The first time I had it, she was warning me about something. She said something was coming. She sounded scared.”

“What was it?”

Alastair shook his head. “I don’t know. I woke up before she could finish what she was saying. She said, ‘In twelve days’ time, before the sun sets, danger is coming from the west,’ but I’m not sure what she meant.”

“And this?” Kiran pointed to the bruise forming around Alastair’s neck. “What was the dream about this time?”

“It was in the same place. But there was this gap in the base of the tree. I wanted to know what Elah had been trying to say, so I went inside to look for her and there was a cave full of crystals, and she was there—she looked like she was sleeping. But someone else was there too. A man. I couldn’t really see his face, but he had the crest of Tenebrae stitched onto his shirt.

Silence settled between them a moment before Alastair spoke again. “Ile…lie said you were watching.” He finally looked up at his father. Alastair glimpsed fear reflected in Kiran’s eyes, something he rarely saw.

“When was the first time you had that dream?”

“The first night we were here.”

“That was eleven days ago,” Kiran said.

Those words made Alastair’s stomach drop. He dreaded finding out what would happen on the twelfth day, but he knew it couldn’t be good.


Chapter 23

The entire city was abuzz with the festival that evening. Despite the excitement in the air, Alastair was on edge. Kiran was also apprehensive. Shortly after breakfast, he disappeared to the watch tower at the western edge of the city. Though he warned Alastair to stay vigilant, he encouraged him to enjoy the festival in the meantime. Caelyn had sensed the change in Alastair immediately. She asked about the bruises on his neck. But no matter how many times she pressed him, he refused to talk about it. The dream had shaken him to his core. It was the now the twelfth day, and he was not looking forward to finding out what Elah’s warning meant. The festivities did little to assuage his fear.

Many of the regular shops had closed their businesses for the day. Food carts and temporary vendor stalls were set up along the perimeter of the square. Every kind of food imaginable was being sold to the eager crowd—candied fruit, sweet breads, roasted meats, sausages, nuts, cakes, dumplings, cider, and ale. The delicious aroma of each mingled together, making Alastair’s mouth water. Children ran through the streets, giggling and laughing. Men on stilts performed acrobatics to the cheers of those passing by. There were jugglers and acrobats, even a small ring erected for a sparring contest. Men of all shapes and sizes entered their names to be added to the roster, while others cast lots on who would win.

Alastair escorted Caelyn to the inn where Mydia and her family were staying. He wore his new baldric, sword hanging on his left hip. Though they were in the center of the city, he felt safer with his weapon at his side. Many of Mydia’s kinsmen were already taking their places on stage by the time Caelyn and Alastair arrived. The festivities were set to begin in the early afternoon, and the market square was already crowded with excited onlookers.

Mydia wore a cropped blouse adorned with gold jewelry and detailed embroidery. Her long skirt was made of a lightweight fabric that rippled with the slightest movement. The jewelry she wore jingled when she walked. A few other women in her clan were dressed similarly. He was used to seeing her in the more conservative Rokerth uniform. With this more flattering outfit Alastair was reminded of just how beautiful she was. He averted his gaze, embarrassed.

“Did we come too late?” Caelyn asked.

“No, you’re just in time,” Mydia said, smiling brightly. “We were just getting ready for our performance.”

“What kind of performance?” Alastair muttered, still unable to meet her eyes.

“We will be dancing on stage before the fire-breathing show.”

One of the other dancers approached Mydia from behind. She was dressed identically to Mydia—the outfit leaving her midriff and arms bare. She had a single piercing in her left ear and a tattooed stripe on each cheek. “We need to hurry or they will start without us.”

“All right, I’m coming.” The other women hurried toward the stage. “Will you stay and watch?” Mydia asked.

“Absolutely! I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Caelyn’s face was aglow with excitement.

Mydia hurried after the other women as they made their way to the stage. Alastair and Caelyn squeezed through the crowd, inching closer so they could get a better view. The stage was a simple wooden platform, a backdrop of vibrant fabric lining the back. The music was unlike anything Alastair had heard before, a mixture of tambourines, a fiddle, and wooden flutes. A group of five women, Mydia included, bounded onto the stage. The yellow, orange, and red shades of their dresses twirled and swayed like flames. Their gold jewelry jangled, adding to the rhythm of the music. Alastair had never seen anyone move the way the dancers did. The way they bent and twirled, each movement fluid and calculated, made it so he couldn’t tear his eyes away.

He wasn’t sure what Caelyn could see with her impaired vision, but she seemed enthralled by the performance. Alastair had never seen her eyes as bright as when she watched the women dance. A few people in the crowd swayed in rhythm to the upbeat tune. And as the dance came to a close, two Punai men climbed onto the stage behind them, both holding a torch. Plumes of fire shot forward between the dancers. The crowd cheered as the men took center stage. A few of the dancers waited at the edge of the platform to assist them.

Taking the torches from the men, two women handed them chains with heavy wicks woven together to form a ball. The balls were alight as the two men spun the chains, making it appear as though they were spinning a circle of fire, sparks exploding outward due to the momentum. They twisted the chains, one in each hand, twirling the balls of fire effortlessly. They made figure eights and circles, all to the amazement of the crowd. After a few minutes, they passed off the chains to the women who in turn handed them each a circular contraption with eight curved prongs stretching from the center circle, each prong ablaze. The men spun them effortlessly, their bodies barely visible in the center, where the fire did not burn. Both men were a blur of spinning fire. After several minutes, the women each handed them a mug. The men took a mouthful of the liquid and held the flaming rings above their heads. They spewed a concentrated stream of liquid into the fire, plumes of bright flames shooting upward from the rings. The crowd cheered and clapped. Caelyn was smiling brightly, the light from their performance reflected in her misty eyes.

As the performers exited the stage, Caelyn made her way back to where Mydia and the other dancers had gathered. Caelyn pulled her into a tight embrace.

