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To mom and dad.
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CHAPTER ONE










HE CAME ABOARD a broken ship,

To Lethis on the waves,

With lies and tricks and evil spells,

Their future he would pave.




—The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


The city was alive. Not with people, but with motion. The first thing Declan noticed when he stepped off The Waving Bone was that the dock swayed as much on the waves as the ship itself. 


“Where did they get all this wood?” Daniel asked, the redhead eternally curious about the subject of history.


“Ships,” Captain Astellia replied. “When the first mages came for the Tower they disassembled their ship to build the first dock. Now it’s a city, the only truly neutral one on the continent.” She pointed. Following her gesture, Declan spotted another ship moored at an adjacent dock, its masts and a good chunk of the port-side hull stripped away. 


A crew of men carried away bundles of planks. “A piece of advice,” the captain continued, “always leave a guard onboard when you stop in Lethis. Demand for wood is high.”


“Don’t people ship in loads of timber from the south?” Declan wondered.


“They do, but the city is constantly growing, changing, and in need of repair. Better to keep a watchful eye. Got a few tasks before we can unload, but first things first—let’s get some dinner.” The captain took off down the wooden dock, followed by the crew members lucky enough not to be stuck aboard. The mages scurried after.


The confidence with which the sailors moved through the chaotic city astounded Declan. The path was a minefield of planks too decayed for comfort and outright holes into the water below. Entire sections of the wooden road swayed to and away from each other, held in place only by loose rope or the proximity of other segments. 


One portion of the road sunk an inch into the water when Declan stepped on it, only to bob right back up once he’d reached the other side. The buildings they passed were all single-story. Makes sense, Declan figured. Why build up when there’s endless space out? Not a one had fewer than two visible types of wood in its construction—most were a haphazard combination of differently shaped and sourced planks. 


A few of the houses had even created murals or aesthetic patterns out of the various woods. Declan spotted a blush on Mia’s face when they passed one depicting certain acts unbecoming of polite society. A sailor’s city, indeed. 


The ramshackle state of the city thus far made the appearance of the open square all the more jarring. Here the planks were uniform, securely attached, well-maintained, and otherwise opposite those in the rest of the city. 


The structures lining the square were two or even three stories, still completely wood, but treated for the salty air and visibly sturdier than anything they’d seen so far. On the opposite end of the plaza stood the arena. From their low vantage, the mages could only see the back wall of the seating area, but it too stood out amidst the chaotic city. 


It towered above the other buildings at nearly five stories, and as with the square beneath their feet, the arena was well-built of homogenous planks. Declan could even spot the spiraling script of enchantment along the sturdy building. 


The captain did not step into the arena; that business would come later. Instead, she led the party into one of the three-story buildings on the square. The Salted Spear, the sign read. The mages waited while the captain spoke with the aging innkeeper, not making their own approach until the sailors had been taken care of.


“Greetings, good sir,” Declan began. “How much for five dinners and two rooms for the night?”


“Ye don’ look like sailors,” the old man remarked. “Don’ get many climbers out here. Ten silver. Fer the lot of ya.”


Declan’s eyebrows shot up at the exorbitant fee, but judging on the construction alone, the simple building was probably one of the nicest inns in the city. He paid the man. The rooms to which they were led were basic, but comfortable. The beds were made of several layers of padded cloth atop a collection of springs, fresh straw or feathers unavailable in the ocean city. Their packs stowed and the doors Locked behind them, the party went down for dinner. 


Declan’s regret over the high price was dismissed the moment he tasted his dinner. The fish stew in bone broth was easily one of the most delicious meals he’d ever eaten, though his opinion may have been colored by the days of dried meat and stale bread he’d subsisted on once The Waving Bone had run out of fresh ingredients. 


The ale was fine as well, but there would be little drinking tonight—the mages had a long climb ahead of them, and the crew had yet more work. Declan took an early night, leaving Robin with the sailors and Daniel and Mia with each other to return to the room. As he lay on the foreign bed, the Adept could barely contain his excitement to explore the new Tower and finally return to his beloved studies.



* * *


Tower Lethis, home to the floating city of the same name, is one of few habited neutral territories. Standing at 1,619 total floors, the Tower is strong enough to support a significant mage presence while still being short enough to not be worth conquering. The only value in the sea Tower and the city surrounding it is its neutrality; the floating city serves as a trading hub and meeting point for representatives of all nations. 


The most famous role Lethis plays is host to the annual Lethian Tournament. Every Summer, thousands of mages of all levels and nations come together to compete for gold and glory. Adepts and Journeymen who win their tiers are all but guaranteed a position studying under the most esteemed researchers on the continent. 


The winning Magus usually finds themself a General or researcher, fast-tracked for promotion to Grand Magus and Tower-master. Unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately—there is no tier for Grand Magi or Archmages. No enchanted arena could withstand the spectacle such a bout would create. 


The Tournament serves a crucial role in international relations, providing countries with a safe outlet for competition, and a reason to come together to talk, spectate, and revel in peace. 


-Excerpt from Tales of the Towers



* * *


The mages stepped into the common room to find Captain Astellia slowly making her way through a bowl of porridge. Declan didn’t notice the dark bags under her eyes until she looked up to greet them. “G’morning. Off to your Tower then?”


“Is everything okay?” Robin asked. “No offense, but you look like shit.”


“Ha,” the woman weakly laughed, “I feel like shit. The downside of the tournament run is the delivery. Can’t just traipse through the city with a bunch of monsters in broad daylight, so we unload at night. All night. It’s not as bad as it sounds, really. Once I get you lot to the Tower, I’ve got a couple days to sleep before we sail for Fontanya.”


Robin started, “you don’t have to sho—”


“Believe me, I do,” the captain cut her off. “Just cause you can see the thing doesn’t mean you can get there. Place is a fucking maze.”


Declan silently agreed with the woman. He wasn’t even confident he could find his way back to the ship without guidance, and he’d actually walked that route before. Declan handed over another silver to the old barkeep in exchange for five breakfasts, which the mages ate in silence. Mia was the first to rise, soon joined by the others as they thanked the innkeeper and stepped back out into the open square. 


The air was sharp and salty, perfect for clearing out the last vestiges of sleep from Declan’s body. Once again, the captain led them through the chaotic and dilapidated streets. He was immensely grateful for the guidance, as several times they turned away from the massive structure in their long journey towards it. They traveled in silence for half an hour before Robin spoke. 


“You said you’re off to Fontanya next?”


“Aye,” the captain replied. “We’re still officially sailing directly there from Belstead. Picking up a load of fish while we’re here so we’ve got something to sell in the Fontanya, then it’ll be back to here with a shipload of mages for the tournament. Former soldiers mostly, looking for a chance back into a Tower. Aren’t enough Magus-ships to go around.”


“Won’t the war slow that down?” It was Declan’s turn to ask. “I imagine they’re already conscripting unemployed mages for the coming campaign.”


“I’m hoping for the opposite,” the captain explained. “Mages trying to avoid the draft by winning a fancy Tower post in the tournament. Really, I expect everyone to go all out this year—nobody’ll want to look weak in the face of the Teralian army.”


Makes sense, Declan thought. Show a strong enough face at the tournament and maybe they’ll think twice about invading your city. It probably wouldn’t save the bigger targets like Pylt and Liara, but there were dozens of cities under the banner of Poulsia. Declan’s musings were interrupted when the party turned a corner into another open square. 


Unlike the arena square, the Tower’s plaza exemplified the hodgepodge of structures that made up the floating city. It was more a collection of tied-together rafts than a square, at the center of which stood the alabaster monolith. The mages had to circle around the structure to reach the entrance, where they stopped to say their goodbyes.


“This is where I leave you,” Astellia began. “It’s been an honor traveling with you all. I can’t say how many more would’ve died to the scamps if you hadn’t joined us, and The Waving Bone forever thanks you for your aid. Best of luck in the Tower and tournament. I hope to see you in the arena.” 


One by one the mages—minus Edward—hugged the captain. Robin lingered in the woman’s arms for a minute, whispering something to her before pulling away. Declan didn’t care to wonder what she’d said. Farewells complete, the captain stepped back to give a blatantly overacted bow before turning and disappearing into the twisting streets. Their guide now departed, the group turned to the Tower.


The Tower’s threshold stood below the wooden square, forcing the mages to step down into it. Waves lapped against the base of the entrance, splashing the floor inside. Declan wondered how the shifting tides moved the city relative to the Tower’s entrance, or if the structure itself adjusted to match the changing water level. 


The thought faded when he stepped inside and nearly fell on his face. Declan’s legs wobbled beneath him, expecting the constant pitch he’d grown accustomed to and finding only the motionless marble. He steadied himself against a wall. His companions fared little better; Daniel actually did fall, catching himself on his hands. Declan withheld his laughter, feeling for the redhead. 


While the mages remembered how to walk on solid land, Declan surveyed the ‘ground’ floor. The space itself was not unlike that at Tower Vestriam—an especially large landing with a desk for a clerk and a door to the monster habitat behind. Two major changes marked it different from the other ground floors he’d seen. 


The first was the lack of a transporter. Like Krispins, Tower Lethis wasn’t tall enough to justify such an expense, even if the over eight hundred upper floors made for quite the climb. 


The second was the seawater flooding the downward steps. Declan wasn’t sure if eons of slow splashes of water had flooded the lower half of the Tower or if—being the sea Tower—it has always been that way, but clearly the mages wouldn’t be venturing down anytime soon. Not without gills, anyway. 


Declan approached the clerk, remembering Leskelian’s instructions. “Good morning, we’re here to visit Grand Magus Andrea Kaine. Where might we find her?”


The woman behind the desk blinked at him. “Top floor,” she replied, marking down their purpose for visiting. “Good luck, though. Tower-master doesn’t see anyone without a good reason.”


Declan was more surprised than he should’ve been to learn their point of contact was the Tower-master herself. This was no Vestriam; Andrea was probably the only Grand Magus in the place. Thanking the clerk, the party turned to the stairs. Excited as he was to finally be in a Tower again, Declan did not miss climbing stairs. 


The first several floors passed slowly. It was a treacherous climb given their unsteady legs, but after nearly an hour of climbing the mages fell into a comfortable rhythm. At what Declan could only assume was noon, a gong rang through the air. The different method of time-keeping only served to further remind the Adept he was not back at Tower Vestriam, and he knew not what awaited him further up. 


The group stopped to rest but didn’t eat. None had thought to bring snacks for the climb, and given their large breakfast and hopefully ample dinner at the end, Declan wasn’t terribly disappointed. 


They spotted the first signs of life around floor 650. Unlike Vestriam, these were no liveried servants, but actual mages going about their daily business. The robes they wore were in the same shades as those back in Teralia, but in a variety of different cuts. 


Some dressed in the same baggier style as Declan had worn back home, others in a tighter fitting set with intricate embroidery, and a few even wore colored tabards over their regular clothes. The mages ignored the new arrivals for the most part, busy with their own classes, research, or other day-to-day work. 


As they climbed, the steps grew less and less occupied, until in the mid 700s the stairs were once again empty. On their ascent to the Tower-master’s floor, the party only passed one additional mage: a grumpy-looking magus who let out a snort at the group’s passing. Declan hoped Andrea would see them. 


It was well into the afternoon when they arrived at floor 809. Just like the fifth floor at Tower Krispins, the landing simply ended in a wall instead of further steps. Unlike at Krispins, this wall was adorned with a painting of a ship sailing on stormy seas. Declan knocked on the wooden door. 


“Divines sake, what is it now?” came the voice from inside. It wasn’t long before the door peeked open, an exasperated middle-aged blonde woman peering through. “Oh, you’re not Edmund. What do you want?”


“Greetings, esteemed Tower-master,” Declan slipped into his comfortable formality. “We are students of Grand Magus Antony Leskelian, sent here to seek refuge from the coming troubles.”


“Took you long enough,” she scoffed. “Got the old coot’s letter two weeks ago.” She opened the door, stepping aside to let them pass. “Come on in then, we’ve much to discuss.”


The Tower-master’s suite was nothing like Christof’s. The sitting room behind the large door was cordoned off not by a stone wall but a leather curtain which hung from the marble ceiling. There were a few paintings and tapestries along the walls, but the space was otherwise undecorated. Four padded wooden chairs were placed around a brazier, in which burned a gentle flame. Daniel sat on the floor while the others took their seats. 


“I see you’ve picked up an extra on your way here,” she gestured to the violet mage who stood muttering in a corner. “What’s his deal?”


“He’s…um… one of my victims,” Declan admitted. “He kind of followed us here… we couldn’t leave him because he needs regular medical attention.”


“Really? Well, I’m sure Paul will get a kick out of him. Go to 714 after this, he’ll take care of him. Now, to business. Leskelian gave me a basic rundown of your situation—rest assured the Teralians won’t get wind of your presence here. At least not from me. The Adept instructors are already aware you were coming, so I just need to notify them you’ve actually arrived. You are all Adepts, yes?” The group nodded. 


“Good. Speak to Roger on floor 692 to get registered and assigned rooms. Tell him I sent you directly and he won’t ask too many questions. As for you two,” she turned to Declan and Daniel, “I don’t have the time or resources to devote to your…” she waved her hand around chaotically, “…whatever. Floors 731 to just below this one are empty though, so you can practice there when you aren’t in class. Just don’t kill anyone, okay?”


“Y-yes ma’am,” Declan answered. Her callousness was a bit disturbing, but it wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to work on his own. At least now he had a good idea what he was doing. 


“Great. Okay, one last thing before I need to get back to my actual work: with Teralia getting all warmonger-y, we need to put forward a strong face. All eligible students are required to compete in this year’s tournament.” 










CHAPTER TWO










THE STUDENTS STOOD dumbfounded on the top floor landing. It had taken the Tower-master less than ten minutes to let them in, greet them, explain their situation, give instructions, force them all into the tournament, and kick them back out. Either the woman was too lazy to deal with them, or simply too busy. 


Christof seemed to have time… Declan dismissed the thought. He didn’t know what complications the different Tower-masters had to deal with. Instead of dwelling on the hurried grand magus, he began the journey back down the marble steps. 


The trip to the administration floor didn’t take long. The party took a brief pitstop on level 714 to deliver Edward to a balding healer. The bags under the man’s eyes would be better described as sacks, given their size, but he was excited enough to examine the new patient. Declan didn’t question him much; the adept was far too tired to be worried about Edward’s medical care. Not that there was an alternative, anyway. 


Floor six nine two was devoid of barriers of any kind, the series of plain wooden desks the only furniture on the entire level. Either by sheer luck or planning on Andrea’s part, Roger’s was the very first desk. 


“Hi!” Robin cheerily greeted the man. Declan noted the administrator was probably the only grown man he’d ever seen as short as the steel mage. “We’re new students. Grand Magus Andrea said to come specifically to you.”


The vertically challenged administrator raised his eyebrows at the new arrivals, but otherwise didn’t comment. Instead, he pulled open a thick ledger and slowly flipped through it. At his glacial pace, it took the man nearly three minutes to find the correct page. “Name, rank, and signature?”


Robin gave the requested information before stepping aside for Mia. Roger was silent as he sluggishly recorded the data. The man was unfazed when Declan quoted his absurd frequency, simply recording ‘359286’ in the five-digit space the ledger allowed. 


When Daniel’s turn came up, the redhead simply lied. Why didn’t I think of that? Declan chastised himself. It was unlikely anyone would go looking through the old ledger, but leaving less of a trail seemed wise. 


Once everything was written down, Roger once again spoke. “Floor 656, beds four through eight. Report to 674 an hour after lights up tomorrow.” He closed the ledger, returning to whatever he’d been writing before they’d arrived. 


“Thanks!” Robin smiled. Roger didn’t reply, his focus entirely removed from the four mages. With a shrug, Robin turned, leading the group back out onto the stairs and up towards their new homes.


Where Tower Krispins had thin, aging wood and Tower Vestriam had opulent stone and velvet, Tower Lethis had leather and bone. The Asharrian Sea had no forests, no fields, and no quarries for such niceties. 


The ‘hallway’ that greeted the mages when they stepped onto floor 656 was a pair of stitched-together leather curtains hanging from the Tower ceiling. Thick whalebones formed doorframes, marking the assorted ‘rooms.’ Declan pushed through the curtain painted ‘five.’


The space within was sparse, the only luxury a small wooden chest for storing one’s belongings. The bed was more of a mat, piled high with leathers to protect him from the hard Tower floor. Well, it beats sleeping on the road, Declan thought as he pushed open the trunk. It was empty of course, but he secured his pack inside with a simple Lock before returning to the makeshift hallway to await the others.


Lacking any sort of map, the party had to resort to visiting random levels until they stumbled into the cafeteria. The heavily spiced fish fillet burned Declan’s mouth as he devoured the meal. Climbing nine hundred stories burns quite a few calories. After consuming a combined seven portions of the dish, the mages returned to their new quarters for an early night’s sleep.



* * *


“G’mornin’, and welcome ta Lethis!” The dark-skinned man wasn’t the first northerner Declan had met, but he was certainly the most talkative. “A’m Magus Osrick, but ya can call me Clint. Andy says you’re a special lot, so I’m honored ta be teachin’ ya. Let’s get to it, eh?” 


The instructor turned to pull open the door to the 674th floor, gesturing the four mages through. The space within was even more barren than the rest of the Tower—there were no curtains, no furniture, simply a collection of cushions set up in a circle around a set of slates. Guess there’s no paper here, either, Declan sighed. 


His assumption proved incorrect once everyone had sat and the thickly-accented magus conjured a tall notebook. “So, Ah’ve already got your signatures and boy, are they a doozy. Ought ta be fun. First things first, though, A’ve got ta get your robe preferences. Of course ya all’ll be in gray for now, but we’ve got Teralian, Poulsian, and Rethian cuts. If ya want a northern style it’ll take ‘em a while but they do ‘ave it.” 


He gestured to his own ‘robe,’ which was more a loose-fitting purple shirt with a pair of matching knee-high shorts. Declan immediately dismissed that option. 


The adept’s first instinct was to go to the familiar loose-fitting Teralian cut, but that would announce his homeland to anyone who might be looking. Beyond that, both the Teralian and Poulsian robes aligned the wearer with one of the two sides in the imminent war. Better the Rethian, then. 


As loath as he was to continue wearing the same traveling clothes for the foreseeable future, the Rethian tabard-style robes would mark him neutral in the approaching conflict. He expected the cut would be popular in coming days. Robin and Daniel followed his cue, Mia opting for the Poulsian cut. Declan smiled at the decision, it was good to see her supporting her homeland, even if he wasn’t.


“All right, now we’ve got that outta tha way, let’s start with a demonstration, eh? Cast a spell or two for me, then we’ll move on ta theory.”


Robin was the first to jump up, summoning her earrings, bracelets, and belt buckle into the air. The steel melded together before taking on a series of complex forms: a rose, a dancer, a knife, even a replica of a familiar-looking ship. Once she’d demonstrated her control, the mass split into pellets and shot through the air, colliding with the Tower wall. Robin turned and bowed to the instructor as the metal flew through the air to retake its positions on her body.


“Nice, nice,” the northerner said. “Good control, strong burst, lethal attack. Ya’ll do well in tha tournament. Get ta sketchin’ your highest tier spell on tha slate while I watch tha others.”


Robin nodded and retook her seat, signaling Mia’s turn to rise. 


Silently, the plasma mage stepped away from the group before conjuring a decently-sized ball of the volatile element. Declan could see the concentration on her face as she held the chaotic material perfectly in place for several minutes, before eventually shooting it off into the wall. She did not bow, opting instead to return to her seat and immediately begin her sketch. The instructor still gave his praise. 


“That was sweet!” he said. “Your control’s a beaut; Ah look forward ta workin’ with ya.”


Daniel was next. Slowly, the redhead stood, stepped away from the group, and extended a shaking hand. The mesmeric prismatic mana appeared in his grasp, swirling around in an artful display. With a breath, Daniel pushed, and the orb flew through the air only to disappear. 


Clint had inhaled to comment when the ball of mana reappeared across the room, slamming into the Tower wall. Daniel addressed the instructor, “So that’s… um… kind of what I do. My mana is non-standard, so it does some weird things. I’ll sketch the pattern for you.”


Clint took a moment to compose himself before commenting. “Well if that wasn’t incredible, Ah don’ know what is! Ah can’t wait ta learn how it works!” Daniel retook his seat and Declan rose.


Officially, his most complicated spell was Juggle, but Declan figured he’d be better off demonstrating something more impressive. Lacking access to earth, plant life, or sufficient quantities of water for the spells he’d learned in those elements, Declan made his decision. He conjured the Wind Barrier first. 


The air in the open room rushed to a spot twenty feet away, ready to block or deflect anything thrown at it. Step one. Declan held the spell for a minute as he concentrated on the next formula. Once he had both spell forms solidified in his mind’s eye, Declan released the lightning. 


The yellow burst arced across the room, striking the barrier. The air cracked with energy and the disparate hums of the two frequencies until Declan released both spells and the mana dissipated. 


“Now that’s a beaut!” Clint applauded. “Multi-casting across a wide shift is tricky stuff, ‘specially for an adept! Ah can’t wait ta work with ya.”


Oh right, Declan remembered, multi-casting isn’t that common yet. Most mages didn’t bother with casting multiple spells at once for a simple reason: the skill was too difficult for its limited utility. Declan had little choice—he needed to maintain his mana vision while working on new spells. 


At least all that floundering at Krispins wasn’t for nothing. As Declan sat, Clint turned back to Robin to discuss the spell form she’d sketched on her slate. Not wanting to interrupt, the adept picked up his own chalk and went to work on his adapted version of Wind Barrier. 


He tuned the others out as he worked, missing Mia’s and Daniel’s explanations of their demonstrations and formulae. Declan had just finished up the sketch when his turn came.


“Now this is a crazy one,” Clint said as he held up Declan’s spell. “Wha—uh, what is goin’ on ‘ere?”


The northerner was silent as Declan explained. There was something expressly genuine about the awe in the man’s face as he spoke of his absurd signature and the challenges and opportunities it presented. That awe turned to pity when he spoke of the damage he’d done, and to anger when he told of his treatment at the Tribunal and escape from Vestriam. 


Not once through Declan’s tale did fear ever touch the magus’s face. Not once did he look away or physically distance himself from the student. Clint listened, he sympathized, and he understood. 


“Well, that’s some crazy stuff. Looks like Ah’ll be learnin’ as much about magic as you are, eh? All right,” he turned to the group at large, “let’s get crackin’.” The instructor pulled out a thick leather-bound tome, slamming it onto the floor in the center of their circle. “Ah’ve got right ‘ere a copy of tha Standard Spellbook. Ah want each of ya ta pick out one Tier 2 and one Tier 3 ya think ya can cast. Somethin’ for now and somethin’ ta reach for. Now, while this goes around,” he reached into his pocket and produced a prism, “Ah’m gonna get measurements for all of ya.”


Robin was the first to the book, so Mia stepped up to the prism first. “One o’ nine, eighty three, aaand eighteen. Nice!” Clint recorded the results. “Get some good progress on your trip?” She nodded, writing the numbers down in her own notebook. Declan remembered most mages didn’t carry around their own personal prism, so this was an important update for them. 


Daniel weighed in at 92 Pels and 76 Kleins, with no shift measurement because the redhead’s signature couldn’t be measured to begin with. Robin was still leafing through the spell book when Clint turned to Declan. The adept waved the man’s prism away, pulling out his own. Clint nodded, stepping aside. 


After distancing himself from the group—more so for comfort than actual safety concern—Declan dumped his mana pool into the device. 


S: 35,286,645.83 P: 179 B: 132 


His eyebrows shot up at the inflated numbers. Between the wolves and the sea scamps, he really had grown quite a bit on the journey. The growth didn’t bother him like it used to, but even so he made a point of pausing for a moment to envision the orchid before reading out the numbers for Clint. He didn’t bother trying for traditional shift—the technique was useless to him, anyway. Declan returned to his seat to await his turn with the spellbook. 


Declan ended up walking away from the session with the massive tome under his arm. Robin had chosen Dust Field, a Tier 2 earth spell she would have to shift for, and Refine(steel). Declan had little doubt given the girl’s drive that she would master both in short order. 


Mia had gone with Plasma Rain—an only somewhat modified version of the Tier 2 Rain Fire—to help fix the party’s lack of multi-target spells, along with Superheat—a Tier 3 spell to phase change other matter into plasma. Declan got a glimpse at the formula, and on mana cost alone it certainly qualified as a reach for the girl.


Daniel and Declan still hadn’t quite decided. Daniel had stayed behind to discuss options with Clint and begin working on transcribing something to his outlandish mana, while Declan just had such a wide range of options he needed more time to consider them all. He did just that after dinner as he lay on his bed/mat.


As far as he could see it, Declan had two gaps in his arsenal. The first was the aforementioned lack of multi-target spells, for which there was no shortage of fixes. The second was his semi-dependence on the environment for all his non-lethal spells. 


This latter issue didn’t necessarily require a new spell—he could take after Carla or Robin and carry materials like seeds or iron with him. He liked the idea of always being prepared, but that strategy could get pretty ridiculous if he learned too many different elements. 


As he flipped through the massive tome, Declan’s eyes fell on a familiar spell: Chain Lightning. Captain Astellia had recommend the spell when she’d thought he was a lightning mage, but her reasoning stood. It addressed his weakness to swarms of enemies without requiring reagents from his person or the environment. As Tier 2 spells went, it was fairly complicated—with the adjustments for his mana it’d be closer to Tier 4, but he wouldn’t improve if he didn’t stretch himself. 


Tier 3 was a different matter. He may be learning quickly, but the level of detail required to map out every oscillation of the mana within a Tier 3 formula was daunting. The choice was made more difficult by the fact that most Tier 3 forms were highly specialized utility spells for specific mages. 


Robin’s choice of Refine(steel) would be incredibly useful to a mage who depended on having a ready supply of metal with which to cast, but not so to Declan. Mia’s Superheat was similar, although at least that could still be used in combat. Declan had no idea what Daniel would end up doing, but as is he barely understood what the redhead’s mana even did. He made a note to ask about it. 


Declan also noticed within the spellbook that one of the Tier 3 water spells listed was described as ‘pulling moisture from the air over a massive area to generate a supply of water.’ He recalled the instructor at Vestriam had claimed Douse did the same thing, but that explanation had always bothered him. There wasn’t that much water in the air, and a cantrip didn’t seem powerful or complex enough to accomplish that task. Declan resolved to ask Clint about it. 


Come to think of it, he resolved to ask Clint about Tier 3 spells as well—maybe he could come up with something unique like Daniel was. Putting down the spellbook, Declan drifted off into an uneasy sleep. He dreamt of spells, of flexibility versus complexity, and of the uncertain future he faced as the nothing mage.










CHAPTER THREE










“TODAY WE’RE ‘UNTIN’ lesser wyrms.”


Clint’s announcement was met with wide eyes from all four of the students gathered on the marble landing. 


“Oh, don’ worry about it,” he tried to assure them. “If the four of ya plan it right, ya can take one down pretty easy.”


“But… they’re dragons!” Daniel’s protest echoed Declan’s sentiment. After watching the drake fly right through the deck of The Waving Bone, he had little desire to get in front of one.


“Barely,” Clint scoffed, “wyrms are tha lowest form o’ draconid, and lesser wyrms are even lower. Don’t ya worry, Ah’ll be right there. It’ll be fun!” 


Declan shrugged and stepped forth onto the steps, followed by the other students and then Clint. As enthusiastic as the northern magus was, he’d seen what all the group was capable of. Declan had faith in the man’s judgment. They hadn’t been descending long before Clint called a halt at floor 587; however, instead of pulling open the wooden door to the monsters’ lair, he addressed the group.


“Alright, these wyrms’ll be vicious and they’ll be fast. The fuckers are mighty venomous, so ya got two options. Either restrain ‘em, or kill ‘em quick. Now, Ah won’t tell ya what ta do, but Ah will point out ya got plasma, steel, and tha other weirdness.”


“Killing it is, then,” Mia said. Declan agreed, trying to pin down a draconid didn’t seem like a good idea, especially given their offensive strength. Then again, after watching the drake escape, he wasn’t sure pinning down a draconid was ever a good idea. 


Mia continued, “The issue with killing dragon kin is their insane mana density makes them hyper-resistant to direct spells. Something this relatively weak should be doable, but depending on the environment, it may be better to go for physical attacks. Plasma and steel should both be good for that, if only somewhat. Until we know for sure how Declan or Daniel interact with wyrm mana, I’d rather not depend on direct attacks from them.” 


The boys nodded, and Mia kept strategizing aloud. “So for now I’d say we go inside, check the environment, and if it’s unhelpful we try to neutralize the first wyrm with plasma and steel before testing the non-standard attacks. Sound good?”


“Works for me,” Declan said. He noticed a look in Daniel’s eye as he’d watched Mia strategize, but refrained from commenting or thinking about it further. They had a monster to kill.


Clint said nothing, but was apparently sufficiently pleased with their plan as he silently opened the thick oaken door and beckoned the students through. The room was dark. Declan scanned their surroundings to the best of his ability, finding them to resemble a cave of some sort. 


Craggy stone walls flanked the party, and the marble ceiling was obscured by a layer of stone. Twenty feet ahead, the cave turned, obscuring the space beyond. Clint held out a hand, halting the students’ advance, and yelled into the cave, “Oi! Come on out, then!” The four adepts fanned out, ensuring nobody was blocking another’s spells. Declan already had the formula for Dart in his mind’s eye when a head peeked around corner. 


The lesser wyrm was smaller than he’d feared. Unlike the drake, their quarry’s head was smaller than Declan’s entire body, only about two feet in length. The pale green serpentine body that followed was easily four feet thick—large in its own right, but still dwarfed by the runaway drake. Declan didn’t get a chance to see its full form before the air lit up with the glow of magic. 


Mia’s plasma was the first to hit. The bolt of glowing stuff splashed against the monster’s snout; the beast hissed, recoiling slightly but otherwise unfazed. Robin’s steel fared somewhat better, the pointed bolt piercing the wyrm’s left eye but traveling no further as their prey’s magic overcame Robin’s control over the metal. 


It let out a high-pitched shriek and charged. Thinking fast, Declan threw up his mana sight before loosing his first Dart. In his left eye, he watched as the spell lit up the pitch black world, flew through the air, and decayed to nothing in the span of a few inches, delivering its payload. In his right eye, he watched the wyrm continue its charge. 


Daniel’s prismatic bolt of mana disappeared before it even reached the frightening draconid, eliciting a rare curse from the redhead. 


Declan’s heart pounded. Another blast of plasma splashed harmlessly against the animal’s hide. A bolt of steel pierced the beast’s second eye, blinding it but not halting its charge. It cried out again. 


For a moment, Declan considered overloading a Dart with extra mana, but he discarded the idea. Overloaded spells leak. 


Desperately, Declan envisioned the formula for Dart. He analyzed the spiral segment which focused the mana into the concentrated burst that’d been so effective in the past. It needs more capacity. He thought about widening the area into which the mana collected, but that wouldn’t penetrate deeper, just punch a wider hole. No, I need the opposite. He extended the spiral itself, opening the input wider and pushing the mana further before it could coalesce within the projectile. 


He fired. 


The world froze as Declan strained to listen. Between Robin’s shouts, the wyrm’s cries, and the hum of magic, Declan awaited the dreaded sound. 


It never came. Instead of the soft ring of Eric’s bell, Declan’s modified dart was met with the sound of the wyrm collapsing to the rocky ground, momentum carrying its body forward. Robin and Mia ducked to the side. Daniel was bowled over by the skidding corpse. But for the adrenaline still coursing through his veins, Declan might’ve laughed at his friend’s failure to step aside. He did manage a grin as Daniel regained his feet. 


“Well done, well done!” Clint applauded. “Figured ya could take ‘im down in one go. Ah won’ lie, ya had me for a sec—most groups take a few tries ta kill one a these on their own.”


Shit. Declan flushed with embarrassment and guilt. He’d forgotten Clint was there to intervene if they didn’t kill the thing before it reached them. It had worked out in the end, but using a completely untested spell in the middle of a crowd of people was tremendously stupid of him. 


He cursed himself. At least the bell hadn’t rung. At least he hadn’t hurt any of his friends. Despite his recklessness, Declan couldn’t help but bask a little in Clint’s praise. Not only had they managed to take down a wyrm—if a lesser one—on their first try, but he’d modified a spell to suit the situation in the midst of battle. He could afford to be proud of that. 


“Now for tha hard part,” the magus announced, “cuttin’ ‘im open. ‘Less ya want me stealing a share of tha bounty, ya gotta manage it on your own.”


Declan wouldn’t’ve been against giving the supportive instructor a share, but he knew his compatriots were more hungry for growth than he was. The group crowded around the corpse, finding the center of its belly and getting to work. 


It took twenty minutes of sawing through the thick scales with four variants of Cut, but the abundance of mana that flowed from the beast was well worth it. Declan made a point of stepping back to avoid hogging the reward, but even divided four ways the lesser wyrm had more mana than anything he’d ever killed. No wonder it’d been so resistant. 


The adept could feel his store refilling and stretching to accommodate the influx of earth mana. He imagined his invisible pool breaking it apart and condensing the foreign energy into the same shape as his own. Declan had no idea if that was what was happening, but his guess felt right. 


“Alright, alright! Feelin’ good, eh? Let’s go again!”



* * *


The group killed eight lesser wyrms before Clint ended the hunt. Declan was almost hesitant to check his pool again on the way out, but the habit from his hunts at Vestriam pushed him to activate his prism. 208. 


Divines, almost thirty Pels from one hunt. That’s insane. He hoped the draconids wouldn’t be a regular target—he’d start overloading all his spells if he wasn’t careful. Once he’d scurried up the steps to catch up with his companions, he spoke. “Are all the hunts this good?”


“Hells, I hope so!” Robin cheerfully chimed in. “Pretty sure that was enough to push me past the journeyman threshold!”


“Congrats on tha’, ma girl,” Clint said. “And nah, the wyrm floor is popular for tha’ reason. We brin’ new students down ‘ere and then ya get in once a season or so.”


Declan’s relief was matched by the girls’ disappointment. As exciting as shooting through to journeyman may be, overextending his mana pool and losing out on control while he adjusted was a real risk. He was much happier progressing at a ‘normal’ pace. 


Continuing the climb, Declan remembered the question he’d intended to ask. “Clint? I was wondering if you could help me devise a Tier 3. Something that would work for my mana instead of changing it to fit another element.”


“Tha sounds an awful lot like doin’ mah job,” the man smiled. “Of course, Ah’d be ‘appy ta. What kinda spell were ya thinkin’?”


“Oh, um, good question,” Declan replied. He hadn’t really thought this far. 


“Well, we can brainstorm tagether then,” Clint smiled. The party walked in silence for a bit before the magus abruptly halted on one of the landings. “‘Ere we are,” he announced, before pushing open the wooden door. 


Declan was immensely pleased to find a cafeteria on the other side. 653 was much closer to his room than the one on 669 they’d visited previously. The mages collected their dinner—more fish, unsurprisingly—and sat on a series of leather mats. Furniture was in short supply at Tower Lethis, after all. 


“So let’s see,” the dark-skinned magus thought aloud. “Your mana’s real strong, but ya need ta keep it contained and find ways ta not kill people. ‘Specially for tha tournament.”


“It seems a bit…early to be thinking about the tournament,” Declan said.


“It’s never too early. We’re talkin’ ‘bout your first Tier 3 here; it’ll take ya at least a season ta actually cast it. That’s why we start now—it’s a long process. Anyway, Ah’m thinkin’ your goal should be a way ta keep your advantages without gettin’ deadly. ‘Ave ya thought about a delayed action?”


“Delayed action?”


Mia spoke up before Clint had a chance to explain, “There are mechanisms to delay a spell from completing. They can be complex, but the simplest ones basically swirl the mana around for a bit to pass time before actually entering the spell itself.”


“Yeah, tha’s right,” Clint smiled at the girl. 


“But what if something moves?” Declan asked, “Or I don’t time it right? I could very easily just send a burst of raw mana into someone if it goes wrong.”


“There are other ways ta delay a spell, lad,” the magus grinned. He took a bite of fish before continuing, “I’d look at detection mechanisms. There’s a lot of traps tha trigger when they touch flesh. Maybe do a touch a readin’. It’s no grand archives, but we do ‘ave a library ‘ere.”


Declan perked up. He was disappointed in himself to realize he’d been at Tower Lethis for three days now and had yet to seek out the library. Thanking the man, he scarfed down his dinner and darted from the room. 


Declan realized his mistake the moment he hit the landing. He stopped for a second before deciding up was probably the right direction, and starting climbing, checking doors as he went. He passed through several levels of dormitories, a dozen classrooms, and the other cafeteria before finally arriving.


The library at Tower Lethis was unlike any he’d ever seen. It was, of course, smaller than the immense archives at Vestriam, but the cluttered way in which the books were sorted, stacked, or piled gave them a sense of quantity even Vestriam had lacked. What shelves there were held only a portion of the sea of pages, the carved whalebone too limited a resource to spend on books. 


The chaos saddened Declan, as if the tomes weren’t getting their proper respect. He put the emotion aside. As valuable as the knowledge within may be, most of the Tower lacked basic furniture, and of course the library would be little different. 


Other than a few other students picking through the stacks of books, the room was empty. Either there was no librarian or they were occupied elsewhere. With a sigh, he got to work.


Declan was relieved to find the space not as chaotic as he’d feared—the history books seemed localized within a subset of the piles, the theory texts were all together along the back wall, and the fiction had its own little corner. 


He’d just passed a selection of what he believed to be particularly low-brow romance novels when he found his target. Defense Enchantments and Traps: A Paranoid Primer. Pulling open the thick tome, Declan sat amidst the piles of books and set to reading.




The trigger mechanism is by far the most delicate part of any defensive enchantment or trap spell. Carelessly executed, the spell can activate needlessly or fail to fire completely. Both scenarios are dangerous. It is highly recommended that inexperienced trap enthusiasts spend ample time practicing with the Trigger Test (fig 19.1) to get a feel for the process. 


The most common method is the proximity trigger. The method is fairly simple, if difficult to master with the necessary degree of precision. Most spell forms are rigid, designed and taught as they are in order to prevent slight disturbances or random interferences from deforming the spell and creating an unpredictable result. Trap magic moves away from this paradigm. Indeed, the trigger specifically requires our spell to react to slight disturbances, and if we design it correctly it will react predictably. 


In Chapter 3, we learned that traps function by keeping the necessary mana circulating in a tight loop, optimized to leak as little as possible in order to sustain a reasonable lifespan. The proximity trigger functions by allowing anything that comes into contact with that loop to bend the spell form, redirecting the path of the mana into the payload formula. The simplest forms of proximity triggers can be executed by deliberately weakening the spell’s bounds at a series of points along the mana loop and including an input into the payload adjacent to each one. See fig 19.1 for an example. 




Declan lowered the textbook. He’d have to talk to Clint more on the topic; it was looking like this was going to be more complicated than he’d hoped. 


For the simple trigger mechanism to function, he would have to allow his pure mana into contact with his opponent’s skin before it could be diverted into an elemental spell, and that wasn’t a risk he wanted to take. Beyond that, the mechanism the book described would set off the spell if it collided with a shield or thrown rock or even a stray insect—not exactly the unblockability for which he was aiming. 


Despite the challenges or complications that arose, Declan walked back to his room with a smile on his face. After all the drama, the traveling, and the fighting, he was just happy to be studying magic.










CHAPTER FOUR










“I NEVER ASKED about how exactly your mana works,” Declan said.


“That’s probably for the best,” Daniel replied. The two sat on cushions leaning against the back wall of the lower cafeteria. Unlike Vestriam, the cafeterias at Lethis served ale. They charged for it, of course, at a significant mark-up too, but now they’d arrived Declan had little use for his silver, and paying extra was a far sight better than climbing hundreds of stories to The Reprieve. 


“But it’s so interesting,” he argued, “and besides, if we’re going to hunt together I should know your mana. You know mine.”


Daniel sighed, “Yeah, you’re right. It’s just—it’s weird. Leskelian was helpful and all, but I don’t like constantly answering questions about it. I don’t even want to study it myself. I just like history.“


“…and you need to make magus to get a position studying something else.”


“Yeah. As if being good at magic makes you a better teacher.”


Declan snorted. “Believe me, some of the worst teachers I’ve ever seen were magi.”


“You’re not wrong,” Daniel laughed. “But yeah, if I ever want to do history I have to jump through all these magical hoops, all of which are harder with crazy mana.”


“You’ll get there eventually. At least everyone isn’t terrified of you.”


“Honestly, I might’ve preferred that. Scared looks are preferable to endless teasing or the constant barrage of questions from curious strangers… I could do without the magi trying to kill me, though.” 


“Yeah, me too,” Declan said. “I don’t want to press you. If you don’t want to explain it all again or whatever, I understand.”


“Thanks.” Daniel finished his drink, setting his mug on the floor between them. Minutes passed in comfortable silence, Declan making his way through his own cup of ale. He had nearly finished when Daniel spoke again, “So…what all do you know? About my magic I mean.”


“Oh, um—Eric told me it was jagged? Not the standard sine-wave all other mana is, right?”


“Something like that, yeah. I don’t care much about the details, all I see is it looks funny and all my spells have to be custom-designed. That and the chaos.”


Declan put down his mug. “Chaos?”


“Yeah, you saw my demonstration for Clint, right? Sometimes my spells do weird things; that time it teleported.”


“Wait,” Declan stopped, “I thought that was supposed to happen.”


“Who knows what’s supposed to happen? My ma used to say there’s always a reason, but hells if I know it. The simple stuff usually works. Cantrips and such. More complex spells get… messy. Sometimes they jump around, sometimes they misfire. Once I tried to cast Hold and it started snowing. I’ve given up trying to figure it out. I just need to cast a Tier 5 to make magus, and then I can forget about the whole thing.”


“You’re not curious what’s going on?”


“I was. Then I got to Vestriam and all I got were more questions until that bullshit Tribunal, and then the bloody war, and it all just went to shit. I just want to learn enough magic that I never have to use it again.” Daniel stood, taking his empty mug and crossing the room to refill. Declan watched him go, hoping his friend was alright and trying to forget he was the reason Daniel had been forced out of Vestriam in the first place. 



* * *


The next few days fell into an uneasy pattern of waking up, sitting through Clint’s group theory lesson, and finding an empty floor to practice the Trigger Test spell from the book he’d found. Progress was slow, but the theory excited Declan, far more than Chain Lightning did. He spent his evenings in the library or in his room, accompanied by a book in either case. Then he slept, just to wake and do it again. 


Sometimes Clint took them on hunts, and sometimes he simply left the students to work on their own while he assisted somebody—usually Daniel—one on one. For all that the schedule at Krispins had been sparse yet consistent, and that at Vestriam had been busy and rigid, Declan never knew what a given day at Tower Lethis would hold, other than hours spent practicing spellwork. 