“That was amazing!” Caelyn’s voice rose in excitement. “I’ve never seen anything like it! And the fire dancing, it was simply breathtaking.”

“Thank you.” Mydia’s face flushed, embarrassed. “I’m afraid I’m not nearly as skilled a dancer as everyone else. They have much more experience than I do.”

Caelyn shook her head. “No, you were wonderful! Right, Alastair?”

Alastair averted his gaze, rubbing the back of his neck. “You were pretty good.”

“This is the first year I’ve been able to participate,” Mydia admitted. “Girls don’t get to participate in the Fire Dance until they reach the age of sixteen.”

“You were stunning,” Caelyn said.

Mydia smiled. “Let me get changed. When I’m finished, we can enjoy the rest of the festival together.”

Excusing herself, Mydia went with the other women inside the Green Dragon inn. It was not long before she reemerged, dressed in the same traditional Punai clothes instead of her festival dress. Alastair followed along behind the girls as they explored the rest of the market square. Mydia took them to her favorite food stalls, letting Caelyn taste all the unique treats the festival had to offer. Apart from the events on the main stage, there were other attractions to see. Mydia and Caelyn even joined in a group dance around the statue in the center of the square. Alastair wandered toward the other side of the square. A large group had gathered around the temporary fighting arena. People were shouting and cheering as a pair of contestants stepped into the ring. He lingered near the back of the crowd, peering over the heads of the onlookers. As the sparring began, a shadow of movement in the distance caught his attention—a pocket of blackness obscuring the stars.

Alastair gazed up into the night sky. The strange darkness seemed to be coming from beyond the inner wall, toward the palace. Sidestepping the spectators as they cheered on the two fighters, he made his way to the edge of the crowd. As he distanced himself from the music and cheers, he could barely make out a bizarre high-pitched whine.

Reaching out with his thoughts, Alastair called out to Scion. In his mind’s eye, he could see the white fox hidden in a dark alleyway.

Are you close by? he silently asked. There was a brief pause as the din of the surrounding merriment faded. His vision suddeny shifted. He was no longer in the midst of the festival but staring down upon it from far away, the music and laughter were faint, and the lights dim. Alastair shook his head, his vision and hearing suddenly returning to normal.

Alastair pushed his way further from the crowd. That sound, can you hear it too? Where is it coming from?

Though Scion did not respond with spoken words, fleeting images and emotions flashed through Alastair’s consciousness. Through it all, Alastair could understand roughly what the zenko was saying—the whine was coming from the palace tower. Distancing himself from the festival, Alastair hurried eastward toward the inner walls that encompassed the castle. His heart beat faster, remembering Elah’s warning. Alasatir squinted, trying to focus on the eastern side of the castle as he picked up his pace. The tower was silhouetted in the dark, a faint, black, spherical mass expanding from the side of the spire.

Scion, what is that thing on the eastern tower?

Again, Alastair’s sight shifted. The sounds of celebration faded, and his vision sank low to the ground. From Scion’s point of view, he could see the spire towering above the city. It seemed as though the fox was only a few blocks from the inner wall. Scion peeked around the corner, and now Alastair could clearly see the faint black sphere expanding from the side of the tower. The larger it grew, the louder the whine became. He glimpsed a shadow of movement emerge from it before the growing orb vanished.

All of a sudden, a loud crack cut through the sounds of merriment. Alastair’s connection to Scion was forecibly cut. Blinking, stunned and confused, Alastair turned toward the palace. Broken stone was left behind where the lightless sphere had been. All at once the music stopped. Everyone turned to look. Screams echoed across the square as the spire started to lean. Alastair watched in shock as the tower crumbled. He could feel the ground rumbling as the pillar toppled into pieces. Dozens of soldiers started rushing toward the palace. A few guards lingered behind to quell the growing unrest. Several townsfolk ran shrieking in terror.

“Everyone go back to your homes!” one guard shouted over the chaos.

The square was a cocophony of screams and panicked voices.

“What’s happening?”

“Is it an attack?”

“Return to your homes!” the guard asserted again.

Alastair pushed through the terrified townsfolk rushing past him. Something wasn’t right. Elah had warned him that something was coming, but this felt strange. He sidestepped the soldiers, quickly darting into the shadows of a nearby alley. Before his connection to Scion had been severed, he had glimpsed movement coming from the side of the tower. Though it had been a brief sighting, it appeared to be humanoid. Panic flitted at the edge of his mind, fresh memories of the attack on Rokerth filling him with fear.

The further from the square he went, the screams grew fainter. He kept his eyes on the shadows, looking for Scion. His mind was racing. Had something happened to Scion? Their connection had been cut so suddenly, he couldn’t help but assume the worst. He could hear the clang of armor as guards rushed toward the palace. Avoiding the soldiers’ line of sight, he kept looking for the little white fox. He was about to call out for him with his mind when a flash of movement caught his eye.

“Scion?” he whispered.

Suddenly the hair on the back of Alastair’s neck stood on end. As he rounded the corner, a soldier lunged toward him. The man shoved him against the wall, dagger pressed against Alastair’s throat. With his other hand, he clasped a small bundle wrapped in rags. The soldier’s armor did not look like the bright, steel-plated kind Solheimian soldiers usually wore. Instead, it was dark leather studded with small iron plates. He recognized the armor—the same as the invaders who attacked Rokerth. The symbol of a two-headed eagle, a sword in both feet, was emblemized on the shoulder pad. Streaks of crimson were splattered across the front of the man’s leather armor.

“An’ what d’ we have’ere?” the man growled in a heavy southern accent. The sweat on his brow cut harsh lines across his dirty face.

Alastair swallowed hard, the sharp tip of the blade pricking his skin.

“Kids like yeh shouldn’t be out wanderin’ th’ streets by themselves.”

Thinking quickly, Alastair remembered how his father had tricked the soldier at the gate. He had to make the lie convincing. Alastair dropped his voice, trying to match his attacker’s dialect. “Don’ attack! You’d harm a brother’n arms jus’ like that?” he said, mimicking the soldier’s accent.

The man frowned, taken aback slightly, though he did not lower his weapon. “Yeh be one o’ our spies, lad?”

Alastair nodded, pointing eastward. “I saw th’ black sphere an somethin’ fall from the tower before it collapsed. So I came lookin’.”

“We ain’t got no time t’ lose,” the soldier said, lowering his voice. “They already murdered my companion, but we managed t’ recover this.” He gestered to the bundle in his arms. We need t’ get it outta here safely while the others find th’ kid.”

“The kid,” Alastair repeated slowly.

“Aye! Th’ one Lord Drakar be after. Th’ elemental’un.”

Alastair’s heart dropped. The Tenebraean army was after him. The soldier lowered his blade, indicating for Alastair to follow him. Alastair took a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves.

“Come on,” the man said gruffly. “We need t’ get a move on. Once th’ rest o’ th’ troops break through, we can use the chaos t’ cover our tracks. By th’ time they realize we were here, they’ll be dead an’ we’ll be long gone.”

Alastair’s temper flared. Imagining the flood of soldiers advancing on the city as they had done in Rokerth was too much for him to bear. He would not let anyone else die like Kylar or Isha. Anger welled up from deep inside him. But in the heat of his rage, fear gripped him. What if he tried to stop them and failed? Hundreds, if not thousands, of people would die because of his mistake, just as Kylar had. As the soldier started back, he remembered his father’s words when he had been doubting himself. If there was one thing he had learned over the past few months, it was that a person did not become a hero because they were born with great power. It was because they made a choice to fight for what they believed in, despite their fear.

He snatched the man’s arm. The air around him heated rapidly. Surprised, the soldier tried to wrench his arm free, but Alastair’s grip only tightened. The cloth beneath Alastair’s hand burst into flames. The man cried out in shock as the fire crept up his arm, burning his flesh. Alastair twisted the man’s arm behind his back, the pain forcing the soldier to his knees.

“How many are there?” Alastair growled.

“Yeh damn brat!” Despite the searing pain in his burned arm, the man struggled against Alastair. “Yer th’ one he’s after?”

He twisted harder. The man yelped, dropping the dagger. Alastair snatched up the fallen blade and held it to the man’s throat.

“I won’t ask again. How many are there?”

The man laughed. “It’s too late fer tha’ now, lad. With all th’ soldiers dispatched t’ handle th’ ruckus we caused in tha’ wee town at th’ pass, there won’t be enough t’ stop us here.” He chuckled again, the sharp blade cutting into his neck.

Alastair’s heart was hammering madly. He tightened his grip on the knife. He couldn’t let the soldier go free, but he had never deliberately killed someone before. Images of the night the Academy had been attacked flashed through his mind. Death and carnage flooded his memory. His breathing quickened. He would never be able to forgive the invaders for what they had done. Despite his resolve, he was still hesitating. Alastair’s hand trembled as he pressed the dagger closer to the man’s neck. Beads of red appeared along the edge of the blade and dripped down the man’s exposed skin. The soldier sneered as if he knew Alastair wouldn’t be able to kill him. A cry of frustration erupted from Alastair. He couldn’t afford to hesitate.

He drew his arm back quickly, the dagger slicing cleanly through the man’s carotid artery. He sagged in Alastair’s grasp. Blood flowed in rhythm with the man’s pulse. The soldier collapsed in a heap, the ragged bundle in his hand tumbling to the ground. Alastair stood over the corpse, breathing heavily. As the surge of adrenaline subsided, a wave of nausea overtook him.

He covered his mouth and doubled over, willing himself not to be sick. It wasn’t the same as when his fire had rampaged in the infirmary. That had been an accident. This time, he chose to kill. He forced the nausea down and took a deep, steadying breath. He would have to steel his resolve if he intended to continue down this path.

Hands shaking, Alastair hastily cleaned the blade on the dead man’s tunic. He picked up the strange bundle clutched in the soldier’s hand. As he pulled back the wrapping, a glass sphere, the size of his fist, dropped into his palm. The ball was unlike anything he had seen before. It was a pale yellow, a faint glow emanating from it. Though it was solid, it seemed as though a luminescent material swirled inside, like quicksilver. An unfamiliar rune was etched into the surface.

“What the…?”

A loud explosion echoed throughout the city, the ground rumbling beneath him. A plume of dust and smoke rose from the west—in the direction of the watchtower. More screams arose, this time from the west. A wave of dread washed over Alastair. Shoving the orb in his pocket, he shot to his feet and ran toward the gates. He skirted the main streets, avoiding the soldiers and panicked crowds as much as possible. People were running back to their homes, screaming, still dressed in their festival attire. With nearly half of the royal forces dispatched to other towns and cities along the Carim Mountains, and the rest headed for the explosion in the palace, the gate would be left vulnerable. He didn’t want to see Lyrias suffer the same fate as Rokerth and Allandar.

As he drew closer to the western edge of the city, visions flooded his mind. Snippets of images filtered rapidly through his consciousness—Tenebraean soldiers surging through the broken gates, guards from the watchtower fighting to the death, trying to hold their ground. A bolt shot toward him. Alastair flinched. He blinked and instantly his surroundings had changed. He was once again alone in the alley. He must have been seeing the battlefield through Scion’s eyes. He stopped a moment, reorienting himself after experiencing the vision. The screech of steel on steel echoed, cutting through the screams and chaos. He wanted to turn and run away, but something deep inside him pushed him forward.