It took nineteen days for Declan to burn out. As rigid as his schedule at Vestriam had been, it included forced vacation time in the form of Friday and Sunday afternoons. Tower Lethis gave him enough freedom to truly overwork himself. It came to a head on Wednesday morning as the students stood outside their regular classroom with the kindly magus.


“Alright everyone,” Clint addressed them. “Ah’m not blind. Ah can see your faces; Ah can see you’re slowin’ down.” Declan felt three sets of eyes turn towards him. The magus continued, “So, Ah’ve decided we’re takin’ a few days off. No lessons, no hunts, no research. Go inta town, ‘ave a drink, whatever, but ya need time off. Ah need time off. Ah’ll see ya Saturday.” The tall magus turned up the stairs and climbed away, leaving the students standing in silence. 


“So… to town then?” Daniel offered.


“I could use some new clothes,” Robin replied. “I was really banking on the robes, but with these…” she gestured at the tabard-like cut she wore over her traveling outfit. 


Declan had to agree. Another set or two of nicer clothes would certainly be appreciated, especially since he did still have a chunk of Ian’s silver to spend. Mia elected to stay behind, citing her desire to spend the time reading and the fact that her Poulsian robe didn’t require her to wear old clothes under it. After a brief pitstop to remove their tabards and grab their packs and money, the three students began their descent. 


The journey down took nearly half the time as their ascent, thanks to their regained land legs and the comparative ease of descending versus climbing. The sun was still high in the sky when they emerged onto the wooden square. It took Declan only twenty minutes of walking through the floating city to re-accustom himself to the rolling motion of the wood beneath his feet. Judging by the color on Daniel’s face, he needed a bit more time. 


After asking a random passerby for directions, Robin led the mages through the maze of streets to a building labeled ‘Finest Threds.’ The misspelling of the word ‘threads’ called into question just how ‘fine’ they were, but Declan was in the market for functional, not fancy. 


A portly woman greeted the mages as they stepped inside, and Declan got to shopping. Were it not for his time at the Tower, Declan might’ve been surprised to find the leather items far cheaper than those of cotton or linen. Everything was more expensive than on the mainland. 


Resigning himself to the markup, Declan walked away with two sets of form-fitting leather breeches, a soft cotton shirt for which he paid far too much, and a finely embroidered leather jerkin. He wanted something at least a little nice. 


He eyed a second shirt as a possible addition, but the adept chose instead to hold onto his remaining silver. He’d been wearing the same boots since Red’s Crossing, and an upgrade there would have far more utility than an extra shirt. 


Declan left Daniel and Robin to their shopping as he asked the rotund tailor for directions to the cobbler. It took the adept less than thirty minutes to find the place, pick out a pair of leather boots, put them on, pay, and step back onto the wooden road. That part was easy. The complication arose when on his way back he watched a woman dash into an alleyway followed by two heavyset men. The glimmer of steel in their hands spurred Declan to investigate. 


“My friends, please, this is all a grand misunderstanding,” a female voice pleaded. “Because you two gentlemen have been so kind, perhaps I return my winnings and we all go on our ways…?”


“I think I’ve got a better idea,” the taller of the men said. “You give us everything you ‘ave, and we won’t slit your throat.”


The woman squealed. “Ah, yes, I do—um—see how that could be a favorable arrangement. Let me just, um…”


Declan knew where this was going, and against his better judgment, he stepped forward. “Gentlemen,” the cutthroats turned as he addressed them, “I suggest you leave the fair lady alone.”


“You suggest, do you?” came the reply. “I don’t see a blade. Think you’re some kind of hero mage?”


Taking a risk, Declan cast his mana detection on both eyes, cutting off his vision but creating an imposing visage. “I am no simple mage. Leave her be.”


“But—she’s a cheat!” The note of fear in the man’s voice bolstered Declan’s confidence. 


“And you’re a thief. Now leave before I take more drastic action.”


Declan canceled the spell, his vision returning just in time to watch the two men dash from the alley. He got his first look at the woman he’d saved. Amidst her plain clothes, hazel eyes and long sandy hair, two things stood out. The first was her hat, a brilliant crimson affair with a long feather sticking into the air. The second was the two instruments strapped to her back. 


“Well, that was terrifying,” she plainly remarked before dropping into an elaborate bow. “Thank you, noble sir, for your valiant rescue. I owe you a debt.”


“You’re welcome,” Declan replied, “and don’t worry about it. I’ve had my fill of back alleys.” He turned away, intent on returning to his friends back at the clothier’s.


“Now that sounds like a story!” The woman scurried to follow him, talking as they walked. “I am the great Freya Reskalia, teller of tales and singer of songs. Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir…”


“Declan. Just Declan. Really, you don’t owe me anything, I’m just trying to get back to my friends.” 


They arrived back at Finest Threds just in time to see Daniel and Robin stepping out into the street, packs noticeably fuller. “Are these your friends then? Excellent! Follow me, noble mages, I shall buy the first round!” Freya turned back down the floating path, leading the way to an unknown destination.


“…Who is that?” Daniel asked.


“Hells if I know, but no way I’m turning down a free drink!” Robin smiled wide before taking off after the outspoken bard, leaving the boys little option but to follow. 


“How’d you find this one?” Daniel inquired as they caught up.


“Your brave companion rescued me from a fate most foul!” the woman exclaimed. “Now I shall repay his noble deed whichever way I can.” Declan rolled his eyes, eliciting a snort from Robin. 


As they walked, the adept got his first look at the pair of lutes hanging from Freya’s back. To one side was a beautiful instrument, inlaid with an intricate pattern of swirling silver roses. To the other was a basic, wooden lute, not unlike the one he’d won from Guthrie. Curiosity piqued, Declan raised the question. “Why do you have two lutes?”


“Oh, what a fabulous tale,” Freya began. “Indeed, Belle has been my constant companion throughout my travels,” she patted the simple instrument, “through storms and snows and tavern brawls, she’s been my livelihood. Esmerelda here,” she beckoned to the ornate lute, “I won a few weeks ago in a game of crowns. She’s a pretty thing, but she shrieks like a harpy. Aha! Welcome, dear friends, to the greatest tavern south of Eskria!” 


Freya stopped them outside of a building that Declan felt confident wasn’t even the greatest tavern on its street. Nonetheless, after his shopping he was down to a measly 23 silver, and a free drink was a free drink.


The inside of the dingy tavern—The Bone and Spoon, a worn sign read—was dark and crowded. The other patrons gave the mages no mind as Freya led them to an empty section of cushioned floor which smelled mostly of stale beer and vaguely like another, less savory liquid. She signaled to the bartender as they sat. When the gruff man returned with four ales, she paid him in copper. 


“Now, my noble companion,” the bard addressed Declan, “you look like a man with a story, and what good is a story with no one to tell it? I offer you this: tell me your tale, and I shall sing it. From Pylt to Rondar, all shall hear of the powerful mage Declan!”


Robin snorted. Daniel outright laughed. Declan put his head in his hands. “You really don’t need to do that. The last thing I—“


“Go with ‘The Nothing Mage,’” Robin interrupted with an evil grin. “It’s what he calls himself when he’s trying to scare people.”


“The Nothing Mage! Brilliant! Fearsome, mysterious, and iambic. That’s important. Oh, a marvelous tale it shall be! I cannot wait to begin composition.”


“Robin,” Declan hissed under his breath before turning back to the frantic bard. “Please don’t. It would really be best if my presence here remained somewhat hidden.”


“Ooh, secretive too! My friend, you’re going to be a star. Worry not! I am well versed in the art of ambiguity, your secrets are safe with me.”


The expressive bard was the absolute last person Declan would trust to keep a secret. Unfortunately, Robin seemed to have other ideas. “They’ll all know as soon as the tournament starts, anyway. Just don’t perform the song until then, and he’ll be fine.”


Shit, Declan realized. The tournament! He’d been too distracted by all the other details of arriving at the Tower to realize how terrible an idea that was. Maybe I can convince Andrea to let me out of it? Or compete anonymo—


“Excellent,” Freya cut off his thought, “I hereby swear to refrain from revealing your true name, and to hold the song in reserve until your debut at the Lethian Tournament.”


“Why don’t you just write it yourself?” Daniel asked of Declan. “You were getting pretty good at that lute.”


“Because I don’t want a song about me! Besides, I don’t have a lute anymore.”


“Oh divines, it must be fate!” Freya’s theatrics were really starting to wear on Declan. “Take Esmerelda here, as repayment of my debt to you and in exchange for your story. I must hear it if I’m to create a masterpiece, after all.”


Declan stared at the beautiful instrument. He did miss Guthrie’s lute, and even if it ‘shrieked like a harpy,’ a new instrument would be the perfect way to unwind after a long day’s work. He downed the rest of his ale. 


Maybe Robin’s right, he thought. Everyone will know I’m here after the tournament, anyway. Declan raised his hand, signaling the bartender to bring another round of ales. People are already scared of me—maybe a different perspective could be good. His refill arrived, and he took a large gulp of the low quality alcohol. Divines, that’s a pretty lute. Another sip. Fuck it, let’s go. 


Declan spent the next few hours and several rounds of cheap beer sharing his tale with the eccentric artist. He spoke of Croveus Manor, and of Master Thern. He told of his own experience blocked in an alleyway, and of his escape into the Gindor Woods. 


Declan skirted the subject of Charlie, Dewie, and Edward, for both his own sake and that of his reputation. Instead he talked about the Canire, and crossing the verdant sea of the Icandian Plains to get to Krispins. He didn’t explain his magic, or go into detail on his experience with Sarah, but he spoke of the poor conditions at the frontier Tower, and his eventual transfer to Vestriam. 


Here his companions joined in, adding their perspectives and insights into the events of the Tribunal and eventual flight from the massive Tower. Freya took particular interest in Robin’s explanation of their run-in with the deserters in the Red Hills. She almost fell over when Declan described the attack on The Waving Bone, muttering something about the ancient tales of grand heroes. 


Declan didn’t think the battle grand so much as hellish, but he was well past arguing with the excitable bard. She and Brian would get along, he mused. It had been some time since he’d thought of the healer; he wondered what’d become of him. 


By the time his story was finished, Declan was well and truly drunk. When the tavern keep came for his payment, the adept gave him an uncounted handful of silver, which seemed enough to appease the man. The mages spent the night on the cushioned floor of The Bone and Spoon, bellies full and spirits lifted. Declan in particular slept well, with a smile on his face and a lute at his side.










CHAPTER FIVE










LIGHTNING ARCED ACROSS the room, bouncing from one leather target to the next. Declan let out a sigh of relief. Crossing the empty floor, he approached the final piece of charred leather, snatching Eric’s bell off the floor where he’d left it. 


In the weeks he’d been practicing Chain Lightning, the biggest challenge had been keeping the spell from degrading as it jumped from target to target. Hitting all eight targets without leaking too much meant success. Even so, Declan righted the two whalebone stands that had fallen over and went to try again. 


The bell rang. It’s just a matter of practice now, he thought, re-collecting the bell and stacking the targets against a wall. There’d be plenty of time to master the spell tomorrow. 


As he stepped out onto the landing, Declan thought he saw the tail end of a viridian robe sweep around the corner. A Teralian robe. Rushing down the steps to follow, he found the next landing vacant. 


Probably just some magus late for dinner, he dismissed it. There were plenty of Teralian mages resident at Tower Lethis, after all. Continuing down in pursuit of his own dinner, Declan had another equally unexpected if far more pleasant encounter. As he passed Paul’s medical floor, Robin stepped out onto the landing.


“Hey,” Declan greeted, “is everything alright?”


“Hi Declan!” She smiled, “why wouldn’t…oh, hospital, right. I’m okay, I just came by to check on Edward. You heading to dinner?”


At his nod, the two mages continued downward together. “So, how is he?”


“Not really any different. Still shaking, still rambling, still…well, insane. Paul seems to be keeping him alive though, so I guess that’s something.”


They walked in silence for a moment before Declan spoke up. “Sometimes… I wonder if that’s really any way to live, you know? He’s not aware, he’s not healthy, he’s just…Edward.”


Robin grimaced, “I know what you mean. I can’t really say what’s best for him. As long as he’s still alive there’s a chance he can be cured. Even if he can’t, it’s worth studying in case…”


“Right,” Declan said. They didn’t speak again until they’d made it to the cafeteria, filled their plates, and sat on the cushioned floor. “I just wish I knew what he’s talking about. He’s clearly only semi-aware of what’s going on around him, but those poems he keeps spouting have gotta be about something right? He mentioned me in them.”


“I’m… not sure he did,” Robin replied. 


“What? I heard him, he said ‘the nothing mage.’”


“Where did that name come from? Think about it.”


“You were there. It’s what Dewie called me that day in the cafeteria.”


“And you think Dewie came up with it himself?” Robin asked. “He’s not that bright. Who traveled all the way from Red’s Crossing with him?”


“You think he got it from Edward.”


“It stands to reason he was ranting like that long before you arrived at Vestriam,” she explained. “For all I know he was talking about you—the name fits, after all. What did you do to him? It was magic, and by all accounts it looked like nothing, hence nothing mage. It makes sense, but it isn’t proof. Not that it really matters. For all intents and purposes you’re the nothing mage now, especially what with that crazy bard writing her song.”


“So if he isn’t talking about me, what is Edward rambling about?”


“Hells if I know,” Robin answered. “I’ve been writing down what I’ve heard, thinking maybe I could puzzle it together into something, but it all makes no sense.” She reached into her bag to pull out a leather-bound notebook, opening it to a certain page and handing it to Declan. 


Most of the stanzas within he already knew. He went over Robin’s assorted notes and annotations on the confusing text, realizing that for all her efforts the girl really did have no idea what Edward was on about. At the bottom of the page, however, was a new verse.




The fallen moon, the endless night,


In time they shall be freed


The Next Ones come, we see the end,


Now bleed, now bleed, now bleed.




“Well, that’s morbid,” Declan commented, gesturing to the new addition.


“Yeah, that’s from today actually,” Robin replied. “Same as the rest really. It’s his third reference to blood, as well as his second verse about ‘freeing the Next Ones,’ whatever they are. Any idea?”


“None at all.”


“Yeah, me neither. I really think he’s trying to tell us something, I just wish I knew what.”


“Whatever it is, it’s getting darker by the week. He could also just be completely insane and spouting nonsense,” Declan reasoned. “Based on what we have, I don’t think it’s worth overthinking. Unless you know anything about an ‘endless night’ or ‘breaking sky’.”


Robin sighed, “You’re probably right, there are more important things to worry about. I’m not going to stop visiting, though. On the off chance this turns out to actually mean something, I want to have a record of it.”


“Fair enough,” Declan said, deciding to change the subject to something less gloomy. “How’s your Tier 3 coming?” The adepts made small talk about their magical progress for the rest of dinner. Robin, it seemed, was inches away from finishing her Tier 3 spell and reaching journeyman. 


Declan’s as of yet unnamed original spell still needed a significant amount of work, but now he’d nearly finished with Chain Lightning he could return his focus to the task. If he could master the spell before the Tournament, it would mean competing at the journeyman level, and doing so with the full force of his unique ability. 


After dinner, Declan returned to his room to exchange the pack with his notebook and writing supplies with his lute, and ventured back out onto the marble steps. As nice as it was to have his friends staying so close, the leather ‘walls’ did little to dampen the sound of his practice. It was a quick descent to an empty classroom, where he found a cushion on which to sit as he spent the evening in relaxing practice. 



* * *


“So what’s tha problem?” Clint asked from his normal cushion in their classroom. 


The other students were spread about the room as Declan spoke with the instructor. “All the trigger mechanisms I can find depend on the external force distorting the shape of the spell to redirect the mana flow. The problem is, in every case distorting the form delivers a portion of the original mana directly into the target.”


“So you’re scared tha a blast a’ your mana will hit ‘em ‘fore it can enter tha actual spell,” the magus confirmed. 


“Well,” Declan answered, “there’s that and the fact I have no idea how to tell the difference between living flesh and whatever matter people will use to shield themselves.”


“Does it ‘ave ta be livin’?”


“…What?”


“Follow me,” Clint stood, crossing the classroom to make for the marble stairs. Declan jumped to follow the man, eventually finding himself in the cafeteria three floors up. Clint walked right up to the nearest cook. “What’s tha fresh catch taday? Can Ah get one whole?” 


Ten minutes later, Declan was sitting alone on an empty floor with a dead fish. With his mana detection in both eyes, he watched as he fed a trickle of mana into the Asharrian Golden Bass at different angles. Recording observations in his notebook, he moved on to a non-rigid, basic loop which he pushed into the fish. 


No good. Nearly 2 Pels of mana had to travel through the corpse before the spell bent at all. Not enough to burn someone, but maybe enough to make them sick. Maybe I can adjust the form? Declan thought. If I can make it more sensitive…


The next week’s worth of free time was spent up in that same room, thankfully with a different fish each day. Declan brought all sorts of odds and ends into the space, discerning the minuscule differences between the spell’s reaction to wood, stone, iron, cloth, et cetera. 


It was an isolating time. Declan’s friends didn’t outright avoid him, but he was well aware he came downstairs reeking of dead fish every night. He washed as best he could, but the stench lingered like a vengeful spirit, bent on haunting him for the rest of his days. In the end though, it was worth it.


Declan let out an audible cheer when the spell form grazed the fish and the green light in his bewitched eye winked out of existence. Repeating the process with his left eye un-enchanted showed the mana surging into the small cantrip he’d prepared, giving the corpse a small electric shock. 


He had a trigger. It was the hairpin trigger to end all hairpin triggers, but the moment his form touched the cold fish his mana dispersed into the spell. Declan repeated the test several times, confirming only a negligible amount of mana was penetrating the scales. 


The adept’s excitement was shortly curbed when he tried the spell on the small rock he’d borrowed and again it went off. Okay, he thought, so the angles don’t really matter; it’s such a tiny difference anything will set it off. Not unblockable then, but still invisible. It was still a victory. At least until he initiated his next trial—casting at range.


The instant he released the spell it triggered, popping with electricity before dispersing. Shit. He tried again to the same result. If moving through the air is enough to trigger it, he figured, there’s no way this will work out. 


Declan slunk back downstairs that night, alone and as stinky as he’d been all week. He’d go over the dilemma with Clint in the morning, but tonight it looked like the spell may not be possible. If it took delivering a dangerous amount of mana to trigger the thing, it didn’t matter if most of his expenditure went into a nonlethal effect. 


Clint was absent the following day. Instead of finding the dark-skinned northerner when the adepts reported to their regular classroom, there was only a chalk note directing them to floor 592. A hunt, then. It proved a boring activity. The foot-long arachnids on level 592 were completely blind, and tended not to move until they were shot down. Declan understood the choice of prey, especially given they were hunting unsupervised, but the mana gains were severely limited. At least he got to practice Chain Lightning on living targets.


Declan took the evening off, enjoying dinner with his classmates before spending the later hours with his lute. He was improving at the instrument. The adept had been lucky enough to find a collection of sheet music in the Tower library, which he voraciously worked his way through. Sometimes he sang, filling the empty floor with his steady tenor. Declan liked to think he was getting good at that, too.


When Clint arrived for their normal class the next day, he did so with a yellow robe folded over his arm. Robin leapt at the sight of it, wrapping the magus in a great hug. Declan couldn’t help but envy the smile that clung to the girl’s face for the duration of the lesson. 


Robin’s promotion pushed Declan to further devote himself to his spellwork. He was well aware she’d been a year ahead of him at Vestriam, but he’d still felt close to the girl in skill, and his capacity for mana was well above hers. Every day before his own promotion he fell further behind in his perceived rivalry. Robin’s own competitive nature didn’t help. It was this same sense of competition that found Declan staying behind after class to finally speak with Clint about his project. 


“So ya have a trigger, but it’s too jumpy ta actually work?”


“Correct,” Declan explained, “in order to actually move through the air without going off, I would need to deliver a near-lethal payload from the trigger itself.”


“And tha’ doesn’t take advantage of the piercin’ aspect, either,” Clint said.


“Right.”


“Well it looks ta me tha’ you’ve got two things ya need ta do,” the magus thought aloud. “Ya need everythin’ ta stay invisible, but ya only really want tha main body of tha spell to go through things. The trigger should work like normal mana.”


“Even if the payload is invisible, if the detection loop is regular mana, people will see it,” Declan argued.


“It doesn’ ‘ave ta be visible ta be normal,” Clint said. “There’s a whole range a’ invisible frequencies ta pick from.”


Of course! I can take the trigger loop down to two thousand or something. Low enough to still bounce off things, but high enough to still be outside the visible range! “Clint, you’re a genius!”


“Nah, Ah’ve just been doin’ this a while. You’re a talented mage, you’d a figured it out eventually.”


It was Declan’s turn to envelop the tall magus in a hug. “Thank you!” He pulled away, anxious to head upstairs. “I’m going to get right to this!”


Clint called after him as Declan ran more than walked from the room, “Good luck!”


Declan stopped at the cafeteria to pick up another fish before making his way back to the unoccupied floor. Dropping everything on the marble floor, he immediately took to sketching a new trigger mechanism. He went with 3000 Bouls, far enough above the visible spectrum that nobody would have experience working with it, but low enough that it ought to work similarly enough to elemental mana. 


Again he went through the series of tests, measuring the assorted angles and distortions that occurred when the 3000-Boul looping mana came into contact with different materials. Drawing his conclusions, Declan sketched out a set of points along the loop. Any mana coming in from the wrong direction or distorted to above or below the 3001.04 Bouls that resulted from contact with the fish was redirected back into the loop. If the circulating mana was distorted in just the right way to indicate contact with flesh, it was sent into the input for a spark cantrip. 


His first test collapsed.


Once the loose mana dispersed and Eric’s bell stopped echoing through the empty floor, Declan tried again. It took the adept twelve attempts over three hours to realize he wasn’t readjusting the wrongly distorted mana back to its original frequency before reintegrating it into the loop. That wouldn’t do. 


Declan walked away from the evening’s practice session with a smile on his face. He was still days, if not weeks, away from actually casting the spell, but he’d made more progress today than in the two months he’d spent at Tower Lethis thus far. 


It took him three weeks to cast something. The invisible thing he launched at the dead fish wasn’t quite the spell he was working on, but it was close. Or at least closer than his last attempt. Declan celebrated by sharing an ale with Daniel and Mia the night he finally managed to shock the fish with a jolt of electricity that had been invisible until it reached its target. 


The adept ran into a number of issues as he progressed over the following months. Clint helped him develop a mechanism for the outer ring to siphon off mana from the payload should too much of the 3000-Boul energy be lost to collisions. Mia gave him the idea to store the payload’s mana supply in a secondary sphere around the inner spellwork, allowing it to more easily collapse inward instead of exploding outward. Even Daniel contributed to the effort. 


“Shift-delay? I know it’s not really shift, but it’s close enough.” 


“Seems as good a name as any, especially since delaying traditional shift isn’t actually possible,” Robin chimed in.


Declan sipped his ale, turning the name over in his head. The four mages sat together in the cafeteria, downing ales late into the night. 


“Penetrative Nonlethal Trigger Mechanism would be the most accurate name,” Mia suggested. 


“That’s way too long; he’s not publishing a paper, he’s naming a new spell,” Daniel said.


“It’s more a system of spells,” Declan corrected, “so really I need an adjective to describe them. Shift-delayed Lightning? Shift-delayed Grasp?”


“Sounds good to me,” said Robin.


Declan had to agree. It was simple, short, descriptive, yet vague enough to not give away his secrets. “Shift-delay it is!”


The party cheered, raising their mugs in the fourteenth toast of the night. Declan reveled in the pride over his accomplishment. Four long months it’d been, but he’d done it. He’d designed and cast the most complex spell he’d ever seen, and divines, it was going to be useful. 


It hadn’t taken long for the spell to be rated Tier 4—Clint just looked at the overly complex formula and scribbled the rating down in his notebook. The upcoming tournament would provide ample opportunity to make use of the development. 


As the evening progressed and the students laughed, joke, and celebrated, with every refill, every sip, and every toast, Declan took special care not to spill on his brilliant new yellow journeyman robes.










CHAPTER SIX










THE FIRST SIGN that the tournament was drawing near was the influx of mages. No doubt the first of them arrived earlier, but Declan didn’t notice the wider variety of unfamiliar faces filling the stairways and cafeterias until the 37th of Summer. Eight days before the start of the Lethian Tournament. 


Fortunately for Declan, none of the Teralian contingent seemed to recognize him, or at least they did a remarkable job of hiding it. Declan wasn’t sure if he’d have preferred wide eyes and frightened stares from the southern mages—that way he’d know where he stood. As it was, he kept his distance from anyone in a loose-cut Teralian robe, while at the same time desperately trying not to look like he was purposefully avoiding them. 


Nothing happened. Nobody called him out, nobody attacked him, and as far as he knew, nobody reported him to the Teralian nobility who had no doubt flooded the inns of the city below. 


“Ah think,” Clint explained to his four students across the floor of their usual classroom, “tha it’s about time ta start properly gettin’ ready for tha tournament.”


“To start?” Robin asked. “What have you all been doing the last three months?”


“Learning magic,” Mia cut in. “There are more important things than how best to kill each other.”


“Like what?”


“Like research! Medicine, engineering, enchantme—”


“Anyway,” Clint interrupted, “ya all are competin’ whether ya like it or na, so Ah’m gonna prepare ya. Now,” he looked at Mia, “the tourney is na about killin’, it’s about magic. Specifically, it’s about breakin’ a clay pot across the arena while stoppin’ your opponent from doin’ tha same. It’s about attack and defense a’ tha highest level. No death, just skill.”


Declan recalled the hold of The Waving Bone. “I thought the first round was against beasts.”


“Tha first round is more of a warmup,” Clint explained. “Get the audience ready for tha action and all tha’. They judge it ta determine seedin’ for tha main event, but tha’ doesn’t really matter.”


It was Declan’s turn to ask, “Why not?”


“Because a’ your level, tha only prize is for winnin’. Magus tier ‘as a second and third, but adepts and journeymen only get coin if they win. Sure, if ya get paired against tha eventual winner in round one ya’ll ‘ave an ‘arder time impressin’ any recruiters or magi in tha crowd, but if ya put up a good show they’ll notice.”


“The last thing we need is to be noticed,” Declan commented.


“Speak for yourself!” Robin said. “I’m not about to be locked in a Tower for the rest of my life. There will be hunters in the crowd just as much as military recruiters and researchers, and I’ll be damned if I don’t get an offer from one of them.”


“Indeed,” Mia said, “the opportunity to impress researchers from neutral cities is immeasurable.” 


Well that was a quick opinion change, Declan thought. I guess a research position is worth fighting for. He remained less than interested in the idea of showing off his abilities to the world, but he couldn’t study under Clint forever. He had loftier ambitions than magus. Maybe if he displayed enough control, there could be a place for him at the Pinnacles. 


Declan tried to dismiss the idea as too risky, too likely to get him killed or dragged into the war, but the thought was persistent. This could be his chance to regain the life he’d lost back in Red’s Crossing. 


Clint announced they’d be breaking from their normal schedule to focus entirely on the tournament for the next week. Instead of lessons, the students would take turns working out a strategy with him one-on-one. In the downtime, there would be practice bouts, readings, or solo-practice with the intent of a good showing at the upcoming event. 


Declan didn’t notice when Daniel left the room, but he wasn’t surprised to find Robin his only sparring partner. The redhead had never been one for competition, especially of the magical persuasion. For over an hour Declan threw spells back and forth with the petite steel-mage, taking turns attacking and defending a pair of small leather targets that stood in for the clay pots of the tournament. He stuck primarily to lightning, though he didn’t refrain from the odd burst of steel mana to deflect Robin’s attacks. 


Despite Declan’s versatility, the girl scored vastly more hits than he did. She was simply more practiced at steel magic than he, and Declan didn’t have a spell in his natural frequency that could safely interact with the intended target. He’d have to fix that before the tournament. 


Eventually Robin’s turn to work with Clint arose, and Declan switched to sparring against Mia. Despite her current rank of adept to his and Robin’s journeyman, Mia proved a far more difficult opponent than the steel mage. It was less that she out-skilled them than Declan’s complete lack of experience dealing with plasma. At least he had some idea how to adjust his mana to disrupt steel attacks, given he’d learned a few spells built for metal magic. 


Plasma was another matter. Declan made a second note to further diversify his defenses and have something planned each of the elements he might face. As the bout progressed, however, Mia’s attacks slowed. As skilled as the girl was, she was a term behind Robin and couldn’t match Declan’s insane growth—her mana pool just couldn’t compete. Fortunately for her, it wouldn’t have to—she’d be fighting in the adept bracket. 


An hour later, Declan found himself sitting across the dark-skinned magus while the two girls fought it out. 


“Buildin’ a strategy for ya is gonna be tricky,” Clint said. “If only cause ya got so many options. Knowin’ what Ah do about your spells, Ah’d say it’d be best if ya can keep your signature hidden as long as ya can. Pick an element and stick with it, maybe a reasonable range around it, until ya absolutely ‘ave ta do somethin’ fancy.”


Declan nodded along to the man’s advice. It made sense to keep his skills hidden; the less his opponents knew, the less they could plan ahead for him. At the same time, it was a bit of a risk. If his goal was to impress a researcher at the Pinnacles or a neutral Tower, he needed to make a strong showing before being eliminated. 


Realizing he’d been silent for a while now, Declan spoke up. “Lightning would probably be best, if only because I’ve used it the most.”


“Good, good, comfort is good. Lightnin’ doesn’t ‘ave the best defense, buy ya can ‘shift’ inta plasma or air for that. Ah’d recommend doing tha in the first round if ya can. Show off a big shift and ya should get easy opponents for a while, let ya keep the crazy stuff hidden.”


“That sounds like a solid plan,” Declan said. “I already have Wind Barrier prepared, and I could pick up Plasma Barrier as well in the next couple of days.”


Clint smiled, “Ah’d take a look at Arc Lightning too, maybe other variants a’ homin’ magic. One a’ tha best ways ta beat a defense is ta just go around it.”


Declan opened his notebook and wrote down the name of the spell, along with a note to look into other homing or otherwise arcing magic. A target-seeking version of Dart could be useful for more advanced hunts. 


“Once ya get a few rounds in, you’ll be forced ta reveal a few things,” Clint continued. “If ya can, Ah’d recommend just revealing tha shift. Use tha’ versatility ta get ya through a few more rounds before ya ‘ave ta start usin’ tha real stuff. Spooky as it is, it’s na flashy, and ya really want flashy. Unless ya win, flashy’s all tha’ matters.”


Declan had to agree with the man. “That also gives me more time to optimize Shift-delay for a clay target and make absolutely sure it’s safe to use.”


“Ah’d ‘ave it ready in time for round two if ya can, just in case,” Clint said. “Don’ use it if it isn’t safe. Make sure tha’ if ya adjust tha trigger for clay, it’ll still go off if it ‘its flesh. Don’ think ya want tha’ mana goin’ through people.”


The journeyman furiously made a note of that, underlining it several times in his notebook. It was glaring weakness that an opponent could just stand in front of the target to stop his ‘unblockable’ attack, but hopefully one that would go unnoticed. Better to lose than kill someone. “What should I prepare for defense?”


“Whatever ya want, really,” the magus replied. “Before ya reveal the shift it’ll just be wind or plasma. Once ya get against someone ‘alf-decent, mix and match.” Clint pulled out a notebook of his own, writing out a quick list of the common elements.




Defensive Counters


Metal — Metal


Earth — Metal/Earth


Fire — Water/Ice


Lightning — Earth


Air — Metal/Earth


Nature — Fire/Ice


Ice — Fire


Water — Ice/Fire?




“Ah wouldn’t worry about illusion or scryin’ magic,” Clint said. “They aren’t useful for combat, so ya won’ see anyone competin’ with ‘em. Same for white and black magic. Well, those actually are useful, but they’re banned so ya don’ need ta worry about them, either.”


“What’s the arena like?” Declan raised an important question. “I don’t want to bring in a pile of metals and seeds for every match.”


“Well ya won’ need ta worry about seeds, it’s made a’ wood.”


“Right, right,” Declan remembered. He’d seen the building’s exterior, after all. “What about metal and earth? Bringing enough to form a decent barrier doesn’t seem viable.”


“There’ll be a supply of tha basics on tha field,” the magus explained. “An ingot a’ steel, a few rocks and a pile a’ dirt. Air’s everywhere, a’ course, and fire and lightnin’ are easy. Like Ah said, places is made of wood, and there’ll be an ‘ole in the floor ya can draw seawater from.”


“Oh, great!” Declan remarked. “So I can basically use anything. Looks like for defense I should focus on earth, steel, and fire?”


“For the later rounds, yeah,” Clint said. “Remember for tha early stuff ya want ta keep your shift ‘idden. Air works against anythin’ tha’s a projectile, and plasma does a pretty good fire impression.”


“And then for offense, it’s lightning first then shift-delay later?”


“If ya want ya can look in ta a wider range a’ offensive spells for tha interim,” the magus offered. “For after ya reveal your shift but before ya use tha invisible stuff.” He flipped the page and wrote out another chart.




Offensive Counters


Metal — Lightning


Earth — Water


Fire — Earth/Metal


Lightning — Earth


Air — Nature/Lightning/anything that isn’t a projectile


Nature — Fire/Air


Ice — Air/Lightning


Water — Lightning




“Well, I’m glad I’m starting with lightning,” Declan remarked. 


“It’s a good choice. Hard ta stop a bolt of lightnin’, specially since it goes right through metal, air, and water. As for other options, maybe pick up earth? You’ll be learnin’ some of it for defense anyway, and Ah don’ want ya spending too much time on offense. Ya’ve got enough on your plate already, and attack magic is already your strength.”


Clint spoke a lot of sense. Between the defensive spells and readjusting his shift-delay to function correctly for the tournament, Declan did already have a busy week ahead of him. Best case scenario, learning extra offensive spells would buy him another round or two before revealing his actual mana; better defense might be the difference between victory and elimination. 


Declan walked away from the planning session filled with unexpected determination. If the Tower-master was going to force him into the Lethian Tournament, he’d be damned if he didn’t get everything he could from the experience. At worst it was an opportunity to test his prowess. Ideally the competition could be his chance to come out of hiding, maybe even go home to Teralia. 


Declan returned to the empty floor he’d converted into his experimenting/practice chamber and set to work. The defensive spells were his first priority, both because they were easiest and because he needed a sample of clay to properly calibrate his shift-delay trigger for the tournament. By the end of the day he could consistently conjure a burst of plasma useful for blocking or diverting the common elements weak to fire. 


He practiced his lute only once in the ensuing days. Between target practice, rewriting and optimizing spells of all sorts, and the daily practice bouts with both Mia and Robin, there was little time for relaxation. 


By the 42nd, he’d filled out his arsenal of defensive spells. By the 44th, he’d mastered the Tier 2 Arc Lightning, as well as a curving earth attack which scattered pointed stones in all directions to then shoot them at a specific point. Hopefully the barrier-circumventing options would prove useful. 


Without fanfare or distinction, the morning of the 45th arrived. Midsummer—day one of the Lethian Tournament. Declan wore his nice vest, not that the embroidery was visible under his yellow tabard-robe. He reflected on his progress as the party gathered. 


Declan was far from the frightened boy that’d traveled alone through Gindor. He’d done things that shouldn’t have been possible. He’d mastered earth and wind, water and fire. He’d created spells the Hierarchy couldn’t even dream of. He may not have the shift-delay perfectly ready yet, but when the time came he’d show them all the wonders he could work. 


Declan met up with his classmates on the landing, the four joining the flow of mages down the marble steps. They descended in silence, either nervous for the day to come or simply not yet awake enough for conversation. Perhaps both, in Declan’s case. 


When they arrived at the ‘ground’ floor and stepped into the plaza, Mia pointed out Clint’s towering form in a crowd of familiar mages. Scores of others leaving the Tower moved right past the gathering, but some did join up. It wasn’t until Andrea’s voice filled the plaza that Declan realized it was the contingent representing Lethis itself. 


“Mages of Lethis,” she announced, “today is our day!” The crowd cheered. Robin’s voice in particular rang loud, directly into Declan’s ear. “From the hills of the northern clans to the Teralian plains in the south, you have come. From Pylt to the west and Lyur to the east, you have come. But today, you are not Teralians. You are not Poulsians. Nor are you Rethans, northerners, southerners, or anything in between. You are mages of Lethis!” 


She paused for more cheers before continuing her speech. “From around the world they come. They’ll compete and they’ll watch and they’ll wheel and deal and drink and dance until the week is out. And then they’ll leave. But the Lethian Tournament isn’t a week-long affair. For us it never ends. 


“To those of you who have worked tirelessly all year to organize it all, I salute you. To those volunteering to keep the city running while the city celebrates, I salute you. And to those competing, to those who’ve pushed and improved to step up and show the world that we of Lethis are every bit as strong as they, I salute you!”


Another round of cheers, to which even Declan contributed. Before the crowd’s energy could die down, Andrea urged them forward. “Now onward! Today is our day! Let us drink, let us dance, let us fight, and let us win!”


The crowd surged, moving through the plaza and into the streets beyond. Declan let himself be swept away, both into motion toward the arena, and into a frenzy of excitement. Lightning surged through his veins. The time had come to test his might. The Lethian Tournament had begun.










CHAPTER SEVEN










DECLAN STARED DOWN the glorified slug. He didn’t care if it was an acid-spitting Druthe transported all the way from the northern hills for the first round of the grand Lethian Tournament. It was a glorified slug. 


With a sigh, Declan prepared his spells and waited. He needed the beast to actually attack him if he wanted to show off a portion of his shift. The Druthe did not cooperate. Spells at the ready, Declan stared down the slug. Nothing. The sparse day one crowd returned to their conversations, already bored of the encounter. 


Declan’s eyes flicked up to the judges’ podium, directly to his left and twenty feet above the other seats. The six mages charged with evaluating his prowess were otherwise engaged in the papers before them and small talk of their own. He turned back to the Druthe. 


A shout rang out from the audience: “Get on with it!” Okay, change of plans, Declan thought, holding his spells ready as he took the initiative and walked to the beast. His defenses were best for dealing with projectiles, but the large green slug before him didn’t seem like much of a melee attacker anyway. 


Declan wasn’t entirely sure what his plan was for impressing the judges, but by the time he was five feet away from the thing and it still hadn’t attacked, he had to stop and reconsider. Nearly within touching distance, the mage and slug stared each other down. Declan’s mind raced. If he couldn’t use it to block, he’d need another air spell to show off his shift. It’d need to be a visible one, too. 


A moment later, he decided on the spell and got to work readjusting it in his mind. It was a ramshackle form, combining two other spells he’d cast before and adjusting it all for air mana. The Druthe would probably receive a lethal dose of his raw mana, but he was far enough from the audience that they would be fine. Even so, he was careful to aim the spell between the slug and the ground—any leaking high-frequency mana would be absorbed into one of the two. 


Holding his breath, Declan released. The air around him rushed towards the beast, gathering beneath it before committing to its task. A half-second later, the Druthe flew into the air. The sound of gale was enough to draw the audience’s attention—they’d come to see magic, after all. As such, every one of the judges was watching when a bolt of plasma shot through the beast mid-air. It was dead before it hit the ground. 


There was a smattering of applause. Declan extended his arm, taking an overdramatic courtly bow before the judges, and strode from the arena. Comments from the crowd reached his ear, eliciting a grin from the mage. “Was that air and plasma?” “Who was that? A lot of shift for a journeyman.” 


Robin patted his back when he returned to their spot in the stands. The section in which they sat was by far the most populated—foreign mages tended to ignore the lower-tier placement matches, but the Lethian contingent came in full force to support their own and witness the event of the year. The party watched on as the next journeyman took the field, quickly and cleanly dispatching his beast with an icicle to the head. 


“How are they supposed to judge us on tasks that are so easy?” Declan said. “I could’ve walked up and punched the slug to death if I’d wanted.”


Clint must’ve overheard the comment from the row behind, because he chimed in to respond. “Ya’d rather it be dangerous? Real answer is tha’ it’s expensive ta bring in beasts tha’ would pose an actual challenge. Can’t use Tower creatures since we compete outside, so they ‘ave ta be shipped in from down south. So instead we get this, judgin’ ya based on ‘ow flashy ya are.”


Declan hoped he’d been sufficiently flashy. Judging by the quick kills most of the competitors seemed to be going for, he probably lost out on points for taking so much time, but at least he’d done something interesting. 


Robin had still yet to go, but the adepts had already finished for the day. Mia had put on an impressive show, launching plasma into her target from four different angles at once. Daniel’s performance was spectacular in its own way. 


Four times the redhead’s spells simply winked out of existence or randomly diverted into the air, forcing the mage to simply punt the rotrat that had been charging him. The display had certainly been entertaining, even if it was embarrassing as a demonstration of magical prowess. 


By the time the final member of their party was called up, the sun was falling low in the sky. Between the long climb from the Tower and the significant population of adepts they’d had to get through, the day had gotten away from them. Robin’s display was unsurprisingly impressive, if a touch gruesome. Instead of her traditional pointed steel bolts, she shaped her entire arsenal into a single blade which decapitated her target in a lone swing. 


With the promise of seedings announced on the morrow, the mages adjourned from the stands to the quarters below. One of the privileges of competing for Lethis in the Lethian Tournament was the set of rooms built beneath the arena’s seating. The cramped room was no fine inn, but it was free. Declan’s dwindling supply of silver was grateful for the space—he’d be reluctant to climb and re-climb the steps of the Tower every day. The higher ranked or more wealthy mages stayed at the inns, but the rooms were sufficient for Declan and his party. 


The night before the first day of actual fighting, Declan wolfed down his serving of—you guessed it—fish, and fell into an uneasy sleep. He’d already had to change his plans, and he couldn’t afford to rewrite spells on the fly against an actual opponent. He dreamt that night of combat, and the tantalizing prize he stood to win.



* * *


“Well shit,” Declan remarked, “so much for us all making the final rounds.”


The four students stood crowded around a paper nailed to the arena’s outer wall. Declan and Robin gleaned little from the positions of their own names—their opponents’ names were unfamiliar. The only real information for the journeymen was that they’d not be fighting today. Day two was for the adepts. Or, at least, this year it was. 


At the top of the announcement was a change to the regular schedule—the Magi would be skipping straight to the one-on-one, given the lack of beasts for them to fight. Declan’s mind flicked back to the image of the escaped drake flying away from The Waving Bone. Probably for the best, he thought. He didn’t want to be near anything that could give a group of Magi a challenge. 


The reason for Declan’s dismay, however, was not the journeyman pairings or the lack of a magus beast round. It was the pair of names listed under Adept: Match 3.


Mia Ravenhearth - Daniel Greenwerth


“Honestly it’s better this way,” Daniel said. “Let’s be real, there’s no way I was winning anything. Now it’s Mia who gets a free win instead of some random Teralian.”


“Don’t sell yourself short,” Robin input with a smile. “you can do some crazy things! What if you did that teleporting trick and your spell just blinked right past her to hit the clay?”