Skidding around the corner, he saw the chaos with his own eyes. The gates were splintered, a dented battering ram lying where they had stood. Enemy troops poured through the now-open entrance like a swarm of rats. Solheimian soldiers, in their bright steel-plated armor, were gathered with swords drawn. The clang of steel rang throughout the street.

Alastair drew his sword. A Tenebraean man charged toward him, his curved falchion raised.

Alastair parried the blow, knocking the man back. His sword swept around in a smooth arc, relieving the man of his arm. Charging into the fray, Alastair cut down the soldiers that attacked him. Through the chaos, he glimpsed his father at the base of the stairs to the watchtower. Alastair fought his way through the throng.

“Dad!” he shouted.

Over the roar of battle, his voice was lost. Though his body screamed against him, telling him to run away, he pushed forward. A young Solheimian soldier stumbled forward, trying to outrun his attacker. Alastair could see the look of panic on the young guard’s face, splotches of red splashed across the front of his breastplate. An enemy soldier thrust his sword through the gap in the man’s armor, piercing his back.

Alastair brought his sword down in a quick, smooth stroke. Cleaving the enemy’s head in two, he kicked the lifeless body to the ground. Though the adrenaline pushed him forward, guilt settled in him as he cut down the invader. He caught his father’s eyes for a brief moment. But they were not the eyes of the kind doctor who had raised him. They were cold, holding a steady resolve. They were the eyes of a man who had seen death—a warrior who had taken lives to save others. Those eyes were no longer his father’s. They were Kiran’s.

Rushing down the steps, Kiran snatched Alastair by the arm. “What are you doing here?” Kiran shouted.

“I heard the explosion—”

“They were waiting for the glare from sunset to hide them before they attacked.” Kiran effortlessly parried a blow as he spoke. “There was a shadow concealing them. That Na’yi witch must have cast a powerful spell to hide them from sight.”

Alastair slashed through an enemy soldier. Though the Tenebraean army possessed more men, the soldiers of Solheim would not go down easily. Alastair steeled himself to fight alongside them. Despite his own apprehensions, he could not afford to falter. He would not let them breach the city, not while he still drew breath. But the troops kept coming, cutting down the Solheimian soldiers one by one.

“Get out of here, Alastair!” Kiran shouted. “Run! Find the others!”

“I’m tired of running!” Alastair’s grip tightened. He swung the blade effortlessly, sharp steel cutting through enemy armor with ease. “That’s all I’ve been doing! They followed us here—followed me! This is all happening because of me!”

Snatching Alastair’s arm, Kiran yanked him back. An arrow whizzed past Alastair’s cheek, directly where he had been standing. His father cursed under his breath. Thrusting his sword forward, Kiran caught an enemy in the narrow gap under the arm. With a swift kick, he knocked the soldier to the ground. His father drove his sword through the man’s forehead, blood oozing from his fractured skull.

“You’re too inexperienced,” Kiran muttered under his breath. “If we should lose you here, all hope would be lost.”

“We won’t lose,” Alastair said through gritted teeth.

Scion launched from the tower steps. He sunk his fangs into the neck of an enemy soldier. The man screamed, trying to yank the creature off. The fox’s teeth ripped through his jugular and the man collapsed, gasping through the blood.

Though they were fewer in numbers, the soldiers of Solheim stood their ground. But little by little, the enemy forces began to push them back. Frustration boiled in Alastair. Though his father had urged him not to use his magic while they were in Lyrias, Alastair knew they needed to gain the upper hand. He lunged forward. He could feel the heat coursing through his body as his blade sailed downward. As the steel of his blade connected with the enemy’s armor, flames exploded outward. A shriek of agony escaped the man’s lips before the sword cleaved him in two. Alastair ducked beneath the swing of another sword. He brought his hands up defensively, knocking the soldier off balance, and drove his pommel into the man’s chin. Scion bit down savagely on the soldier’s now-exposed neck. The man crumpled to the ground, dead.

The surrounding soldiers fell back, stunned. But the enemy troops quickly recovered their composure. Instead, they focused their attention on Alastair. Tenebraean guards charged toward him. He stood his ground, the magic pulsing in his veins. Time felt skewed. He could see each of the men as they advanced. Raising his sword, he charged forward. The opposing soldier raised his own defensively. The clang of steel rang loud in his ears. Alastair kicked him hard in the chest, a burst of flames exploding from the sole of his foot. Alastair’s sword whistled with its speed, severing the man’s arms at the elbows.

An unnatural chill surged through him. Alastair scanned the crowd for the source. As he searched the faces, his eyes were drawn to the hunched figure of an old woman standing beyond the line of enemy soldiers. He watched as she lifted her arm, wand pointed at him, and shouted something in a language he did not understand. It felt as if a wall of frigid air crashed into him, ice creeping through his veins.

Kiran lunged forward between Alastair and the wave of magic. His father stood his ground, arm outstretched with his palm facing the witch. “Seresvra aya!” he shouted.

Galeforce winds burst from Kiran’s outstretched hand, cutting the witch’s spell cleanly in half. Alastair knew his father was a powerful mage, but he had never seen his magic at work in battle. It was overwhelming. The strength of Kiran’s magic forced the crone to her knees. She was a powerful witch, and without her dark magic, their soldiers would be able to drive back the Tenebraen forces. Seizing her moment of weakness, Alastair charged forward.

“Alastair, no!” his father shouted.

Alastair could see her lips moving as she muttered her spell. He swung, feeling the weight of his sword as it sailed toward her. It felt as if time suddenly slowed. He could see the haggard old witch clearly. She snatched a nearby soldier and drew him close. A strange mist-like substance rose from the soldier’s mouth and spiraled toward her. She inhaled deeply, taking it into herself, and the soldier’s body shriveled instantly. Faster than should have been possible, she thrust the soldier’s body into the path of Alastair’s sword. Blood splattered her as the blade cut through the man’s torso. Suddenly, the witch wasn’t an ugly old crone. She was young and beautiful, with eyes like rubies—the same eyes as the fortune-teller.

“How good it is to see you again, my dear,” she said, her lips curling into a wicked smile.

Alastair kicked the body of the dead soldier aside and swung again. The witch nimbly avoided the blow. With a flick of her wand, she spoke again.

“Jja-un waje o denga, varak!” she said, her voice dark and sinister. “Myrtsa-un kahleesir o punjja ra jahe!”

Several bodies around him suddenly began to move. They rose up awkwardly and lunged toward Alastair. Startled, he cut them down when they drew close. But even when he sliced off their hands or their heads, they continued to scramble toward him. The corpses moaned, compelled by the witch’s curse to move even after their spirits had departed. They clawed at him, reaching for anything their cold, dead hands could grasp.

“Do not harm him,” the witch said. “We must take him alive.”

No matter how hard he struggled, he couldn’t fight them off. He couldn’t kill what was already dead. The corpses managed to restrain him, holding tightly to his arms and legs to keep him from moving. The woman approached him slowly, excitement reflected in her blood-red eyes. She reached out and stroked his cheek affectionately.

“I have been searching for you for sixteen years,” she said. She licked her lips and leaned close, whispering in his ear. “And here you have brought yourself to me. I knew when I saw those eyes that you were the one—so full of spirit and fire.”

“Get your hands off my son, witch!” Kiran lunged for her.

The woman stumbled back but stood her ground. She flicked her wand again. More of the dead rose at her command, this time going after Doctor Seiver. Alastair had never seen his father fight with such intensity. Kiran was a whirlwind of spells, casting one after the other. The enemies that did not fall to his magic met their demise at the end of his blade. But as the enemies kept coming, Kiran’s attacks began to slow.

Alastair struggled against the dead hands that held him fast. Kiran was being pushed back. He didn’t stand much of a chance against an unkillable enemy. He cut them down one after another, but they just kept coming. The twang of an arrow cut through the chaos. Kiran’s hand shot up, releasing a deflection spell. The witch shouted a hex. The arrow became shrouded in a dark aura. Alastair could see the shock his father’s face as the arrow shattered through his protective spell. His father’s body recoiled as the arrow pierced his shoulder. Before either could react, a corpse soldier thrust his sword through Kiran’s side. Blood splattered across Alastair’s face. His eyes widened. His father’s body sagged to his knees as the sword was yanked free.

“No!” Alastair screamed. Rage exploded through his mind.

Fire erupted around him. His flames surged outward like a flood, engulfing the army of undead soldiers that clung to him. The corpses groaned as their bodies were consumed by the fires of his rage. The witch scrambled back, out of the fire’s path. She cursed loudly as her undead soldiers were reduced to ashes. Finally free from their hold, Alastair charged froward. His sword swept through the air in a smooth arc. He brought the steel down, slashing through the soldier that had stabbed his father. The blade, red-hot with his magic, sliced through the armor like it was soft wool. Blood splattered the dirt, tinting everything red.

Alastair was a fury of flame and steel. He charged forward, cutting down each soldier that came at him. It didn’t matter if they were living, or reanimated corpses. He heard himself screaming. The magic pounded through his body, his rage forcing it to the surface. The enemy troops fell back. Those that had not been cut down by his sword had met their end at the hand of his flames.

He, with the other Solheimian soldiers, pushed the troops back to the broken gate. Screaming with wrath, Alastair thrust his sword through the chest of another enemy. Anger clouded his vision. The fire around him doubled, the intensity of its heat keeping many of the soldiers back. In the heat of his anger, Alastair had forgotten his control. Adrenaline and anger were the only things that kept him moving. It felt like his strength was being sucked from his body. He stood panting in the midst of his inferno, hands trembling. Driving the tip of his blade into the dirt, he struggled to keep himself upright.

The shadow of a woman wavered in his wall of flames. He could hardly hear the shouts of the other men over the roar of the blaze. Yet a voice called to him, dark and clear. The flames seemed to part, the same as they had for Alastair back in Allandar. The Na’yi witch stepped through them unharmed with a wave of her wand.

“You are far more foolish than I anticipated,” she said, her voice full of malice. “To expend all your magic so quickly, to lose yourself in the heat of your rage. You must have a death wish.”

With hardly enough strength to lift his sword, Alastair drew his dagger. His breathing was labored as he braced himself. The woman approached slowly, undeterred by Alastair’s defensive stance. He sank to his knees, unable to support his own weight.

“My master is waiting for you, my dear,” she said, extending her hand. “Come.”

A pair of daggers whizzed past Alastair’s head. The witch batted away the first with her magic, but the second hit its mark. It struck her in the shoulder. She shrieked, slinking back toward the wall of flames. Alastair’s vision swam, but he recognized Mydia’s figure standing beside him. Mydia lunged forward. With lightning, speed she threw another dagger.

“How dare you!” the witch roared, swatting it aside with her magic. “You little wretch!”

A malicious wind swirled around the woman as she muttered her spell. Mydia lifted her wand. “Tueor Clypeus!”

A burst of golden light exploded from the tip of Mydia’s wand. It encircled her and Alastair in a protective barrier. A powerful blast shot from the witch’s wand. It crashed headlong into Mydia’s shield. Though her spell held against the curse, a sharp wind cut through her barrier. The soldiers around them, not protected by her shield, screamed in agony. The witch’s curse ate away at their bodies, reducing them to ash while they still breathed. Alastair could see Mydia’s limbs shaking as she tried to maintain her concentration. He struggled to his feet. Even though he had been unable to use it before, he remembered one of the spells he had learned in class. Alastair lifted his arm, palm facing outward as his father had done.

“Duro!” he shouted.