“You know I can’t control it. Divines only know why it does what it does. Really, it’s fine. I’m only here because Andrea’s forcing us; the less I show off the better.”


Declan had to agree with the assessment. If he didn’t have a real chance at winning the whole thing, he’d probably do the same. Part of him really felt for the redhead; Daniel had to deal with many of the same challenges as he did but without any of the benefits. If you could consider Declan’s dangerous mana as having ‘benefits.’


After a quick breakfast of fish sausage and eggs—Declan had no idea who was keeping chickens in the floating city, but he silently thanked them—the mages returned to their seats. The arena was visibly more crowded than on the day prior. There was still a great number of empty seats, but the adept bouts had drawn more viewers than the pointless beast matches. 


The first round was over quick. Within seconds of the judge calling start, the hum of mana filled the air and a small rock shot through one of the clay pots. 


“Winner: Adept Lesange!” came the call from the judge’s platform. The winning mage bowed and stepped from the arena, the loser still wearing a shocked expression. The broken pot was replaced and the next pair of contenders stepped onto the field. Mia and Daniel left their seats to get in position for their matchup. 


This second pairing was far closer. The wind sang with mana as balls of fire were met with icy blasts, a back-and-forth of attack and defend until eventually the fire-mage ran out of mana and declared his concession. Declan appreciated the gesture—why waste a perfectly good clay pot when you know you’ve lost?


The crowd gently applauded, the competitors bowed, and Mia and Daniel stepped into the arena. The redhead made a show of stepping to the side and extending an arm to give the appearance of spell-casting, but the bolt of plasma shattered his pot well before any mana left his pool. 


The rest of the first round of adept matches proceeded similarly. Most were either a quick spell ending the bout early or a game of attrition until one of the competitors depleted their mana. Only once did Declan note a spell of interest, when an older-looking adept sent his firebolt in an arcing path to bypass his opponent’s barrier. 


Declan was surprised to find the strategy so uncommon. It was a spell well within the reach of most adepts, and based on Clint’s suggestion and the one mage who did use it, bending the path of the projectile seemed quite effective. Declan was sure he’d see it more in the journeyman bouts. 


Before the day was out, half the competing adepts had been eliminated. Declan was of course happy that Mia advanced, even if at the cost of Daniel’s position, but there would be no celebrating tonight. It was only the first bout after all, and Declan had no doubt that given the girl’s skill she would see several more. 


As expected, Daniel was not particularly put out by his defeat. He returned to watch the other bouts and cheer on his companions with full vigor. The evening’s activities were not dissimilar to the previous night’s; the mages ate what food was freely available inside the arena for the Lethian competitors, and talked of the day’s events. 


Daniel was the only one to partake in the supply of ale—not needing to worry about a hangover was the primary advantage of his early elimination. The party’s spirits were high. Daniel was done, Mia had found victory, and Robin and Declan eagerly awaited their chance to compete on the morrow. 


The night was restless. The cocktail of excitement and nerves flowing through Declan’s veins kept him tossing and turning for hours before sleep finally took him.



* * *


Declan’s heart pounded. Cheers from the audience echoed down the passage ahead of him, signaling the end of the current bout. His turn, then. Declan nodded to the journeyman that passed him, noting the grimace on the man’s face. He hoped he’d fare better. 


After the dim passage through the wooden hall, the summer sun was intense. Declan blinked away the temporary blindness as he stepped up to his clay. He eyed his opponent. The woman was nearly his height, dressed in yellow Teralian robes. Declan couldn’t recall the girl’s element from the beast round, so he prepared his lightning, ready to make the first strike. Better to end it quickly. 


“Match six,” a judge announced, “Declan versus Esther Blenth. Begin!”


Declan fired his lightning, the yellow burst arcing through the air towards Esther’s pot. The attack failed when a clump of dirt rose to meet it, absorbing the electricity. Shit, Declan swore, bad matchup. Strange cries came from the audience, but he paid them no heed. He had a match to win. 


The dirt flew at Declan’s clay, but he dispersed it with a gust of wind. Keeping the barrier at the ready, he retaliated with a burst of plasma. His heart raced as he watched another ball of earth rush to meet it. Putting defense aside, Declan sent out his wind. It didn’t take much—just a small gust to shove the dirt aside—for the plasma to find its target. It wasn’t until he heard the sound of shattering clay that Declan released his breath, returning to the arena at large. 


There was no applause. No congratulations. No announcement of his victory. Instead, Declan’s victory was greeted with cries of panic, the hum of magic, and an all-too-familiar bestial screech.


The Magi would have their drake after all.


Why is it here?! Declan wondered in shock. It’s been months since it escaped, and it flew south. Declan’s thoughts were halted when the beast came to a hard landing on the arena floor. The enchanted wood groaned under the added weight, the thing’s claws digging into the thick floor. 


Declan ran. He considered firing a Dart at the beast, but there were too many people behind it. Too easy to miss. In seconds he was hiding behind the podium upon which sat his still-intact clay pot. Fortunately the drake had landed on the far side of the arena. 


His opponent was not so lucky. The earth mage had barely taken a step when the beast’s maw closed around her. Declan winced at the sickening crunch, averting his eyes and slipping on his battle face. He could feel disgusted later. 


Declan stepped out from behind his cover, preparing a spell to join the ongoing barrage from the stands. He even recognized Mia’s plasma among the attacks. His lightning didn’t seem to faze the beast. Nor did the water, ice, steel, or wood that crashed against the monster’s hide. It took a massive stone dropped from above onto the drake’s tail to elicit a response. 


The terrible shriek rang out again, and the draconid batted the boulder away with a claw. Declan’s heart froze when it flew directly at him. He ducked. There was a crash. Regaining his feet, Declan found a hole in the wood behind him. Ocean waves lapped at the floor of the arena where the boulder had punched through. 


The attack did seem to faze the beast somewhat. Again it cried before abandoning the corpse of Declan’s opponent to take to the skies. The barrage of magic continued. Ice and fire and air and steel shot into the sky, targeting the circling drake. Declan joined in with a series of Darts, most of which seemed to miss. Not that he could see them to tell. 


Declan was considering attempting a homing Dart when a familiar static filled the air. Daniel shouted a warning, but it went unheard amidst the din. By the time Declan noticed that the rogue spell had changed paths to barrel towards him, it was too late. 


The prismatic mana hit him in the chest. The sensation was strange. The spell didn’t penetrate, it didn’t tear, it didn’t kill. Declan thought he could feel a kind of static in his chest, but the sense was overwhelmed by the primary effect. The spell pushed.


The force of the blow immediately knocked Declan off balance, sending him tumbling backward. He didn’t realize the extent of his misfortune until he passed through the hole in the deck and struck the icy waters below. 


The chill shocked Declan into action. He fought the waves, reaching the surface to take a breath. He’d never been skilled at it, but he could swim. 


Declan reached out to the deck above him, securing himself to the arena floor. He kicked, fighting to push back up onto ‘land.’ There was a crash. Peering through the hole in the arena, Declan spotted the drake lying prone before him. Relief flooded through him. They got it! He hoped the interruption wouldn’t put an end to the competition. Declan had just managed an elbow up onto the arena floor when relief was replaced by panic.


Something grabbed his ankle.


Declan let out a cry. A smattering of heads turned to watch as he struggled. Another hand joined the first, clutching his other leg. The thing tugged. Declan’s hand slipped, his grip on the arena floor lost. His second yell never came, finding only seawater as the world went dark and the grasping hands pulled him down into the frigid abyss.










CHAPTER EIGHT










DECLAN AWOKE TO the sound of distant singing. He knew he should panic. His mind recalled the terrifying experience of unseen hands dragging him into the sea. His eyes failed to recognize the chamber around him. His logic deemed the situation absolutely ripe for blind terror. And yet he was calm. 


The dissonance between thoughts and feelings alone should’ve been enough to worry him, but he was untouched by the miasma of fear. Perhaps it was the plush feather-bed and silken sheets upon which he lay. Perhaps it was the ethereal voices that sang a muffled aria in the distance. Perhaps he was under an unfamiliar spell or enchantment, manipulating his very emotions. 


Whichever it was, Declan concluded there was no use in worrying about it now. Not that he could. Instead, the mage rose, escaping the soft embrace of the bed to better examine his surroundings. The first thing he noticed was his robe. 


The yellow garment was out of place in a room otherwise decked in soft blues, gentle greens, and weak pinks. Looking down, he was still wearing the pants, shirt, and embroidered vest he’d worn to the tournament. He noted the clothes were dry, strange given his last memory was of being submerged in the Asharrian Sea. 


Beyond the bed, a beautiful thing of carved bone and colored silk, the room was sparse. The only other piece was a thin wooden armoire, painted the same pale blue as most of the room, yet decked out in an intricate painting of a kelp forest. As he stared at it, the painted kelp seemed to sway, as if following an invisible tide. He dismissed the thought. Moving on, Declan chose to leave his robe where it hung and stepped up to the wooden door. Thankfully, it was unlocked. 


The hallway in which Declan found himself was built of no material he’d ever seen. It vaguely resembled stone, but was vibrant in color and far too porous. More perplexing to the man than the hallway itself, were the beings that traveled it. 


Their skin was pallid, nearly gray to Declan’s eyes. Their fingers were long and spindly, bound together by a translucent film which extended to the second knuckle. Their limbs matched, inhumanly thin for all their length. The creatures’ eyes looked huge on their face, made especially alien by their horizontally closing inner eyelids which shut whenever they blinked. 


To a one the humanoids were draped in fabulous silks, all blue but accented in every color Declan could imagine. The garments drifted ethereally through the air with every movement. 


Declan stared. There was no fear, no shock, only wonder at the alien beings before him. The first of the passersby reached him, bowing its head as it passed. Declan thought he heard a muttered word from the creature, but couldn’t quite make it out. 


Overcoming his hesitation, Declan picked a direction and started walking. He followed the sound of the distant singers, curiosity winning over suppressed trepidation. As he strode through the brilliant hall, each of the denizens repeated the slight bow and muttered something. It wasn’t until the fifth passing that he identified the greeting. 


“Welcome, Aranor.”


“The Court welcomes you, Aranor.”


“Fortune to you, Aranor.”


Declan wasn’t sure what he’d done to garner such respect from the creatures. He was pretty sure his name was not ‘Aranor,’ though. A title, then. A part of Declan wanted to stop and interrogate one of the greeters, but the siren song of the muffled choir drove him ever forward. The hallway ended in a brilliant crimson velvet curtain. He pushed it aside and stepped into the room beyond. 


Declan was greeted by the full force of the strange music. Alien voices reached across octaves to weave a cursive harmony, and the air danced with resonance. Declan’s heart and the world alike filled with wonder, with life, with hope. For now and forever, the future was wide and possibilities were endless. 


It was beautiful.


The singers themselves stood together, nearly a dozen of them by Declan’s count, in the room’s center. More of the creatures surrounded them, watching on in polite silence as the music washed over them. Across the chamber was a raised platform of brilliant pink. 


In form it was similar to a tree more than anything else Declan had ever seen, but even that was a vague resemblance. The structure had a definite stem and a flat top, which branched out chaotically into rounded ‘branches.’ He’d need a closer look, but he was confident it was made of the same porous ‘stone’ as the walls had been. 


Perched atop the strange platform was a woman. Physically she looked no different from the other women of the strange species, but everything else distinguished her from the rest. The silks draped about her body shined with gold embroidery. She sat reclined, lounging on the pink structure, but there was nothing relaxed about her. Declan could tell each and every motion, every placement of an arm, every turn of her head, even the way her hand tapped out the rhythm of the song, was intentional. 


The choir reached a crescendo, flooding the room with sound before one by one the singers silenced, until only one remained. He finished the song with a lilting solo, allowing the air to finally still. 


Declan joined in the polite applause, forcibly limiting his enthusiasm to mimic the other onlookers. It wasn’t until the room was fully silent that the woman on the dais finally spoke. 


“Welcome, Aranor, to my Court.”


As one, the singers stepped aside, clearing the space between Declan and the speaker. Choir and audience alike fell into the same respectful bow he’d seen in the hall. Only the woman remained upright. 


Declan didn’t know where he was. He didn’t know who these people were, or even if ‘people’ was a valid word to describe them. What he did know, was that the apparent leader had called it a court, and he’d been trained in court etiquette from birth.


He performed a bow of his own, far deeper and more intricate than those of his hosts, but hopefully more respectful for it. “It is a great honor to be welcomed into your esteemed presence,” he began. “I can only hope to properly express my gratitude for your generous hospitality.”


“I like this one,” the woman announced with a brief laugh. “You may rise, honorable guest.”


Declan did so, looking up to find the woman had shifted, sitting up on her strange dais. She cut a regal figure. The motion triggered Declan’s first question. “Please forgive my directness, but I appear to be at a disadvantage. Your ladyship has a title for me, but I know of none for her. How shall I address the head of this most prestigious court?”


“I am Lady Elsia, Queen of the Deep Fae. I appreciate your manners, Aranor, but you may address me however you wish. While a title we may have, the court knows not your name; would you be so kind as to grace us with that knowledge?”


“My name is Declan, fair Lady,” he said. “May I inquire as to what honor I have done to earn your gracious invitation?”


She laughed. “That’s a generous way of putting it. I do apologize for the abruptness of my… invitation, as you put it. Our opportunity was brief. You are not here, Declan, for something you have done. You are here for something you may yet do. You stand here, Aranor before the Coral Throne, not as a petitioner, but to be petitioned.”


Coral then, Declan mused, realizing the name of the porous structure from which Elsia ruled. One question answered, two more rose to take its place. “You would ask something of me? Whatever task you may have, I shall endeavor to see it complete. I must first inquire, however, what meaning holds the title which you have granted me. What rights and duties carries the Aranor?”


“It is an old term,” the Lady answered, “from a bygone time. Before the Courts were split, when the Folk danced under the red sun. Some words remain from the old tongue, words that never followed us into the human language. ‘Aranor’ is one of them. It means… fated one. One whose life and choices will carry great weight in days to come.”


“I am fated, then?” Declan’s curiosity began to erode his etiquette. 


“It is a poor translation,” Elsia said. “One can never discern the future with certainty, only follow the threads as they twist, and perhaps, when necessary, give them a tug.”


“Is that what this is, my Lady? You giving me a tug?”


“I am merely taking advantage of an opportunity another has provided. We are not the only ones directing events, just as we were not the only things waiting for you beneath the waves.”


Declan thought back to the sea scamps, and to the leviathan they had summoned. Who knew what else had been lurking under the arena. He shuddered. “I thank you then, for your timely rescue. Pray, tell me of this task so I may repay your generosity.”


“I have less a task for you than a series of suggestions, and a warning. I can only hope our aid is enough to direct the coming events down a favorable path. Or at least further from the influence of the meddler.”


“What advice, then? And who else is altering my future? What do they want with me?”


The queen grimaced. “I know not their identity, only that they have an influence on the minds of beasts. Their desire for you is clear: they seek your demise. I would recommend you not grant it to them. My suggestions are three. I hope they do not pose too much a burden, but I fear the repercussions should you ignore them.


“First, shortly after your return a man will come for you. You must go with him. You cannot hope to affect the coming events from Lethis.


“Second, when the time comes, keep to your oaths. This may be your most difficult task, and a great many shall suffer for it. Many more shall fall if you do not.


“Finally, beware the syzygy. It shall prove the direst moment in your perilous life. For you and for us all.


“I am truly sorry, Declan Aranor, that I cannot tell you more. The variables are many, and certainty is scarce. I hope our hospitality and whatever boons we may grant in your time at the Deep Court can help offset the magnitude of these requests.”


Declan considered the warnings. He’d known he’d have to leave Lethis eventually, he just hoped whoever approached him had a good offer. He thought back to any oaths he’d taken, recalling only his oath of fealty to the Kingdom of Teralia before Archmage Christof. Declan hoped that wasn’t it. He’d have to research ‘syzygy;’ he made a mental note to search the Tower library for the term when he returned.


The thought inspired yet another question. “I will do what I can to uphold your requests,” Declan said. “You mention my time here—how long am I to stay? How shall I return home?”


“Alas, I must issue another in my long string of apologies,” Elsia replied. “The Deep Court is a slave to the will of the moon. The gate is only open at the height of the tide, an event which will repeat in eight days’ time.”


Shit, Declan swore. So much for the tournament. Maybe what I’ve shown so far is enough to get somebody’s attention? He contained his ire; it wouldn’t do to show a lack of gratitude in front of the Fae queen. “Very well, I am thankful for your kind hospitality. How may I spend this time I have here? You speak of boons—use of your library would be a mighty prize.”


She gave him a cute, if somewhat condescending smile. “There are no libraries here. The Deep Fae have little use for books or scrolls. We see and we remember. If you wish, Aldir will attend you and share what histories he may. Knowledge is the greatest boon we can grant, one that shall be well earned by your service.”


Declan nodded, “I am grateful for this opportunity. If I may, I have one other request…”


“You need only ask,” the queen said. “The worst I would do is decline.”


Declan gestured to where some of the choir still stood clustered together. “Their song,” he said, “is the most wondrous thing I have ever heard. It would be an immeasurable honor to study the craft.”


The request elicited the first reaction from the courtiers Declan had managed. The Fae were far too polite to whisper amongst themselves, but Declan could make out the quiet gasps that arose from the crowd. 


Upon her throne, Elsia smiled. “A mighty prize indeed. The Fae Song is an ancient tradition, one of the pillars of Folk society. It is of course but an echo of its former self, but still we sing, and still our Song carries with it the hearts of all Folk. I can see no greater gift to one who would be of such import to our future. Endrial will teach you. I warn you now, though, that never has a human been so bold to ask this of us, and not for millennia has the Song of the Fae graced the human world. I can only wish you luck in your endeavor to learn.”


“Thank you, benevolent Lady, for this remarkable gift,” Declan bowed again, realizing the significance of the boon. He hoped he could actually learn the skill. 


“It is no gift,” the queen said, “you shall repay us in time, through your actions in the seasons to come.” She pushed herself from the pink coral dais, floating slowly to the floor as if gliding on invisible wings. “Now come, let us welcome you properly.” 


Without pause, Queen Elsia crossed the room, nodding at Declan as she passed. He turned to obey the order, stepping through the thick curtain after her. The rest of the Court followed, forming a sort of regal procession down the colorful hallway. 


Eventually they arrived at what could only be a dining room. Cushioned seats grew from the floor, adjacent to tables of the same porous stone. To Declan’s eye it was the same ‘coral’ as the throne. The queen stepped directly to a long table that stood above the others, and beckoned Declan to join her. He sat as the guest of honor at her right. 


Once each of the courtiers had taken a seat, the room flooded with additional Fae. For his life, Declan could not tell a difference between those that dined and those that served, but there was a clear barrier of rank separating the two. 


Queen Elsia was the first to receive her meal. The dish was foreign to Declan; it reminded him of bread, but from no grain he’d ever seen. Divines, did it smell good though. His disappoint was immeasurable when instead of the same, he received a plate of steamed fish. 


Elsia must have read his face, because she moved to address his confusion. “I’d recommend against tasting the wealth of our fare,” she said. “It would be a great travesty should you find yourself unable to return to the world above. For both our peoples.”


Declan’s gaze returned to his own meal. “Then this is…”


“From above, yes,” the queen answered. “We would be remiss in our duty as hosts should we fail to provide acceptable food. Is it not to your taste?”


“It looks delightful,” Declan replied. He was less than ecstatic to be eating yet more fish after the nonstop barrage of seafood he’d had at Lethis, especially after smelling the strange bread of which the Fae partook. He was, however, a polite guest, and he was happy the Court had made the effort to accommodate him. “Thank you for your consideration.”


“You are, as always, welcome,” she replied. Extending a hand, the queen wrapped her long fingers around the stem of her glass, raising it to the air. “A toast, to the Aranor. Welcome, Declan, to our humble Court.”










CHAPTER NINE










“THE FIRST STEP to truly creating music is to understand sound,” the Fae explained. Declan and Endrial sat together on the floor of the empty throne room. He listened raptly as the woman explained. “Sound is vibration. It is simply the movement of air in a recurring pattern. I do not like to call it a wave, because it is so very different from magic, but in ways it is.”


Declan nodded along, prompting the Fae to continue. “Sound has a frequency which determines the pitch; mana has a frequency which determines color. That is the end of the similarities.” 


She extended a finger at the floor beneath them, tracing out a shape on the coral. As her hand moved, it left behind a line of violet light, some combination of illusion and information magic. When she finished, the image left behind was a spell form. Air magic to Declan’s eye. 


“The Song manipulates the air as it leaves your mouth,” Endrial explained. She traced out variations of the formula on the ground. “You can add resonance, alter the pitch, or introduce an additional note entirely.” 


She inhaled and let out a basic note. Declan listened as she cast the first spell, and the tone suddenly became more full, more complete. Next she alternated forms, switching between tones at an inhuman pace until she cast the final spell and both notes rang together in harmony. 


“That’s incredible,” Declan said. “The control alone… what’s your natural frequency?”


“My core is violet, as all Fae,” she replied. 


Of course she just casually shifts 250 Bouls, Declan thought.


Endrial continued, “We do not kill for strength as you do. Our power lies in flexibility and control. It is an advantage of life that isn’t fleeting. In raw mana, you may already outclass the greatest of us.”


Declan nodded in understanding. There weren’t any Towers in the Deep Court, so naturally the Fae had little to hunt. 


“Back to the lesson at hand,” Endrial said. “You are a tenor, correct?” At Declan’s confirmation, she wiped away her sketches and traced out a new set of spells. “Then these are the spells I would recommend. For pure air mana, of course.” 


Declan’s first problem was a lack of paper. Unlike the Fae, he didn’t know a good spell to simulate writing, and he’d have a hard time transcribing the spells without one. When he voiced his concern, Endrial produced a stick of charcoal from the folds of her robe. Declan cringed at what it must’ve done to the beautiful silk. 


The charcoal was an inelegant solution. Beyond making a mess of his hands, the lines it drew were so thick Declan needed five square feet of floor to reach the level of detail he needed. 


Over the next few days, Declan transcribed and memorized six forms. He considered ignoring the spells for harmonizing, as those may draw too much human attention to the unknown practice, but decided they were worth learning in the end. If nothing else, it gave him something to do. 


As he worked through the spells on his own—he did still leak mana while practicing new forms—Endrial’s instruction turned more towards mundane vocal technique. Declan learned proper breathing, oral posture, warmups, and resonance. 


In all honesty, the non-magic lessons proved more beneficial to the mage’s singing than the spells did. He never once held a candle to Endrial’s own vocalization, but in the few days he studied under the Fae, Declan improved more than in the eighteen years prior. He loved every second of it.


He almost fell over in surprise when he successfully cast the resonance spell for the first time. It wasn’t the ethereal harmony of the choir, but the one spell alone filling out the overtones around his voice catapulted his mediocre singing into the realm of bards he’d heard back at Croveus Manor. 


The revelation only furthered the ardor with which he studied. 


Declan took his meals with the other Deep Fae who’d been assigned to teach him. Aldir was the Fae equivalent of stocky—that is to say he was only slightly thinner than Declan’s own gaunt frame. 


Aldir’s tales amazed and confounded Declan. He spoke of an age before humans, when the sun shone red and the five Courts of the Fae Folk shared the earth with the dwarves, the sea with the naga, and the sky with the dragons. 


He told of the shattering, when a bright shape collided with the sun, and the life-giving star turned white. The dragons were unaffected, the naga safe in the depths. The dwarves fled beneath the mountains, and the Courts broke apart, each fleeing to a refuge of its own. 


The melancholy in Aldir’s voice when he spoke of such events struck Declan. The Fae had suffered much to make way for humans.


Nobody knew from whence they came, but come they did. When finally the air had cooled enough for the Fae to venture back out into the world, the first cities were already built. The first Folk to see the humans war and kill reported back that the world above was no longer hospitable. It belonged to the humans now. 


Declan absorbed the tales in quiet contemplation, asking questions when they arose. The histories raised suspicion toward the origin tales he’d heard, of the gods each contributing an aspect of themselves into humanity. He’d never really believed the churches anyway, but the conflicting account from Aldir reaffirmed his skepticism. What kind of benevolent creator would shove aside its previous work like that?


And so the days passed. On the eve of the seventh day, Queen Elsia called another feast. For a second time, Declan found himself at the ruler’s right, a plate of fish before him. The queen’s toast this time, was longer.


“Folk of the Deep Court,” she addressed the dining hall, “tonight marks our final eve as hosts to the Aranor. My thanks to each of you who has worked to welcome our honored guest, especially towards Aldir and Endrial, who have labored to instruct him in our history and our ways.”


Declan’s teachers stood and nodded their heads, accepting the polite applause from the Fae nobility. 


The queen continued, “To you, Declan Aranor, I express my deepest gratitude. It is not an easy path you tread, and I can only hope the gifts we have granted can help offset the pain you must face.” She raised her glass. “To the Aranor, and to all of you!” The gathered Fae let out a weak cheer, accompanied by more polite clapping, and the feast began in earnest. 


Even if Declan couldn’t taste the mystical food the Folk ate, the alluring smell did whet his appetite for the seafood before him. He’d been happy to discover that despite serving him fish for every meal, the Court chefs prepared and seasoned it differently each time. Tonight was no exception. The dish was buttery and succulent in a way well beyond anything he’d eaten at Tower Lethis. 


Declan lay in his plush bed that night, thinking back on his time with the Deep Fae, and wondering to what kind of world he would be going. Elsia’s warnings painted a dire picture of his future. The last thing he wanted to do was finally return to his friends after eight days of absence only to leave again when Elsia’s mysterious ‘man’ came looking for him. 


His last thoughts before drifting off were of the tournament. Even if he’d missed it, he hoped Robin and Mia had their chance to show off. Declan dreamt that night of dragons flying high beneath a red sun.



* * *


Declan trudged through the streets of Lethis, dripping water on the wooden paths as he walked. His return to the floating city had been somewhat less than gentle. He shivered in spite of the warm summer sun, the frigid seawater still chilling him to the bone. 


He wouldn’t soon forget that dock worker’s face. If nothing else, the man’s look of complete shock at seeing a mage just climb out of the sea had given Declan something to smile about. 


It took Declan several twisting paths, wrong turns, and stops to solicit directions from passersby, but eventually he stumbled into the arena square. Finely dressed men and women milled about the plaza as laborers of all sorts filled carts with their luggage. Not a good sign.


His fears were confirmed when he reached the arena to find the entrance locked. Over then, Declan thought. He tried to shove aside the part of him that’d hoped the drake would delay the event and he could still watch the finals. He let out a sigh and turned around. His journey for the day was far from over. 


As he weaved back through the wooden roads toward the Tower, Declan prayed his companions had taken his belongings back with them. What remained of his limited coin had been in the pack under his cot at the arena. 


Declan scoffed. Just got back from the magical realm of the Fae and I’m worried about 20 silver. Were it not for the clear passage of time and his still-soaked outfit, Declan might’ve dismissed the whole experience as a dream. Divines knew the others would think him crazy, reappearing after eight days telling tales of a great quest from the fairy queen. 


He wished he could just go back to the days of studying magic with Eric at Tower Vestriam. Even with his reputation there, Declan preferred being the terrifying nothing mage over the fated Aranor, or whatever the Fae wanted from him. 


By the time he reached the Tower, Declan gave up such grandiose dreams in favor of hoping for a hot meal and warm bed. He made it to the twentieth floor before remembering he knew Lesser Heat. 


I guess warm and wet beats cold and wet, he thought. Declan made a note to learn a drying spell when he next had a chance. 


He’d just passed the first cafeteria when the voice rang out behind him.


“Declan!”


He turned to spot Robin dashing up the stairs towards him. He didn’t realize her intent until she it was too late.


“Careful, I—”


She wrapped him in a great hug.


“—‘m all wet.”


“Doesn’t matter,” Robin declared. “I thought you were dead! What happened? Daniel said his magic acted up and knocked you into the water and then you didn’t come back up and—”


“I’m okay. I’m here,” he comforted. “Where are the others? I should tell everyone at once.”


Robin pulled away. “First you should get some dry clothes. I’ll get Daniel and Mia; meet us in the cafeteria.”


Declan nodded and returned to his climb with new vigor. A hot meal and an end to his dampened state were within reach. 


When he arrived at his room, he was pleased to find his pack beneath his cot. Of course the others couldn’t get into his chest, so they’d tried to hide it. Declan smiled. He opened the trunk to secure the pack and dig out a dry set of clothes, passing over his lute in the process. As excited as he was to practice with the Fae Song magic, food and friends came first. 


Ten minutes later he was back downstairs sharing hugs with Daniel and Mia. 


“I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I hit you like that,” Daniel said. 


“It’s okay. I understand,” Declan replied. “I think it had to happen.”


“It what?”


“Here—just—let’s sit.” And so Declan told his tale. From the grasping hands pulling him under, to awakening in the silken bed, to Queen Elsia’s greeting, explanation, and warnings, his companions listened in silence. When he finally finished, Daniel was the first to speak. 


“So you’re telling me all the weird shit with my magic is fairies tugging on the threads of fate? That’s crazy. You sound crazy.”


“Either the Fae or this other ‘meddler’ he mentioned,” Mia posited. 


“I can’t—well—fuck it, it’s as good a reason as any for all of it,” Daniel threw his hands up. 


“I can’t believe you actually saw a Fae,” Mia said. “Let alone their queen. I didn’t even think they existed.”


“They still might not,” Robin input. “He could’ve seen something else claiming to be Fae.”


“I believed her,” said Declan. “About everything. It’s the best explanation for everything that’s happened—two monster attacks on the way here from Vestriam, including that leviathan with the scamps; the drake reappearing after months in the middle of the Asharrian just in time for my bout; Daniel’s freak spell knocking me into the water—it just all makes sense.”


The group stared in silence for a moment before Robin quietly spoke. “Then what now?”


“Now we research.” The determination in Mia’s voice startled Declan before he remembered her devotion to the task of reading. “Learn everything we can about the Fae, about fate, and about this syzygy we’re supposed to beware of. There might even be something about otherworldly beings that can control the minds of magical creatures.”


Declan doubted that last bit, but he wasn’t about to dampen Mia’s enthusiasm. Instead, he answered with his own plan: “For the immediate future, I’m finishing my fish and taking a nap. There’ll be plenty of time for research later, and I have had a very long day.”


Mia rose to her feet, taking her plate with her. “I’ll see you at the library then. Glad to have you back, Declan.” Abrupt as always, she turned away and strode from the cafeteria. 


Declan understood her excitement to learn more, even if her lack of follow-up inquiries perplexed him. Either way, Robin and Daniel had enough questions to more than make up for it, each of which he patiently answered. 


The more his friends quizzed him on Fae magic and the inner workings of the Deep Court, the more Declan started to regret spending his time on music instead of learning more about the Folk. Sure, the Fae Song was still intensely exciting to him, but mage society as a whole probably stood more to gain from the other insights he could’ve garnered. 


By the time Declan actually made it back upstairs to his cot, it was well past nap time and pushing towards bedtime. He elected to do the latter, more than exhausted enough to sleep through a longer night. As sleep took him, his last thought was that he already missed the plush bed he’d enjoyed among the Deep Fae.


“—eyman Declan,” a stern voice startled him awake. “Journeyman Declan,” it repeated. 


He sat up, noting the light in the room. It was either late evening or early morning, and it bothered Declan that he didn’t know which. From the other side of the leather curtain that marked his living space, the voice spoke again.


“Journeyman Declan, I know you’re here.”


Declan forced himself out of the cot and stepped over to pull back the curtain. His eyes shot open when they recognized the green robe of a magus. His heart rate leapt when he noted the Teralian cut. 


“Journeyman Declan,” the man said for the final time. “I am Magus William Streed, representative of the great Kingdom of Teralia. Follow me.” 


He turned and stepped down the hall, stopping at the end to allow the stunned Declan to catch up. As the two passed through the thick door onto the Tower steps, Declan spoke up. 


“What do you want? Where are we going?”


“Into the city,” William replied, “General Croveus wants to speak with you.”













CHAPTER TEN










DECLAN’S MIND REELED. He’s here?! How did he find me? Why did he find me? It seemed too much of a coincidence that his former father just happened to be in Lethis for the tournament, especially during an ongoing war. 


Then again, it seemed his entire life thus far had been determined by a series of coincidences. Is this the Fae’s doing? Did they know? Declan had nought but questions, to which the magus’s quiet stare provided little answer. 


Speculation flew through Declan’s head as he followed William down the marble stairs. His greatest fear was that the hierarchy had sent him, and that Lord Croveus represented a future of experimentation and death. 


Declan wouldn’t put it past the man. Hells, he could even understand; what was one life to that of potentially hundreds or thousands of soldiers? Lady Elsia’s warning gave him some comfort. Was William the man she’d mentioned? Or was General Croveus? 


If it was William, he’d already committed to following him. Maybe he’d fulfilled the first request already? The idea felt wrong. While difficult, simply speaking with his father was no great burden, unless the man had something sinister planned. Even then, the Fae’s prediction had implied he’d be leaving Lethis, and Magus William had said nothing of the sort. 


Declan decided the signs all pointed to Lord Croveus wanting to take him somewhere. A few ideas as to where bounced around his head over the long descent. In the end, he elected to voice his questions. 


“What does he want?”


“Not my business,” William replied. 


“Looks an awful lot like it is your business,” Declan argued. “You’re the Teralian magus in Lethis escorting a student to meet with Teralian nobility.”


“Being a divines-fucked messenger boy is what I’m doing. All I know is non-hierarchy mages require special dispensation to enter the Tower. Dispensation the general doesn’t have. So now I have to climb the stairs and back to run his errands for him.”


Declan let the man be after that. 


A gentle flow of relief washed over Declan when at last they stepped into the Tower square and there was no contingent of guards awaiting them. A good start. William led him through the dawn-lit wooden streets of Lethis. Were it not for the coming encounter, the summer morning would’ve been downright pleasant. 


Eventually Declan found himself once again in the plaza surrounding the arena. He just couldn’t seem to be rid of the place. It was no surprise to the mage when William led him to one of the nicer inns on the square, but the location did lend credence to the idea that Lord Croveus had come for the tournament. 


Declan stepped into the decorated building to find a well-lit common room. The tables sat in rows, each carved beautifully enough to be a work of art in its own right. He counted twelve soldiers, clearly off duty as they broke fast at the various tables, though all still decked in full battle robes. 


In the center of the room, General Frederick Croveus cut into a sausage.


“William! Thank you for finding him. I’ll submit your request to King Julian in my next letter.”


The magus grunted, turned, and left. 


Croveus continued. “Stand by outside,” he commanded. 


As one, the soldiers stood, either abandoning or picking up their plates, and dispersed. Declan was under no illusions they’d be ready to react at the slightest sign of trouble. 


Only the innkeep, Declan, and his father remained. 


“Please, sit,” the general gestured to a chair across from him. Declan took it. Wordlessly, the innkeeper swept in to deliver a plate of eggs and sausage to the new arrival. Task complete, he, too vacated the room. 


Through it all, Declan remained silent. He could show no weakness, not here.


“This was supposed to be my vacation, you know,” Lord Croveus said, biting into another sausage and pausing to chew. 


Declan patiently waited for him to swallow. 


The man continued, “It’s been a long campaign. Clan Insreak showed up out of nowhere to fuck us over at the Pluctin Marsh and now we’re stuck in a land war with three different armies. If Cass had just—” he let out a sigh. “I’m getting sidetracked. I came to the tournament for a distraction, a chance to focus on recruiting a talented magus or two instead of the whole mess of everything else. So imagine my surprise, when my wife’s errant son shows up wielding lightning in the first round.”


Declan said nothing. Instead, he stared at the general, clutching tightly to his battle face. A face he’d learned from the man before him. 


Lord Croveus spoke again, “Now, unless I misremember a visit from a certain Magus Penten, you are no lightning mage. Unless I misremember the constant complaints I received from a few local mages, you do something different entirely. And unless I misremember the incensed message from Vestriam about a runaway test subject, that something is quite interesting.”


The man leveled a stare at his former son. Declan returned it. The silence itself was a challenge. For minutes the two mages sat, each steadfast in their decision to refrain from speaking. Declan broke the equilibrium, not with speech, but with his fork. 


The eggs had gone cold. Rubbery. The once fine spices fought a losing battle with the unpleasant texture. Declan forced himself to continue eating. 


The ploy worked, and the general spoke up again. “I have an offer for you. An opportunity. I have some level of influence within the Pinnacles. A research position, under the grand magus of your choice. Grow, learn, and hunt at the greatest Towers on the continent. All we need is your help.”


Declan put down his fork. He swallowed one last mouthful of the cold eggs and raised an eyebrow in askance. 


Lord Croveus continued, “I’ve seen a document from one Magus Pieter Edricson promising two years of military service in exchange for instruction. It bears your signature.”


Declan fought to keep his face neutral. How did he find that? Even if he was telling the truth about just being in Lethis for the tournament, it was clear the general had been looking for him. His battle face held.


“This war has progressed far from ideally, and your…unique ability could save hundreds or thousands of Teralian lives. So what’ll it be? Your kingdom needs you, Declan. I need you.”


Declan knew his father’s pitch was finished; he would have to finally speak. Still he sat in silence, taking the time he had to craft his response.


“Well, Frederick,” he spat the name, an insult on the lips of a man who’d once have said ‘father.’ “Tell me. Why should I help you, who so readily cast me aside when I’d stopped being useful? What happens when the war is over, and I’ve served my purpose? How can I trust you not to discard me again?”


The man scoffed, “As if you need me any more. Do your duty to your country, and the grand magi will chomp at the bit to teach you.”


“My duty? To a kingdom that has disowned me, chained me, and set out to have me killed? Why should I be loyal to a nation which has only ever betrayed me?”


“The researchers are cowards. Prove your worth, prove your skill, and nobody can touch you. Those soldiers, the Teralians fighting up north, they’re innocent. They’re conscripts and peasants whose only crime was wanting to learn a little magic. They didn’t betray you. They didn’t start this war. Think of the lives you can save by joining our cause.”


Declan didn’t reply, glaring at the general for several seconds until the man continued his speech.


“I know I haven’t always done right by you. For that, I apologize. Your mother’s betrayal stings even now. This war is bigger than me, though. We stand at the dawn of an empire, a unified continent. You can take part in reshaping the world itself. If that isn’t enough for you, the Pinnacles await. Maybe you can make magus here in Lethis, but I raised you to be more ambitious than that. There is no future for you here.”


The words stifled Declan’s reply. He shoved aside his resentment. His fear. Every sense of rage, betrayal, guilt, and trepidation fell aside, forced into the gently smoldering core of emotion at his center. One thought replaced them. 


You cannot hope to affect the coming events from Lethis.


The Fae’s words crashed through every barrier Declan had erected. They invalidated every defense, every cutting argument and every sharp quip he had prepared to fight off his former father. In the face of destiny, of his promise to the Deep Fae, of the cold man before him, Declan could say but one thing.


“When do we leave?”



* * *


It took Declan another few hours to re-ascend the marble stairs. He had two tasks to complete before setting sail the following morning. His belongings, and his friends. He found Robin and Daniel first, enjoying their lunch in the lower cafeteria.


“Good luck out there,” the redhead said as they embraced. “You deserve the Pinnacles. Be sure you live to make it there.”


“To you too,” Declan replied. “I know you’ll figure it out, make magus, all that. It’s been an honor traveling with you.”


When Robin stepped up to hug him, Declan felt his shoulder grow wet with tears. 


“Give ‘em hell,” she said. “I pity anyone who has to go up against you. Poulsian, Teralian, whoever. Sooner you end this war sooner we can all go home.”


Declan let out a gentle laugh, pulling away from the petite steel mage. “I’ll do my best.”


The mages wrapped up their goodbyes, going through another round of hugs before eventually Declan stepped away. He had to find Mia next. 


The library was the first—and only—place he looked. She sat on the floor, surrounded with piles of tomes on a number of topics.


“Hey, Mia,” he said, “I—uh—I have some news.”


She looked up at him, adjusting her glasses but not speaking.


“I’m leaving. I’ve been conscripted into the Teralian army.”


“You what?!”


“My—err—General Croveus came to me, offered a place at the Pinnacles if I fought for him. I’m taking him up on it.”


“So that’s it then?” Mia rose to her feet. “You’re just leaving? After everything, you’re going to go fight for the fucking Teralians?!”


“I owe them two years of service for my time at Krispins. I swore an oath of loyalty to Archmage Christof. Even if I ignore all that, the Fae said—“


“Fuck the Fae,” Mia’s voice rose. “The Teralians are slaughtering my people! Innocent mages, Declan. Laborers and craftsmen and artists and librarians. They’re just defending their home.”


“Mia, you know I—“


Tears ran down her face. “I know what’ll happen to anyone who stands in your way. I’ve seen Edward. I’ve watched you kill before. I know the face each and every one of those Poulsian mages will see before they die a horrific death. I hope your prophecy is worth it.” 


She stormed past him, deeper into the library to return the tome she’d been reading. Declan shut his eyes, clutching dearly to the image of his southern orchid. Its leaves held fast, an iron bulwark against the brutal truth of her words.


She passed him again, before stopping and turning back towards him at the library door.


“It’s next year,” she said.


“Th—what?”


“38th of Fall, 926,” she explained. Somehow even the date was cutting. “The five planets align in syzygy. Goodbye, Declan.”


Mia pushed through the Tower door and disappeared onto the marble steps. Declan stood, eyes fixed to spot at which she’d stood. Even in her rage, the girl’s last words to him had been to help. 


He committed the date to memory. There was just over a year until the unknown event of which the Fae had warned. Declan hoped he was right to follow their instructions. A few minutes later, he made his own way back out onto the Tower steps.


Declan paused on the landing. His belongings and return to the inn for a comfortable bed stood to his right, down the marble stairs. His final companion was to the left, up on the medical floor. 


Maybe he owed Edward a goodbye, too. For all he’d done to the poor mage, he deserved at least that. He stopped himself from heading up the stairs. It’s not like he’d hear me anyway, Declan reasoned. Arguments on both sides warred within his head until eventually a memory resurfaced. 


That night in Tower Vestriam, when the violet mage had insisted on joining in his escape. In the half-year since, Declan hadn’t seen Edward behave anything like he had that night. It was still a mystery. 


The thought eventually convinced Declan to turn back and descend without saying farewell. It wouldn’t do for Edward to follow him into the army.


A short descent later, Declan stepped into his curtained room for the final time. He unlocked the chest, removing the defensive enchantment, and withdrew his pack, lute, and spare clothes. He left his yellow robes lying on the cot. He wouldn’t need them where he was going.


His journey down the stairs of Tower Lethis felt longer than it was. There was something final about his first step back into the floating courtyard. The sunset painted the summer sky red as Declan walked alone through the maze of wooden streets. 


With every step Declan’s mind rebelled—who was Lord Croveus to force him away? Who were the Fae to determine what was the right path for him to tread? Who was he to decide the winner of this war? 


Yet still he walked. Still he drew ever closer to the luxurious inn and his uncertain future. 


Declan stopped but once on his walk, when a familiar voice echoed from a dirty tavern. He peeked in to listen and watch as a certain bard plucked out a tune on a simple lute.




“All gather round, to hear my song,


’tis quite a tale I tell,


The Saga of the Nothing Mage,


And of his frightful bell.




Beware, oh friend, the nothing mage,


The man himself a blight,


With magic cursed and spells unseen,


That none can stand and fight.




We taught him well, the nothing mage,


Atop a Tower of white,


The tricks and spells he’d cru—“




He didn’t stick around to hear the rest. 


Declan hastened down the wooden street, putting distance between himself and Freya’s song. He itched to turn back. To confront her. To yell and berate and argue and threaten. 


He knew he could do no such thing. She’d backpedal and excuse and promise to change it until the moment he left. A part of him understood. It was a better song if it played to the people’s fear.


More than anything, Declan battled down the corner of his mind that agreed. He fought the little voice that whispered, What if she’s right? That very moment he was on his way to war. 


On his way to kill. 


To the people, to the Poulsians, to Mia, maybe he was the beast of which Freya sang. Declan wrapped his hand around Eric’s bell. He wore it like an amulet against the evil thoughts. He pictured the orchid, cowering in its comfortable shadow. 


Declan didn’t even notice he’d entered the plaza until he stood outside the expensive inn. He stepped inside. The general himself was absent, but the party of soldiers all turned to watch as Declan walked through the common room, mounted the stairs, and found an empty room. 


For all the luxury of the feather bed, Declan slept little that night. Instead, his mind wrestled with Freya’s song as he tossed and turned. By the time sleep finally took him, his only fear was that her words would prove true in the battles to come.










CHAPTER ELEVEN










THE DRAGON’S WING was a magnificent ship. Or it least it had been. Declan felt confident the galleon had served in the Naga Incursion nearly a century ago. In its current state, cracked, faded paint and splintering wood kept Declan from gripping the rail as he climbed the gangplank. 


The wooden deck creaked as he crossed. With each step, Declan was certain the planks would collapse beneath his weight, yet they held fast. 


Lord Croveus shook hands with the captain—a bearded man who seemed as old as the ship itself. Declan didn’t bother with pleasantries. The moment the aged seaman uttered the words “cabin three,” he disappeared into the hold. 


Cabin three was downright luxurious. As old as the vessel itself may have been, the galleon must’ve only been converted to a passenger ship in the past few years. Declan had the room to himself, complete with a feather bed, a tall oaken closet decorated with intricately carved—if unrealistic—depictions of mermaids, and a solid mahogany desk. 


Declan unpacked for the two-week journey. He hung his spare sets of clothes, deposited his notebook and pencils on the desk, and reclined on the bed with his lute. He refrained from attempting the Fae Song just yet—it’d been weeks since he’d had a chance to practice, and his fingers were rusty. 


He was only thirty minutes in to running through the assorted chords when the ship lurched. They were underway. 


The voyage north was uneventful. There were no on-deck practice bouts, no dangerous cargo, and no deadly monster attacks. Declan spent his time indoors, working his lute, his voice, and his magic. 


He devised a way to launch several Darts at multiple targets, burning a number of singe-marks into the wall of his cabin in the process. Declan hoped to get through the war with as little killing as possible, but he wasn’t so naive to think he could avoid it entirely. The least he could do was grant a quick death to those he came against. 


Progress was slow on the Fae Song. The forms were complex, and he couldn’t risk leaking too much mana through the wooden walls of his cabin. Declan managed to work the resonance spell while playing and singing at the same time, but the others eluded him for the time being. He’d need more dedicated practice in either a Tower or sufficiently isolated area. 


Declan avoided the sailors and other passengers, as they were inclined to avoid him. He took his meals in his cabin to minimize encounters with curious sailors or his domineering father. No doubt there would be questions. 


Two weeks later, Declan was in his cabin when the vessel suddenly lurched. The sound of his lute plucking out the tune of “Emma’s Eve”, had drowned out the announcement of land. He carefully packed his things and stepped into the bright sun. 


Camp Zaste was a dreary place. From his vantage on the deck of The Dragon’s Wing, Declan was greeted by hundreds of gray tents in neat lines. Soldiers—predominantly privates—milled about the camp, dirt and mud clinging to their hands, faces, and uniforms. 


On an adjacent dock, another ship unloaded its passengers. Declan looked on as dozens of young men and women stepped onto the northern soil. There was something about them. Declan recognized the emotions they wore plainly on their faces—they were the same as his own. Fear and trepidation hid behind a careful optimism and curiosity towards the new place. 


Above all, the new recruits wore a quiet determination. They were here to do their job, fulfill their obligations, and go home; and by the divines, they were going to do it. It was not, however, the recruits that gave Declan pause as he stepped off his own ship. It was not their cautious smiles, their focused eyes, or the nervous jokes they exchanged. 


It was the absence of such in the eyes of the veterans.


Declan had seen his fair share of hunts. He’d fought to the death against foes whose only want was his end. As had every mage there. Only once had Declan seen real battle—against the scamps on The Waving Bone. It hadn’t been a display of skill. It hadn’t been a grand competition of two tactical minds outmaneuvering each other. And it certainly hadn’t been anything like the controlled ‘hunts’ at the Towers. 


Lord Croveus stepped off the ship, and the nearby camp halted to salute. The display was nothing new to Declan. Sure, in his gold-trimmed chest plate and pristine deep green uniform, the general cut an impressive figure, but Declan had grown up with the man. He knew how much effort the Lord put into awing the troops. By the eyes of the recruits in their sloppy line and hurried salutes, the spectacle worked. 


Declan followed his father into the camp, sinking into the mud the moment he stepped off the dock. Lord Croveus was untouched by the grime, striding past the tents, a shining beacon of poise and nobility in a mire of desperation and filth. 


The wagon with their belongings trailed behind them, flinging mud at the soldiers they passed. No wonder there was nary a clean uniform in the camp. 


The faces they passed never looked directly at the general. Either in fear, respect, or both, the veterans averted their eyes from their leader. They had no trouble sending Declan confused or envious looks. Who was this youth to stand above them and walk at the general’s heels? 


When they neared the center of the camp, the path opened up. The tents grew larger and the space between wider and less crowded. The hustle and bustle halted for the arriving general, but Declan identified the command center with ease. Lord Croveus did not, however, lead him to the largest tent at the middle of the plaza, but to one of the smaller ones adjacent it.


There was no mud here. A canvas had been laid over the dirt, and an ornate rug above that. A four-poster bed sat to one side, along with a dresser and a large trunk. To the other was a large desk and a set of cushioned chairs around a brazier. The general lit it with a flick of his wrist. 


A pair of soldiers went to work unloading the man’s belongings while he removed his boots and sat behind his wooden desk. Declan did the same, taking the seat across from him. 


“To business, then,” the general began. There would be no warm welcomes or other niceties here. “Obviously you’ve missed out on the basic training back home at Tower Stretika, but I trust I’ve taught you enough about our protocol over the years that you’ll get along fine. Do not make me regret it.”


Declan nodded, surprised—if somewhat relieved—that he would be avoiding any actual training. He resolved to remember what he’d learned about military life while living under the general at Croveus Manor and hope his special status could make up for any shortcomings.


Lord Croveus continued, “I’m granting you the rank of special lieutenant. You’ll be put in charge of a small group of enlisted mages, but you are not beholden to the chain of command. You answer only to me. You’re too valuable an asset to have random Captains sending you on patrol. Understood?”


“Yes, sir,” a hint of sarcasm colored Declan’s voice. The general either didn’t notice or didn’t care.


“Carlyle!” the man yelled. 


Without delay, a man appeared at the mouth of the tent. His chest bore a major’s emblem, but he carried no air of authority. “Yes, General?”


“Relocate the resident in OQ-3B. Special Lieutenant Declan will be sleeping there. Make arrangements for him.”


“Right away, sir,” Carlyle chimed, disappearing back into the camp. 


“3B is just next door—I’m keeping you close. Carlyle will have your uniforms, documents, and equipment prepared within the hour. I’ll be addressing the troops before sunset; your presence is required. In the meantime, report to the mess. I have work to do.”


Eyes wide at the abrupt dismissal, Declan stood and saluted before turning to depart. He may not have been trained in military protocol at Tower Stretika or an officer’s course at the other Pinnacles, but he had grown up with the man. He’d picked up enough.


Declan’s first struggle was finding the mess hall. It took twenty minutes of scanning for a giant food-tent to realize it was divided into a series of smaller installments throughout the camp. He had no idea if the one at which he ended up was the closest, but it did serve food. 


The new arrival elicited a number of looks from curious soldiers as he stood in line for what looked like soup. His lack of displayed rank fortunately dissuaded the mages from approaching him—it wouldn’t do to accidentally offend a superior officer. Eventually, Declan received his lunch and stepped off to the side to enjoy it. Or attempt to enjoy it. 


All in all, for military fare the stew wasn’t bad. For the life of him, Declan couldn’t decipher which animal provided the meat, but he devoured it all the same. 


It took Carlyle’s figure posted outside the entrance for Declan to find his new lodgings. He understood the grid system well enough, but none of the tents were labeled, making it remarkably easy to lose one’s bearings. 


“Yes, hello, welcome to Camp Zaste,” the man greeted. “The general seems very interested in you, I’m sure you’ll go far here.” Nothing about Carlyle’s warm smile, excitable voice, and complimentary attitude matched the man’s rank. Declan supposed personal assistant to a general was a subservient position regardless of the insignia on one’s own chest. 


Officer Quarters Three B was only marginally smaller than the general’s own tent. The bed was simpler, and the desk narrower, but otherwise Declan’s living area was a dead match to that of his erstwhile father. 


Carlyle explained, “Your uniforms are in the closet, visit U-13E if they require alterations. On the desk you’ll find a map of the camp, your identification paperwork, and a copy of your enlistment papers.” The major whipped out a pen. “I’ll need your signature on those.”


Declan scanned the document. It outlined the length of his service—two years or until discharged—and the compensation for a man of his rank—ten silver a month. At a glance it all seemed fairly basic, at least until he reached the section defining his rank as a special lieutenant answering only to one General Frederick Croveus. At the end, one section stood out.


I hereby swear to obey and follow to the best of my ability all orders from my superior officers as outlined in section 3.1 of this document. 


I hereby swear to fulfill my duty to the Kingdom of Teralia, and uphold the values and interests of King Julian Hastrand.


Another two oaths to keep track of. Declan hoped the moment of which the Fae had warned would be clear. He didn’t want to be constantly on the lookout for choices that may accidentally break an oath. After a moment’s consideration, Declan signed the documents and handed them to Carlyle.


“Excellent!” The assistant said. “I’ll take these to be processed then. See you at eighteenth bell,” he smiled, nodded, and departed the tent. 


Alone once again, Declan changed into his standard-issue deep green army robe, forgoing the steel breastplate inscribed with his rank. The uniform fit well enough. 


Belly full and lodgings arranged, Declan settled onto the bed with his lute and wiled away the hours in comfortable practice.



* * *


“Mages of Teralia,” the general’s voice carried across the empty field. “I have a few announcements for you.” 


Lord Croveus, along with an assortment of other ranking officers, stood upon a wooden dais overlooking the three thousand or so gathered soldiers. To all sides they were surrounded by tents, where no doubt another host of mages hid to avoid sitting through the announcements. Declan stood to the side, off the dais and away from most of the attention.


“Our sister campaign on Pylt has been a resounding success! The city is ours, and its Library even now fuels Teralia’s wealth of knowledge.”


The mages cheered while Declan quietly cringed. He hoped Mia’s family was alright. 


“General Hould’s victory in the West now shines the spotlight onto us. We’ve made our foothold. We’ve fought and died for the land we’ve secured here, and now it’s time to press on.”


There were no cheers. No applause, no shouts of support. Declan understood. To the enlisted mage, to the conscript, the announcement was terrible news. Their time in camp was done; further battle was here.


“In one week’s time we march to join the vanguard at Pluctin. The Northmen may have roamed south, but our advance on Liara will not be stopped. We are mages of Teralia, and we are indomitable!”


The pronouncement elicited a smattering of applause. A few patriots within the crowd let out hearty cheers. The general reaction to the news, however, was a grumbling throughout the mass of soldiers. Conversations within the ranks began to bloom, filling the gathering space with the natural clamor of a crowd.


“One final note,” the general’s booming voice silenced the talkers. He beckoned to Declan, who stepped up onto the dais. 


Great, he thought, more attention. 


“I’d like to introduce Special Lieutenant Declan,” Lord Croveus said. “The special lieutenant is a man of extraordinary talents, which I believe will make the difference in the battles to come. In the next few days he’ll be assembling a task force which answers solely to me. If you are interested in volunteering, visit—“


“I volunteer!” A hand in the crowd shot up.


The general laughed. “I appreciate your enthusiasm. Visit A-18E to officially volunteer.”


The hand disappeared, and Declan lost the face in the crowd, but he’d recognize that voice anywhere. He only knew one person who’d dare interrupt a general mid-speech.


Sarah Perth was at Camp Zaste.



* * *


The mage walked alone through the streets of Fontanya, viridian robe billowing out behind him. It had been a long journey, and he had further still yet to go. 


He’d never been to the port city, but even he could recognize the sorry state of the place. Stone houses, shops, and warehouses stood abandoned, their doors and windows boarded up in hopes of future tenants which may or may not ever come. 


War may be good for the food or weapon industries, but shipping suffered when trading partners dried up. Combined with wartime taxes driving merchants to other ports or straight-up smuggling, Fontanya struggled. 


The mage did his best to ignore the lifeless streets and unlit houses. When he’d left, his own city had been thriving, if short on able-bodied mages. 


It took nearly an hour of traversing the broad city streets to reach the docks. Here, life abounded. New recruits lined up to cram onto military transports, workers labored to load up shipping vessels with supplies, and men with ledgers oversaw it all.


The mage passed by it all, instead making for the large office which overlooked the bustling dock. His green robes were all it took to pull the harbormaster’s attention.


“Ah, welcome, magus,” the man said, “how may I be of assistance? Are you joining in the war effort? Collecting a shipment, perhaps?”


“Actually, I have business in Lethis,” the magus smiled politely, “and please, call me Eric.”










CHAPTER TWELVE










DECLAN STEPPED FROM his tent onto the packed dirt of the camp. He blinked. Hadn’t this been mud just hours ago? His confusion was resolved as he walked through the rows of tents. 


Two mages slowly walked down the path, one pulling water from the earth and the other compacting the dust left behind. There would be more mud the moment it rained, but to Declan’s eyes it was an elegant solution. Not only could supplies and troops traverse the packed-earth more effectively, but the excess water could be stored for later use. 


Declan followed his map towards Administration tent 18E. He wanted to take part in screening the volunteers for this ‘task force’ of his, and unless he missed his guess, an old friend of his would be first in line.


The further he walked from the officers’ tents, the fewer paths had been removed of mud. A few of the broader causeways were hard-packed, but more and more of the alleys between and entrances to individual tents stayed a quagmire. 


Administration-18E was a larger tent, made of the same gray canvas as everything else at Camp Zaste. Already over a dozen soldiers milled about outside. Declan weaved his way through the small crowd, halting when he heard a voice.


“Declan!”


He turned and was immediately wrapped in a tight hug. Steel breastplates scraped awkwardly against each other as he returned the embrace, eventually pulling back to recognize the mage before him.


“Jess! I’m glad to see you. Well… not glad you’re stuck out here fighting and all—you know what I mean.”


The Earth mage had grown since he’d left her at Krispins. She’d kept her short, boyish haircut, though it was much tidier and clearly intentional compared to the mess she’d had when they’d first met. To her left, the entire side of her scalp was nearly clean-shaven, likely the result of the nasty scar which ran along the skin above her ear. 


Jess had seen battle. 


Declan was about to ask for the girl’s story when another voice pulled at his attention.


“Declan, it’s—um—good to see you.”


Sarah Perth stood side by side with an unfamiliar mage. The man was tall, easily half a foot above Declan’s five nine. Jet-black hair brushed his shoulders as he appraised the new arrival with deep emerald eyes. 


Declan suppressed the pang of jealousy. He hadn’t even thought of Sarah for months; he had no right to her affections. 


“This—err—this is Frederick. He fought with us at the Estrian fields.”


“Call me Freddy,” the soldier said, extending a hand and a smile.


Of course he’s got the same name as da—Lord Croveus, Declan corrected himself mid-thought. He supposed it wouldn’t really be a problem, it’s not like he referred to his former father by his first name, anyway. 


“Pleasure to meet you,” Declan matched his smile, shaking the proffered hand. Introductions complete, he addressed the group at large.


“I really am glad to see you all. If they give me any choice, I’d love to have familiar faces at my back. Are the others here too?”


A cry of “Attention!” rang out, cutting off Sarah’s reply. The woman’s darkening face as the soldiers fell into a salute told enough. Declan briefly considered refusing to match the salute, but ultimately decided it best not to slight the general in front of the troops. Especially on his first day. 


“Special Lieutenant Declan, excellent, you’re already here. Follow me.”


Silently, he obeyed, trailing Lord Croveus into the administration tent. Once inside, he and the general joined an unfamiliar woman behind a wooden desk. 


“Staff Sergeant Amy Strallis at your service, sir,” the woman greeted. 


“Let’s get started. Bring in the first applicant.”


A man peeked his head out the tent flaps, returning with an unfamiliar soldier.


“Please state your name, rank, signature, and pool,” Amy instructed.


“Private Charles Elric, 382 Bouls, 87 Pels.” The man maintained his salute through the introduction and following questions on his battle experience, his magical expertise, and his motivation for volunteering. 


On a whim, Declan threw in a question of his own. 


“What’s your favorite song?”


Declan could feel the general’s glare, but he refused to turn from the applicant. 


“It’s—err—The Kingdom Marches,” the Private stammered.


Declan nodded, Amy dutifully recorded the answer, and the general dismissed the man. Over the following hours, the three worked through a stream of applicants. Declan varied his question, but he made a point of asking something personal of each potential volunteer. He cared more about who his soldiers were than what they could do. 


Sarah, Jess, and Freddy all passed through uneventfully. Their answers to the general’s questions did little to stand out, but Declan appreciated the smiles that shone through when he inquired about their favorite songs, meals, or holidays.


There were a few candidates that Declan mentally disqualified. Private Charles Elric’s answer felt insincere; he seriously doubted the man actually enjoyed the patriotic anthem. It may have been worse if he had. Declan wanted loyal soldiers and companions, not spies reporting back to the general. 


The afternoon sun had yet to reach the tent opening when Declan received the most unexpected reply to one of his questions.


“The Saga of the Nothing Mage! I just love songs that tell a good story, and I can just feel the history behind that one!” 


Declan didn’t reply, simply staring stunned at the woman. With his hand on the bridge of his nose, the general dismissed the candidate.


“Please tell me,” he said once she’d left, “that song isn’t about you.”


“I—um—yes. Yes it is.”


“Have you heard it? What does it say?”


“Only parts,” Declan replied. “It’s not exactly kind—makes me out to be some monster to be afraid of.”


“Alright,” Lord Croveus sighed, “I’ll add that to the ever-growing list of potential problems. Maybe we can use it. For now, do not let on that you’re this ‘nothing mage.’”


“Understood.”


Declan made a quiet note to question the applicant further. A soldier who cared so deeply about his story could prove a dependable follower. Or be terrified of him. Either way, she was worth pursuing. 


By the end of the day, Declan and the general had narrowed the list to ten potential mages. There would be further questioning and a few practice drills on the following day to cut it down to four. Their work for the day complete, Declan received his dismissal and set out to find his friends.



* * *


“—and the earth opened into a massive fissure, swallowing the entire horde into its depths!”


Declan watched on from the entrance to the field hospital. His face echoed the smiles of the wounded soldiers as they lay in their beds listening to the healer’s tales. Same old Brian. 


The white-robed medic didn’t even stumble in his storytelling when Declan arrived. Instead, he continued on, never one to let a story go unfinished. Eventually, Brian finished sharing the exploits of whichever legendary Archmage that was today’s subject, and excused himself from the soldiers to greet his friend.


“Declan!” He smiled. “You’re here too, huh? I guess the great Tower Vestriam wasn’t enough to save you from the war.”


“The great Tower Vestriam couldn’t even save me from Tower Vestriam,” Declan laughed. “No, I signed a military contract at Krispins, transfer or no. The general tracked me down at Lethis and gave me an offer. I took it.”


“Lethis?” Brian grinned wide. “You’ve had quite a journey. Care to tell? I know all the mess tents that serve ale…”


Declan chuckled. “You have a deal. Let’s find the others first, though; I saw Sarah and Jess earlier, but I’m not sure where they went.”


“Probably their bunks. Let’s go!” Brian strode from the tent, forcing Declan to dash to catch up.


The healer lead him through the rows of tents, stepping from packed earth into mud without hesitation. Apparently a little dirt wasn’t much of an issue, especially on one’s way to visit an earth mage. Eventually they arrived at a tent the size of Declan’s own. Peering inside revealed it housed eight soldiers. 


“Sarah, Jess,” Brian called, “Declan’s here! We’re getting dinner!”


The girls stepped from the tent, followed by the tall Frederick. They exchanged a few quick hellos before Sarah took the lead, directing them to her preferred food source. 


Like the one he’d visited yesterday, the tent was small. There was limited space within to stand and eat, but outside were a series of logs laid into the earth. The mages collected their food and ale and sat together on a pair of the makeshift benches. 


“…So?” Brian prodded, “what’s the story? How’d you end up talking with the general in Lethis of all places?”


Declan took a sip of ale, leaned in, and told his tale. He kept his voice low to discourage curious onlookers from eavesdropping as he spoke Tower Vestriam, of Daniel and Leskelian, and of figuring out his magic. 


His voice dipped when he told of the jolt-hares and of Edward, Dewie, and Charlie, only to rise again while he related his time with Eric and everything the assistant had done for him. The mages leaned in when he spoke of the Tribunal, and his flight from the Tower. 


Brian grinned in approval when the subject of the lute arose. The sea scamps, the tournament, and the Fae all drew rapt attention from the four soldiers, though Freddy eyes took on a skeptical gleam. 


To Declan’s surprise, they reacted most to his mention of Freya’s song. On his inquiry, he learned the saga had already spread to the musicians in the camp—he’d probably hear it later that night. 


By the time he finished, their bowls were empty and their mugs in need of a refill. Sarah joined him as he collected the dishes and returned to the mess.


“So…” Declan said, “you and Freddy…”


“Yeah,” Sarah blushed. “Eric sounds nice.”


“Yeah—uh—yeah, he is.”


They fell silent. Seconds later, they returned to the group and the moment passed.


“So when do we get to hear you play?” Brian said.


Declan shrugged, “Tonight, if you’d like. I just have to stop by my tent to grab my lute.”


A plan in mind, the five mages stood and followed the new arrival to his accommodations. Guilt crawled across Declan’s skin as he stepped into his luxurious quarters, mentally comparing them to the crammed tent in which the others slept. 


He forced the thought from his mind. He wasn’t sure if he would’ve preferred to join them if it meant escaping the watchful eye of Lord Croveus. At least he had a safe place to store his belongings. 


Returning to the others outside, the party adjourned to another outdoor seating area, lighting a fire in a nearby pit. Under the warm glow of the blaze, Declan played. 


Beautiful ballads and raunchy bar tunes wafted through the camp, attracting a small crowd of soldiers who sat, listened, and drank through the performance. Between songs, Declan noticed another musician building an audience of her own. His competitive streak kicked in, and he took to bolstering his voice with Fae magic. 


His listeners seemed too drunk to notice the difference, but a few soldiers did move over to join them. Declan’s pride swelled a bit. 


And so the evening passed, in joy and drink and music. Declan ignored any requests that came in, hoping to avoid opening himself up to a request for a certain saga. He did, however, make a note to learn any song he didn’t already know—a wider repertoire never hurt.


Declan retired that night with a smile on his face. He may have forgotten to ask after Andrew’s fate, and he may soon be confronted with the horrors of war, but for that night, surrounded by old friends and good song, everything was okay.



* * *


Every one of the candidates outperformed Jess in the next day’s drills. Declan was unsurprised to see Sarah immediately take the lead, organizing the other applicants through the earthen obstacles the general’s mages had set up. 


In all, Declan paid the test little heed. None of the privates were particularly magically impressive, and he didn’t need them to be. A difference of an extra 15 Kleins of firepower was meaningless to him. 


He needed trustworthy mages to watch his back, not magical prowess. 


Eventually the general caved to Declan’s insistence on complete control, citing his prior approval of all ten applicants. 


“Report your decisions tonight. Before sundown,” he said, striding away before Declan could respond to the command. 


Immediately, Declan settled on Sarah and Jess. He knew they worked well together, and he felt he could trust them. If he couldn’t, the other candidates would be no better. At Sarah’s pleading look, he interviewed Freddy first.


“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Declan said once the two had stepped sufficiently away from the other mages, “but I need to ask about Sarah.”


The man raised his eyebrows but didn’t reply.


Declan continued, “You’ve fought together before? How did it go? How are things now? I need to know that if something goes wrong between the two of you that your relationship won’t get in the way of our survival.”


“That’s—ehh—a bit personal, don’t you think?” 


“I’m not trying to get back together with her,” Declan stated plainly. “We’ve both moved on, and I’m fine with that. What I’m worried about is having two of my soldiers dating. It’s well-recorded that relationships cause issues, so I need assurance from you that yours won’t.”


“We’re solid, I promise. Even if something happens, we can be professional. You said it yourself, we’ve battled together before.”


Declan sighed. It was a good answer. “Alright,” he extended a hand, “welcome to the team.”


The two shook, and Freddy returned to the others. Three down, one to go. 


He surveyed the seven remaining mages. So far he had Sarah’s lightning, Jess’s earth, and Freddy’s water. Mentally, he dismissed the two mages with redundant elements. 


The remaining candidates all seemed like good enough people. Lacking a better metric, Declan threw out an instruction.


“Raise your hand if you’ve heard of the nothing mage.”


Four mages did so. Declan addressed the one who didn’t. “Not a music-lover?”


“The world is filled with distractions,” the woman replied. “I find there’s always something more interesting to occupy my attention.”


Declan found it odd that the violet mage of all candidates hadn’t heard the Saga, but he supposed she was right about there always being something else with which to entertain herself. Divines knew if he could scry he’d spend all day peeking on conversations or looking in on his friends elsewhere in the world.


He made a note to learn a few scrying spells.


Refocusing his attention on the mages before him, Declan made up his mind. The violet mage may be useless in combat, but he’d already established he wasn’t looking for prowess. Who could watch his back better than a magical lookout?


“Everyone else, thank you for your time, you’re dismissed.” He extended his hand, “Private Miranda, welcome aboard.”










CHAPTER THIRTEEN










“SO I HEARD Liarans are all part Dwarf,” Freddy shared as the party marched. “Just miners and earth mages.”


Sarah scoffed. “Did Brian sell you that horse-shit?”


“I—maybe? Is it another one of his tales?”


“Sounds like it,” Declan said. “The Dwarves all disappeared underground before humans even existed. I have a hard time believing we’re similar enough to produce offspring at all.”


Were it not for the inexorable march of the army around them, the mages might’ve stopped and stared at the comment. Instead, they just stared.


“What? I told you about the Fae historian, didn’t I?”


“Yeah,” Sarah said, “that doesn’t make it any less weird.”


“I’m still reeling from Brian’s face when you told him about that,” Jess laughed. “Looked like he was about to throttle you for those stories.”


The medic was not among them at the moment—the organized march forced him to remain with the healer corps. 


“I’m sorry, did you say Fae?” 


Shit, Declan cursed, Miranda. After considering for a moment, he decided to share the tale with the new member. He’d already chosen to trust her. He spoke in hushed tones, stepping closer to the blonde to keep the conversation away from neighboring soldiers. 


“My, you are an interesting one,” she remarked at the end. “I’m glad I joined up. I’ll want to see this to the end.”


The comment was uncomfortably foreboding to Declan’s ear, but the feeling passed when Freddy’s voice called out, “Is that Pluctin?”


Craning his neck to peek over the soldiers in front of him, Declan spotted the earthen fortification in the distance. Already the front of the column was arriving at the outpost. 


The march ground to a halt as the garrison ahead filled. The soldiers waited patiently, breaking formation to mill about while squads of earth mages expanded the walls to fit the new arrivals. It wouldn’t do to camp without defenses this close to the enemy. 


A flash of violet pulled at Declan’s attention, and he turned to see Miranda channeling a scrying spell. He supposed he’d get a closer look at the construction too if he knew how. 


The sound of music wafting down the column inspired Declan to pull out his own instrument and practice a few tunes. If nothing else, the lute was an incredible tool for passing time.


Nearly two hours later, the column again began to move. When Declan’s team stepped into ‘Camp Pluctin,’ an administrator directed them to the very center of the outpost. Upon arrival, they found their tents already set up. Another perk of lodging close to the general. 


The first thing Declan did was offer to rearrange the cots to distribute the sleeping arrangements. Having his own tent while the four soldiers under him shared one didn’t sit right with the mage, but Miranda promptly vetoed his plan.


“As much as I’d love more room, the general has you set up here for a reason. It’s important you keep up the appearance of being ‘special.’”


Declan stared at the girl.


“I’ve watched a lot of strategy meetings,” Miranda explained. “You’d be surprised how much time they spend squabbling over who sleeps where.”


Declan looked around, finding shrugs from his other soldiers. “Alright, guess we’ll keep it as-is, then.”


With a nod, Sarah turned and led the others into one tent while Declan stepped into the other. The lodging was an exact mirror of the one he’d had at Camp Zaste. He whistled at how quickly the military mages had transported everything from his old tent, and how accurately they’d recreated the exact positions of everything he’d left there. 


Unpacking the supplies he’d carried, Declan noticed a slip of paper upon his desk.


Come see me. 20th bell.


—FC


The order left him a few hours to rest up and eat dinner, so Declan elected to do exactly that. Removing his boots and armor, he reclined on the plush bed to relax after the long march.


A few hours later, he stood before Lord Croveus in the man’s well-decorated tent.


“I have a job for you,” the general said. He forewent pleasantries, small talk, and greetings to jump directly into his orders. 


“Think of it as a test run. Something easy to remind your troops what action is like. I’m putting you on patrol.”


Patrol? Seriously? Declan refrained from voicing his surprise. So much for ‘the appearance of being special.’ 


“Liaran scouts like to hide in the brush and fen,” he gestured to the map on his table. “Your job is to comb through the northeast quadrant and take out any hostiles you come across. You leave at 2nd bell. Dismissed.”


Declan almost protested. He almost complained about the miserable task wading through the marsh in the middle of the night searching for sleeping Liarans. He almost asked if the task was a punishment for some unknown offense.


Almost. 


Instead he simply saluted, uttered a polite “yes, sir,” and left. He had a bit under six hours to notify the others and get as much sleep as possible before his first official mission.



* * *


The water chilled Declan to his bones. It wasn’t necessarily cold out. The late summer night was downright pleasant, but the chill of the mud into which his boots sank with every step somehow managed to climb up his legs to his core. He shivered. 


They’d been wading through the chest-deep marsh for an hour now. The cloudy night, paired with the grass and fronds which sprouted from the fen, made vision past a dozen feet nigh impossible. Already Declan depended on Miranda’s guidance. 


At regular intervals, the violet mage ducked beneath the water to mask the light and cast a detection spell. They’d discovered nothing so far, but without her aid Declan was certain they’d find their first scout by stepping on him.


Progress was slow. The general had given them an area to search, not a return time. At least, Declan figured, any hostiles trying to escape can’t move any faster than we are. The thought brought little comfort in the face of the fact it’d take another three hours at best to get back to camp. 


They traveled in silence. Declan took the lead, flanked by Sarah and Jess. Miranda stood in the center, with Freddy at the rear. The formation had been Sarah’s idea; Declan elected to allow the lightning mage to direct the troop however she wanted. For all his magical expertise, the girl had far more military experience than he.


Declan’s heart froze when Miranda’s hand gently tapped his shoulder.


“Three hostiles in the brush ahead,” she whispered into his ear. With a nod, Declan cast a quiet Message—shifted to two thousand Bouls for stealth. He whispered into the spell to alert the others. 


Following Miranda’s gesture, Declan extended his hand and cast his first spell.


The shift-delayed Living Grasp passed silently through several ferns before reaching the hiding Liarans. By the time they knew what had happened, they were each gagged and tied in bindings of wound grass. 


Declan had nearly reached the captured scouts when a thin beam of lightning arced pierced the dark night. One by one, the Liarans collapsed. Declan opened his mouth to quietly yell at Sarah for attacking captured mages when the girl preemptively explained.


“They’re unconscious. Can’t risk one of the fuckers managing a cast while we cart them back.”


Her logic was sound. As they gathered up the three Liaran mages, Declan couldn’t help but wonder at their situation. Sarah was clearly a more experienced, better leader than he, but for magical prowess alone he’d been placed in charge. 


He resolved to let the girl take more of the lead, or at least pay close attention to her advice. Then again, if he was technically in charge, there was nobody to stop him ceding control to Sarah when they were away from his father’s watchful eye. 


Taking initiative, Jess and Freddy waded forward, each grabbing one of the unconscious Liarans. Declan followed, getting his first good look at their enemy.


The scouts were short. By Declan’s reckoning, not a one could be taller than five foot four. He could see from whence the rumors of Dwarven heritage arose. They wore dark brown uniforms, ideal for hiding in the mud of the Pluctin Marsh. Pale skin evaded notice under a smeared layer of that very mud. 


Declan imitated Freddy, grasping the remaining captive by the wrists and hoisting him onto his back. Immediately he careened forward, falling face first into the murky water. 


Heart pounding, he righted himself, wiped mud away from his eyes, and hastily scanned their surroundings. It took Miranda’s nod confirming the absence of further hostiles to reassure him the splash hadn’t alerted another party of Liarans. 


While he frantically searched for threats, Sarah had the wherewithal to turn the captive’s face out of the water. Once she’d stopped him from accidentally drowning, she heaved the Liaran onto her back and again set out. 


Declan made a note to work on his carrying technique. That or his upper body strength. He blushed. So much for the strong and skilled leader, he thought. So far the others had done pretty much everything for him. 


For all the effort it took to haul the captured mages back to camp, Declan’s decision to keep them alive did allow the squad to return to camp a few hours early. None could fault them for returning with valuable captives. 


When the party arrived, Sarah again took charge, leading them through the dark camp to an unmarked tent near the center. A guard stood outside.


“Evening, Mark,” she greeted. “What’d you do to get this shitstick of a post?”


Capable leader or not, the girl still had the mouth of a sailor. 


“Slept through an inspection. Now I get to play guard dog all night.”


“Well, we’ve got some more for you.”


“Great,” he said, stepping aside to allow them through. “Step into my parlor.” 


The prisoner tent was dark. Declan didn’t get a good look at the mages within as the guard pushed a ledger into his hands. Reading through, he entered his name, rank, and a few details of the scouts’ capture. Looking up, he watched Jess and Freddy bind the prisoners with inscribed chains, similar to the ones he’d worn at the Vestriam Tribunal. 


No doubt they’d be more effective here than on him. 


“Alright,” Mark said, “that’s all I need from you. I’d say go get cleaned up, but we all know there’s no escaping the muck.” 


“Such is life in the marsh,” Sarah answered. “Forever covered in shit.”


Declan politely thanked the man, and the party adjourned to their tents. He cleaned his muddy uniform as best he could, changed into a dry set, and settled in to sleep through what little remained of the night.



* * *


“You let Sarah knock them out?!” Brian’s volume drew a number of looks from the occupied beds. The healer lowered his voice. “That kind of electricity can wreak all sorts of havoc on the nervous system. I wouldn’t be surprised if half of them turned up paralyzed.”


Declan blanched. “How would you have done it? I didn’t want to just kill them.”


Brian stepped away from the patient to which he’d been administering, speaking in hushed tones directly to Declan. “Elementally the safest would probably be air. Cut off the air supply just long enough for them to pass out, but that doesn’t last long, and it’s really easy to accidentally do brain damage or flat out kill them. There are herbs you can use, but you’d need them to willingly breathe in a vapor or swallow a capsule.”


“I’ve experienced that one,” Declan thought back to the healer at Belstead and the smoke he’d used. “Is there a spell for it? Something quick and safe?”


“I—um—yes,” Brian turned his head to search for eavesdroppers before stepping closer to whisper. “There’s a Tier 3 healing spell for knocking patients unconscious. Some mages prefer it to the herbal methods.”


“Do you know it? Can you teach me? If I’m going to be taking captives, I want to do it safely.”


“I’m not good enough to cast it myself,” Brian sighed, “but I can get you a copy of the form. Declan, I really don’t know if this is a good idea. You know how strict the laws are about misuse of white mana.”


“As if mine is any more humane,” Declan said. “Get me the spell. Once I’ve adjusted it, nobody will recognize it as healing magic anyway.”


“Alright,” Brian whispered, “I’ll get it for you after this shift. Have a few more hours of work to do still.”


Declan stepped away, returning to his normal volume. “I’ll let you get back to it, then. I ought to check in with the general. See you at dinner?”


Brian muttered his assent, already turning back to his patients, and Declan exited the field hospital. 


Lord Croveus was not in his tent. It took Declan twenty minutes of aimless wandering around the command center to come across Carlyle, who kindly directed him to the prisoner tent. The general was already aware of the new captives.


Two guards stood where Mark had the prior night. Declan figured one to be the general’s escort, but it was just as likely the extra man had been assigned to accommodate for the additional prisoners.


“Ah, Special Lieutenant Declan,” Lord Croveus said upon Declan’s entrance. “Now you can witness for yourself the value of the information you’ve earned us.”


Already one of the new captives lay face down in the dirt. The others were on their knees, bound and gagged as they stared up at their captors. Two Teralian soldiers stood behind them, awaiting the general’s command. 


A moment later, it came. “The next one.”


One of the soldiers stepped forward, removing the cloth gag from the captive’s mouth. Terror clashed with defiance in the man’s eyes as the general asked his first question. 


“How many scouting parties are there?”


Silence.


“Where is the main Liaran army?”


Silence.


“Well?”


The man spat. “Fuck off.”


Lord Croveus sighed, looking up to his men. “I don’t have time for this. Take them to Wilhelm.” 


The soldiers saluted and knelt to bring the captives to their feet, re-gagging the one in need of it. The general spoke again, “Declan, accompany them. You’ll need to meet Wilhelm eventually—may as well be today.”


“Yes, sir,” Declan rigidly replied. He did not like the sound of this ‘Wilhelm.’


He followed the soldiers on the short walk to another unmarked tent, into which they led the captives. Declan felt ill the moment he entered.


It wasn’t the bloodstained chains, or the leather straps, or the stench of death which unnerved the mage. It wasn’t the wide grin on the face of the man inside, and it certainly wasn’t the eerily pristine condition of his hands and clothes.


What sickened Declan was the color of Wilhelm’s robes.


Healer white.


From the looks on the captives’ faces, they knew what was coming. 


Not once in Declan’s life had he ever done anything as fast as he left that tent. Had he eaten breakfast, he would’ve lost it the moment the screams began. Instead he sat in the mud, refusing to reenter the tent just as he refused to run away. He let the sounds of torment wash over him, accepting the remorse, the turning of his stomach, and the lesson it wrought.


When Brian delivered the Anesthesia spell formula later that evening, Declan shoved it into his desk. He would have little use for the spell in the coming days. General Croveus had sent his message loud and clear, whether or not he’d intended to.


At the hands of the Teralians, capture was no mercy.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN










THEY WENT ON six more patrols in the next two weeks. Across the eleven pods of Liaran or Northern scouts they found hiding in the marsh, Sarah, Jess, and Freddy didn’t cast a single spell. Miranda found them and Declan dispatched them. 


Quick, silent, and invisible.


They never interrupted their patrol; they never returned early. Declan didn’t even see most of the Liarans he killed, simply launching Darts through the underbrush and leaving the corpses to the mud. It was faster that way. 


In the downtime—by the divines, there was a lot of downtime—Declan took on a few magical projects. With Jess’s help, he dug out a burrow just outside camp. The space was dark, wet, and cold, but the several feet of earth in all directions kept any mana leakage from spreading to the camp at large. 


Progress was slow. Without the ambient mana of a Tower, Declan’s significant pool took over two hours to refill. Absent the wealth of knowledge from Clint, Leskelian, or a library, he had little hope of progressing his overall ability, so instead he focused on versatility. 


In the weeks at Camp Pluctin, Declan made progress on two separate goals. The first was an alternate version of his mana sight which would allow him to see. The project was… complex. 


It involved shifting down light at his specific frequency into a precise place on the visible spectrum. He chose black, reasoning he was unlikely to come across many death mages. The difficulty arose in manipulating the spell form to ignore light of all other frequencies. 


He ended up with two separate spells inlayed on top of each other, one directing high-frequency light into something visible, the other simply directing visible light through to his eyes. By the time he tabled the project, the colors as he perceived them still weren’t quite right, but at least he could see. 


Loath to admit it as he may have been, Declan was pleased the version kept the black miasma around his eyes. Sometimes being terrifying was useful. 


Declan’s second project was Brian’s knockout spell. He put little priority on the adjustments—he didn’t see much use for it since learning death was the greater mercy. Even so, in the two weeks that passed, he managed to design what he hoped was a functional shift-delayed version of the spell. Lacking test subjects he could risk poisoning, he never actually hit anyone with it.


The period of relative calm came to an end as many things did during this chapter of Declan’s life: in Lord Croveus’s tent.


“We’re moving on Meyer’s Hill,” the general said, “I want you to accompany the 2nd Battalion. Capture the outpost, and make a good show of it. It’s high time the men see what you can really do.”


“When do we march?”


“Tomorrow. Inform your mages; I want you front and center.”


“Yes, sir.”



* * *


Meyer’s Hill was not much of a hill. From what Declan could tell, the outpost wasn’t terribly higher than the water of the marsh. It was more a dry patch. 


The march north took fourteen hours. The column stopped to rest several times along the trek, but the brief respites did little to fend off the mounting exhaustion which pervaded the battalion by the time the outpost came into view. 


Adrenaline did more to reenergize the mages than any break could have. Adrenaline and shock.


Declan heard the retching of the soldiers around him before he saw the bodies hanging from the outpost’s earthen walls. Hung by their wrists. He could only hope they’d been already dead when the Liarans had strung them up, but he recognized the wishful thinking for what it was. Declan’s companions followed as he weaved his way to the head of the column. 


“Here to throw a wedge in my plan?” a woman asked. A colonel, by the inscription on her breastplate. 


“Yes, sir,” Declan saluted. “The general’s orders are to be front and center.”


She sighed. “Of course they are.” She extended a hand, “I’m Colonel Thresk, but I’m sure you already knew that.”


Declan shook the proffered hand. “It’s a pleasure to work with you. I’m happy to follow whatever you have planned, as long as it doesn’t contradict my orders. I’ll be the first to admit I’m not much of a strategist.”