Mydia’s protective shield glimmered a moment, Alastair’s spell strengthening it. Suddenly, the wind around them died.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, shocked. Though he was relieved to see her, panic swirled inside him.

“I’m glad to see you, too,” she snapped. When the witch’s spell finally dissipated, Mydia lowered her wand. “I knew you’d do something foolish, so I came to help.”

“I can handle this.”

She frowned. The way she looked at him was just like Caelyn—seeing through his bluff. He had used nearly all his magic reserves, and his control of natural energy was far from ideal. It left him drained, hardly able to stand. He tried to control his labored breathing, but her cat-like senses caught them instantly.

“You’re a terrible liar,” she said. “The Na’yi witch uses dark magic. You couldn’t possibly take her alone in your current state.”

“Then I guess you’ll have to back me up.”

Though his legs were shaking, Alastair charged. He swung his sword, but one of the reanimated corpses lunged between him and the witch. The blade sliced clean through the dead man’s flesh. Alastair threw all his weight against the corpse. He felt the blade pierce through something solid. The witch shrieked, cursing loudly. A sudden burst of magic knocked him back. In a blur of colors, Mydia appeared out of nowhere. She pounced on the woman, her dagger sinking deep into the right side of the witch’s chest. The woman lashed out angrily, but Mydia leaped back before her attack could connect.

The witch lifted her wand. The malice and bloodlust oozing from her made Alastair shudder. He could feel the shift in the air—she was conjuring a particularly dark curse, intent on killing Mydia. Alastair focused his attention on the wand, letting the magic within him rampage. He didn’t care if it took what was left of his reserves. He had to stop her before she could release her spell. As she began her incantation, her wand burst into flames. The witch shrieked, the fire quickly spreading to her arm. Her concentration broken, Alastair seized his opportunity. He rushed forward. He thrust the sword with all his might. The witch stumbled, the blade piercing her side. Her scream caught in her throat. Alastair yanked the blade free.

“You…” The witch clutched at the wound tightly, muttering a spell to slow the bleeding. She spat out a mouthful of blood. “Mark my words, Child of Fire…you will rue this day.”

It felt like his legs were about to give out beneath him, but he couldn’t give up now. He hefted the sword once more, the weight twice what it had been. Before the blade could reach her, a swirl of black smoke engulfed the witch. His sword passed through nothing but air. The woman was gone.

The corpses she had reanimated collapsed like puppets whose strings had been cut. But even with the witch gone and her undead troops useless, there were still hundreds of Tenebraen soldiers. Mydia threw her knife at one of the straggling enemies. It hit him square between the eyes, just as when they hunted rabbits.

“Come on!” Mydia shouted over the chaos. “We need to help the other soldiers!”

Alastair took a step forward, but a sharp pain stopped him. Agony surged through him, unlike anything he had felt before. He fell to his knees and doubled over, arms clutched across his abdomen. Fire seared through every bone and muscle. His mouth hung open, soundless. He could feel tongues of flame curve down along his shoulder blades, cutting harsh lines along his back. The gemstone set in his ring shattered. He collapsed on his side, the screams coming at last. He could hear Mydia shouting his name, but her voice sounded far away. She reached down to help him, but her touch was agony. He recoiled from her hand, a shriek of torment escaping his lips. The pain overtook him, whiting out his vision until it took his consciousness completely.


Chapter 24

All was dark when Alastair jolted upright. The world began to tilt and sway. He clutched the side of the bed to keep from collapsing. Images of the battle flashed through his mind, seared into his consciousness. Visions of his father being struck down were burned in his memory.

Where am I? he thought, panic surging through him.

Again, images passed through his mind. Soldiers clad in Solheim armor tending to his wounds. He watched himself being carried back to the Gray Halberd, surrounded by guards. The visions subsided as quickly as they had come.

“Scion?” Alastair glanced around the room. Their connection was still strong, but the zenko was nowhere to be seen. “Scion!”

The lock clicked. Alastair looked up as the door rattled open. An officer stood there, two guards behind him. In the lamplight flooding in from the hall, he could see the medals pinned proudly to the man’s lapel. He did not wear armor like the other soldiers. Instead, cords of gold thread draped from the pin at his neck across his right shoulder. A white capelet hung down from his shoulders, held in place by the gold epaulettes. His hair was dark, cut short like most soldiers. The man held himself with an air of importance.

“Where am I?” Alastair asked.

The officer entered the room, the soldiers closing the door behind him. Alastair heard the click of the lock. Though his strength was gone, he steeled himself to fight his way out if necessary. He reached down slowly, feeling for his dagger. But it was gone. His sword and dagger were both missing.

Scion, he reached out with his mind, trying to connect with his partner. Where are you?

He could feel Scion’s consciousness. A clear image of the Gray Halberd and his window from outside the building appeared. He could see it clearly. Scion was outside somewhere, keeping a close watch on the tavern while guards surrounded the building. Alastair struggled to figure out a way to escape, but the room was being guarded heavily, the only door blocked by the officer that watched him silently. Finally, the soldier broke the oppressive silence. “Who are you?”

Alastair fought with himself, unsure if he should lie. They had entered Lyrias under false names last time, but that was under different circumstances. He swallowed past the dryness in his throat. “Alastair,” he said finally.

“Who are you, really?” the captain asked firmly. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver ring. “This was found on your person. It bears the crest of the Armmont family.”

Seeing the ring made Alastair’s heart sink.

“We received word from Breadan that the eldest Armmont son was seen alive, seeking refuge from Rokerth Academy. He used his family name to enter the city along with three companions, only to disappear without a trace a week later. The guards at the gatehouse were found dead, and Kylar Armmont and his companions had vanished.” The soldier took a step forward. “So, tell me again. Who are you?”

Alastair took a steadying breath. “My name is Alastair Seiver. I was the one who used the Armmont ring to enter Breadan.”