“Not much strategy to be had here, I’m afraid. We have more earth mages, so we let them overpower the defenders to bring down the walls, then we run in. You’re welcome to lead the charge—can’t get much more front and center than that.”


“That should work,” Declan answered. “The fewer people between me and the enemy, the more damage I can safely do.”


“Yes, yes, I’m aware. I have my own orders,” the colonel waved him away. “Get in position, we have a battle to win.”


Declan stepped aside, watching the fortifications ahead as the colonel turned to address the battalion. 


“Mages of Teralia! The enemy is here! See upon their walls the evil in their hearts. See upon their walls the fates of your brothers and sisters. See upon their walls the terror they wish to inflict. We are not afraid! We shall take their terror and turn it to righteous fury! We shall take their evil and turn it to justice! We shall take their Hill and make it ours! Teralians, are you with me?”


A chorus of cheers rang from the battalion. Declan caught a few “for Teralia’s” among the cries. One man even called out a name; the desperation in his voice left Declan wondering which corpse along the wall had been its owner. 


“Earth mages, go!”


A squad of nearly eighty mages stepped forth from the front of the column, each extending a hand. The corpses swung as the walls rumbled. 


Declan spotted a number of Liarans upon the wall, intensely focusing to maintain their defenses. A few launched volleys of all elements at the contingent of wall-breakers, but a line of air mages deflected the projectiles safely away. The Teralian war machine at work. 


The wall still stood when the colonel’s cry of “charge” reached his ear. 


Declan obeyed.


Flanked by his squad and again by the vanguard, Declan ran. Spells flew, either deflected by the mages around him or delivering their lethal payload. Men and women collapsed around him. Still he ran. 


He was thirty feet from the outpost when the wall came down. Were his emotions not already deeply contained behind the facade of his battle face, Declan might’ve been relieved to see some of the Teralian corpses buried in the rubble. Instead he only dismissed the odor or rotting flesh as a distraction, and finally moved to bring his magic to bear.


A dozen Darts flew and a dozen Liarans fell. The barrage slowed as the defenders watched their allies fall and rushed to erect barriers against the invisible onslaught. Air shimmered, dirt arose, and ice formed. Declan sent forth more Darts, and yet more mages fell.


It took three more volleys for the cries of surrender to begin. 


Declan could only imagine the soldiers’ fear as they cowered behind their walls, their companions falling over dead around them for no visible reason. He didn’t need to imagine the terror in the survivors’ voices. 


One by one the barriers fell as their casters perished. Declan continued the barrage. There could be no survival. There could be no prisoners. 


He would grant these men the mercy they’d denied the Teralians.


The other attackers stood ready to deflect another barrage, ready to fight once the defenders rallied. 


They never did.


The war machine stopped in its tracks. Colonel Thresk caught up to the vanguard, recognizing the end of the action. The last of the shields fell, and the Teralians stared at the scene in shock.


Two hundred and thirteen Liaran mages lay dead. 


The number alone almost knocked away Declan’s battle face. Some faced their attackers, holding up a shield or ready to retaliate, but most had turned away. Behind their barriers, as the invisible mana had done its grisly task, the Liarans had fled.


Little good it did them.


Declan kept his back to the battalion, eyes fixed on the field of the dead. Silence reigned. He had done this. Think of the Teralians, a part of him reasoned. The ones they tortured and the ones you saved by ending this quickly. The inner voice sounded suspiciously like Lord Croveus.


Colonel Thresk broke the silence first. “Mages of Teralia, we stand victorious! I present to you all, the hero of Meyer’s Hill—the nothing mage!”


Declan sighed. Of course this was the plan. Of bloody course the general had thrust him front and center to sell his story to the troops. He could practically hear the man’s explanation. It’s good for morale, he would say, that the soldiers have a hero. 


If the man wants a figure, he’ll divines-fucked get one, Declan swore. He cast his mana sight and turned to face the mages.


There were no yelps. There were no mutterings. No sense of unease, no pervasive shock, disgust, or dread to be found among the ranks of the Teralian mages. Before a field of corpses and the obsidian gaze of the man who’d caused them, the soldiers cheered.


Declan let them. Behind his mask, the nothing mage stood amidst the ruin he had wrought. The relief, the admiration, and the cheers of the soldiers washed over him. A tidal wave of support that crashed, battering against the blood upon his hands. A small spot remained. A testament to the death he’d dealt this day, a little stain that would cling to his soul evermore.


And no amount of adoration could make him clean.



* * *


Upon the Hill he led the charge,

Of blood, no drop was shed,

And yet he stood, at battle’s end,

Surrounded by the dead.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


Declan didn’t participate in the cleanup effort. It wouldn’t do to have the terrifying nothing mage roped into manual labor in front of the men. Instead, Declan found himself atop the new-repaired earthen wall, watching the line of supply wagons rolling in from the south. He knew his lute was aboard one, but he was too tired to play. 


He was too tired for a lot of things. Between the fourteen hours of marching and the thirty minutes of battle, Declan wasn’t sure which had exhausted him more. 


The sun had all but vanished beyond the horizon when the cleaning ended and the drinking began. This night Declan refrained from performing, instead staying up on the wall, feet dangling off the side as he enjoyed another’s music. The unfortunate soldiers stuck on watch stepped past him, careful to keep their distance. 


Declan was lost in the melody and his thoughts when a shape plopped down beside him, shoving a mug of ale under his nose. He graciously accepted it, downing a gulp before turning to recognize Jess.


“Figured you needed this more than they do,” she said, nodding to the soldiers below.


“Thanks.”


They sat in silence for a time, sipping their ale and thinking their thoughts, each in a world of their own. Minutes passed, until eventually those thoughts spilled out into the world they shared. 


“I never told you how Andrew died,” Jess blurted out. 


“It’s okay,” Declan said, “you don’t have to—”


“We were in the Eskrian fields,” she interrupted. “Just north of the Rethian border. Colonel had us marching up the Reth, trying to skirt around the marsh. The grass down there…it’s tall. Nothing like Krispins, but tall enough to hide a couple hundred Liarans.


“I don’t know which side started the fire, but soon enough we were fighting it as much as the Liarans. If Freddy hadn’t shown up I don’t think Sarah or I would’ve made it, either. Did you know fires release water into the air? Freddy did. I’m sure the other blues did too, but most were halfway down the column. 


“In the end it wasn’t the fire that got us—it was the smoke. Air mages couldn’t clear it without fanning the flames and kicking up more. Either way, there was enough of it that nobody saw the ice coming. Andrew was down before we even knew the Liarans were attacking again. Got him right in the throat.”


Declan turned to the girl, “Jess… I—”


“I used to blame myself,” she continued. “It’s human nature, I guess. Sarah talked me out of it, really. Looking back, I know there was nothing I could’ve done. Doesn’t make it suck less.” 


She sighed. “You were amazing today, you know that, right? Terrifying, sure, but so many mages are alive right now because of you. At least they,” she nodded towards the pile of corpses to be processed on the morrow, “didn’t die in the dirt choking on their own blood.”


“I…thanks, Jess. That—that means a lot.”


“I have to stop myself, sometimes. Keep away all the what-ifs. What if I’d done something different? What if we’d marched in a different part of the column? What if it’d been me? They always make it worse. 


“Then a few weeks ago, you showed up. You told your crazy stories, then you backed them up on those patrols, and the what-ifs all changed. ‘What if Declan had been there?’ I can’t tell you how many times I wondered that. Now I have my answer: today you were. Today you were here and it made all the difference.”


Declan absorbed the words in silence. Jess sipped her ale. 


“Thank you,” he said. “I wish I could’ve been there. I wish I could’ve helped. I’m still new to all this…shit, and it feels like I’m seeing horror after horror and I can only do so much and…”


“You can do a fat lot more than the rest of us. You make a difference, Declan. That’s enough.”


“I just want this divines-fucked war to end.”


Jess let out a laugh. It was a short, sharp thing, lacking both in joy and derision. “You and everyone else.”


Declan chuckled. 


Again, they sat in silence, looking out into the camp below them. Soldiers drank and joked and danced, in honor of the fallen and celebration of the living. A wistful smile graced Declan’s face at the sight. 


Jess downed her ale, setting the mug to the side before speaking up again. “The price we pay for a bit of magic.”


“Hmm?”


“That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? ‘Two years of military service in exchange for magical education.’ We just wanted to rebuild.”


“Your farm?”


“Yeah,” she said. “It was like fate, you know? The same day our home is destroyed, we get earth magic. Andrew said we were meant to rebuild it. But we had to learn how first, and the caravan to Krispins just kind of… showed up. How could we not sign up? Now here I am, still paying for the hint of magic they were willing to teach me before shipping us off. Andrew paid dearly for his.”


“Are you gonna go back? When your two years are up and this shitstorm ends?”


“I think I have to,” she replied, determination furrowing her brow. “It would be wrong to give up now, after everything. I need to build something. Maybe not a farm. Maybe I won’t stop, and I’ll just keep building and building until I’ve made up for all this destruction. That’s all I really wanted. To build something.”


The idea resonated with Declan. Maybe once he was past all the shit, all the prophecies, the wars, and the fear, he could work to bring some joy into the world. Divines knew it had enough death.


Declan excused himself a few minutes later, in need of both the latrine and a bed. Jess stayed atop the wall, drinking whisky from a pocket flask she’d conjured while he wasn’t looking. 


As he fell asleep that night, Declan could almost envision the missing twin sharing the drink up there with her.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN










DECLAN AWOKE TO the smell of roast pork. Rolling over, sitting up, and rubbing his eyes revealed the source to be Carlyle standing at the entrance to his tent with a plate of steaming meat. 


“Good morning,” the uncomfortably polite officer said. “Brought you some breakfast.” Carlyle deposited the meal on Declan’s desk, patiently waiting for the Lieutenant to climb out of bed. “Best eat quickly, the general wants to see you.” 


He’s here already? Declan’s eyebrows raised. Is the whole army coming to Meyer’s Hill? Deciding he could raise his inquiries another time, Declan took a seat and took to scarfing down the sausages. He also didn’t ask why the major had personally delivered the comparatively extravagant breakfast.


Carlyle spoke while Declan ate. “I believe General Croveus wants to thank you in person for your valiant contribution to the capture of this outpost. You’re of course still too green for a promotion, but I’m sure he has another suitable reward planned.”


The comment set Declan’s mind racing. Lord Croveus had all sorts of boons he could grant. A corner of Declan’s mind prayed to whichever divines may or may not exist that he would be removed from the patrol rotation. He could live without spending his nights wading through the quagmire. 


Heeding the major’s advice, Declan sped through his meal and promptly stood to follow Carlyle out of the tent. It was not a long walk. Unsurprisingly, the general had arranged for his quarters to be adjacent to Declan’s. The positioning was all the more important now that his identity had spread through the ranks. 


When Declan stepped into the general’s tent, he found the man as usual, poring over paperwork. He waited in silence while Lord Croveus finished reading his current document, set it aside, and finally looked up. 


“Special Lieutenant Declan,” he nodded. “Good work yesterday; you made a great show.”


Declan hated the way his heart raced. He hated the sense of warmth, of satisfaction and pride the words stirred in him. He did his best to shove it aside. “Thank you, sir.”


“The plan from here is to transition the body of our forces to Meyer’s Hill over the next few weeks to use it as a staging ground for the final push to Liara itself. It’s an important victory you’ve won us.”


Declan fought down a smile. “I was just following your orders, sir.”


“Yes, of course. Still, it wouldn’t do to let such… success go unrewarded. I’m assigning half the undamaged corpses to your continued growth. There are a number of them, given how cleanly you kill. Processing is on the eastern perimeter.” He picked up another sheet of paper from his desk, holding it out for Declan to take.


As he did, the general spoke again: “I’m sending you out on patrol again starting tomorrow. We’re exposed out here until the rest of the army can catch up; I need every set of eyes I can get. Rest up.”


Declan refrained from sighing until he’d stepped back out into the camp. Not only did he wrack up another patrol assignment, he now had to spend the day dealing with a pile of corpses. 


In all honesty, the extra mana would definitely be more useful than he would’ve previously thought. He’d grown too used to the easy mana regeneration within a Tower, and if he were to join any larger-scale battles, he’d run out quick. At least Dart was fairly efficient. Anything shifted could drain his pool in minutes.


As he headed to collect his boon, Declan noticed the remains of an enchantment etched into the fortifications. It was out of place, as if the inscription had been shattered and pieced back together in the wrong shape.


He realized as he passed it was the Liaran anti-scrying ward, which must have collapsed when the wall fell. I hope nobody was watching the battle, he thought, or at least knows we’re still here. As the general had said, they were exposed. 


Declan dismissed the thought. The rest of the Teralian army were closer than Liara, and they were already on their way up, securing the supply line. 


He dodged around a line of soldiers leading outside the walls. Less than fourteen hours had passed since the slaughter and the bodies already stank. They lay in a massive pile just outside the rebuilt fortification, Teralian soldiers lining up to claim their share of the spoils. 


It was a brutal practice. Before approaching with his paperwork, Declan watched as a group of Teralians stepped up, pulled a corpse away from the pile, cut into it, inhaled the fleeing mana, and were ushered away. The mages operating the process tossed the body aside to be buried later. 


It was quick, efficient, and bloodless. Corpses after all, do not bleed. 


When Declan stepped back to take his place in the line, he found a number of the mages chose that particular time to step away for a drink, piss, or other random reason. 


One man in particular gave his companion a confused look until she elbowed him and whispered something into his ear. He stared wide-eyed at Declan before apologizing and also vacating the line.


Blood rushed to Declan’s face, which he kept as blank as he could. It’s useful, he told himself. Good for morale that someone so terrifying is fighting on their side. He didn’t know which disturbed him more, the nervous glances or the stares of adoration. 


Within minutes he’d reached a wooden desk, behind which sat a woman with a ledger and a baggy-eyed captain. 


Declan politely saluted and handed over his paperwork. 


The officer read over the sheet of paper, eyes widening as he realized why the line had emptied so quickly. “Ah—err—yes. Please, right this way, Sir Nothing Mage.” The man took off to a nearby tent, ordering two laborers along with a sharp gesture. 


“Please, sir, call me Declan.” The captain outranked him, for divines’ sake.


“Oh—ah—yes,” the man’s hands shook as he pushed open the tent flaps to allow Declan entry. 


The inside was bare. Only a single chair sat on the exposed dirt, its legs caked in dried mud. 


“Do you—ah—have a preferred frequency, Sir Nothing Mage?” 


Declan sighed. “No, sir. Anything works.”


“Understood. Leanna and Randall will take care of you.” The captain gestured to the two mages who’d followed him in, saluted to Declan, and left the tent.


And so began the long and grisly process of cutting the mana from a hundred Liaran corpses. One by one the soldiers carried them in and stepped outside while Declan slit open the chest to free the magic within. 


The bodies were cold. The chill seemed to climb his hand and up his arm each time he touched one. It was fitting for the warmth of mana to be counteracted by the iciness of death.


At first he would look them in the eyes, try to remember the faces of the mages he’d killed. The endeavor didn’t last long. 


Over the hours the process grew routine, and Declan’s mind began to wander. The rush of energy from each burst of mana made it difficult to maintain a sour mood, grim as the source may have been. 


By the time he left the empty tent, the sun had already dipped behind the outpost walls. Declan spent the evening in his tent, alone with his lute. Tonight was not the night to be out playing among the soldiers.


On a whim, Declan pulled out his old prism. He was well past the point where he needed to keep his aura under control, so the number itself wasn’t particularly important, but the day’s activity piqued his curiosity. 


The result nearly knocked the device from his hands. 324 Pels. I’m a divines-fucked magus. He knew, of course, the title required a Tier-5 spell and a published dissertation, but that could come later. Even without his mana’s unique properties, he had enough firepower to match dedicated mages with decades of experience. 


A tentative smile graced Declan’s face. Magus Declan. He could start his own house if he wanted. As he lay in bed and darkness took him, his thoughts flicked to Eric, and the family name he’d wanted to make for himself. He dreamt that night of the bespectacled mage, grinning sheepishly in new viridescent robes.



* * *


“So you’re replacin’ Willy, eh?” 


“That’s right,” Eric smiled, adjusting his glasses as he analyzed the tall Northerner. “Magus William has been reassigned to teach at Stretika. I requested the position, and now I’m here.”


“Well it’s good ta meet ya,” the man smiled. “Ah’m Magus Osrick, but ya can call me Clint.”


“Pleasure to meet you, Clint,” Eric shook his hand. “I’m looking for a… a friend. Declan. Andrea said you were his instructor?”


Clint nodded, “Ah was, till ‘e up and left for tha war.”


“He what?!”


“Tha’s what Ah ‘eard anyway. He didn’ talk ta me before ‘e left—went in an ‘urry from what I hear.”


“Why would he…”


“You’d ‘ave ta talk to ‘is friends about tha,” Clint said. “They know more than Ah do.”


“Oh, I will, thank you.”


“Don’ worry about it. He’s a good man and a great mage; Ah’m sure he ‘ad a good reason ta go like tha’. I don’ doubt he’ll survive tha war.”


“It—it’s not him I’m worried about. Or at least not his life. You said the others are here?”


“Aye, floor six-five-six. Ah wish ya luck!”


“Thank you,” Eric said, “for this and for everything you’ve done for him.”


He turned and left the cafeteria, emerald robes sweeping out behind him as he mounted the marble steps. The news that Declan was no longer at Tower Lethis had stung. Running off to join the invasion was out of character. 


The Declan he knew, the Declan he… that Declan would never touch war, could never touch it. Especially not willingly. Something must’ve happened, and it ached to know he wasn’t there to stop it. 


As he approached Daniel’s floor, Eric came to a realization. As much as it hurt, there wasn’t anything he could do from here. Not for Declan, at least. Abandoning his new post to chase after him would just turn the hierarchy against him. Whatever Declan had gotten himself into, Eric could only wait for him to get himself back out. 


There was, however, some good he could do at Lethis. Not for Declan, but for the others. He knew Daniel’s mana better than the redhead himself; that would be a good place to start. It felt good to have a plan in mind. For now he’d do what he could to aid Leskelian’s other former student. 


He’d just have to trust that Declan would come back to him.



* * *


The party moved silently through the marsh. As always, they stopped at regular intervals for Miranda to magically scan the vicinity for hostiles, but otherwise continued uninterrupted through the fen. It was a quiet night. 


Declan barely reacted when he felt Miranda’s tap on his left shoulder. He extended his hand in the direction of her point and released the series of Darts at the hidden Liarans. Business as usual. 


It wasn’t until the flash of lightning nearly blinded him that he knew something was wrong.


Declan turned just in time to watch an earthen spike fly into the brush. A scream echoed across the fen. 


From the left an ice spike shot at Sarah. A pillar of water arose from the marsh to intercept it, glowing blue with Freddy’s mana. 


From the right, a pellet of glowing plasma raced at Declan. He halted it with a barrier of his own. 


“How many are there?!” 


“I don’t know,” Miranda’s eyes glowed violet. “They have a scryer of their own—he’s blocking me out!”


Declan could only return fire to the origins of the attacks, still unable to see the Liarans through the thick grass. There was a splash beside him, but he paid it no heed. If it wasn’t lethal, he could worry about it later. 


Sarah called out, “We need to get the fuck out of here! Our position is compromised; this place’ll be crawling with hostiles any minute now.”


Freddy responded, “It’s already crawling with ‘em!” 


Declan didn’t have time to appreciate the quip—he had Liarans to kill. Dart after Dart he launched into the underbrush, some of which even hit his unseen targets. Still the attacks came, Freddy doing his damnedest to deflect them all.


This isn’t working, Declan realized. Time for a change of plan. “Jess, Freddy, barriers! We need to move!” Switching his focus from offense, Declan looked to the mud at his feet. A moment’s thought and a hundred Pels later, a thick earthen wall rose from the ground. 


Freddy did his best to assist, holding up a barrier of water as long as he could. Longer-lasting defenses like ice were beyond the Private’s ability. 


“Retreat! Sarah, keep returning fire, try and dissuade them from following. Miranda, find a clear path! Jess, where’s that wall?”


In the moment’s confusion, Declan finally looked to the water at his side. A dark form lay face up in the muck. Shit. Shit shit shit. Jess didn’t move as Declan leaned down to grab her wrists, shifting her onto his back. This time he did not fall. 


“Time to go!”


Miranda ran and Declan followed. Sarah and Freddy’s footsteps splashed behind him, keeping pace as they launched water and lightning at the pursuing Liarans. 


“We have to tell the general,” Sarah panted. “There’s way too many for a regular scouting party.”


“What are you thinking?”


“Either we stumbled on a random platoon just hiding in the marsh, or those were the advance scouts for a fucking army.”


“Shit.”


And so they ran. Declan wasn’t sure when the Liarans stopped following. Either Sarah’s lightning was enough to dissuade them or the squad had grown close enough to the Teralian camp to scare them off. With the clamor of their retreat and the purple glow of Miranda’s magic finding them a path, there was no chance they’d lost their pursuers. 


Declan’s heart pounded and his lungs burned. He really needed to work on physical fitness to complement his magic. Adrenaline pushed him forward. Relief flooded the mage when the walls of Meyer’s Hill appeared up ahead. Home free. 


The two mages that stood guard out front greeted them with salutes. “Sir! What news?”


“Liarans,” Sarah answered for him, “a fuckload of them. We need to speak with the general.”


Declan shot her a look before turning back to the guards. “She speaks true, but the general can wait a few minutes. Jess needs a healer.”


“Yes, sir!” One of the guards stepped forward, grabbing Jess’s hands to take over the task of carrying her. As he did, the girl’s head lolled back, revealing a pair of glassy eyes. Declan touched her pale cheek and the truth crashed against him.


The warmth of adrenaline, of survival, of making it back to camp alive and uninjured, drained away, and the world grew as cold as Jess’s body.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN










THE EARLY AUTUMN sun glimmered across the waters of the marsh as the five mages stood together outside camp at Meyer’s Hill. They dug by hand. Declan had neither the time nor energy to track down a proper earthmoving spell. 


He could have requested assistance, or even ordered a military earth mage into helping, but something about pushing the shovel deep into the wet dirt helped. Nothing like hard physical labor to work through one’s emotions. 


When the task was complete and the body returned to the earth, each mage took a moment alone to say their goodbye. 


Miranda went first, returning to the group in seconds, her expression blank. Declan couldn’t blame her—she’d only known Jess a few weeks, even if she’d been there at the end. Freddy followed suit, whispering his message to the morning breeze and returning with a solemn scowl. 


Sarah stood at the grave for several minutes, silently staring off into the marsh. When she turned around, Declan recognized the cold, determined look on her face. It mirrored his own. 


When he stepped up, Declan too whispered into the morning air. He knew well enough Jess couldn’t hear him, but he spoke aloud all the same. 


“I’m sorry, Jess. I couldn’t be there to save Andrew, and when I did arrive, I just dragged you into the line of fire, too. I’m going to end this war, and then I’ll start building. Divines know I have enough destruction to make up for.”


Words spoken and vows made, Declan turned away from the grave to rejoin the others. 


Brian was the last of their class at Krispins, and he was the only one to cry. Perhaps it was his gentle heart, or the affinity for life held by those in his profession. Declan figured after all the battle and death, the noncombatant was the only one still human enough to properly grieve. 


The soldiers stood together under the morning sun. The first hints of autumn chill were nothing against the icy reality of the night’s events. 


Declan’s hair still clung to the back of his neck where Jess’s chest had bled out. There had been no time to wash before the burial, and there would be none now. The general was waiting.



* * *


“Tell me again,” Lord Croveus leaned over the map at his desk, “exactly how many hostiles you saw.”


“Uncertain, sir. At least four squads’ worth. Sar—err—my second believes them patrols, not spies.”


He sighed, “Either that, or they’ve completely reworked their military organization.” The general stood, pacing across the lavish tent. A few laps later, he abruptly halted, calling out into the camp. “Carlyle, get Philippa in here!”


Declan raised an eyebrow but didn’t speak. He was not dismissed, nor had he been addressed, so protocol called for him to stand silently and await instruction. And so he did. For twenty minutes he stood while the general paced across the ornate rug. 


The motion disturbed Declan. He’d never seen Lord Croveus display anything remotely resembling a nervous tic, yet here he paced. When ‘Philippa’ finally stepped into the tent, Declan’s eyes widened at the faint purple glow to the air around her. 


A violet mage, and a powerful one. 


The general got right to business, gesturing to a specific region on his largest map. “Here, if you please. Expect resistance—I’m sure they’re well-manned.” 


The woman nodded and plopped right down onto the soft rug. Once seated, she closed her eyes and the room flared purple. 


Moments later the color vanished, even the woman’s original aura disappearing from the air. “It’s shielded,” she panted, “enchantments and active mages. Whatever’s there, I can’t see it.”


“Thank you, Philippa; you’re dismissed.” 


Declan recognized the look on his father’s face; it was a tool he might not have survived this long without using himself. The seer rose to her feet, saluted, and vacated the command tent. 


Expression completely blank, motions simple and full of intent, Lord Croveus crossed the tent, opened a small cupboard, retrieved an unmarked bottle, and took a swig. 


Declan stared. 


It was not wine with dinner. It was not a nightcap after a long day with a dear friend. Having a drink at tenth bell mid-campaign ran contrary to everything the general was. Either Lord Croveus had suddenly become far less professional than the man Declan had grown up with, or their situation was dire indeed.


In fluid, controlled motion, he returned the bottle and closed the cupboard. With purpose, the general returned to his seat, staring down at the map of the Pluctin Marsh. A moment’s silence later, he spoke. “They knew.”


“I’m sorry?”


“Only way they could’ve had an army here in time. Meyer’s Hill was bait.”


Declan shut his mouth, withholding his comment. Of course the Liarans were willing to sacrifice over two hundred of their own mages if it meant saving the city. For each act of brutality one nation committed, the other responded in kind. 


Lord Croveus leaned back in his chair. “The war will continue without us. It’s only a matter of time until the magi and archmages return from Pylt. If only I’d been more patient…” he shook his head. “It’s not over. There’s always options—ways to take ‘em down with us. I’ll have glory yet. Leave me,” he commanded, “I need to think.”


Declan obeyed. 


His hands shook as he made the short walk to his own tent. He was less bothered by the vague news of a possible army on the horizon than by the general’s response. Lord Croveus was always in control. Always. Even in his desolation, the man maintained his aura of command. 


Unsure what else to do, Declan sat at his desk and pulled open his notebook. Reviewing spell forms and magic theory was, if nothing else, something to do. Between Jess’s funeral and Philippa’s news, there were a number of thoughts he’d rather replace with ideas and theories for magical projects. 


The strategy failed when he came across some old notes on aura control. The calculations within were geared towards maintaining safe levels of leakage, but with a few adjustments…


He slammed the notebook shut. No. Saving Teralian lives by mercifully ending Liaran ones was one thing. Those mages would’ve died worse deaths without him. This was no mercy. 


His words to Jess popped into his mind. I’m going to end this war. The promise rang hollow now. Full of hubris. He glanced back at the notebook. There’d be no harm in just… doing the math doesn’t mean I’m going to…. With a sigh he reopened his old calculations. He had numbers to crunch. 



* * *


Declan found the others sitting around a small fire, ales in their hands. He poured one of his own before joining them. 


Sarah was the first to speak. “So what did the general say?”


“It’s… not good.” Declan drank deeply from his mug before telling the story. He left out the man’s reaction to the news, explaining only Philippa’s attempted scry and the general’s interpretation of the results. 


The mages paled. Freddy finished his drink, stepping away to refill. Miranda attempted a scry of her own, nodding to confirm the outcome. Sarah simply stared. 


“So that’s it?” Brian asked. “The general messed up, and now we’re all gonna die?”


“That’s what it divines-fucked sounds like,” Sarah said. “Welcome to war. Nothing you do matters and then you die.” She too stood, storming off for a refill of her own. 


Declan continued making his way through his own beverage, mind reeling. By the time Freddy and Sarah had returned, he was just intoxicated enough to speak up. 


“I… I think there might be something I could do. Something that would matter.”


“Well?” Sarah said, “Tell us!”


“It’s not so simple,” Declan started. “It’d be,” he sighed, “it’d be pretty gruesome.”


“So? If it could save our lives you have to let us weigh in! So spill.”


Already he regretted opening his mouth. He finished his drink, took a breath, and explained his plan. The grimaces he received echoed his own. 


Miranda was the first to speak. “So why are you still here?”


“What?”


“You’ve killed before, you can do it again. Think of the Teralians they strung up on the walls! Think of the two hundred of their own mages they left to die at Meyer’s Hill. The Liarans don’t deserve your mercy, especially at the cost of Teralian lives.”


“It’s not about mercy,” Declan said, “and it’s not about who deserves what. I killed those mages just as much as the Liaran generals did. The Teralian army did far worse to the Liaran scouts we captured.”


“It’s war, Declan,” Sarah said. “Nobody deserves any of the shit they get. You’re just lucky enough to choose who gets the shaft.”


Freddy finally broke his silence, “I wouldn’t call it luck. I’d sooner die than make a decision like that. What if I chose wrong?”


“What about Jess?” Miranda’s voice rose. “They killed her. She died so we could discover this opportunity—you can’t just pass it up!”


“Jess didn’t die for a reason,” Sarah said. “She was just in the wrong place in the wrong time. Just like Andrew; just like every other undertrained peasant who got tangled up in this whole shitshow.” 


In the silence that followed, Brian let out a whisper. “You can’t do it.”


“Why not? Sure sounds a lot like something one of your beloved archmages would do.” 


“I-It’s not the same. They don’t…those are just stories. You can’t just…”


Miranda jumped to her feet. “Of course he can! We can’t seriously still be arguing this. Am I the only one who doesn’t want to fucking die so some divines-fucked Liarans can die in a different battle?”


“That doesn’t make it okay to just… it’s too far.” Brian fell quiet. 


Miranda didn’t reply. Nobody did. For over a minute the mages remained in silence, until without warning Miranda turned and walked away from the group. 


Declan stood as well, “I… I need to think. I’m sorry.” He too walked away, returning to his tent. He still had a day or two before the Liarans arrived, and he was determined to spend at least a portion of that time distracting himself from the decision at hand. 


He was two hours in to his quiet lute practice when Major Carlyle peeked his head through the tent flaps. “Special Lieutenant Declan? Lord Croveus wants to speak with you.”


The first thing Declan noticed upon entering was that the general was not alone. He was not surrounded by underlings, nor by any of the other officers with which he conferred. Instead, Declan’s blood froze when he recognized the figure standing across from his erstwhile father.


Miranda.


Shit. 


From behind his desk, the general spoke. “Ah, Special Lieutenant Declan, I’m glad you could join us. Private Miranda here has some… interesting theories on a possible use for your unique abilities. I’d love to hear your thoughts.”


Declan swallowed. For a moment he considered lying, threatening, anything to steal the decision back from the ruthless general. In the end he decided on the truth. The man already knew what he could do, hiding the details wouldn’t avail him now.


“It’s true. Whatever she told you, I can do it. Doesn’t mean I will.”


Lord Croveus stared him down, a challenge Declan rose to meet. Without averting his eyes, the general barked an order: “Private Miranda, you’re dismissed.”


Declan didn’t turn away, simply tracking Miranda’s exit with his ears. Her betrayal stung. He should’ve been ready for it—he’d known from the start there was a risk of his recruits reporting to the general. After that night, after the funeral, he’d hoped… it didn’t matter now. He had a commanding officer to disobey.


“I suppose,” Lord Croveus began, “it will take more than an order to convince you to save yours and all our lives?”


“If you’re wondering if your command is enough to deliver a horrible death to thousands of mages, I’m afraid the answer is no.”


“War is horrible, Declan.”


“Not like this. You haven’t seen it, and I hope you never do.” Declan dismissed from his mind the looming image of Charlie writhing on the cobblestone of the alleyway.


“What will it take, then? I am a man of great means, and you know I repay my debts.”


“I can’t just…”


“You signed a contract, Declan. You swore an oath. You swore to me—you swore to the Kingdom of Teralia. Your loyalty and obedience. I can think of no greater treason than choosing to value foreign lives above those you’ve sworn to protect.”


For the second time, Lady Elsia’s words echoed through Declan’s head.


When the time comes, keep to your oaths. A great many shall suffer for it, but many more shall fall if you do not.


The Fae Queen’s request grappled with Declan’s past, with his goals, and with everything he was afraid of becoming. In the end, a single thought won out. No. Already he’d left his friends—albeit re-finding old ones—to join a pointless war. Already he’d killed hundreds for little more than a few words from a race which hadn’t walked the earth in millennia. 


“No,” Declan said. “Laws and oaths do not justify the unthinkable. My loyalty and obedience are mine to give. If you’re going to ask me to consign thousands of mages to a horrific death, I need a better reason than ‘because I told you.’”


Lord Croveus was the first to break eye contact, turning away to sift through the papers on his desk. A moment later, he spoke. “I could release you. Send you home to the Pinnacles to study for magus, even grand magus if you wish. It’s within my power to end your contract early.”


Declan stared and the man continued.


“Your friends too. Hells, they can all go to the Pinnacles for all I care.”


“Is that your plan? Bribery?”


The general sighed. He rose from his desk, crossing the room to again take a sip from the unmarked liquor bottle. Without turning back to face Declan, the man continued, “Three years ago I made a difficult decision in a moment of intensity. Should you reconsider your position tonight, I may rethink mine. House Croveus is in need of an heir.”


Declan hated the offer, not for the idea itself, nor for the general’s shrewdness in withholding it until now. He hated it because in spite of the looming army, in spite of the horrors Frederick Croveus had committed, and in spite of the gruesome task he demanded tonight, Declan’s heart leapt. 


First the Pinnacles, and now his name. The general still stood with his back turned, dangling Declan’s old life in front of him like so many worms on the end of a hook. Divines, how he wanted to bite. 


He could only hope his battle face hid the shame he felt for nearly accepting. 


“And what kind of heir would I be, once I’ve so tortured and condemned thousands of mages whose only crime was defending their home?”


“The one who ended the war.”


Declan froze. His promise to Jess. “What?”


“At least half the Liaran military lies at our doorstep. If you do what you say you can, nothing will remain between us and the city itself.”


“Except the walls. And the other half of the Liaran forces.”


“Divines, Declan, don’t you see? Already your legend spreads through the ranks. If you, a single mage, take out an entire army on your own… do you seriously believe they’ll maintain the will to fight? One unsavory act, one show of incredible strength, and you can stop thousands more deaths on both sides.”


For each act of brutality one nation commits, the other responds in kind. It was a familiar thought—one from earlier that day. The general’s words forced Declan to amend it.


For each act of brutality one nation commits, the other responds with more. 


Until the evil grows so great none left can stomach it. 


“You’re certain? If…if I do this, the war will end? The killing will stop?”


“If you do this, the Liarans, the Northmen, even the Nelstens will be too terrified of the nothing mage to do anything but surrender. I guarantee it.”


Declan opened his mouth and stopped. He needed to think. He remembered his promises to Jess, to the Fae, and to the Kingdom. Images of Miranda’s desperate face, of the captive Liarans’ horrific wails, and of the Teralians chained to the walls of Meyer’s Hill flashed through his head. 


He thought of the field of corpses after the battle, and Jess comforting him atop the rebuilt wall afterwards. He thought of Andrew, still young and bright-eyed when he’d left him at Krispins over a year ago. 


Each experience, each memory, each loss pushed him closer and closer to uttering the dreadful words. 


“I’ll do it.”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










IN SILENT DARK, in dead of night,

He came in from the cold,

And through their screams and dying gasps,

The bell remained untolled.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


Around the cracked wood table sat a family. Five in all. They were not a proud family; nor were they wealthy, renowned, or particularly talented, but they were happy. Content with their lot. 


As they supped on their meager dinner, Rachael discussed the plan for tomorrow’s market to her husband Warren. Next to her, Andrew made faces to elicit a smile from his baby brother Edgar. Jess did her damnedest not to laugh. 


“All I’m saying,” Rachael said, “is if we arrive early enough to get the center stall, we’ll sell more produce.”


“Honey, you know if I don’t have enough time to pack the apples correctly they’ll get bruised on the ride over.”


“Then pack them tonight. There’s still time be—“


A scream. 


“What in the hells was that?”


“Warren, language!”


He rolled his eyes before stepping up to investigate. From their vantage at the table, the twins saw only the bright flashes through the open door. 


More screams matched the first, echoed by a hideous screech. 


“What’s going on?”


Warren ducked back into the house, slamming the door behind him. “It’s some kind of beast. I’ve never seen anything like it. Endelford is under attack!”


Andrew and Jess stared wide-eyed at the announcement. Rachael leapt to her feet. Even Edgar turned quiet, the toddler understanding the dark tone of the news.


“We need to go!” Rachael declared, dashing to the bedroom to gather supplies. No mother worth her salt would let her family out into the cold spring night without a warm cloak, monster attack or no. 


By the time each member of the Alskeins family stepped outside, adequately bundled and carrying a pack of whatever supplies they’d deemed necessary, Endelford was burning. 


The Alskeins farm stood nearly fifty yards from the village, but the light of the flames which engulfed the town shone well into the rows of crops. The glow of the inferno was punctuated by flashes of bright blue lightning. Disturbing as they were, it was not the screams which made the family wince.


It was when they stopped.


Feeling his mother’s hand press against his shoulder, Andrew took off, sprinting away from the burning village. Jess followed. Rachael was the slowest, running as she could with the young Edgar clutched to her chest, but Warren stayed with her, ushering the woman ever forward. 


They made it forty feet before the lightning struck. 


The first bolt missed, arcing into the ground at Rachael’s feet, but it was enough to stop the family in its tracks. For the first time, they looked up. 


Separate from the flock which still flew above the burning village, two avian forms circled above the frightened family. The first of the Rocs screeched, and a second burst of lightning landed at Jess’s feet. Shaken from their paralysis, the farmers took off once more. 


The third bolt did not miss.


Andrew didn’t see the lightning arc from the giant bird into his father’s back, nor did Jess see it jump from him to their mother. The twins did, however, both feel it when the electricity arced onwards to them. At least, they did to the extent they could before the world went black.


Six days later, a pair of dirt-stained teenagers stumbled down the road to Vestriam. The food they’d salvaged from the blackened remains of their farm had run out, so they marched on empty bellies. 


Their first modicum of hope appeared when they first heard the wagons. It turned to fear when a voice called out, “Who goes there? Announce yourself or be declared hostile!”


When the steel colossus appeared, it turned to terror. 


Andrew and Jess reacted on instinct, slowly backing away from the behemoth. As they did, pebbles and dust along the road seemed to jump, as if the ground itself shared in their fear. The twins worked their first magic. 


“Oh calm down, Ollie,” the giant called back to the watchman atop the first wagon. A wide grin spread across his face, belying his otherwise intimidating figure. “It’s just a couple of magelings.”


“M—magelings?!” Andrew beat Jess to the question.


“Fresh ones, at that,” the behemoth smiled. “Why don’t you join us? We’ll get you down to Krispins, get you trained up. Either way, I’ve got some jerky in the back with your names on it. Mine’s Guthrie, by the way.”


Within minutes the twins found themselves sitting atop a wagon, chewing on a bounty of dried meat as the grass of the Icandian Plains rolled by. Of all the people traveling with Guthrie’s caravan, one in particular sat to join them. 


“You’re heading to the Tower, too? It’s all so exciting, isn’t it? Oh, I’m Sarah, Sarah Perth.”


And just like that, less than a week after losing everything to a particularly improbable beast attack, Jess and Andrew Alskeins were well on their way into the world of magic, no longer alone in the world.



* * *


Private Sarah Perth stood knee-deep in marsh water, watching the mage in front of her disappear into the fen. Her right hand held Freddy’s, finger intertwined. In her left, she held an ornate golden bell on a thin chain. 


“We’ve done everything we could,” Freddy squeezed her hand. “It’s up to him now.”


The words rang true, hollow as they may have felt. The Liaran uniform had been her idea, a far more elegant solution than trying to sneak through unnoticed. 


“We’re dropping like fucking flies. Jess last night, and now he’s gone traipsing into an army completely alone.”


“He knows what he’s doing,” Freddy said. “The plan is solid.”


“Solid or desperate, doesn’t really matter which. C’mon, let’s get back.”


“You don’t want to wait here a bit, make sure everything goe—”


“Like you said, there’s nothing we can do now. He told us to return to camp, so that’s what we’re going to do. Last thing we need is to get caught up in the shitstorm that’s about to start.”


Freddy let out a sigh, nodding his assent. Without a word, the couple turned away from the Liaran camp. At least they might get some sleep that night.



* * *


The nothing mage walked alone through the Pluctin Marsh. His allegiance he hid behind a dark brown uniform. The disguise fit quite well given its source and the limited options from which he’d had to choose. 


He wore two masks to hide his face, one of mud he’d taken from the wet ground, and one of cold stone he’d learned from his father. 


It was remarkably easy to enter the Liaran camp. A friendly wave and a tired smile, and the men at the entrance waved him right through. They asked no questions; they raised no eyebrows; they called no alarm. They simply smiled, envious of the mage who’d finished his task and could now relax while they remained on guard duty. 


The visitor paid them little heed. Instead, he surveyed his surroundings, taking in the layout of the camp and finalizing his plan. 


Hundreds of dark canvas tents sprawled about the damp ground, every bit as chaotic as the Teralian camps were orderly. At least they were clustered tightly. 


For a moment he stopped, simply breathing in the smell of the army. Wood smoke from the campfires clashed with stale piss and the wafting stench of the distant latrines. Soldiers laughed, drank, and sang in the cool autumn night, oblivious in their revelry. The visitor exhaled. The time for reconsideration was past. 


The first task was to banish the orchid. There could be no hiding beneath the shelter of its leaves. Not tonight. 


The next required focus. He looked inwards, to the sea of poison which churned within him. He pictured no formula, and he cast no spell; he simply pulled at the invisible energy, widening the natural paths along which it coursed through his body. 


His final act of preparation required a memory. Of all he’d done to get here, this was by far the easiest and the hardest. Easy, for the memory oft came to him unbidden. Difficult, in that this time he could not dismiss it. He could not ignore it. 


Charlie’s face arose in his mind, and the nothing mage met his gaze. 


He allowed guilt to escape its prison, to wash over him in a murky tidal wave, and once every corner of his being was drenched in its ichor, he took his first step. Charlie walked at his side, skin red as the walls of Vestriam. Together they moved through the sprawling camp. 


Twenty steps had passed when the vomiting started. The retching sound came from behind, from those who’d been closest when the invisible miasma first struck. It took another eight paces for the moans to follow. 


The mage didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop. If anything, the dreadful chorus drove him ever further, away from those he’d killed and towards those he’d yet to harm. 


Cries for help clashed with those of pain and calls of “poison!” He watched as nearby soldiers tossed their meals aside for fear of whatever toxin they contained. It would do no good; already their skin tinted red. 


Mages ran past him, rushing to help the fallen. They, too, succumbed. 


Every agonized groan, every retch, every man and woman who collapsed to the muddy ground fed the miasma. Each death served as a reminder that this was who he was. This was the nothing mage. 


In time he reached the far side of the camp, and at last the smell caught up with him. The acidic stench of vomit blocked out all else; death itself had yet to arrive.


He could have left it there. No doubt those he’d seen would be dead in time, and those beyond his immediate view would grow similarly ill in the days to come. He refused. 


Perhaps for confirmation of the evil he’d done, perhaps in masochistic need to look once more upon the faces of those he’d tormented, or perhaps simply because the journey home would be shorter back the way he came, the nothing mage turned around and reentered the camp.


The sight that met him crashed against his steadfast battle face. It reminded him of a nightmare he’d once had, in which he’d climbed over a field of vermillion corpses back at Red’s Crossing. In the dream they hadn’t moaned. They hadn’t cried into the mud or twisted in agony as he stepped over their bodies. 


Perhaps more importantly, tonight there would be no waking up and ardently returning to his studies to prevent the very atrocity he now committed. There would be no tall bespectacled research assistant there to comfort him. 


He missed the weight of Eric’s bell against his chest, but he did not lament its absence. Even ignoring the need for stealth, to avoid drawing attention to the mysterious figure calmly striding through the chaos, he couldn’t have brought the trinket. This was no place for compassion. 


Even as he reached the first of his victims, those who had suffered the longest, the nothing mage didn’t pass a single corpse. Still they lived. Still they writhed. Still they cried. By the time he finally left the Liaran camp, he hadn’t killed a single man; yet the blood of thousands stained his hands. 


Charlie stayed behind. Where better for the memory of his first victim to lie than among the sea of others who shared his fate? 


As he walked alone through the thick mud of the Pluctin Marsh, the nothing mage undertook the most daunting task of the dreadful night: remembering the orchid.


Thrice he tried to summon it, and thrice it came to him deformed, gray, and wilted. 


He fell to his knees and released his battle face. The deluge ravaged him. Where first guilt had washed him with its black ichor, fear joined and disgust followed. Remorse tore through him. Dismay rampaged. Every flavor of grief, sorrow, rage, and exhaustion joined the barrage against his very self. 


And only then, only once each of the emotions he’d kept so tightly controlled had taken its shot and dealt its blow, could the orchid return. He reveled in its beauty, its luster, its life. Beneath its cool shadow he could hide, he could rest, and perhaps he could recover. 


For hours he sat, half submerged in the mud and alone in the night. The nothing mage faded away, his services rendered, his evils done.


And Declan cried.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










THE EARLY GLOW of the predawn sun illuminated the walls of Meyer’s Hill when Declan finally made it back. Brown streaks ran down his face where he’d wiped away the mud and tears. Otherwise, he was clean, the blood, shit, and vomit of the previous night washed away in the waters of the marsh. 


But for the Liaran uniform he wore and the dull look in his eyes, he looked the image of a returning patrol. Fortunately, the guards on the wall expected a lone man in Liaran colors. They waved him through. 


He didn’t return to his tent. He didn’t wash; he didn’t change. Nor did he sleep, eat, or report his success to Lord Croveus. The very first thing Declan did upon his return to Meyer’s Hill was step into a particular tent. 


Before his eyes could adjust to the dim interior, he was nearly knocked over by a tight hug. 


“You made it,” Sarah spoke into his ear, “you’re okay.”


Freddy’s voice crossed the dark tent. “What happened? Did you do it? Is it over?”


“It’s done,” Declan pulled away. He watched the tension drain from Sarah’s shoulders. 


Freddy sat down. “So that’s it, then? We get to go home?”


“If the general keeps up his side of the deal,” Declan said, “then yes. I haven’t seen him yet; there’s something I need first.”


“Oh, right,” Sarah dug into her pocket, handing over the glimmering bell.


Declan let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. He wouldn’t have come back if he thought he was still leaking mana, but still bell’s silence was a great comfort. He slipped it over his head. “Thanks. I should go report.”


“Try and get some sleep,” Sarah said. “Divines know you fucking need it.”


He smiled and ducked back out into the camp. There would be time for sleep later, or at least what sleep his mind would allow. A quick stop in his tent to clean the mud from his face, change into a Teralian uniform, and glance longingly at his bed, and Declan was on his way to meet the general.


It was no surprise to find Lord Croveus awake at the early hour. Declan’s theory was confirmed when the man looked up at him with baggy eyes. Nobody had slept that night. 


“Well?”


“At least eighteen hundred mages at a Liaran camp to the northeast have fallen ill. Incurably.”


The general fell back in his chair. “Good. Good. Thank you, Special Lieutenant. You’ve done your Kingdom a great service.”


Unbidden, Declan crossed the tent to sit across the desk. “So?”


“Don’t worry, I keep my deals.” The general slid a stack of documents across the desk. He spoke as Declan leafed through them. “Honorable Discharge papers for Private Frederick Stendrith, Private Sarah Perth, Private-Medic Brian Gildstead, and Private Miranda Tawnslift.”


Declan’s eyebrows shot up. Of course he included Miranda. She may have betrayed him, but he supposed she’d been nothing but loyal to the general. His train of thought ground to a halt when he reached the bottom of the pile. 


“As well as a Discharge with Commendation for one Special Lieutenant Declan Croveus.”


Declan stared at the adoption paper. It was less an official document than a statement with the man’s signature acknowledging Declan as his son. It weighed more in his hands than a sheet of paper had any right to. His old life within his grasp. 


Dared he take it?


He stared at the document, at the life of wealth and rank it represented. It felt hollow. He could never again be the boy he once was. Not after everything that happened. Yet here he sat, across the man who’d kicked him out, who’d taken him away to war, and demanded he do terrible things; with the word ‘father’ on his lips.


Declan signed his name. 


Just because he couldn’t go back didn’t mean he couldn’t go forward. He passed the paper back. 


“I’ll have this copied and saved. The rest are already filed; keep those with you.”


“Thank you, sir. Is that all?”


“You can join the supply line back to Camp Zaste once our main forces arrive. Those discharge papers will get you aboard a return-ship to Fontanya. I can arrange official transport to Reondar for you, but it’ll take time. I assume you’d prefer not to wait?”


Declan nodded, and the general continued. “One more thing,” he passed across a final item—a pair of letters, sealed with the crest of House Croveus. “For King Hastrand and Archmage Ulskier, regarding positions at the Pinnacles for you and your companions.”


Declan accepted the boon, stashing the envelopes with the other documents. He stood. “If that’s everything…”


“It is,” Lord Croveus rose as well, “you’ve truly done the world a service. Thousands of lives could yet be saved. Thank you, son.”


Declan didn’t reply. He didn’t smile. He simply nodded, gave a half-hearted salute, and left the tent. At long last it was time for sleep. 



* * *


“You can’t seriously mean to bring her with us?” 


“Freddy, I don’t know if we have a choice,” Sarah said. 


The four mages sat around a campfire, ale in hand. Despite the fact that Declan had only just awoke, he joined in the drinking. The evening sun had nearly set, and he had plenty of reason to both celebrate and mourn. 


“Of course we have a choice,” Freddy argued. “He’s the one who fought off a divines-fucked army. What if we just… didn’t tell her?”


Declan spoke up, “The general already filed the discharge papers. She’ll find out sooner or later.”


“She was scared,” Brian said, clutching his mug in both hands. 


“She betrayed us,” Freddy insisted. “She betrayed Declan.”


“So she deserves the army? She deserves war?”


“Nobody deserves war,” Declan said. 


Freddy slammed down his empty mug. “All I’m saying is she doesn’t deserve to be rewarded for going behind your back like that.”


“What about the patrols?” Sarah set aside her half-finished drink. “Without her, divines know how many Liarans would’ve snuck up on us out there.”


“That doesn’t make up for—”


Declan cut in. “How many times have you looked death in the face? A dozen? Miranda’s a violet mage; she’s not like us. Divines know how many terrible things she’s witnessed from afar, but I’m willing to bet her own life had never been at risk until the night Jess died. She was scared for her life and she did what she thought would save it.”


“That doesn’t make her less of a traitor,” Freddy spat. “And what about Brian? He’s never seen battle, and he never ran to the general.”


“I know Declan,” the healer said. “Longer than you or Miranda, at least. And I trust him. He’d already saved my life once, back on the road to Krispins. I wouldn’t strong-arm into doing it again, not if he decided the price was too high.”


Declan stared at his friend, a smile on his face. Despite his humble birth, there was a certain nobility to the healer’s person, no doubt adopted from his beloved stories. His thought cut off when Freddy lurched to his feet.


“She’s a fucking traitor, and I’ll be damned to the eight hells before I help her!” He turned from the group, storming off into the camp. 


Sarah sighed and moved to follow. “I’m sorry about that. He gets worked up about broken trust. Especially when he’s sloshed. I’ll just…” 


Declan nodded and Sarah too stepped away from the fire. 


The two remaining mages sat in silence for a moment, each sipping from his mug. Declan broke the silence first. “Thank you,” he said, “for supporting me. It—it really means a lot.”


“Of course! Without you I wouldn’t even be here; I’d have been hellcat food before even making it to Krispins.”


Declan paused. “…I’m not so sure about that.”


“Why not? No way I could’ve fought them off myself.”


“When I was with the Fae, they mentioned something… out there. Some mysterious force that’s messing with fate, trying to get me killed. Lady Elsia said it had sway over the minds of simple beasts…”


“You think they were there for you? Declan that’s crazy. Sure, encounters are rare—I wouldn’t have been traveling alone if they weren’t—but they do happen. My ma says—”


“That was the second of four beast attacks I’ve seen in the past two years. Five, if you count whatever was waiting under the arena that the Fae intercepted. Even if Lady Elsia was lying, you can’t deny something is out to get me. It’s entirely possible the hellcats weren’t a chance encounter.”


Brian paused for a moment, a pensive look falling across his face. “That doesn’t make it your fault. You couldn’t have known. And even if there is some mysterious entity trying to get you killed, you can’t say for certain the hellcats were after you. What I do know is that there were monsters in that grass and that you saved my life. So thank you.”


“You would’ve done the same.”


Brian laughed. “Of fucking course I would’ve! I’ve gotta make my way into your legend somehow.”


Declan let out a dry chuckle. “Hey, I’m going to be awake for a while; wanna find some music?”


“I thought you’d never ask.”


Side by side and ales in hand, the two friends wandered from campfire to campfire. At each they stopped, and at each they exchanged jokes, songs, and stories with the mages there. The stars were not much longer for the sky by the time Declan stumbled into his bed, feeling well and truly drunk, and for at least that night, well and truly human.



* * *


It took four days for the army at large to arrive at Meyer’s Hill. Declan knew immediately why Pylt had fallen so easily yet Liara still stood: several of the new arrivals had visible auras. Apparently Teralia’s strongest mages had gone west first. He wondered if Archmage Christof was among the arrivals. 


The main force of the Teralian military was still marching in when Declan and his companions gathered together on an empty supply cart. The wagons had brought food and supplies up from the port at Camp Zaste, and would now return with maimed, disabled, and discharged soldiers bound for Teralia. 


Declan was certain Miranda knew of her discharge, but he didn’t spot her among the departing mages. For all he knew, she’d left already. 


After nearly two hours of milling about, chatting aimlessly, and silently waiting, the wagon lurched forward, marking the first step in Declan’s journey home. 


Other than the four mages and their belongings, the wagon was completely empty, leaving the companions plenty of space to lean back and enjoy the ride in some semblance of comfort. For his part, Declan wished he’d swiped a pillow from his tent. The wooden bed of the cart was far from soft. 


The trip south traveled slower than the march north. Despite all the feet which had packed down the earth, the cart still had to push through a morass of mud. Halfway to Camp Pluctin, they stopped for the night. 


“So what’s your story?” Declan sat with the others around a small campfire, on a patch of land Freddy had been kind enough to dry out for them. 


“I’m sorry?” 


“Well I’ve known Brian and Sarah since Krispins, but other than Jess’s account of the Eskrian Fields I don’t know really know anything about you. So what’s your story?”


“I—um,” Freddy stammered, “it’s really not that interesting. You’re the one with the song about you.”


“Doesn’t make it any less real or any less important. So tell me. How did you end up out here?”


Freddy paused. He turned to Sarah, who simply nodded. Nodding back, he addressed the group. “I guess I should start with my Ma…”



* * *


Like her father before her and his father before him, Yara Stendrith sold grain. Every morning she could be found on the Fontanya docks, loading her wagon with product from the Icandian Plains to be sold to the city’s working class. It was a modest living, but it was hers. 


One day, in exchange for the morning’s shipment, the sailor took not only her coin, but also her heart. Soon enough, little Freddy rode along in his mother’s cart, helping load and unload what barrels he could. He never knew his father, but that had never bothered him. Yara loved him enough for two. 


The boy was twelve when the first tax raise hit. 


To his eyes, nothing much changed. He overheard the adults grumbling about prices and competition and such, but he’d never considered it his business. His family sold grain, and they always would. 


Freddy was sixteen for the third tax hike, and he was well aware why his mother started turning customers away. Theirs was a simple business. They bought grain and sold it for what profit they could. They had no control over prices, but that didn’t soften the blow when a widow could only afford half her usual portion. 


Freddy watched firsthand as the poor of Fontanya grew frail and gaunt. 


He didn’t question when Yara instructed him to stay behind one morning. He didn’t ask why she’d gone to buy grain without him, or why on that day she charged the old, lower price. The joy on the customers’ faces was enough for him. 


All was well for a time. Freddy met his mother at the stall every morning, helping her sell the day’s grain before loading the empty barrels back onto her cart. Never once did he join her to restock. He was content feeding the people. 


One man in particular stood out. He was a shopkeeper of some sort, another victim of the rising taxes on the city’s trade. He’d frequented Yara’s stall for as long as Freddy could remember. When the price hike occurred, Freddy watched his daily purchase shrink and shrink, echoed by his thinning waistline. He was among the first to rejoice at the sudden price drop. 


“You have no idea,” he’d say, “how much this means. You must be the only seller in the city charging so little. Thank you.”


His was, of course, not the only such story. Many of Yara’s customers expressed similar sentiment. He was, however, the only one not to keep his mouth shut.


The man was there the day the guards came for Yara. ‘Distributing Smuggled Goods.’ Freddy watched in silence as they put her in chains. It wasn’t until he saw a flash of silver that he leapt to action. 


“She trusted you!” He ran at the merchant. At the desperate man who’d only survived off his mother’s crime, and who now sold her out for a handful of coin. He didn’t make it three steps before a rock stuck him in the chest. 


Freddy hit the ground hard, gasping for breath. 


A guard leaned over him, the rock still floating in the air beside him. “You stay out of this or we’ll take you in too. And leave Mr. Falstaf alone; he did his duty to his King.” They left him there, recovering on the hard cobblestone as they dragged his mother away. 


Frederick Stendrith learned two things that day. The first was the nature of treachery. No amount of silver, no words of law or duty could justify such a vile act. 


The second was the power of magic. 


He set off for Reondar the very next day. Only Stretika would take in one as poor as him, and only at a Tower could he find the strength to truly change things. Magic, he’d learned, was the only source of real power, and unless those in power started to truly care about the unawakened, they would forever starve in the streets of Fontanya.


So he’d be a mage.










CHAPTER NINETEEN










CAMP PLUCTIN WAS both alive and eerily empty. Gone were the neat rows of tents, the soldiers milling about, and the lively campfires spouting laughter and music. Instead, laborers loaded and unloaded carts and cared for horses. Medics and aides gingerly helped the homebound soldiers, feeding, dressing, and cleaning those too disabled to do so themselves. 


Declan could only wince as he considered what kind of live these maimed conscripts would have back home. At least they had magic, for whatever good that would do them. An Adept’s level of skill could only do so much to make up for having no arms.


He tried not to think about it.


The cart-ride back to Camp Zaste was a dull affair. Declan spent what time he could on his lute before his fingers, his mind, and his companions’ ears grew tired of it. He passed most of the hours in quiet contemplation, wondering what may await them at the legendary Pinnacle Towers. 


How would he—the dreaded nothing mage—fit in? Perhaps more importantly, how would his companions be received among the rich and noble students that populated the institution? Declan was certain their peasant heritage wouldn’t go unnoticed. Maybe their status as veterans would be worth something. 


The horses ambled along, pulling the wagon ever so slowly through the mud towards Camp Zaste. They arrived at dusk.


The base camp was in much the same shape as Declan remembered it. The army’s advance was, of course, visible—there were fewer tents, fewer campfires, and fewer soldiers milling about the area. That’s not to say music did not drift through the air accompanied by wild stories and drunken laughter. 


Essential as it was as Teralia’s first foothold and source of supplies, Zaste was far from the horrors of war. 


“It’s crazy,” Brian said as they navigated the camp, “the difference you see. Like the further we get from the marsh, the more alive they all are.” 


Declan had to agree. “Thinking back, I didn’t even notice how quiet everyone got. Like it happened slowly.”


“Looming threat of death will do that,” Freddy said, a solemn grin on his face. “Closer you get to Liara, the more it looms.”


They passed a particularly boisterous gathering of soldiers.


“Divines,” Declan cursed. “Were we ever that loud?”


“You? No,” Freddy smiled. “We certainly were, but you’ve been broody since day one.”


“What? I don’t brood.”


Sarah let out a sharp laugh. “Yeah, you fucking do. Unless someone shoves an ale or a lute into your hand, you hardly even speak.”


“Ha! And then he doesn’t shut up.” 


The conversation devolved from there into a fit of good-natured teasing, primarily aimed at Declan. He laughed along with the jibes, even if he did make a note to lighten up a bit when ale and music weren’t involved. As difficult as the past weeks had been, he didn’t want to burden his friends with constant negativity. 


They spent that night together, sharing a tent they’d found with six unoccupied bunks. The standard military cot certainly held no candle to the plush officer’s bed he’d enjoyed previously, but it beat the cold ground and the hard bed of the wagon. 


Declan sat awake for hours after the others slept, distracting himself with thoughts of magic and plans for the future. When he finally did succumb to his pillow, he was far too exhausted for dreams and any memories they might’ve dredged up. 



* * *


Captain Effrest was a solemn man. Or at least he gave that impression to Declan as he welcomed the companions aboard his ship. 


“Cabin eight. The bell rings for meals in the galley. Don’t cause trouble.”


And that was it. Declan had hoped for more interesting company on the two-week voyage home, but it seemed he wouldn’t be getting much conversation from the captain. Instead, as the party found their cabin and stashed their gear on or under the bunks within, Declan wondered at the man’s rank. 


It was rather confusing, he figured, that the military had two completely different ranks named ‘captain.’ Clearly aboard Siren’s Wail, Captain Effrest held rank above even high officers, but what about ashore? 


Did he stop being a captain the moment he stepped off his ship? Did he hold a completely separate rank while on land? What about regular captains? If a military captain came aboard the ship, did they cease to be a captain or did one just live with the confusion of having multiple figures with the same title?


He considered voicing his inquiries to Captain Effrest, but the imposing sailor was not exactly the conversational sort. Instead, Sarah joined him on deck to watch the morning fog roll over the marsh. 


Sailors, maimed soldiers, and their caretakers milled about the deck, still loading the ship with homebound passengers and empty crates and barrels to be refilled in Fontanya. The two mages stood out of their way, against the starboard rail. 


“It’s pretty,” Declan said.


“Hmm?” 


“There’s something about fog. A kind of mystery. You can never know what wonders may await just out of sight.”


“Or a Liaran scouting party. Or a northern attack squad. Or—”


“The war’s over, Sarah. For us, at least. With any luck it’ll be over for everyone soon.”


She sighed. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right. Remembering that is the hard part.” She paused, staring out into the fog. “Less than a year we’ve been out here. Feels like longer. Like I’ve been gone so long I can’t remember what home even is.”


“That’s… I’m sorry. That must be difficult.”


“Fucked is what it is. I can’t imagine what it’s like for you. You were only here a few weeks, but you saw and did more fucked up shit than the rest of us combined.”


“I’ll survive,” Declan shivered in the cool morning air. “I understand what you mean, though. About home. I haven’t really been anywhere more than half a year. I guess Red’s Crossing is technically my home, but I don’t think I could ever really go back there. Not while the general’s there.”


“Come to think of it, what is your relationship with that old asshole? I can’t imagine you’d follow just anyone off into war.”


Declan sighed. It was the last secret he’d kept. The one piece still missing from his story. After everything, he owed her the full tale. 


The fog rolled in. It was some comfort to Declan, a soft cloak that obscured him from the judging gaze of others. 


“I grew up with him. At his estate. Didn’t know I wasn’t his son until I didn’t awaken as a fire mage. Kicked me out when my mother told him the truth.”


The strength of Sarah’s laugh shocked him. “Ha! I knew it! I fuckin’ knew you were a noble! Nobody normal talks like that.”


“Was, Sarah. I was a noble. He kicked me out, remember. Back at Krispins I was always just ‘Declan.’”


“…Back at Krispins?”


“I—well—he adopted me. Or officially acknowledged me. Whatever. It was part of his offer, part of the deal for saving him at Meyer’s Hill.”


“Well,” Sarah fell into an elaborate—if clumsy—bow. “My lordship, I dearly apologize for my brutish behavior.”


Declan froze. “Stop that,” he said. It wasn’t until she stood again that he noticed the mischievous grin on her face. “I’m still me. Honestly, I’m still not sure it was a good idea—tying myself to the likes of him.”


“Are you kidding? Most people I know would kill for that chance. For his kind of money and power, who cares if he’s a raging asshole?”


“I—yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”


“Besides, now you just need to wait it out at the Pinnacles until he kicks it from old age or in a duel or something.”


“Something tells me it won’t be that easy.”


“You already agreed, didn’t you? No point worrying about it now; either it’ll work out or it won’t.”


The ship lurched. In silence, the two mages stared into the distance as the shores of Poulsia disappeared into the fog.


Declan broke the silence first. “So what’re you going to do? When we get back, I mean.”


“Is that a joke? You’ve got a ticket into the Pinnacles in your pocket. I’m riding your coattails all the way up.” She laughed. “Seriously though, I appreciate the opportunity. Attending a real Tower, getting past Adept, all of that has never really been more than a dream. Thank you, Declan.”


“So that’s the plan? Learn as much magic as you can, climb the ranks, all that?”


“I guess? Not sure I have the patience for studying spell theory all day. Maybe once I hit magus I’ll try out monster hunting. Or even re-sign as an officer with the military once the war’s over and they go back to protecting people instead of hurting them. I left my Da at the Vestriam docks to make my fortune. Whatever that is, the Pinnacles seem like a good first step.”


Declan grinned. “Yeah, I can’t imagine you spending your life doing research, either.”


“Hey! I’ll have you know I’m a great student.”


“A great student and a gifted leader,” he diplomatically replied. 


“Bet your ass I am. So what about you? What’s your great plan, oh noble one?”


“I…don’t know. Ever since I left Red’s Crossing I’ve kind of just… ended up places. Krispins was the closest safe Tower to hide from Charlie’s family, then Leskelian transferred me to Vestriam. He’s the one who sent me to Lethis, and then the Fae told me to go with the general, who took me to war and now the Pinnacles. I don’t think I’ve ever really had a choice about where to go.”


“So what do you want?”


“Other than some vague words about a ‘syzygy,’ I think I’m past the Fae’s guidance. Honestly, given how the first two requests turned out, I’m not sure I even want to help them anymore. Beyond that… I promised Jess I would build something. Not sure what yet. Maybe a tavern.”


Sarah grinned. “I do like taverns. So why the Pinnacles? Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy you’re taking us, but do you need more magic to start a tavern?”


“It’s more… I don’t think they’ll ever leave me alone. Sure, I’ve been discharged from the military, but the general and the Hierarchy and the Kingdom itself are going to keep wanting things from me. I—I think the only way they’ll stop is if I get strong enough to scare them off.”


“You’re already pretty fucking scary, to be clear.”


“There’s also Eric,” Declan breathed. “If I get to grand magus or impress the Hierarchy enough, I could request his transfer. Or at least his dismissal. He’s probably stuck posted at Lethis by now.”


“So why not go there? To him?”


Declan paused to think, staring out into the slowly fading fog. “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right. Everything that’s happened so far has pushed me here, towards the Pinnacles. I think that’s what the Fae were aiming for, despite the incredible cost. I don’t trust them, not after everything, but I can’t shake the feeling there’s something important waiting for me in Reondar.”


“That’s kind of a bullshit reason.”


He shrugged, but did not answer. He lacked the words to express his sentiment, and the courage to try. Perhaps it was the confusion under which they’d parted. He still had unresolved feelings for the boy, and he was afraid to discover where they might lead. Perhaps it was the Fae’s words which drove him forward, towards destiny and away from Eric.


Or perhaps, after his time in the Pluctin Marsh, Declan wasn’t ready to be happy again. It felt hollow, unfair, to live through all that and just return to being the innocent student he’d been back at Vestriam. 


Either way, the mages remained silent as they stood upon the deck, watching the waters of the Asharrian pass beneath them. 



* * *


The voyage south—not unlike the rest of the journey home—was long and dull. 


When at last they did land in Fontanya, Declan was the first off the boat. The docks were busy. For every bit that trade through the city had slowed or redirected to Belstead, the war effort more than made up for it in supply and troop shipments bound for Poulsia. 


Declan did his best to ignore the emptiness of the streets. Citizens still milled about, but for the massive population center Fontanya had once been, the cobblestones were practically deserted. 


Sarah clung tightly to Freddy’s hand. Declan could see the tension in the man’s shoulders, and he recalled Freddy’s story. These stones didn’t hold fond memories for the blue mage. 


The tavern at which they eventually found themselves—The Emerald Banner, according to the sign—showed more signs of life than the city itself. The aura of laughter and joy escaping from the place tugged at the mages until they stood within the crowded common room. 


“How much for two rooms?” Declan inquired of the woman behind the bar. 


“Two silver each for room and meals. Taxes, you see.”


Declan swung his pack around to dig out the coin, revealing his lute to the barkeep in the process.


“You a bard? Why didn’t you say so? Give me three hours of music and your room is free.”


He handed the woman a single silver. “Done. Let us stow our belongings and I’ll get started.”


Thirty minutes, a hot meal, and a tall mug of ale later, Declan sat at the center of the common room tuning his instrument. The patrons paid him little mind. A few sent curious glances across the room, but most remained enthralled in their conversations. 


Declan warmed up with a lilting ballad, singing of love lost in the midst of war. He received a smattering of applause, but for the most part the tavern ignored him. 


He jumped when Brian whispered into his ear, “play something lively. They’re here to forget the war, not be sad about it.”


Nodding, he launched into a rendition of “Pour the Whiskey Down”. By the time he got to “Emma’s Eve”, half the tavern was singing along.




“Ooooh Emma was a quiet girl,


She loved her husband dear,


Until one day, 


or so they say,


Came true her biggest fear,




She’d always been a loving girl,


A truly faithful wife,


Unlike her man,


And so began


The night of Emma’s life.




She came into a tavern then,


Twas not unlike this here,


And then a lad,


Or more a cad,


Bought the girl a beer.




She spent with him a solid hour,


Indeed they had a blast,


’til he was spent,


And on she went.


He wouldn’t be the last.




She came across a stableman,


His stress she would relieve,


A hurried lay,


Upon the hay,


And on went Emma’s eve.




Up next she found a sailor man,


And dropped down on her knee,


She sucked him dry,


And said goodbye,


And on went Emma’s eve.”




The song went on for some time. By no means did Declan know all the verses—there were easily a good hundred of them out there. Whenever a particularly enthusiastic patron took to singing one he didn’t know, the bard happily played along and mouthed the unfamiliar lyrics. 


For a brief moment, Declan worried the raunchy tune might offend certain members of his party. His fears were assuaged when he turned to spot Sarah joyously singing along with the others. 


He mentally slapped himself. Of course she’d heard far worse among the military. Hells, she’d probably heard worse working the docks at Vestriam. Even then, why should it be offensive? The song was popular for a reason; indeed, a number of female patrons happily joined in. It was, after all, a tale of a scorned woman getting revenge on her cheating husband, raunchy and off-color as it may be.


For his part, Declan reveled in the atmosphere of the tavern. The smiles and laughter on his audience’s faces spoke volumes to the mage. At the back of his mind, a voice whispered.


Maybe things weren’t so bad after all.










CHAPTER TWENTY










“WAS THE SUN this bright yesterday?” Declan groaned. 


“Yep,” Brian shoved a water skin into his hands. Declan drank. The room-temperature water was perhaps the most delicious thing he’d ever tasted. Not a good sign.


He almost fell over when Brian’s hand touched his forehead, immediately easing the throbbing pain.


“You can cure hangovers?!”


“Do you seriously think,” Brian grinned, “that wasn’t the first spell I learned when I got the chance? It’s really just an advanced circulation, helps get the water spread through your body. Hangovers are mostly just dehydration.”


The two sat around an empty table in the inn’s common room. Most of the prior night’s revelers had made it out the door and back home at some point in the evening.


Most.


When Freddy and Sarah finally appeared on the wooden stairs, they stepped over a man who’d passed out on his way up. If Declan strained, he could hear the snores. 


Freddy opted in to Brian’s hangover recovery process, while Sarah stalwartly refused. 


“I’ll reap what I sow, thanks. It’s just a headache.” Despite her words, she did make a point of drinking deeply from her own water-skin. Declan chose not to comment. 


The mages broke fast in relative silence, the overpriced meal working wonders for Declan’s turning stomach. He vowed to pace himself better in the future. The planning didn’t begin until all four plates lay empty. 


Freddy began, “It’s what, a week’s journey to Reondar?”


“Hells if I know,” Sarah said. “You’re the one who’s walked it.”


“I wasn’t exactly counting the days.”


Declan mused, “If Robin were here…”


Sarah looked up with interest, “The steel mage?”


“Yeah,” Declan said. “Her father runs a caravan; she probably knows the travel times for every trade route in Teralia.”


“That’s not exactly useful,” Freddy said. “Unless you’ve got her hidden away somewhere, we’ll have to ask someone else.”


As the others continued discussing logistics for the final leg of their journey, Declan wondered where Robin had ended up. For all he knew she was still at Lethis, but given the girl’s drive, he wagered she was off on an adventure of her own. He hoped their paths would cross again someday. 


“Ten days,” Brian returned to his chair. Declan hadn’t even noticed he’d left. “Anne says she’s made the trip before, took her ten days.”


It took Declan longer than he’d have liked to admit to realize ‘Anne’ was the woman behind the bar. 


“Alright,” Sarah said, “so we can try and find a caravan or head out on our own. Either way, we’ll have to buy our own supplies. A caravan will be safer, but slower. We could probably sell ourselves as guards for a quick silver.”


“I don’t think we need to worry much about danger,” said Declan. “The King’s Road is probably the safest route in Teralia, and we’re more than equipped to deal with any random threats we come across.”


“Are you sure? You’re the one who claims to be a monster magnet.”


“If you believe the Fae,” Declan sighed. “I’m not sure I do anymore. Or at least I’m not sure they have our best interests at heart. Either way, anything big enough to be a real danger won’t be deterred by a caravan.”


“Alright, no caravan then,” Sarah stood. “So, ten days of supplies? Call it twelve to be safe?”


Freddy joined her. “Sounds good to me. Shall we?”


With a nod, Declan and Brian stood as well, and the four mages exited The Emerald Banner to embark on their shopping trip. 


Two hours and far too much silver later, the party walked together through the gates of Fontanya, packs bulging with dried meats and cheeses. They passed more people on the King’s Road than the streets of the city. 


Even as Fontanya withered, imports to the capital continued with vigor. Crippling taxes and foreign war wouldn’t keep the ruling class from their luxuries. For every well-to-do merchant the group passed, a dozen ragged workers traveled to Reondar. No doubt they sought greener pastures away from the failing city, or perhaps a magical future at Tower Stretika.


Desperate citizens made for easy recruits.


Freddy bristled at the look on the travelers’ faces. He didn’t have to speak for Declan to understand his sentiment—he’d been just like them not long ago. 


For Declan’s part, there was something liberating about the journey. It was perhaps the first time in his life he traveled under his own volition, not in fear for his life or because another had mandated it. He could walk at whatever pace he deemed fit, and at no point did he feel the need to look over his shoulder for pursuers. 


The air was fresh and the road was dry, and Declan loved it.


At night they camped on the roadside. Around a fire the mages shared stories and jokes. Declan practiced his lute and singing, judged practice bouts between Sarah and Freddy, or quizzed the others on their magic theory. He ended each night musing over the embers while the others slept around him. By the time exhaustion inevitably took him, he slept deeply and with a smile on his face.



* * *


“So what are they like?” Brian asked as they traveled. On each side of the road they passed farms and fields, the stench of fertilizer tainting the fresh morning air. Eight days into their trip, and already the five Towers pierced the horizon ahead.


Freddy replied: “What are what like?”


“The Pinnacles! You’ve been there, haven’t you?”


“Well—I mean—kind of. Technically Stretika is one of the Pinnacles, but it’s not really the same. I hope not.”


Declan laughed. “I can’t imagine any of the rich or noble students even stepping foot in Stretika.”


“Right,” Freddy said. “The military Tower is overcrowded and operated completely by the students. It’s pretty much just like the army except instead of marching and fighting, you study.”


“So what about the Tower we’re going to?”


“Well it depends,” Declan said. “I think we can rule out Stretika for obvious reasons. Tower Hastrand too, of course, unless one of you has royal blood you’ve been hiding from us. That leaves Rus, Yrond, and Ausgrend.”


“Easy,” Brian grinned. “All the greatest archmages trained at Ausgrend.”


“That exactly why we shouldn’t go there,” Declan replied. “With the Mage Council there and all the stories about it and whatnot, it’s also overcrowded. Sure it’s taller than the others, but do you really want to climb a hundred stories to and from class?”


“But it’s famous—”


“They’re all famous. Besides, the Teralian Healer’s Association is based out of Yrond. You’re going to end up there anyway.”


“Ok, so Yrond then. Can we at least visi—” Brian froze. They all did, as the paved road beneath them rumbled. 


“What was that?”


“Are earthquakes common around here?”


Freddy voice shook, “I’ve never felt one…”


Declan said, “I don’t think we get earthquakes this far from the Gindalts.”


For a moment the quaking stopped and the world was still. The mages frantically scanned their surroundings, nerves still alight from the sudden shaking. 


The earth erupted.


Soil rained down on the clustered mages. A sound rang out, somewhere between a series of clicks and a horrific screech. When the dust settled, Declan appraised the new arrival. 


The thing was massive. Easily fifty feet long, the serpentine creature must’ve been at least ten feet wide at its thickest. Its segmented body gave a distinct worm-like appearance to its light brown hide, which was then belied by the twelve pointed chitinous legs on which it skittered. Most terrifying, however, was the set of mandibles at its front. 


They dripped a cloudy yellow liquid, which sizzled upon striking the ground.


By the time the creature screeched again, Declan had already fired an empowered Dart. 


The attack hit. Or at least, he assumed it hit by the monster’s recoil and sharp hiss. It did not, however, slow the beast. 


It darted forward.


Freddy screamed.


Declan whipped his head around, confirming his friend remained among the living. Freddy lay on the cobblestones, seemingly intact. It wasn’t until he rolled over that noticed the patch of smoking skin on the man’s leg. 


He’d dodged the mandibles, but not the acid.


Without delay, Declan cast his mana sight and the world shifted to tones of gray. He couldn’t adjust his approach if he didn’t know what was happening. 


Preparing another empowered Dart, he fired directly at the beast’s head, this time tracking the greenish light as the spell flew. It went right through. Again the beast recoiled, and again it struck. 


Brian hit the ground fast, managing to avoid both the attack and the acid which dripped onto the cobblestone next to him. 


Declan’s mind raced. The spell passed through, so I know it’s not being blocked. I clearly did some damage too, or it wouldn’t have recoiled like that. Was the Dart dimmer after going through? He forcibly calmed his breathing. 


“Sar—” he was interrupted when lightning arced through the air, striking the creature. It didn’t even flinch. 


“Sarah, get Brian out of here! Thing’s full of earth mana! Freddy, can you stand? Distract it!”


A blue orb materialized before the beast, shifting back and forth through the air. The thing ignored it, diving instead at Sarah as she dashed for the healer. 


Declan landed another Dart as it charged, disrupting its strike long enough for the girl to get clear. 


“It’s got no eyes!” Sarah called out. “I’ll distract it, you focus on staying alive!”


In place of Freddy’s sphere, Sarah conjured a ball of lightning, waving it in front of the beast. Its massive head swiveled to follow it. 


“It follows heat! Sarah, you’re a genius!” Brian cheered from his vantage at the side of the road before scurrying over to tend to Freddy’s wound. 


Declan continued his barrage of Darts as the creature chased the zipping ball of electrified air. It seemed, or at least he hoped, that the beast was beginning to slow down. 


Sarah directed her magic away, and the creature skittered after it. Declan was just beginning to think they might survive when the thing opened its maw and swallowed Sarah’s lightning. 


“Shit.”


Declan got two more Darts off before he had to leap aside to dodge the next attack. He was sure he’d fed it enough mana to kill the thing eventually, but whatever he kept hitting obviously wasn’t vital to the beast’s immediate survival. 


It screeched again, turning away from Declan to look down the road. 


Directly where Brian was helping Freddy limp away. 


Sarah shrieked “Freddy!”


They turned too late. Already the beast barreled towards them. 


Declan’s heart froze, only to begin pounding again when a gust of air knocked his companions aside, and the creature dashed right past them. He was about to launch another Dart when he saw her.


“Ah-ha! Take that, ya big beastie!” 


Just off the road stood a dark-skinned woman, hand extended and a wide grin on her face. Air rushed past Declan, coalescing into a massive spiraling spike, which drilled into the beast. Curiously, Declan noted it aimed directly at the thing’s center instead of the presumed weak spots at the edges of its segmented hide.


The creature writhed, turning back to the hole from whence it came. 


“Oh no ya don’! You’re na gettin’ away this time!” The northern woman held out her other hand, and the worm-thing collided into an invisible barrier. Her kilt blew in the wind. 


Declan could only stare wide-eyed as the beast screeched, wailed, and eventually stilled. 


He exhaled, but kept up his guard. Whoever this stranger was, the smile on her face was not the picture of sanity.


“Now tha’s what Ah call a hunt! Look at ‘im!” 


“Thank you, brave hunter, for your timely rescue,” Declan greeted. 


“Well Ah couldn’t let ya ‘ave all tha fun,” she laughed. “Ah’ve been trackin’ this ‘ere beastie for weeks now. Ah’ve no idea wha’ possessed it ta leave tha Gindalts and tunnel all tha way out ‘ere, but a kill’s a kill.”


Declan paled. He had an idea what might’ve spurred the monster to come north, but he preferred not to entertain it. Less than a year ago, whatever was trying to kill him needed the sea scamps to control the leviathan which had nearly sunk The Waving Bone. If it could directly control something like this now…


“I’m Sarah,” the lightning mage shook the stranger’s hand. “That’s Brian, Freddy, and Declan. Thanks for the rescue.”


“Lillian Evanderith, beast ‘unter extraordinaire, at your service.”


“It’s an honor to meet you,” Declan too shook the woman’s hand. He took the opportunity to get a good look at their savior. 


Untamed frizzy black hair shot out in all directions, often straight up. She wore a simple loose white linen blouse and a plaid kilt—traditional northern garb. Other than her manic smile, the only aspect of her figure which jumped out to Declan was the collection of… parts which hung from her belt. 


Tufts of fur, bone, even a few small skulls dangled from the leather around her waist, swinging gently in the breeze. 


“Likewise,” she grinned. 


Declan winced at the strength of her grasp.


She whistled. “Isn’t ‘e a beaut? Ah’m glad ya could keep ‘im busy for a while. Mountain Crawlers are hard ta kill. Don’t ‘ave a centralized nervous system, so ya gotta know right where ta get ‘em.”


Declan just nodded, absorbing the information. If nothing else, it explained why his Darts had failed to stop the beast—it didn’t have a brain. 


“Anyway,” Lillian continued, “Ah’d love ta stay and chat, but Ah left my apprentice in tha middle of a Fang Widow nest. Best make sure she’s still breathin’.” She gestured to the Mountain Crawler. “Ya can keep tha spoils if ya like.” 


The mages didn’t get a chance to reply before wind roared past them. Declan could only stare as the gust of air lifted the northerner off the ground, and she flew into the distance.


Sarah was the first to speak. “What in the divines-fucked hells just happened?” 


Freddy answered from where he still sat upon the cobblestone, “I…I think we just met one of the most powerful mages in Teralia.”


“You may be right,” Declan said. “Flight has got to be Tier 8 at minimum.” His mind reeled at such casual use of the high-level magic. He elected not to mention his thoughts on the impracticalities of flying while wearing a kilt. After that display, Lillian could do whatever she damn well pleased.


Instead, he turned to Freddy. “How’s your leg?”


“Hurts like a bitch.”


“Acid will do that,” Brian said. “Help me wash it and I can fix you up. At least enough to get you to Reondar.”


Declan and Sarah inspected the massive carcass on the roadside. As eager as she may have been for a quick power-boost, Declan managed to convince her not to bother trying to cut open the beast. Given its size, it’d take hours just to get through the hide. 


Thirty minutes and a few healing spells later, the mages were once again on their way, leaving the gigantic corpse lying on the roadside next to the ten-foot hole from whence it had appeared.


The encounter reminded Declan of two important facts. First was that pure firepower had limited use if he didn’t know where to shoot. The second was Lillian’s appearance reminding him just how far he still had to go. 


And the five Towers piercing the horizon ahead were the first step.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










THEY WELCOMED HIM among the lords,

Such honor he had won,

They heaped upon him great rewards,

For evil he had done.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


The city streets bustled with life. Sellers pitched their wares, laborers ambled their way to work, and immigrants and tourists shuffled in to see the legendary Towers up close. Rich merchants in finely embroidered cotton shared the byways with dirt-stained poor, neither giving the other a second look. It was a busy place, and from the look of things, a thriving place. 


There was no war in Reondar. 


Declan’s party traveled unmolested through crowded streets, weaving their way through the throngs of customers that congregated around the more popular businesses. 


The city was busier than Declan remembered. He wasn’t sure if the change was due to an influx of residents from Fontanya, or if on his previous visits he’d been too separated from the masses to notice them. Probably both. 


The closer they moved to the Pinnacles, the more the laborers, peasants, and craftsmen filtered out from the bustling crowd. Two distinct classes remained. Those in resplendent clothes who could afford to spend their time and money in the outrageously expensive Tower district, and prospective applicants for Tower Stretika.


Declan couldn’t help but give Freddy a sideways glance. Here on the streets of Reondar, his world touched against Freddy’s. How would his companions receive him now as he stepped back into life from whence he’d came?


His thoughts were interrupted when they arrived at the Tower square, and Declan had to physically grab Brian to stop him just standing and staring. They weren’t here to gawk.