The man’s face darkened. “And what of Kylar Armmont?”

Alastair refused to avert his gaze. Kylar’s death was his fault, and it was time he took responsibility for it. There was no use running from that truth.

“Dead.”

The officer’s expression never changed.

“He died during the siege of Rokerth,” Alastair continued. “He was a good friend of mine. Kylar gave me that ring. He asked me to return it to his family, so they might know what happened.”

Silence lingered between them for a moment. There was coldness in the captain’s eyes as he watched Alastair. He knew the man wouldn’t believe him.

Alastair could feel a little of his strength returning. “Where am I?”

“We have brought you to a tavern called the Gray Halberd. We needed to keep you under surveillance until we could be sure of your intentions.” Folding his arms, he leaned against the wall. “I am Captain Sakis of the Crown’s Guard. I have been charged with your safety while you are in our care.”

“How long will that be?” Alastair asked hesitantly.

“I am not at liberty to say just yet. Given the current circumstances, as I’m sure you understand, caution must be taken. There are still too many questions that need answering. Like how you were able to conjure fire. Or how you arrived at the watchtower just as the gates were breached.”

“That’s…complicated.”

“I’m listening.” The captain’s voice was stern, unwavering.

“To be honest, until recently, I didn’t know I could conjure fire either. It’s one of the twelve powers—”

“Those are nothing but children’s tales. Fantasies.” Captain Sakis frowned. “You expect me to believe magic like that is some kind of divine force and it spontaneously manifested itself?”

Alastair didn’t know how to answer.

“Did you have any part in the attack on the palace?” the captain asked.

“No.”

Captain Sakis glowered at him. Alastair could tell the man didn’t believe him. “You had no prior knowledge of the infiltration that occurred last night?”

He shook his head.

“How did you arrive at the western guardhouse just as the gates were breached?” the captain pressed him. “Your timing was too coincidental.”

“It…it was a lucky hunch,” Alastair admitted. “I had a dream that warned me of something coming from the west. Earlier, my father went…” His voice trailed off. He shot to his feet. The world began to spin, and he had to grab hold of the bedpost until the dizziness subsided. “Dad! What about my father? Is he all right?”

“The doctor?”

Alastair nodded.

“He is recovering.” Captain Sakis approached Alastair and helped him sit back down. “For now, you should worry about your own health.”

Hunching forward, Alastair covered his face with his hands. He remembered his father fighting off the undead soldiers, and the arrow. And then Kiran had been run through with a sword. It was the same as when Kylar had saved Alastair. They both had taken the blows for him. It was all his fault. If only he had listened, his father wouldn’t have been gravely injured.

“Get some rest,” Captain Sakis said. “The other officials and I will have to discuss this matter thoroughly before we can release you.”

Alastair nodded, but did not look up. He listened as Captain Sakis knocked on the door. The old wood groaned as the guards opened the door, the lock clicking once the captain had left the room. The sound of their heavy footsteps slowly faded. Once the man was gone, Alastair glanced around the room and patted his pockets. Everything was missing. His sword was gone along with the strange orb he had taken from the Tenebraean spy. A cold wave of panic surged through him. Had they taken them?

Scion? He reached out with his mind, trying to find some comfort in his connection with the zenko. Alastair felt the gentle warmth of the fox’s consciousness connecting to his, responding to his call. What happened to my dad…to Kiran?

Scion didn’t answer.

Rolling onto his side, Alastair hugged his knees to his chest. Even Scion wouldn’t tell him about his father. He didn’t want to imagine what that meant. All he knew was that he couldn’t stay in Lyrias. Like Kiran had said, they needed to find the other eleven, and they couldn’t do that under house arrest. They would be in more danger if he stayed put. There was a dark mark on him, drawing tragedy to him like moths to a flame. He had to get away from Caelyn and Mydia. If he stayed, he’d only be putting them in more danger.

We’ve got to get out of here, he thought. Scion’s agreement sealed his decision. Visions of his father drifted through his thoughts as sleep overtook him.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

When the door opened once again, it was Hilde who entered. She carried a tray of food and a glass of water. Alastair sat up quickly. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until the scent of her cooking wafted toward him. His stomach growled loudly. After depleting all his magic, he was going to need to recover it somehow.

“Good morning,” Hilde said. Her voice was not as cheerful as usual. “I’m so relieved to see that you are feeling better.”

“What’s going on out there?”

“They’ve got the whole of our tavern under watch,” she said. “It’s putting quite the damper on our business.”

“What about Caelyn and Mydia? And my old man. Are they all right?”

“All safe.” She smiled. “No need to worry about them. Caelyn was here tending to your wounds while you slept. She’s with your father now.”

“How is he?”

Hilde set the tray of food on the desk. “He is recovering. Slowly.”

“It’s all my fault.” Alastair buried his face in his hands.

She sat beside him on the bed. Wrapping her arms around him, she pulled Alastair close. He stiffened, startled by her sudden gesture. She patted his hair, trying to impart some form of comfort.

“You have been through a lot. All of you have,” she whispered.

Alastair eased into her touch, slowly returning her embrace. His hands shook as he hugged her. Though he had not been with Hilde for long, he felt safe in her arms. It made his heart feel light. When she finally pulled back, Alastair tried to collect his thoughts.

Staying cooped up in this room wasn’t doing him any good. He was losing time. If the Tenebraean army was after him, he was only putting everyone else in danger by staying. At this rate, it was only a matter of time before they were attacked again. And this time they might not be so lucky.

“Hilde,” Alastair said hesitantly, fiddling with the ring on his finger. “I need your help.”

She did not answer, but looked at him expectantly.

“I need to get out of here. It’s my fault that everything…well…” He hated to admit it, but it was time he took responsibility for it. “All of you are in danger if I stay here.”

“I’m afraid it would be quite difficult,” she said, lowering her voice. “They are watching the tavern closely.”