The Pinnacles themselves were not noticeably different from Tower Vestriam. All five structures already reached high enough to seem infinite. Declan was sure he’d notice the difference in ambient mana though, at least if he ever set foot in Ausgrend. 


The tallest Tower known to man stood at the center of the cluster, flanked on all sides by its smaller—though still massive—companions. The massive area between the structures was kept open, ostensibly so the palace just across the square could keep an eye on the comings and goings of the mages within— what eye it could, given the marble’s impenetrable nature.


Declan led his friends not to the Towers, but to the Palace gates. The bloodstone structure glimmered so bright in the autumn sun, the mages squinted as they approached. After waiting for the guards to wave through a finely dressed merchant with an armful of embroidered silk, Declan stepped up to the gate and gave his introduction. 


“Greetings, fine sirs. I come bearing a message for His Majesty.” 


The guards looked him up and down. “All mail deliveries go through the servant’s entrance at the east wing.”


Declan forced a grin. “I do believe you have me wrong. This letter,” he conjured the envelope from his pocket, “is a direct correspondence from Lord Frederick Croveus. My father has instructed me to deliver it directly to King Julien.”


The guard sighed, turning to the other. “Just call a steward. I’m not paid enough to be evaluating official seals and all that nonsense.”


The second guard nodded, running off into a side door. The mages waited in silence for nearly twenty minutes before the man returned, accompanied by a lanky woman in the red and gray finery of House Hastrand. 


“Julia! How fortuitous! It’s been some time, hasn’t it?”


“Master Declan! It’s delightful to see you. Please, right this way,” she waved off the guards and turned to lead the mages in through the main entrance. “If you don’t mind my inquiry, what happened? You wouldn’t believe the rumors about you that circulated last year. Some question of your birth?”


“All resolved now, thankfully. Father’s dispatched me with a message for King Julien and to finally join the Pinnacles.” Declan turned to his companions, trying to ignore their wide eyes as they gawked at both his behavior and the opulence of the halls through which they walked. 


Priceless paintings, tapestries, and sculptures decorated walls of pure bloodstone. The mana-lights that lit the place were trimmed in enough gold to buy a house. Declan attempted to distract his companions from the display. 


“I’d like to introduce you to my companions. Sarah Perth, Frederick Strendrith, and Brian Gildstead, veterans of the war in the north and talented mages in their own right.”


“It’s a pleasure. I’m Julia Knowles, third under-steward to His Majesty King Julien Hastrand. I’ve known Declan here quite some time.”


“She used to tell me stories, back when my family would visit.”


Brian perked up. “Stories, you say?”


“Oh, nothing as grand as all that,” she grinned. “Mostly he pestered me about my time at Tower Rus.”


“You studied at Tower Rus?” The shock in Sarah’s voice was apparent, if rude.


“No, no, I worked there. Rus probably has three servants for every student or faculty member. Ah, here we are.”


The room into which she ushered them was not a throne room. Nor was it a receiving hall, a meeting chamber, or even a waiting lounge. 


It was an apartment. 


“Please, wait here. I’ll have baths sent up for you and your entourage. If you’ll be so kind…” Declan handed her the letter, “I’ll get this to His Majesty. It is good to see you again, my lord.” With a bow, the under-steward turned and vacated the suite, leaving Declan and his companions alone.


Sarah broke the silence. “What the fuck just happened?”


“Court etiquette,” Declan said. “You can’t expect the king to see us like this,” he gestured to their dirt-stained skin and travel-worn clothes. 


Freddy chimed in, “Didn’t you tell the guards you had to deliver the letter directly? Why did you give it to her?”


“Oh, that was just to get in the door. From a steward’s hands the king’s more likely to actually read the letter today, and we’re treated as guests in the meantime.”


“That doesn’t explain,” Sarah waved her hands chaotically in Declan’s direction, “all this. You’re a fucking different person.”


Brian stepped in. “He did say he grew up with the general. Is it a really a surprise he’s been here before?”


“Did you hear what she called us? His entourage.”


“Would you rather be my valet? I’m sorry, Sarah, but nobles are assholes sometimes. Powerful ones. Sometimes you have to play along to get what you want.”


“Fine,” she eventually said. “Just don’t pull any of that upper class bullshit with me. I’m friends with Declan, not his Lordship Declan Croveus.” Point made, she turned from the group, crossing the opulent chamber to pass through an unmarked door. Declan refrained from mentioning it probably lead to the suite’s servant’s quarters. 


Freddy grinned uncomfortably. “They’re not going to make her wear a dress, are they?”


“What? No, of course not. She’s delivering a message, not asking for his hand.”


“Oh. Ok. Good. I’ll just…” Freddy’s voice petered off as he moved to follow Sarah. 


The last companion remaining, Brian spoke his mind. “Honestly I’m just glad to be here. Think of the story! Prodigal noble scion returns with mysterious and powerful magic! No wonder you have a song about you.”


Declan smiled. At least one of them was excited.


Three hours, four baths, and a number of poorly fitting outfits later, the mages waited together on a pair of plush couches in a small—if decadent—sitting lounge. 


The palace servants had managed to dig out a bright crimson doublet with gold embroidery to match the colors of House Croveus, which Declan wore along with a silk shirt and similarly decorated pants. Red was not Declan’s color. It clashed with his pale skin, giving him an almost pallid appearance.


His companions wore their own versions of the same, if more simply adorned. There could be no question who was the lord among them. 


“When he gets here, it would probably be best if I do the talking,” Declan said.


“No shit.”


“Yes, exactly my point,” he laughed, receiving a gentle punch on the shoulder for his teasing. The conversation was cut short, however, when the far door swung open.


Declan immediately jumped to his feet, prompting his companions to do the same. The king was the first through, flanked by Julia and an unfamiliar steward. Declan fell into a bow the moment he saw the man. He could only hope the others were aware enough to do so as well.


“You may rise,” Julien voice carried an interesting mix of boredom and urgency, which he promptly explained: “I’m a busy man; please pardon my rush.”


Looking, Declan got his first good look at King Julien Hastrand. His long golden locks complemented the royal scarlet of his clothes. He wore no crown, the ornate headpiece likely too heavy for day-to-day wear. Most striking, however, was the man’s jewelry. 


Declan counted two earrings, three necklaces, and four rings, no doubt all enchanted for defense. Even for a king, the collection was overkill. Declan dismissed the thought; war, of course, warranted additional precautions. 


Declan also got the distinct impression Julien was looking down his nose at him, although that may well have been simply due to the sheer size of the thing. His Majesty had a… prominent nose.


“I’d like to thank you,” the man continued as if reading through a script, “for the great service you have rendered. Please, join us for tonight’s banquet so I may reward you publicly.”


Declan could practically feel Sarah glaring into his back as he responded. “It would be an honor, your Majesty to—”


“Excellent,” the king interrupted, “I’ll see you tonight then. My steward can handle the details.” Without waiting for pleasantries or even a basic response, the king turned and strode from the room. 


He was long gone by the time Sarah spoke. “You’re right. If nobles are assholes, he’s the king asshole.”



* * *


Declan counted himself lucky that the evening’s festivities were a smaller affair—as small as a gathering of two dozen of the Kingdom’s richest and most powerful nobles could be. If nothing else, he was pleased the banquet was simple enough that the clothes they’d already scavenged proved adequate. 


It would’ve been a nightmare trying to find tailored dress clothes in time, let alone find Sarah a gown. 


More than anything, he was shocked to find himself seated at the head table, directly adjacent to the king. Given his earlier treatment, Declan hadn’t expected more than a few words and fulfillment his father’s request of sponsorship into one of the smaller Pinnacles. 


From his perch, Declan looked down at his companions. The others sat together at a table to the side, carefully avoiding conversation with the other diners. Sarah shifted uncomfortably in the relatively nice clothes, though Brian seemed comfortable enough. 


Declan was certain it would only be a few glasses of wine before the healer began regaling some lord’s nephew with old stories. He grinned at the thought. 


Declan was halfway through his appetizer when the king uttered his first words of the meal. 


“I’m glad he managed to find you,” he said. “Divines know how long this war could’ve gone without your help.”


“It is an honor to be of service, Majesty.”


The man bit into a tomato, continuing to speak as he chewed. “It was my idea, you know,” he said, “acknowledging you. He’s a loyal servant and friend, but hells is he stubborn. Who cares about bloodlines when such an… opportunity arises?”


Declan did not take kindly to being referred to as an ‘opportunity,’ but he kept his mouth resolutely shut.


The king continued, “Ah well, he did the right thing in the end.”


Once again, Declan refrained from commenting. He would not, under any circumstance, describe the general’s actions as ‘right.’


“I must thank you then, sire, for suggesting such a path.”


“Of course, of course.” He abruptly turned when the chair to his left jerked back and a woman sat at it. “Ah, Lady Felicia! How wonderful you could make it. Did you see the absolute state of the southern gardens on your way in?”


Declan tuned out as the king discussed the inanities of sculpted hedges with the noblewoman. He withheld his sigh. He was well acquainted with long and boring dinner parties. He could only hope this one would end at a reasonable hour so he could get on with his life. 


The feast was well into its fourth course by the time King Julien finally rose. 


“A toast,” he raised a glass, “to each of you. For your ongoing support here at home for our mages abroad, I thank you.” The assembled nobles politely clapped, sipping from cups of their own.


“Before we move on to Chef Odelier’s fabulous dessert, I have a few announcements. I have today been informed that the Liaran army lies broken. The road to Liara is clear!”


The applause this time had far more vigor. Declan’s cynical side whispered that they cared more about displaying their patriotism to the king than the news itself, but he shoved that thought aside. 


“I would also like to formally express the Crown’s gratitude to the man who made it possible. One of our own. Declan, if you’d please.” 


Declan stood, and the king continued. “I am honored to welcome the son of our esteemed General Croveus on his glorious return. Through dedication, loyalty, and a truly unique magical talent, Declan Croveus single-handedly took the Liaran military to its knees.” 


There was no applause, only silence and stares from the gathered nobles.


Julien remained unfazed. “As thanks, and in hope of fostering a long future of service to the Kingdom of Teralia, I would like to publicly extend my invitation for Declan Croveus, the nothing mage himself, to take up residence at Tower Hastrand.”


If the claim he’d taken out the Liaran army on his own hadn’t silenced the attendees, the invitation surely did. Had he been eating, Declan himself might’ve spat out his food. 


Tower Hastrand was reserved for the royal family. Exclusively. 


Ostensibly, it was an incredible honor. The king was practically hailing him as a relative. From the looks of it, the nobles were as stunned as he was, though Sarah, Freddy, and Brian raised their eyebrows. There was no world in which the offer extended to them. 


Dared he refuse? Julien’s intent was clear; he wanted Declan under his thumb instead of the hierarchy’s. Would the attention be worth it? Could he even avoid such attention now the king had announced his title?


Declan didn’t like the idea of living thousands of floors away from his friends. He didn’t like the idea of owing a favor to the ruthless king. He especially didn’t like people calling him ‘the nothing mage.’ 


At least, he mused, Tower Hastrand will be private. And maybe a lone king will be easier to deal with than the entire Mage Council. The thoughts were some comfort. It wasn’t like he would’ve been studying with the others anyway, given their different levels of experience. 


He could still visit; the Pinnacles were all equipped with translocaters for those well-connected enough to skip the climb. Maybe staying at Tower Hastrand would afford him that right. 


Ultimately, he decided against declining the invitation, motivated primarily by an aversion to offending the king. Let him play at politics, he thought. A Tower is a Tower.


Politely, he bowed his head to Julien in thanks, and returned to his seat. 


The king raised his glass once more, and made his final announcement. “And now, dessert!”










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










“YOU’RE NOT SERIOUSLY going to Tower Hastrand, are you?”


The mages stood together in the ornate suite, where they’d been invited to spend the night after the banquet. Dealing with Tower logistics after that much wine would’ve been ill-advised. 


“Sarah,” Freddy began, “it’s not like he has much of a choice.”


“Of course he has a divines-fucked choice! He’s the gods-damned nothing mage, he can do what he wants!”


“Shhh,” Declan urged. “You’re getting dangerously close to treason.”


“Just tell him no,” she continued, if somewhat more quietly, “you’re coming to Yrond with us.”


“I don’t think you understand,” Declan said. “King Julien has basically just put me in line for the throne. After his daughters, nephews, and cousins, sure, but the laws around Tower Hastrand are very specific. Royals and their servants only.”


“So what? You’ve gone from Declan, to Special Lieutenant Declan, to Lord Declan, to fucking Prince Declan? It’s obviously a ploy. He wants you under his thumb and to make sure every noble in Teralia knows it.”


“As opposed to being under the Mage Council’s thumb?”


“They didn’t start a fucking war.”


“Sarah,” Freddy rested a hand on her back, “please. It’s late; we’re drunk; let’s go to bed.”


She nodded, muttering to Freddy as they walked away, “He left us at Krispins and now he’s leaving us again. Who’s gonna die this time?”


Declan knew it was the wine talking. He knew there was nothing he could’ve done at Krispins, and there was nothing he could’ve done to save Andrew’s life. It didn’t change the fact that he wasn’t there. 


Declan lay awake for hours that night, trying to reject the unreasonable sense of guilt Sarah’s words had imparted. There was nothing he could have changed. Nothing he could’ve done for Andrew, and nothing he could’ve done for Jess. He’d gotten the others out. Paved their way to the Pinnacles, and to better lives than they could’ve dreamed of without him. 


It felt hollow, holding that over them. All he’d given was a chance at the same life that hundreds of nobles had from birth. Divines knew they deserved it more. 


Eventually, as it inevitably does, exhaustion won out, and Declan fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.



* * *


The ground floor of Tower Hastrand was certainly… unique. Declan was impressed they managed to fit so many guards on the ten-foot landing that made up the exposed part of the level. 


There were two on each side of the entrance, one on each corner of the landing, and an additional two standing on the first step up. Also built onto that first step—such that one of the guards would have to step aside to allow someone past—was a beautiful ironwood desk. 


“Lord Croveus, welcome to Tower Hastrand,” the woman behind the desk recognized him. Declan fought down the blush from his realization that he didn’t recognize her.


“Thank you,” he said. “It is truly an honor.”


“Everything has been arranged,” she said. “We have you in suite 1162. May I carry your things?” Declan politely waved her offer away.


“Very well, if you’ll come right this way…” she gestured, and the guard on her left stepped aside. Declan passed, following the woman up the steps.


He found, as he’d hoped, a transporter upon the second floor landing. Along with, of course, another set of guards. As they prepared the device, Declan swallowed his pride and asked the woman, “I’m terribly sorry, would you please remind me of your name?”


“Martha Trin, my lord, Head Secretary here at Tower Hastrand.”


“Ah, thank you, Martha.”


“Now, if you’ll please,” she gestured, “I’ll be right up to show you to your suite.”


Nodding, Declan stepped onto the transporter, and in a blink, he was elsewhere. 


The receiving room was nothing if not opulent. Elegant Eskrian rugs decorated the floor, while the walls were lined with beautiful paintings hung above an array of chairs and couches on which one could await an expected guest. To one side, Declan spotted a table stacked with pastries. He swiped a sweet roll as Martha materialized. 


“Right this way, sir.” She led him onto the steps, which were also adorned with decadent carpet. 


It must’ve been custom made, Declan reasoned, to fit so well onto the stairs like this. He doubted there was much of a market for Tower-step carpets. 


Martha led him on a short walk down the steps to level 1162, into which she ushered him. Declan was unsurprised to find himself in a small welcoming chamber. The space held a set of plush chairs and a desk, should he require a secretary. 


Declan didn’t think he’d have much use of the space—he didn’t imagine himself entertaining many guests. He did, however, appreciate the glimmering bloodstone walls and second door separating it from his actual sleeping area. 


Tower doors couldn’t be Locked, but there was nothing stopping him from enchanting the second, manmade door. As secure as the Tower was, Declan didn’t quite trust the sole group which had access to it.


Declan stepped into the suite proper. He had, by now, grown somewhat numb to the royal splendor, but that didn’t stop him from pausing at the sight of the place. 


His suite contained a massive four-post bed, a lovely sitting area with a circular table for four, and an ironwood desk with enough gold trim to be worth a fortune in its own right. Among the other amenities were a wardrobe, trunk, and vanity. 


He didn’t foresee himself getting much use out of that last, but he supposed the more fashion-inclined members of the royal family much appreciated it. 


The room was flanked by two crimson stone walls. On one side was a door to what Declan could only assume was a washroom, and from the other stepped a man in Hastrand colors. 


“Greetings, my Lord,” the man bowed. “My name is Claude. It will be my honor to serve you here at Tower Hastrand.”


Of course, Declan thought. Of course it all comes with a fucking manservant. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Claude,” he said, gesturing to the door behind him. “Are those your quarters?”


“If it please you, my Lord. So that I may always be at hand to be of assistance.”


He sighed. “Is there elsewhere you can stay? I’m a very… light sleeper, and I would prefer to remain undisturbed.”


“Worry not, my Lord, I shall be soul of stealth.”


That’s what I’m afraid of. Declan refrained from mentioning his real concern. It would be unimaginably rude to accuse the man of spying for the Crown within minutes of meeting him. “I’m afraid I must insist,” he said. 


Martha spoke up, an air of authority to her voice. “Claude can stay in the staff quarters down below. You’ll have to summon him whenever you require service, but you are certainly not our first guest who requires privacy.”


She crossed the room, gesturing to a three-inch wide line of copper plating that ran vertically down the wall before disappearing under the carpet. It wasn’t until she spoke that Declan noticed the thin inscriptions coating the thing. “Just direct some mana into here and it will alert the servants’ quarters of your request.”


Well, he thought, that explains the carpet on the stairs. They probably have dozens of those things running under it. 


“A grand magus shall be visiting from Ausgrend this afternoon to serve as your tutor. You are, of course, welcome to work out any schedule with them you so wish. In the meantime, our seamstress will need to take your measurements to have robes prepared. She’ll be up shortly. 


“Dinner is served in the dining room at 7th bell, though if you prefer, Claude can serve meals here whenever you wish. Please, do not hesitate to ask any member of our staff if there is something you require. We are at your service.”


“Thank you, Martha. Claude. I’ll let you know if I need something.”


Understanding their dismissal, the servants bowed and vacated the room. 


Finally alone, Declan deposited his pack and lute on the bed before lying down next to them. He exhaled. The air of formality, which once had come so easily, was beginning to grow exhausting. He was happy to let it drop. 


At least until the seamstress’s knock rang out five minutes later.



* * *


Grand Magus Priya Valencia sat across Declan’s breakfast table, scribbling into a notebook. 


“I’ve read your paper, of course, though I suppose I ought to give it another look,” the pale-haired woman remarked without looking up. 


“My... paper?”


“Yes. Or, well, technically Kendra and Antony’s, but it’s about you.”


Declan’s eyebrows shot up. “Are they here? Is Leskelian…”


“No, no, of course not. The Council receives a copy of anything published out of Teralia, which includes Vestriam. I don’t think there’s a magus in Reondar who hasn’t read that particular piece.”


“If I may ask,” Declan said, “how has it been received? I’m glad Leskelian received the credit he deserved.”


She gave him an incredulous look. “No mage who wishes to maintain their status would dare remove a researcher’s name from his work. Rest assured, Antony received due credit. As for reception… if I recall, the assistant on the project won his magus-ship off it. I can’t speak for Vestriam, but at the Pinnacles we’re hesitantly excited. There were a few calls for your head, but since you’ve now proven yourself such an asset to the Crown…”


“Oh.”


“Anyway, it all died down until you showed up. Curious as your mana is, you seem to be the only good way to get ahold of it. Artificially shifting to your frequency would take more mana than every mage in Reondar has combined.”


“Good,” Declan said. “It’s best nobody messes around with it. It’s dangerous.”


“Mmm, yes,” said Priya, her long white hair swishing through the air as she tilted her head in consideration. “I’m sure you know better than most the dangers. I intend to take every precaution in our time together.”


“I would expect nothing less.”


“Excellent,” the grand magus continued. “Now, on that topic, what would you like to achieve here? As I understand it you’d just made Adept upon leaving Vestriam?”


“Oh, I actually was promoted to journeyman in my time at Tower Lethis.”


The older woman’s eyes widened, “that fast? Impressive. I take it then, your goal is magus? Or perhaps beyond?”


“For now. We’ll see how things develop. I… I think I’d like to focus on elemental magic, on improving my flexibility and general strength in those areas. I’ve had enough of my own frequency.”


She scribbled further. “Understandable, though a loss, I’m sure, for the Hierarchy as a whole. Nevertheless, I’m certain there remains enough to learn about your special breed of shift to fulfill a lifetime of research.”


“Actually,” Declan said, “I don’t think you do understand. I’m here to learn, not to be studied. I’m happy to submit my modified spell formulae to the Hierarchy for evaluation, but I am nobody’s test subject.” 


He refrained from including his primary reasons for avoiding further research. Now that he no longer depended on the activity for tuition, it seemed far safer to limit the spread of information about his magic. The more the research community knew about it, the more likely it would be they’d find a way to generate it themselves. 


The last thing the world needed was more of him. 


“Ah—I—um—I see,” Priya set her notebook down. “I recognize it will likely be some time yet before you’re ready, but if you’re unwilling to further study the unique opportunity you have, what are you going to research for your magus thesis?”


“I believe it may be sooner than you may think,” Declan said, flipping through his notebook to find his writings on the Fae magic. “And I’ll write about this.” He slid it across the table.


“Hmmm, interesting,” Priya stared down at the page, “and this is?”


“A modified air spell, for amplifying the resonant tones of music,” he took the notebook back, not revealing the other forms within. “I have a series of formulae to serve different roles in augmenting musical performance.” 


“…Music? You have the unique ability to revolutionize our understanding of the true nature of magic, and you’re choosing to research music?”


“Yes.”


He stared the woman down in an act of quite possibly the most defiance one of her rank had ever experienced. She sighed. 


“Very well. I take it, then, you’d like me to play more of an advisory role?”


Declan smiled. “Indeed. I’ve made a great deal of progress in the past working on my own, but I will require your assistance with a few things. High level studies in individual elements is less important to me than a broader understanding of how magic works and what can be done, so I’d like to focus on that.”


“Understandable,” she nodded. “With your range, why specialize?”


“Exactly. Unless the Council deems fit to assign me instructors from every field, I understand I’ll be doing most of the work on my own.”


“Well,” Priya exhaled, “what do you want from me, then? I’m happy to assist with questions of high level blue magic and general magical research.”


“Pretty much that,” Declan said. “Most immediately, I’d like a list of useful spells and interesting books across the spectrum, as well as your assistance composing my thesis. If any blue spells do happen to spark my interest, I would greatly appreciate your aid in learning them, as well as any general tips you can give for approaching high tier spells.”


“Very well. I would ask, then, if I’m to take a more distant role as your mentor, if I may maintain my residence at Tower Ausgrend and visit here on a schedule. I prefer not to leave my laboratory for extended periods if I can avoid it.”


“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Declan grinned, quite eager to keep his distance from the Hierarchy’s spy just as much as the Crown’s. “Twice a week, then?”


She mumbled her affirmation as she wrote into her own notebook. “Monday and Thursday would be preferable. After lunch. I assume, given your military experience, you don’t require a chaperone on your hunts?”


“I don’t. To be honest, I’ll be safer without you there. Competent as you may be, you’re just another potential victim if something goes wrong.”


“Of course, of course. I trust your judgment. Very well,” she pushed back her chair, slowly rising to her feet, “if that is all, I’ll get to finding your books.”


Declan rose as well. “I have one more request, actually. I’d like you to be my liaison with the Mage Council. I’ll need to submit a number of modified forms as new spells so they may be correctly tiered. Maybe I could make magus, but I don’t imagine I’ll be casting elemental Tier 7s any time soon.”


Priya sighed. “I can’t stand politics, but Grand Magus Councilor Hughs is an old friend of mine—I’ll speak with him. I’m sure he can pull a few strings to get your modifications reclassified.”


“Thank you, grand magus, for your aid. Both in this and in my studies.”


“You’re very welcome. It an honor to teach the nothing mage himself.”


Declan cringed at her flippant use of the title, but contained his grimace. He walked his new mentor to the door, opening it for her. “I look forward to working with you,” he said.


“Likewise.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










DECLAN ARRIVED EARLY in the Tower dining room, finding it empty. With a shrug, he took a seat to one side—it wouldn’t do to claim the head of the table here of all places. Seventh bell came and went. Nothing. 


He was just considering abandoning the endeavor and returning to his room when said door swung open.


A voice preceded its source, “—but if the freezing point of air is—Declan? You’re the war hero?” In the doorway stood a girl, eyes wide and mouth agape. On any other, her golden blonde hair might’ve clashed with the yellow Journeyman’s robes she wore, but something about her just made it work. 


“Elaine!” Declan leapt to his feet. “I should’ve known you’d be here.” Divines, he swore to himself, of course she is. “It’s good to see you.”


“It’s good to see you,” she said, crossing the room to sit at the table’s head. Behind her, a man in purple followed, sitting at her left. “It’s been what, four years since your last court visit?”


“A very busy four years. I see you’ve made Journeyman.”


“I see you’ve made it into the army. Father’s message said a great war hero would be joining us.”


Declan smiled politely. “Like I said, a busy few years. I take it Anna is here, too?”


“She ought to be here any minute now. She’s like clockwork, you know, fifteen minutes late to dinner, no more, no less.”


Declan refrained from commenting on Elaine’s own tardiness. 


“Oh! Allow me to introduce Grand Magus Charles Yarrowbend, my instructor.”


Declan extended his hand across the table, and the two shook. “It’s a pleasure,” he said.


“Likewise,” the tutor replied. “I’ve heard a great deal about your… exploits.”


Elaine said, “You have? Why didn’t you tell me?” She turned to Declan. “I had no idea you were so… renowned. You simply must tell me everything.”


“Princess, please,” Charles said, “I’m sure Lord Declan—”


“Declan Croveus, is that you?!”


The second princess strode into the room, also flanked by a violet-robed tutor. Where Elaine was a year older than he, Anna was one younger. When they’d been children running through the halls of the palace it hadn’t seemed much a difference, but now, after everything, Declan felt ancient compared to the girl’s youthful vigor. 


“Anna,” he stood to greet her. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”


“Leah says you’re the first non-royal invited to the Tower in a century! So what happened? How’d you pull it off?”


“Princess, manners,” her tutor chastised. She turned to Declan, “Grand Magus Leah Tulsia. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lord Nothing Mage.”


It took Declan a tremendous amount of willpower to suppress his cringe at the title. Already, both princesses looked at him with evident confusion. At least, it appeared, they hadn’t heard the song. Yet.


“Ooh,” Anna said, “‘nothing mage,’ huh? An invitation to Tower Hastrand and a title fit for the bards? This I must hear.”


The moment she sat, the room flooded with servants carrying trays. In under a minute, each of the five mages had been served and they were once again alone. 


“I’m afraid,” Declan said, “that the story is not exactly fit for the dinner table.”


“You sound like Father,” Anna replied, politely cutting into her roast duck. 


“I’m sure it’s a fabulous tale,” Elaine said, “to be worthy of such a reward.”


Declan decided to change the subject. “I’m more curious about you both. If I remember correctly, neither of you had awakened when last we met, and now you’ve both made such progress.”


“Well,” Elaine began, “I awakened an ice mage, like Father. Charles has been instructing me on the topic since. I hope to make magus in another two years, before the whole marriage circuit gets started.”


Declan could tell she expected a reaction from him to her swift progression through the ranks, but given his own, a congratulation would be almost patronizing. Instead he nodded and turned toward Anna.


“I awakened metal,” she said before pausing to swallow her mouthful of duck. “But Leah and I have been working on finding exactly which metal I resonate best with. Every little bit of efficiency matters, of course. So far silver seems the best match. It’s a nice enough metal, but I did so want to work with gold.”


Of course the royal family would train a metal mage entirely on silver. Declan smiled at the inanity of it all. “You can still work with gold,” he said. “Though I imagine it will be harder to justify the expense if it’s not your ideal metal.”


“Indeed,” Leah chimed in. “For most purposes, silver is a perfectly acceptable element. I’m certain we can find an even better fit among the alloys, but there are only so many hours in the day, and studies come first.”


“Certainly,” Declan nodded. 


“So what about you?” Anna asked. “What did you awaken to, oh ‘Nothing Mage?’”


“Please,” he replied, “just call me Declan. I’m rather un-fond of that title.”


Charles paled. “Princesses, I think it might be best if we avoid pressing terribly into our guest’s past. You wouldn’t want to be rude.”


“Please,” Elaine said, “Declan is an old friend. I’m sure he doesn’t mind.”


Declan paused to consider. It was valuable to find friends innocent enough to be unaware of the evils he’d done. He dearly wished to avoid disillusioning them. That said, he was well aware of the girls’ heritage, and he was not foolish enough to believe he’d hide his magic from them for long.


“It’s alright,” he said. “I awakened to a rather unusual frequency—well outside the normal range. The researchers at Tower Vestriam worked with me to discern a number of its properties, which my father then deigned to utilize in the war. My service was distinguishable enough that King Julien saw fit to invite me here.”


He hoped the abridged version of his tale would be enough to satisfy the princesses, and he seemed to be correct. For over a minute the mages sat in silence, finishing off their evening meal. 


Once more the room flooded with servants, and soon the empty plates had been replaced with a selection of fruits and cakes.


Elaine spoke as the others tasted the dessert. “Well, I’m just dying to see this ‘unusual’ frequency of yours in action. It must be fascinating to warrant such attention.”


“A hunt!” Anna chimed in. “Please, Declan, join us for a brief excursion after dinner. Leah can chaperone.”


“I’d be happy to,” the grand magus smiled. “Though I’m sure even without me you’d be quite safe in Lord Declan’s capable hands.”


Declan swallowed. “Alright,” he said, “but on two conditions. First, we hunt something easy. I’ve had a full day, and I can do without dangerous prey. There will be plenty of time for more difficult hunts later.”


“And the second?”


“It seems only fair,” he said to the princesses, “that if I’m to give a demonstration, you should as well.”


Elaine grinned and replied, “That sounds an awful lot like we have a deal.”



* * *


“I noticed,” Declan said on the short walk downstairs, “an extra place setting at dinner. May I ask whose it was?”


“Uncle Richard,” Anna replied. “He’s stayed at the Tower as long as I can remember. He used to dine with us every night.”


“Used to?”


“He eats in his room now,” Elaine said. “I don’t think he’s left the Tower since Uncle Alex died.”


Interesting, Declan pondered. Was Richard somehow involved in the king’s death? He refrained, of course, from voicing his question. He knew little of King Alexander’s death, and determined the man’s nieces were decidedly not the ones to ask about it.


Leah led them down ten floors and into a space resembling a grassy meadow. It reminded Declan all too much of the jolt-hares’ habitat at Tower Vestriam. Vivid grass swayed in the artificial breeze, and bright flowers dotted the landscape, both real and illusory. 


It was not, however, jolt-hares which happily munched on said grass, but another, unfamiliar rodent. 


The things resembled large rats, nearly three feet in length. The only difference Declan could spot was the series of barbed spikes lining the tips of their worm-like tails. He did not fancy getting hit by those. 


Elaine was the first to step up, showing off from the get-go. The princess conjured a head-sized ball of ice before launching it straight into the air. It shattered against the sky, where the illusions hid the marble ceiling. However, instead of falling to the grass, the resulting shards all raced through the air, piercing the rat-thing a hundred times over. 


Declan did his best to ignore the particularly gruesome way the beast had died, instead congratulating Elaine on her display. “A truly impressive level of control,” he said. “I’m sure you’d have been fearsome on the battlefield.”


She grinned wide at the compliment, nodding in thanks before stepping back to allow Anna her turn. Declan overheard Charles criticizing Elaine’s performance in hushed tones, no doubt taking this as a teaching opportunity. 


He tuned the man out, instead devoting his attention to Anna’s own demonstration. 


The moment she stepped up, each piece of jewelry she wore melted away, coming together to form a pointed silver spike. Her technique was eerily similar to Robin’s. More likely, Declan realized, it’s just the standard practice for civilian steel mages. Most people didn’t wear armor on a day-to-day basis. 


When the beast lay dead and Anna’s jewelry returned to her neck, ears, and wrist, Declan spoke. “You remind me of a friend of mine, one of the most promising steel mages I’ve ever seen. She, of course, didn’t have your sense of style.” He grinned, and Anna smiled back. 


Leah did not take the opportunity to work on Anna’s technique, her attention fixed squarely onto Declan. Charles as well ceased his instruction to watch the new arrival, though he noticeably paled and took a step back when Declan approached his target. 


Wanting—perhaps too much—to impress his old acquaintances, Declan let out a sharp whistle. Immediately, the nearest rat perked up, scurrying toward him. 


It was less of a charge and more of a slow amble, but Declan nonetheless extended his hand, took aim, and released a Dart. The thing didn’t make a sound before crumpling to the ground.


Behind him, Declan heard Anna raise a question. “Wait, what did he do?”


“It looks,” Elaine said, “like he did nothing.”


“Not nothing,” Leah explained, a gleam in her eye. “His is rather a poor moniker. It’s just magic. Mana of such an obscenely high frequency as to be undetectable, nigh unblockable, and still remarkably lethal.”


When Declan turned back to the group, he wasn’t sure which look bothered him more. Charles’ pale, wide-eyed expression was a familiar one by now, and one he was sure to receive many a time in the years to come. 


Leah’s hungry glare didn’t bother him as much as it should have. He’d already fought off Priya’s desire to research him—what was one more knowledge-starved grand magus?


Anna looked on in what could only be described as envy. It confounded Declan, that one so concerned with using elegant, flashy metals in her casting would be jealous of his completely invisible mana. Then again, perhaps it was the mystery of the unknown that made it so alluring. 


Ultimately, it was Elaine’s response that worried him the most. He’d seen that look before, on Freddy’s face as he stared at Sarah. The admiration on the princess’s face could be a problem in the future, both in terms of potential future conflict, and the all too possible secondary reason Julien had sent him to this Tower. 


Declan hoped the king didn’t have such designs. Now was not the time for courting, and he refused to even consider the idea until he at least somewhat resolved his feelings for Eric. 


Fortunately, the moment didn’t last. At Declan’s beckoning, Elaine once again stepped up to take her turn, putting on another impressive display of ice magic. 


Several rotations later, the gathered mages appeared to have grown accustomed to Declan’s spellcasting, and the tone of the evening returned to its earlier air of relaxation and friendly competition. By the time the excursion ended, Declan had all but forgotten the others’ initial reactions. 


He returned to his suite with a smile on his face. He was happy, truly, to see his old friends, and to find himself not alone in the royal Tower. 


When Declan reached his bed that night, for perhaps the first time since Lethis, he fell asleep not in exhaustion, but in comfort.



* * *


The quagmire sucked him in. 


With every step, the muck tugged harder at his feet, yet the nothing mage walked on. He had work to do. Places to be.


As it was, he was pleased when muck thinned. He steps came easier, as the ground beneath his feet changed the clinging mud to firm, if uneven, terrain. His progress hastened. 


He knew not where he traveled. He knew not what task had been assigned him. The nothing mage knew only that he must escape this dreadful swamp; that great events hinged on his actions. 


He traveled for some time before the first groan reached his ear. He paused, searching for its source. The ground shifted beneath him. 


Another groan, another shift, and the nothing mage looked down at the terrible truth he’d been so desperately avoiding.


Beneath his feet lay a man, eyes clenched shut, skin red as bloodstone.


The mage looked up, turning back at the path he’d walked. It was lined with them. Some groaned, some writhed, and some vomited. Many lay still, already free of the mage’s curse. To a man their skin shone in that terrible, sunburnt tone. 


The nothing mage ran.


He had to get out; he had to escape. The only way was forward, away from this awful place and towards whatever task awaited him. 


On a bridge of bodies he crossed the marsh, driven forward, ever forward, at the wills of others. 


When at last the road of flesh, living and dead, came to an end, he stood not upon dry ground. He stood not at the gates of salvation, nor the feet of destiny.


He stood among a series of tents, scattered haphazardly about the swamp.


He knew this place.


Behind him lay the trail of bodies, ahead, an army of soldiers going about their night. With a breath, the man’s eyes went black, and the nothing mage entered the camp.


Ting


Declan shot awake, hand clutching at his chest. At the bell. He inhaled, forcing himself to slow his panicked breath, to focus on the orchid. 


It took eight terrible seconds to halt the chime. Ten minutes more to finally calm his pounding heart. 


Declan climbed from the warm bed, sweat glistening on his skin despite the cool air. He crossed the room, grabbing a brazier and dragging it across the floor to one of the plush chairs. He cast a cantrip to light it, and took a seat before its warmth. 


At least, he mused, Claude isn’t sleeping in the next room. The thought was little comfort. 


He spent the rest of the night there, staring into the flames as he fought to remember who he was and who he wasn’t. When sleep took him the second time, he was far too exhausted to dream.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










THE KNOCK AT his door shocked Declan awake. Without leaving the plush armchair, he channeled a quick spell to Unlock the wooden entryway. 


“Come in,” he called, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. 


The visitor obeyed, revealing himself to be Claude bearing a tray of eggs and toast. “Your breakfast, my lord.”


“Thank you, Claude,” Declan forced himself to stand, crossing the massive room to sit at the breakfast table. 


“Is there anything else I can assist with, my lord?”


“Yes, actually. I was wo—” Another knock cut him off. 


“Ah, that would be your robes, sir.”


At Declan’s nod, Claude returned to the entrance to open the door. The mage’s eyes widened at the train of servants that entered, each carrying a bundle of cloth. It wasn’t until the fourth person arrived that Declan noticed the absence of Journeyman yellow from many of the deliveries. 


By the time the full assortment of garments had been delivered, Declan’s wardrobe was stuffed with not only robes, but a collection of underclothes, casual wear, formalwear, and even a winter cloak. For all the snowstorms he’d experience inside Tower Hastrand. 


Declan had a hard time believing even a team of seamstresses could’ve made all of it in such a short time. Someone must’ve had quite the shopping expedition. Nevertheless, he was incredibly grateful, especially after living in the same three sets of traveling clothes for the better part of a year. 


When the delivery was complete, Declan turned to his manservant. “Anyway, I was wondering if I might request a small change to the decor.”


“Of course, my lord. Is something not to your liking?”


“Oh, just a little thing,” Declan equivocated. “After my travels, I find myself missing nature’s wonders. Perhaps a little greenery, to liven up the room?”


“Absolutely, my lord. I would be happy to. Did you have anything particular in mind?”


“Come to think of it,” he said, “I’m rather partial to Southern Orchids. White, if you can find them.”


“Right away, sir,” Claude bowed his head and took his leave. 


Declan was certain the manservant would report his request to his superiors, if not directly to the Crown. He could only hope his manner of asking would help disguise his need. Showing weakness or lack of control could be a death sentence.


Finally alone, Declan ate his breakfast in peace. He had, after all, nowhere to be, no schedule to keep, and, at least for today, nothing of import to do. As of yet lacking Priya’s reading list, he elected to spend the morning exploring the Tower. Perhaps its limited library had something worthwhile. 


Floor by floor, he worked his way up. He visited study rooms, lounges, and practice rooms in excess, most of which were empty. At one level, Declan ducked away, apologizing for interrupting Anna’s lesson with Leah. At another, he managed to slip out unnoticed after spotting Charles working with Elaine at a practice range. 


Declan was pleasantly surprised to find, at level 1173, a garden. He was somewhat impressed at the effort it must have taken to cart in all the dirt, stone, and plants that made up the level, but given the decadence of the rest of the Tower, the display fit right in. 


He wandered the twisting stone path through the carefully tended foliage, appreciating the purity of the air. Vibrant greens joined with flashes of red, purple, and yellow flowers which could only be described as a work of art, a labor of love. It was beautiful. 


As surprised as he’d been to discover the garden, Declan was further shocked when he turned a bend to find himself not alone. On a simple stone bench before a vibrant rosebush sat a solitary man. 


His clothes were simple, his figure unadorned, and his posture unimposing. His nose lay buried in a thin book, the title of which Declan failed to glimpse from his vantage on the path. Despite the rather unimpressive figure, Declan recognized the man immediately for a single feature: his ear-length golden hair. 


He’d just opened his mouth to speak when Prince Richard snapped the tome shut. “So,” he said, “you’re Julien’s new dog.”


“Not if I can help it,” Declan replied, nodding his head in deference. 


“You’re here, aren’t you? You’ve killed for him. Say whatever you like about ‘serving your country,’—this war is Julien’s, and you’ve contributed more than most.”


Declan glanced over his shoulder, checking for onlookers. Only somewhat satisfied by the stillness behind him, he took a seat next to the old Prince. “Not a day goes by I don’t regret the lives I’ve taken. The choices I’ve made. King Julien may have started this war, but I did what I did to finish it.”


“Is that what they told you?” Richard spoke in hushed, if sharp, tones, “that you would end the war? Clearing the Marsh is only the first step. Liara is the most defendable city on the continent. The tunnels and wards carved into those mountains are legendary. If anything, you’ve convinced them to give up fighting in the field and settle in for a siege; this war could last years.”


Declan blanched. Had the general lied? Logic screamed that Lord Croveus understood the situation far better than an aging prince who hadn’t left his Tower in years, but the whisper in the back of his mind stood firm. General Croveus wouldn’t hesitate if he thought it’d save his life and those of his men.


“You see it now,” Richard’s voice turned gentle, “don’t you? Good. I can’t understate the relief it is to see that shock on your face. Better a gullible dog than a malicious one.”


“And yet here I am, reaping the rewards,” Declan said.


“And yet here you are. Jules always had a gift for rewarding his lackeys. The question is, what are you going to do about it?”


“I just want out,” Declan said. “I’m just here to grow powerful enough to make my own choices. Build my own way.”


“Oh, he won’t let you off that easy. He’s got you in his clutches now.”


“What, then, do you propose? Shall I shut myself in?”


“What we need,” Richard said, “is information. Answers. By all counts, this war doesn’t make sense. Even without the northmen interfering, it’d take decades for the Liaran goldmines to make up for the financial losses alone. And if the siege fails…”


“What are you suggesting?”


“It’s too great a risk. Julien was always the cautious one; I don’t see why he’d risk the Kingdom like this. It has something to do with Alex’s death. I’m sure of it.”


“They used to accuse me of that, actually,” Declan commented. “Back at Tower Vestriam. Apparently I summoned a demon to murder him from across the country.”


Richard laughed, a short, scraggly thing. “A demon with a knife?”


Declan’s eyebrows raised.


“They didn’t spread that little detail, but I saw the body. Puncture wound, right through his throat. Whoever killed him was close, a servant, a lover, or…”


“Or a brother,” Declan finished. “That’s… a mighty accusation.”


“It still doesn’t explain why, but it’s a start.” Richard’s eyes flashed purple. “I’ve been gathering what information I can, but he’s heavily warded against scrying. Against everything, really. Fortunately, enchantments can only do so much.”


“That’s why you’re here, then? Amassing enough power to overcome his wards?”