“Please.”

“Patience. I didn’t say I wouldn’t help you.” She smiled, warm and reassuring. “It will be difficult, but I believe Oeric and I can help. Shall I tell the others?”

“No!” he said quickly. “No. This is something I need to do alone.”

“And why is that?”

“I don’t want anyone else to suffer for me,” he muttered. “It’s complicated.”

Hilde seemed to consider his request. She must have sensed his conviction. Finally she nodded. “They do not have guards at your door, but they are watching all the exits. It won’t be easy.”

“I know.”

“Then I shall make the necessary preparations.” She stood, giving him a gentle pat on the shoulder. “But for now, eat. You’ll be needing your strength.”


Chapter 25

As promised, Hilde and Oeric helped him prepare for his journey. They gathered supplies in secret, steering clear of the soldiers’ watchful eyes. It had taken them a few days, but the preparations were finally done. The room was dark, illuminated only by the moonlight streaming through the window. Alastair sat on the bed, twisting the ring on his finger. The gemstone set in the silver dragon coils was cracked, bits of it missing. It wasn’t much use to him now.

A scratching sound at the window made him jump. Scion’s white fur seemed to glow in the darkness as the fox stared at him through the glass. Alastair unlatched the window and opened it for him. Scion jumped down and rubbed against Alastair’s leg affectionately, the strange yellow orb in his mouth. He dropped it into Alastair’s palm.

“So you took it?” He scratched Scion behind the ears.

Alastair turned the sphere over in his hand. The same mist-like substance swirled beneath the surface. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it had to be worth sacrificing for. The soldier must have infiltrated the castle and fought to retrieve it, so it must be important. Enough to sacrifice his life for.

Scion tilted his head, a soft whine rising from his throat. Alastair slipped the orb into his pocket.

“You’re right. We can worry about it later.”

Twisting the dragon ring off his finger, he set it gently on the bedside table. Now that it was broken, he wouldn’t be needing it anymore. He wasn’t the type to write a note, and he wasn’t even sure what he would say. This was the best way, to leave without a word. He hoped that the others would be safe. He had already lost one friend. He couldn’t bear it if he lost anyone else.

There was a soft knock at the door.

Hilde opened the door, Alastair’s sword and dagger in her hands. Alastair pulled on the traveling cloak she had brought for him. He slung his pack over his shoulder, Scion pacing at his side. Hilde handed him his weapons.

“It wasn’t easy getting ahold of these,” she whispered.

“Thank you.” Alastair said, buckling his sword to his belt.

“I also managed to get my hands on this.” Holding out her hand, she placed Kylar’s family ring in Alastair’s palm. “As you requested.”

Alastair had promised to return the ring to Kylar’s family. It had been his friend’s last request, and he vowed to honor it. The ring felt heavy in his hand.

“Come with me.”

Alastair followed Hilde through the dark building. It was late, in the early hours of morning, long before dawn. It was eerily quiet inside, like a crypt. She led him down the stairs into the main tavern. The guards were stationed outside at every exit. In the late hours, their watch had gone lax, giving Alastair and Hilde the opportunity they needed.

Oeric was waiting for them beside the blue lachrima at the center of the room. Oeric touched the crystal, making the glow intensify momentarily. The lachrima rotated slowly, moving a few inches to the side, revealing a passage hidden under the centerpiece of the tavern. Oeric glanced at the door. There was no sign of movement, no indication that the soldiers had noticed anything amiss. Hilde started down the dark pathway first. Alastair lit a small flame in his palm and followed her. Oeric shut the secret passage behind them, and darkness closed in. The stone steps led them deep below the tavern.

“I had no idea something like this was here,” Alastair muttered. “In plain sight, too.”

“This was an escape route built long ago, when this building was first constructed,” Hilde explained, “during the Hundred Year War.”

The passage was straight and cramped. Alastair half expected it to branch off like a maze, the way he imagined most secret passages would. Instead, it was a single walkway. It led them a fair distance beyond the tavern’s walls. As it sloped upward, Alastair glimpsed a narrow ray of moonlight ahead. The passage came to an end at a single wooden panel with a small hole cut in the center.

Hilde carefully lifted the panel and slid it aside. They climbed out into a towering room with high, vaulted ceilings. As Alastair looked around, he recognized the stained-glass windows surrounding them. They had crawled out of the Saint’s Cathedral, behind the altar. Alastair glanced around. The rows of pews and the towering statue of Beaudernic with the zenko on his shoulder was all too familiar. Instead of being flooded with sunlight—casting rainbow patterns from the glass onto the floor—all was dark and silent. Silver beams of moonlight shone through the windows, giving a darker tint to the colors.

Hilde led him down the main aisle of the cathedral, her footsteps echoing off the walls. Alastair hurried along behind her, Scion at his heels. The streets outside were desolate, not a soldier in sight. Glancing up at the palace, he could see the remnants of the broken spire. It was a cold reminder of the horrors that had transpired only a few nights before. Hilde reached into her cloak and pulled out a folded piece of parchment.

“Take this. You’ll be needing a map,” she said. As Alastair stowed it in his pack, she pointed in the direction of the breached gate. “Head to the western gate. I have a friend there who can help you through. She should be waiting for you.”

“Thank you,” he whispered to Hilde.

She smiled. Hilde wrapped her arms around him, offering him one last bit of encouragement. Though caught off guard again, he returned her embrace. He had never known his mother, but if he had, this must be what her hugs would have felt like. Warm and comforting. She kissed his cheek.

“Take care,” Hilde said. She gave his hand a gentle squeeze.

He nodded. Alastair lifted the hood of his cloak to hide his face. Scion rubbed his head affectionately against Alastair’s leg. At least he wouldn’t be completely alone.

Alastair started westward, Scion at his heels. There was no turning back now.
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