“Among other reasons. I’m su—” He cut off when a sound echoed through the garden: the Tower door swinging open. In a hurried whisper, he spoke. “It’s best we’re not seen together. Keep playing the dog; it might be useful to have someone on the inside. I’ll find you if something develops.” 


By the time the liveried servant rounded the bend with a pair hedge-trimmers over shoulder, Prince Richard was gone. 


Declan spent some time on that bench, pondering the encounter. The prince’s theories sounded… crazy. Choosing to trust a stranger with one’s treasonous conspiracy solely on the look on his face was certainly not the behavior of a sane man. 


Sure, the war didn’t make sense, but what war did? Maybe King Alexander’s assassin had been sent by Liara, and it was a war of revenge. Why not declare that, then? It would certainly garner more public support for the invasion. 


Declan cursed. He’d come to the Pinnacles to grow strong enough to escape the petty squabbles of politics, yet now he was perhaps more involved than he’d ever been. If nothing else, he resented King Julien for sending him here. At least the hierarchy’s politics were less likely to end with a knife in his back. 


Then again, he remembered the Tribunal at Tower Vestriam, I suppose they’re more likely to end with my head on a block. Declan sighed, pushing himself to his feet. If I’m going to be wrapped up in politics the whole time I’m here, he resolved, I may as well make the most of it.


Declan spent the next several hours venting his frustration on a particularly aggressive nest of Ichids. There was something liberating about hunting in Tower Hastrand. He needed no chaperone, no appointment, no paperwork, and no approval to enter the lower floors. He could just walk in. 


The gelatinous serpentine creatures slithered at him in mass, but the beasts were slow-moving, and their brains easy targets. The organ was visible through their translucent green skin. 


He’d lost count of how many of the creatures he’d killed by the time hunger reared its head and forced him to abandon the activity. Upon returning to his suite, he found Claude had taken to his task with ardor.


In various pots and planters around the room, each more ornate than the last, were no fewer than twelve snow-white Southern Orchids. Declan smiled. 


Crossing the room to find his prism, the mage took pause upon finding a note upon his desk. Inspecting it, he found his name on one side, and the official seal of the Mage Council on the other. Great, more politics. Grin wiped from his face, Declan tore open the letter.




Lord Declan Croveus,


I pray my note finds you in good spirits. I have heard many tales and accounts of your abilities and deeds, and cannot resist the urge to confirm them for myself. If you would be so inclined, I would like to invite you to join me for tea in my study. 


It should prove an excellent opportunity to discuss your exploits, your plans, and how the hierarchy may play a role in your future. Perhaps, as well, we could speak of your associates at Tower Yrond. The letter they delivered on your behalf made some interesting claims. 


Shall we say, 15th bell tomorrow?


Yours Truly,


Archmage Janus Ulskier, Ausgrend Tower-master




Declan set down the note. Shit. He hoped his father’s letter to the archmage hadn’t included anything he’d regret. More importantly, he hoped the man’s mention of his ‘associates at Tower Yrond,’ wasn’t intended to be as threatening as it sounded. 


Either way, he supposed he’d find out tomorrow. 


Doing his best not to worry overly much, Declan left his desk, moving instead to the wardrobe to change into a comfortable set of trousers and a soft—if fabulously embroidered—white shirt. That done, he stepped up to the copper plating fixed to the wall. Calculating a 500-Boul spell form, he ‘shifted’ his mana accordingly and channeled it into the device. The inscriptions lit up. Declan watched the light as it traveled down the metal on the wall and under the carpet. Within ten minutes, there was a knock at his door. 


Opening it himself, Declan greeted the servant. “Ah, Claude. I’d like to thank you,” he gestured about the room, “you’ve done an excellent job. Already the place feels more alive.”


“Thank you, sir. I’m happy to be of service.”


Declan smiled. “If it’s not too difficult, I’d like to dine in my room this evening. I’ve had a busy day and I’d prefer to skip the socializing tonight.”

“Of course, my lord. You don’t need to explain yourself; you may dine wherever you like.”


“Excellent, thank you, Claude.”


“Very good, sir. I shall inform the kitchen.” 


As the manservant turned to leave, Declan voiced his final inquiry. “Oh, one more thing. I’ve been invited to tea with Archmage Ulskier tomorrow. To make it in time I’ll require use of the transporters. How might I acquire some portion of my father’s funds to finance such outings?”


“Oh, there’ll be no need for that, sir,” Claude explained. “The archmage’s invitation should be enough to allow you free access to Ausgrend’s facilities. Failing that, the royal crest upon your robes carries enough authority to permit use of all official Pinnacle transporters.”


“Ah. Thank you, Claude.”


“Of course, sir.” The manservant bowed and left the suite. 


The news was both welcome and not. As disappointed as he was to learn he might not be able to siphon money from his father’s estate, free access to the Pinnacles and use of their transporters was a great boon. 


He could visit his friends without wasting what little money he had left. 


Declan did question the value of the tradeoff. He certainly enjoyed that his expenses at Tower Hastrand were taken care of, but he didn’t appreciate depending on the Crown for food, clothes, and access to his companions. Yet another way for Julien to control him. 


After dinner, Declan spent his evening with his notebook, scribbling down ideas for expanding his arsenal. He wanted to focus on utility, not combat. He’d had enough combat. 


He remembered his note to pick up some scrying magic. With Miranda no longer at his side, and Richard—the new violet mage he’d met—of questionable sanity, he put it at the top of his list. Thinking of those two, Declan couldn’t help but remember the third violet mage he knew. 


Unlike Richard, there was no question of Edward’s sanity in that he had none. The pang of guilt at remembering his first victim was easily fended off. He’d grown accustomed to it over the months. 


Instead, Declan forced his mind to the other schools of magic. Earth, in particular, stood out as a strong option—a skilled earth mage could build houses, dig irrigation ditches, till fields. He could do a lot of good.


He dismissed life magic outright. As useful as it was for growing crops and feeding the hungry, Declan’s experience—and long-standing failure—as a gardener was enough to dissuade him from the possibility. 


White magic was the final candidate, and one he ardently decided to pursue. He had his hesitations about working on others so closely with his mana, and amidst his other studies Declan was certain he wouldn’t have time to learn the anatomy necessary for even mid-level healing, but a little first aid could go a long way. 


He added it to the list.


The magelight had dimmed and the bells had ceased their chiming by the time Declan finally found his bed. Between Prince Richard’s theories and the archmage’s summons, he had a great deal about which he could’ve fretted, worried, or otherwise overthought. 


But he didn’t. Somewhere amidst his scribbling, in all the thought he’d devoted to magical possibilities, the worry had eroded. Perhaps because in spite of all the chaos and political intrigue, at least in one facet of his life, he had a plan. 


Declan slept soundly that night, surrounded by his orchids and with a smile on his face. 


And he didn’t dream.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










“BLOODY DIVINES, DECLAN, you didn’t tell us about the food.” Sarah swallowed her mouthful of seared halibut before continuing, “I would kiss a hundred noble asses for another one of those cakes they had last night.”


Declan laughed, loud enough to draw a few looks from other mages dining in the cafeteria. “I’m glad you like it. I’m not sure all Tower food is quite that good, but living standards at the Pinnacles can get a bit crazy. Yrond and Rus especially push everything as nice as possible to try and attract mages away from Ausgrend.”


“What,” Brian said, “are you telling me the legendary Tower Ausgrend is worse?”


“I wouldn’t say that,” Declan explained. “Sure, they don’t need to spend as much to bring in new blood, but the Mage Council does need to keep up appearances. Plus, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had their own competition going on with the Crown. Tower Hastrand has to be the most opulent thing I’ve ever seen, and the Council are not ones to be outdone.”


“It’s all just… so much. Stretika is nothing like…” Freddy gestured wildly at the plush seats, gourmet meals, and ornate paintings upon the wall. To Declan’s eye, it all rather resembled the cafeterias at Tower Vestriam, but he knew to the others the extravagance was foreign. 


“You’d think with the war on… is this what the taxes are going towards? Is Fontanya starving so Yrond can afford a world class chef?”


The mages stared at Freddy, overtaken by silence. Eventually, Declan replied, “It’s—more complicated than that. What the Crown is doing to the people of Fontanya is terrible, I agree, but all of this,” he waved, “is funded by tuition. All the rich, noble students pay for their place here, which funds staffing, facilities, and scholarships for promising students.”


“So they charge way more than most could ever afford just to be extra luxurious for those that can? So those thousands unlucky enough to be born poor and not get a scholarship have to fight and die for their right to magic?”


“It’s… not a perfect system,” Declan said. “Absent the war with Poulsia, it works. The kingdom needs mages to defend against beast incursions, and in times of peace a few years in the military is a fine price to pay.”


“If you can get in,” Freddy snapped. “Before the war, the waitlist for Stretika was years long. Half the mages there only are because the Crown suddenly needed more soldiers. It’s a corrupt system, Declan. Nobody owns the Towers; nobody owns magic, but for some divines-fucked reason, it’s all for sale.”


Declan opened his mouth to reply, but stopped when a liveried servant stepped up to clear their empty plates. The group sat in silence after the man left. 


Brian, eventually, broke it. “So… other than needlessly opulent, how are things at Hastrand?”


Accepting the change in subject, Declan told them. He spoke of the princesses and their instructors, of his plan with Priya and intentional avoidance of potential spies. In hushed tones, he mentioned Prince Richard, a tale which hopefully justified his paranoia. 


They of course already knew of his impending meeting with Archmage Ulskier; it was the reason he’d stopped at Yrond for lunch that day. 


For some reason, however, he neglected to mention the dream he’d had, and the momentary loss of control it had incurred. He wasn’t sure why he hid it. Declan trusted his friends, but this was personal. He’d seen firsthand how terribly people could behave when confronted by the truth of his power and ability to control it. 


Instead, as he finished his tale, he reversed the question. “How about you? I know the food is great, but how are things here?”


“I guess I’ll start,” Brian stepped in. “They’ve got me with the first-years. Literal novices. Well, technically some are Apprentices, but still. I was pissed at first, then class actually started. They know more than I do! Sure, I can patch up a nasty cut in a heartbeat, but I don’t know shit about muscle systems or comparative sinew strength or the twelve bajillion types of infection you can get.”


“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Declan tried to comfort his friend, “Yrond is the top healing academy on the Asharrian. You’re learning alongside students who’ve been studying anatomy since they could read. You’ll catch up. You have more mana, more spells, and actual triage experience under your belt. Not to mention your winning bedside manner.” 


Sarah actually laughed at that last. Brian reddened. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. Catching up will be a pain, but I think I can.”


“Oh, I’m sure of it. Healers or not, if I know nobles, they’re spending as much time socializing as actually studying. You’ll outclass them before you know it.”


“That’s good to hear,” Brian smiled. “Thanks.”


Declan nodded, turning to the others. Sarah took the initiative. “We don’t have it quite as bad as Brian does, but they did place us with the Apprentices. You should see the looks they give me. The fuckers. They may know more theory than me, but when we hunted yesterday… oh boy. Those noble asswads were not ready for me to out-blast them like that.”


Declan couldn’t help but grin at the image of sheltered nobles being confronted with Sarah. The girl’s profanity alone was probably enough to put them off. If anyone wouldn’t put up with elitism, it was the lightning mage. 


Freddy, on the other hand, had a different story. “I don’t think we’re exactly welcome here,” he said. “I know you mentioned scholarship students, but I haven’t seen any. All the blue mages have their own little clique of noble brats. One of them tried to tell me our lot had no business at the Pinnacles, that it took a magical bloodline to stand among them. I told him to fuck off.”


Declan winced. He’d grown up, after all, told to expect great things from his magical heritage. To his shame, it was Sarah that spoke up in Freddy’s defense. “As well they should,” she said. “Of fucking course the nobles make better mages—they start learning earlier and study with better teachers in taller Towers. Anyone spouting ‘bloodline’ nonsense is full of shit.”


Brian nodded along, and Declan joined him. If his mother was to be believed, he’d been sired by a mundane. But then again, his situation was unique. 


“Don’t let it get to you,” Declan eventually said. “I know you, and I know you’re all twice as dedicated as most of the students here. You’ll surpass them in no time.”


Brian raised his glass. “Here’s to that!” With a grin, Declan joined in the toast. They drank water, of course, considering it was only lunchtime and they each had work to do in the afternoon, but they clinked their glasses all the same. 


Declan was the first to rise. “I’m glad everything seems to be going okay, even if your classmates are dicks,” he smiled, “but I should head out. It was great to see you all; should we do this again next week?”


A chorus of nods and ‘yes’s came as the others also stood, and together they exited the cafeteria. At the landing outside they parted ways, the others climbing up to their next class while Declan made his way down to the transporter. He had an archmage to meet.



* * *


The journey up to Tower Ausgrend was an easy one. At the bottom floor, Declan had simply to display the Tower-master’s invitation to be directed to an inactive transporter. A moment of focus from the portal mage later, and he stood two floors below the archmage himself. 


An attendant was already there to meet him. “Welcome, sir,” the liveried man said with a slight bow. “Right this way. The Tower-master is waiting.”


The servant led him upstairs and into what Declan could only describe as a replica of the garden at Tower Hastrand. He was certain there were differences in the layout of the greenery or the particular choice in flora, but from what he remembered, the colors, vibrancy, and winding stone path were a perfect match. 


He wondered which copied which. 


The first major difference Declan noted was the open area to which his guide led him. The wide clearing held a single table, clothed in white and set for tea. At one side, sat a man in black. 


“Ah, Journeyman Declan, I’m glad you could make it. Please, sit.”


As Declan moved to obey, the manservant approached the table, casting a quick cantrip to heat the water before pouring two cups of tea. At the center of the table was a tray of assorted sandwiches, pastries, and sweets, all of which Declan resolutely ignored—he’d just had lunch, after all. 


Instead, he appraised his host. Archmage Ulskier wore robes of jet black, trimmed with golden thread and emblazoned with the crest of the Pinnacles. Streaks of gray ran through the man’s hair, but his thick six-inch beard retained its original deep brown color. Declan was surprised to find a certain softness in the Tower-master’s eyes, which left him wondering whether the man was genuine or hid himself behind a facade of kindness. 


“Welcome to Tower Ausgrend,” he smiled. “I trust our facilities are to your liking?”


“Thank you,” Declan replied. “What little I’ve seen has been beautiful. I can’t fathom the expense of maintaining such a garden.”


“Oh, it’s easier than you might think. Plants love it here, ambient mana and all that.”


“Hmmm,” Declan said, “and here I thought such an area too contained for the remarkable growth I see here.”


“We do, of course, import water and fertilizer regularly, as well as maintain small team of life mages to keep things going. Believe me though, nowhere else could you find such vibrant colors.” 


Were it not for his experience in the Tower Hastrand garden, Declan might’ve agreed. Freddy’s complaint about wasting resources in wartime echoed through his mind. He didn’t comment. “Grateful as I am,” Declan set down his tea, “I’m curious as to the purpose of your generous invitation. I’m sure you’re far too busy to spend your afternoons discussing floriculture with all the new arrivals.”


“To the point.” Ulskier sipped from his delicate teacup. “I like it. As I’m sure you’ve surmised, the Mage Council has taken an interest in you. I have, of course, read the truly fascinating research from our friends at Vestriam, but I couldn’t resist the opportunity to meet you myself. I’m sure,” he grinned, “you’ve made a number of advances since you moved on from our eastern associates.”


‘Moved on’ was certainly an understatement, but Declan let it lie for now. “Indeed,” he said. “The color of my robes has changed.”


“So it has. Congratulations. I’m more curious, however, as to discoveries you’ve made. You represent an incredible opportunity for the magical community, one I’m sure we could adequately repay.”


There it was. Declan was neither surprised nor excited by the offer; he’d expected something similar eventually. 


“I am grateful,” he said, “for the aid you have rendered, both to the education of my companions and in Grand Magus Priya’s assistance with my own. I’m sorry to say, however, that my further discoveries are somewhat limited. My time at Lethis I spent working on traditional magic, as I wish to do in my time here as well.”


“I hear,” the archmage pressed, “you’re working on a magus thesis. Perhaps that would prove an excellent opportunity to further our understanding of your frequency.” 


“As I informed Priya, I’ve selected my research topic. I have some interest in the use of air magic for augmenting musical performance. Truly, it’s a fascinating field, and one I believe to be fairly under-explored.”


Ulskier returned his teacup to its saucer. The quiet clink it made seemed to echo throughout the vivid garden. Declan picked up his own tea as the other man spoke. “The hierarchy would be happy to accommodate whichever field you wish to pursue, but I must urge you to consider focusing on the subjects you are uniquely situated to approach. Perhaps, the Council could look into a sizable grant to fund the right research.”


Declan sipped his tea, the earthy blend washing over his tongue, warming his throat. “I’d rather the money go towards bringing in new students. Tuition at the Pinnacles is rather high, and a great many potential masters never go beyond Adept for it. Either way, I’m afraid I’ve already made up my mind. No good will come of it. The more research I allow into my magic, the closer you get to recreating it. Once that cat’s out of the bag… no. I’m sorry.”


“A shame,” the man said, not once averting his eyes from Declan. “Perhaps,” he grinned, “there are other boons we could grant. You brought three companions with you to Reondar; I’m sure they’re very grateful. I could arrange personal tutors, private hunts, whatever it takes so they may catch up to their noble classmates. You know as well as I the advantage of magical heritage.”


“I have every confidence in my friends,” Declan said, withholding his indignity. “They are talented mages in their own right, and I’m sure they’ll far surpass any disadvantage they may have.”


“And should they accumulate more?”


Declan paused, staring across the table at the Tower-master. “I believe,” he said, “you may want to choose your next words carefully, Archmage. I don’t respond well to threats.”


“Of course,” the man smiled through his beard. “I was simply suggesting they may struggle to keep up with their peers more than you give them credit for. The hierarchy would never take action against students under our own roof.”


Declan pressed, “That explains, then, why the research committee at Vestriam was so welcoming.”


“Yes, I—ah—apologies for that. Even the best of us sometimes succumb to our baser instincts.”


“Of course.”


“I’m glad it all worked out in the end. For you and for Teralia. For us all, really.” After a period of silence, he pushed away from the table, slowly rising to his feet. “I must return—as you said, I’m a busy man. Thank you for joining me; I hope the Pinnacles can continue to accommodate you and your companions.”


Declan stood as well. “Thank you, for the kind invitation. Tower Ausgrend lives up to its reputation.” He held out a hand. “It’s been an honor to meet you, Archmage.”


“The honor is mine.” They shook. “I do hope you’ll reconsider. To be a mage is to study magic, and if your father’s letter is anything to go by, what an exciting field of study you have. Farewell, great Nothing Mage. I’m sure we’ll see each other again.” With that, Archmage Janus Ulskier, Ausgrend Tower-master and head of the Mage Council, walked away. 


Declan watched him go, wondering what his father had written in that letter, and hoping it wouldn’t come back to bite him. Maybe his escape from the hierarchy’s control would turn out to be worth placing himself under the King’s thumb. Only time would tell.


As he crossed the plaza back to Tower Hastrand, Declan’s thoughts wandered. He so hoped, now that he’d met with and distanced himself from the involved parties, that the politics surrounding him would slow down. 


Declan dined alone that night. He’d had enough polite conversation for one day.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










“THE FUNDAMENTAL STRUCTURE of a thesis is fairly simple,” Priya explained, her violet robes draping over the carved wooden chair at Declan’s breakfast table. “You explain the purpose for the research, any previous publications you used, the experiments you ran, and the results they showed.”


“That sounds easy enough,” Declan said. “How would a newly developed spell fit into that structure?”


“That would depend on how you developed the spell. In your case, you’d simply explain the research you did into the interaction between air magic and sound, cite the air spells you started with, describe how you altered those forms to create the vibrations, and—in detail—explain your process for fine-tuning the spells to produce the desired effect.”


“Oh.”


“Indeed. That should be plenty of content to fill ten pages or so, especially since you’ve already done the actual research and spell development.”


“I—ah—I think I’d like to recheck a few of my sources. I… lost some of my notes. In the war. So I may need to take another look at any books the Pinnacles have on the topic.”


Priya raised an eyebrow, but didn’t question him. Internally, Declan cursed. Of course it would be more complicated than just shipping off a complete spell form. Divines knew he couldn’t tell the truth. ‘Fairies taught it to me’ might be the least scientific explanation for a magical discovery possible. 


“Very well,” Priya said, “I’ll put in the request. In the meantime, I’ve pulled a few examples of similar projects. Obviously nothing as frivo—err—nothing quite like yours, but a number of magi have worked on developing new air spells.” She handed a folder across the table, stuffed thick with papers. Declan didn’t open it. 


“Thank you. I’ll take a look at these when I get to writing. While I wait for those sources, I’d like to work towards the other advancement milestone: Tier 5.”


“Yes, of course. Given your… unique method of shift, I’m certain I could convince the Mage Council to grant Tier 5 to almost any elemental Tier 3 you manage to cast. I believe the magus at Tower Lethis did something similar with your lightning spell, yes?”


Declan again lied to the woman. “Ah, yes. Magus Clint was very accommodating.” Thinking on it, he could probably shift-delay a Tier 2 pretty easily by now. He already had, though the anesthesia spell was as of yet untested and incredibly illegal. 


Either way, Declan figured it best to keep shift-delay relatively hidden—unlike his other abilities, it hadn’t been in Leskelian’s paper, and he hadn’t ended up using it in the Tournament. 


“That in mind,” Priya continued, flipping through a thick and well-used tome before passing it across the table, “I would recommend Scry Three.”


“Three?”


“There are a number of different versions of the basic Scry,” she said, “the Tier 3 version has increased range, a wider target area, and clearer sound.” 


Declan grinned as he analyzed the spell form. Violet magic had been on his list of topics to delve into, and this seemed as good a time as any. Perhaps he could bypass Prince Richard and do some investigating of his own. “This seems as good an option as any,” he underplayed his enthusiasm. “Out of curiosity, how do violet mages practice long-range magic in the confines of a Tower?”


“Well,” she explained, “the range on Scry Three isn’t much longer than the width of a Tower, so you shouldn’t run into much trouble. In general though, all mages have access to a few longer-range spells once you climb the Tiers. The ideal practice depends on the spell, of course, but generally it’s best to simply curve the trajectory so it travels in a loop around the practice area.”


“Does that not alter the effects?”


“Slightly. For practice, though, it’s more an issue of perfecting the form to minimize mana loss over travel. You don’t need to cast at full range to master the basic effects. Aim, however, is a different matter. Long-range target practice can only be achieved outside, without Tower mana swiftly refilling your reserves.”


Declan did not like the idea of practicing outdoors. The Tower walls protected him both from accidentally leaking harmful mana and from prying eyes. 


“Well, I suppose the limited range is a good thing, then.”


“Indeed.” The grand magus reached into her robe, passing a packet of papers across the table, “I’ve taken the liberty of modifying the form myself, as per the methods detailed in the Vestriam paper. By my cursory analysis, the resulting form is well complex enough to warrant a Tier 5 rating.”


Declan’s eyebrows raised. “Oh, thank you.”


“You’re very welcome,” she said, “I figured this way we could get right to practice. I’d love to witness your technique firsthand.”


“That,” Declan sighed, “will not be possible. You know as well as I do the risk of mana leakage when working on a new form.”


“Yes, yes, of course. I did notice, however, mentions of a practice chamber at Tower Vestriam. I’m sure the hierarchy would be perfectly happy to construct something similar such that I could give far more detailed instruction.”


“Spare the expense, Grand Magus. I’m content to work on my own.” Declan wasn’t sure what else to say without outright exposing that he just didn’t want hierarchy mages watching him practice. 


She sighed. “Very well. Should you change your mind or come upon a challenge you cannot yourself overcome, I am happy to assist however I may.” 


“Thank you, Grand Magus. I appreciate your discretion. Now, unless you have any further suggestions, I’d like to get to work.”


“Ah, of course, my lord,” she pushed away from the marble table and stood, gathering her pack but leaving behind the pile of books she’d brought. “I’ll see you Monday.”


Declan nodded his thanks, waiting for the door to close behind her to pull out his notebook. The first step was to rewrite the modified scry, comparing his own version to the one Priya had provided. He was pleased to find no significant differences. 


To be honest, he wasn’t sure he expected any. He had plenty of faith in her abilities, and he could think of nothing she might gain by purposefully producing a flawed formula, but he checked nonetheless. 


Maybe he was growing a tad paranoid. 


Five minutes later found Declan alone in a practice room, staring at the set of targets across the floor, two hundred feet away. His first attempts at the spell failed spectacularly, filling the air with the chime of Eric’s bell. Each time, he paused, took a breath, and reexamined his notes, flipping through the pages detailing multiple cross-sections of the formula. 


It was a long and arduous practice session, and Declan loved every minute of it. By the time the evening came to an end, he had yet to achieve any semblance of actual scrying as he inched marginally closer to a successful casting. Nonetheless, he returned late to his room that night, an exhausted smile across his face.


Declan spent the next two weeks blissfully ignorant of the world of politics. In the mornings he awoke to Claude’s breakfast delivery, followed by a few hours on the lower floors hunting the assorted magical beasts within. 


The daily hunts ballooned his mana pool over 50 Pels in just those two weeks, placing him just below 400. He knew the growth would slow down as each kill contributed a smaller total compared to his overall store, but the idea of reaching grand magus levels of mana capacity so quickly was certainly exciting. 


After enjoying a quick lunch alone in the dining room, he spent his afternoons either working with Priya on general theory or in isolated practice. He did eventually manage to cast the scry without setting off his bell, but the image it returned was far blurrier than Priya’s description had led him to believe. Upon his inquiry, she explained it was a matter of properly tuning the spell. 


He needed more practice.


Thrice in the two-week period did the dream return. Each time it was different, but it always ended with Declan standing alone in the Liaran camp and waking up to the bell’s chime. It never rang particularly loudly, and the orchids scattered around the suite showed no signs of his poison, yet every time he sat awake until morning, clutching Eric’s gift and fighting to forget the suffering he’d made.


He still neglected to mention the nightmares when he returned to Tower Yrond. His second lunch with his companions went much like the first. Other than the dark circles under their exhausted eyes, Declan’s friends seemed to be faring quite well. Brian, in particular, mentioned a new acquaintance he’d made in his limited spare time, promising he would invite her to the next week’s meeting. 


The other factor distinguishing this week’s lunch from the last was the lute strapped to Declan’s back. As the others returned to class, he ventured into the city, stripping off his Journeyman robes to reveal the relatively plain breeches and shirt he wore underneath. 


With the identifying outfit hidden in his pack, Declan stepped into the first tavern he found, and began to play. 


The act was liberating. More so than meeting his friends, setting his own schedule, or practicing whichever magic he deemed fit. While he performed, he wasn’t important, he wasn’t the first non-royal to study at Tower Hastrand in a century, and he wasn’t the nothing mage. He was a nameless bard, playing simple tunes to liven somebody’s day. 


The evening did, of course, eventually end, leaving Declan to stumble back to the Tower and his vast, decadent suite. 


He went out twice more in the following week. Declan took a sort of petty pleasure in wasting the Crown’s resources powering a transporter for him to go perform for the laborers in Reondar’s taverns. It was, of course, not the only lute-based activity in which he partook. 


Between the researching, the writing, and the editing, Declan finally took it upon himself to learn the other spell forms the Fae had given him. The project took a backseat to the scrying magic Priya had recommended, but the song magic made for more relaxing work he could progress on in the later hours. In addition to the resonance spell, he focused on amplification and a more complex formula for adjusting one’s pitch. 


He was quite a ways from mastering this last, but the idea of expanding his vocal range was an alluring one. Indeed, Declan was practicing just that alone in his room on the evening of Fall 41st when he noticed the slip of paper under his door. 




I have news. It’s about time we officially meet.


-R




Declan raised his eyebrows at the message. It seemed unnecessary, given an ‘official’ meeting with Prince Richard would likely involve a normal invitation anyway. With a shrug, he lit a nearby brazier and tossed the note to the flames. Better safe than sorry. 


As it was, Declan had to feign a modicum of surprise when Claude delivered not just breakfast the following morning, but also the ‘official’ invitation to lunch with the prince that afternoon. He accepted.


Prince Richard Hastrand’s suite mirrored Declan’s in all but a few ways. Instead of a collection of southern orchids, the prince kept a wide array of different flowers and herbs. Interesting, Declan noted. I wouldn’t have taken him for a gardener. Then again, he wasn’t a gardener either. 


“At last,” Richard said as Declan entered the room. “It is an honor to meet you. I hear you’ve done our kingdom a great service.”


“I can only hope,” Declan replied, taking a seat as a pair of servants delivered their meal, “that I’ve done enough to halt the loss of Teralian life.”


“Indeed,” the prince said, “war is a terrible, terrible thing. At least,” he sat as well, ”it is far from Reondar.”


As the mages exchanged pleasantries, Declan noted the other difference between his and Richard’s suites. There was another door.


He wondered where it went, especially given the man’s likely aversion to housing potential spies so close to himself. It was no servant quarters. As much as it held his interest, Declan felt the better of inquiring about the chamber. For all he knew, it could have just been another empty room; divines knew he hadn’t put anything in the unused bedroom adjacent to his. 


Equally likely, he surmised, it was related to the prince’s conspiracy. Either way, Declan supposed he would find out in time, what with Richard’s apparent tendency to share secrets with him. 


Indeed, the moment the Tower door closed behind the pair of servants, the man dropped all pretense to address Declan directly.


“I’m glad you got my note. I overheard some of the staff whispering, wondering why we hadn’t ‘met.’”


Declan didn’t comment on the pointlessness of the note, choosing instead to inquire as to its contents. “You said you have news?”


“I’ll get to that. First, I want to talk about you. I hear you met with Archmage Ulskier.”


“I did. He wanted information about my magic and for me to move to Ausgrend so he could study me. I said no.”


“As well you did. Stay away from Ulskier.” He lifted his fork, taking the first bite of the lamb shank before him. “He’s no friend of the king’s, but he’s a ruthless politician in his own right. Not to mention how angry Jules would get. We’re all better off if you stay on his good side for now; he might slip up if he thinks you’re the loyal dog.”


“I’ve only met the king twice,” Declan said. “I hardly believe he’s about to start confiding me from all the way down in the palace.”


“Give it time. At the very least he won’t try to have you killed if he thinks you’re loyal.”


Declan failed to hide his surprise at the prince’s comment. “Have me killed?”


“Oh, don’t think for a moment he wouldn’t. Remember, we’re talking about a man who probably killed his own brother. He may appear the charming king and loving father, but he’s as ruthless as they get.”


Declan refrained from pointing out Richard’s complete lack of evidence to support his theory that Julien was involved in Alexander’s death. Instead, he changed the subject. “So, this news of yours…”


“Ah, yes,” the prince sipped his wine before speaking again. “I broke through the defensive enchantments on one of the military couriers as she entered the city. From the front. Managed a quick glimpse at the message before I ran out of mana. Turns out, I was right.” He picked up his fork and returned to his lunch.


“…about?”


“The war, of course. Somehow, the Liarans have caught wind of your return to Teralia. Like I predicted, they’ve holed up in the Three Mountains behind their walls and their wards. Divines know how long it will take to starve them out.”


Declan’s stomach turned, nausea growing before Richard even spoke the words.


“The siege of Liara has begun.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










DECLAN COUGHED. “A siege? But what about—”


“What about you? You aren’t there. It would appear the Liarans have caught wind that the nothing mage has gone home.”


Declan took a sip of wine to ease the growing itch in his throat. His stomach didn’t like it. “My father said—”


“Lord Croveus hasn’t been right about anything in his life.”


“What?”


“Your father would still be languishing in obscurity if he weren’t Julien’s childhood chum.”


“But he has a proven track record. His exploits—”


“Won on the backs of greater men,” Richard spat. “Don’t get me wrong, he’s a masterful manipulator. He presents himself extremely well, and he’s excellent at remaining calm in the face of adversity. A skill I believe you picked up.”


Declan’s stomach churned. Richard continued, “You’ve served under him. Tell me, honestly, were his the actions of a military genius, or a noble fool concerned more with his own reputation than actual strategy?”


Declan paused to reflect on the words. In retrospect, it certainly did seem foolish to advance north without waiting for the forces returning from Pylt. Even more so to take Meyer’s Hill with so few men, only to join them personally before the rest of the army arrived. 


What was the point? Perhaps Richard was right, and the general simply was incompetent, rushing forward in an attempt to make himself look good for capturing objectives so quickly. Perhaps his goal had always been to show off Declan’s abilities at Meyer’s Hill for political clout back home. 


Or perhaps, like the master manipulator Richard claimed him to be, Lord Croveus had orchestrated it all to force Declan to wipe out the Liaran army.


Declan’s hand shook as he took another sip of wine. More than wishful thinking rebelled against the third possibility—the general had been visibly distraught by the news of the impending Liaran forces. Unless he’s just that good an actor…. 


“So,” he wheezed, “my father’s just lucky enough to survive his own terrible strategy?”


“Who’s to say?” Richard leaned in. “But he’s certainly not the brilliant strategist he claims to be.”


“I—” Declan reached for his water, but his shaking hand knocked the cup over. 


Concern touched Richard’s face. “Are you alright?”


“I—I don’t know,” Declan wheezed.


“Shit,” the prince jumped to his feet. “What are the symptoms?”


Declan coughed, trying to force the words out, “I—I can’t—”


“Shit shit shit. Ok,” Richard breathed. “I can see throat constriction and loss of fine motor control. What else?”


Declan wheezed, “My st—st—“ he ran out of breath, failing to finish the word. 


“No, no, no. Show me! There has to be something else!”


Fighting for air, Declan collapsed back in his chair. His heart pounded. His blood rushed. Sweat dripped down his face. In a slow, jerky motion, he brought his hand to his still churning stomach.


“Nausea! Of course! Wait here.”


Like I have a choice, Declan thought. Breathless and shaking, he watched on as Prince Richard ran not to the stairs for help, but to the mysterious extra room at the back of the suite. The seconds dragged on. Declan sparred with panic rising in his chest until finally the man returned, clutching a clear vial.


Without explaining or asking permission, Richard pulled a single dried leaf from the labeled container and shoved it into Declan’s mouth.


“Chew it well. Let the oils seep down your throat.”


Declan obeyed. Whatever it was, the herb tasted strangely sweet. He struggled to keep from coughing it up as the warm oil dripped down his swollen throat. The seconds ticked by. 


All in all, it took less than a minute from Richard’s dash to the other room for the leaf to do its work. 


For all they say about gulping down sweet air, Declan’s first breath hurt. It scratched and scraped against his damaged air pipe, sending him into another fit of coughing. The prince was ready with a glass of water.


“Don’t worry, it’s safe,” he said. “Grayweed may be fairly tasteless, but it’s quite visible in water. Must’ve hidden it in the wine.”


Silently, Declan sipped at the cool liquid. His hands already stilled enough to hold the cup himself, and his throat improved with each sip. His stomach continued its rebellion. 


“I expect you’ll be sick a while, but it should pass. Lucky I got you the seraph’s touch in time.”


Swallowing, Declan croaked out a reply. “Thanks.”


“Oh, don’t thank me yet,” the prince said. “It may have neutralized the grayweed, but the seraph’s touch is going to play havoc with your intestines later tonight. It’s quite toxic in its own right.”


Declan paled.


“You’ll be alright. Like I said, it’ll pass. I suppose I owe you an apology,” he gestured to the pitcher of wine. “I’ve been holding on to that for a few weeks now. Can’t imagine you were the intended target.”


Declan’s mind swarmed with questions, only the most pressing of which he actually voiced. “If it was in the wine, why weren’t you affected?”


Richard cocked his eyebrow, as if the answer were glaringly obvious. “I’ve built an immunity to grayweed. What do you think I’ve been doing the past few years?”


Declan had no answer to the absurd question. Instead, he raised a follow-up, “If you’re immune to grayweed, why do you have its antidote just sitting around?”


“Seraph’s touch has a few uses. Beyond neutralizing grayweed, it serves as an antidote to its rarer cousin blackweed. Among other poisons. There are only so many compounds to which one can grow resilient. Best to have a backup plan ready.”


“H—how many times have you been poisoned?”


“Intentionally? Too many to count. By others?” Richard counted out on his fingers, “Four? Five, if you count the time Alex put scraggle powder in my ale, but that was more a prank than anything else.”


Declan stared. 


“Either way, this was no prank. Nor could it be another of Father’s tests—the man’s been dead twelve years. No… I think this was Jules. He must know I’m onto him.”


“Would he have known you’re immune to grayweed?”


“Who’s to say? The man has eyes everywhere, but grayweed isn’t a common toxin by any stretch. Even then, resilient as I am, I’m sure if I drank the entire pitcher myself I’d still be affected. Truly, I’m fortunate you’re here.”


Declan’s mind reeled, yet somehow, in his exhausted, still-nauseous state, he failed to come up with anything to ask. 


“Come,” Richard helped him stand, allowing Declan to lean against his arm. “Let’s get you to bed. I don’t envy the night you have ahead of you.”


Ten minutes later found Declan back in his own suite, shivering alone under a pile of blankets. He wondered what else the strange prince had hidden in his back room. It seemed mighty convenient that the man had stashed away the antidote for the exact poison in the wine, but he supposed there was no accounting for paranoia. 


For all Declan knew, Richard had a veritable collection of various poisons and their counters back there. 


He slept precious little that night. If nothing else, the prince had been right about the havoc his antidote would do. When at last Declan’s stomach calmed enough for the exhaustion to win out, he dreamt of paranoid princes and scheming kings.



* * *


“Fucking Divines, Declan! Are you alright?!” Sarah’s volume attracted a number of glares from around the posh cafeteria. She paid them no mind. “Why are you still there?”


Declan replied in hushed tones, “Because I think Prince Richard is right. If the king or somebody else wants me dead, they wouldn’t have poisoned Richard’s wine.”


“Unless he did it himself,” Freddy said.


“I thought of that, too,” Declan answered. “But I can’t come up with a reason for it. What does he gain by poisoning us both just to cure me?”


“To lend credence to his conspiracy theories? To prove to you he can? Does he need a reason? The man sounds unhinged enough as it is.”


“I don’t know, Freddy,” Brian said. “Whoever it was, it doesn’t look like anyone actually wants Declan dead. Either he wasn’t the intended target or Richard just meant to send a message, not kill.”


“Or he wanted to kill him but had second thoughts.”


“It wasn’t that,” Declan said. “He was frantically asking for the symptoms, like he was trying to figure out what exactly I’d had. If it was Richard, he’s a great actor, and he wanted to show off his knowledge of poisons, not kill.”


“I’m just glad you’re okay. That sounds like a terrible way to go.”


“You kidding?” Sarah spoke up. “After all the shit we’ve survived, no way something mundane as poison takes him out.”


Declan let out a sharp laugh, “Right. Either I get eaten by a dragon or die peacefully of old age—there’s no in between.”


“You’re damn right.”


“So,” Brian said, “what’s next? What are you going to do now?” 


“For now? Nothing. Like I said, I don’t think I was the intended target, and Richard’s paranoid enough I don’t think anyone will be killing him any time soon.”


“You don’t want to investigate? Find out what happened?”


“Believe me, I do, but I have to be careful about it. Whoever did this is already trying to kill the prince; I’m sure they won’t hesitate to come after me too. The first step is violet magic. If I can finish learning Scry Three I can start digging a little deeper. Even better if I manage to shift-delay it, but it’ll take months to accomplish that.”


“Why don’t we just… leave? Go to Lethis or Reth. Someplace neutral.”


“Because,” Freddy said, “we have work to do here.”


“Not to mention,” Declan added, “I doubt the Crown would let me leave. Not without violence.”


“I’m not going anywhere,” Sarah said. “I’ll be damned if I leave without making magus. You can learn healing anywhere, but for combat magic the Pinnacles can’t be beat.”


“Besides,” Declan said, “I need to at least find out if Richard’s theories are true. I owe him that much.”


“Assuming he wasn’t the one to poi—”


Freddy was cut off when a cheerful voice—altogether too loud for its proximity—greeted them. “Hi there!”


Brian was the first to reply. “Angie! You came!”


“Sure I did. No way I was gonna miss my chance to meet your famous friend.”


Declan appraised the new arrival. The girl was roughly Brian’s height. Her light brown hair brushed over narrow shoulders, and a wide grin stretched across her face, forming two dimples on her pale cheeks. 


Most striking, however, was her attire. Though she wore the same basic yellow robes as most journeyman, the sigil on her chest was unfamiliar. The stylized picture of an arch certainly didn’t match the royal seal Declan wore, nor the five Towers embroidered into the robes of his companions. 


She extended a hand, “I’m Angela Lark, portal mage in training. Call me Angie.”


Declan’s eyebrows raised as he shook her hand. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Angie.”


“Likewise!” She grinned, taking a seat next to the healer. “Brian’s told me so much about you.”


“I wish I could say the same. Portal magic, you say?”


“Yup! I’m lucky, really. Came to Reondar to enlist at Stretika like everyone else, but once they saw my signature they sent me here.”


“So you’re a natural portal mage, then? Those are rare.”


“Errr, not quite. My native frequency is… well, it’s black.” 


“Oh. I’m so sorry.”


She shrugged, “it’s alright. I’d rather spend my days operating transporters than starving in the streets or dying in the war. I only wanted magic to make a living anyway, and this one’s good as any.”


“It’s a travesty,” Freddy chimed in, “that people need to enlist in the military or chain themselves to a transporter to feed themselves.”


“Oh it’s not so bad,” Angie grinned. “Better than working in a field. Either way, I’m perfectly happy not casting normal spells, thank you.”


“I’m sure,” Declan said. “Death magic is nasty stuff.”


The girl stared at him, eyes wide. “You’ve seen it?”


“Err, not exactly. I’ve been told my own mana can have similar effects.” Declan thought back to his encounter with the satyr all the way back in the Gindor woods. People did not take kindly to death mages.


“Well, I hope you never do,” Angie’s face darkened. “They make us read all sorts of horror stories about it. Try to scare us off ever experimenting.” She shuddered. “You don’t want to know.”


The mages sat in silence for a time, each lost in thoughts of their own. Declan eventually broke it. “So, how have classes been?”


The others took well to his change in subject, each in turn sharing anecdotes, complaints, and other tales from the past week’s studies. Declan was happy to sit and listen, reveling in the mundanity of it all. There was something to the simplicity of a rude classmate that helped his other problems fade into the background.


Not everyone was wrapped up in a murderous conspiracy. 


By the time Declan found himself walking back through the Tower Hastrand transporter room, he’d almost forgotten the drama of politics, his mind instead wandering to possible spacial magic he might learn. 


He was in fact, so enthralled in that line of thinking, he didn’t notice Elaine’s presence until he nearly ran headlong into her. 


“Oh! Declan, I was hoping to run into you,” the princess greeted. Declan wasn’t sure if the slight red on her face was a blush or simply a trick of light reflecting off the bloodstone walls. 


“Princess Elaine,” he greeted, “a pleasure as always. What can I do for you?”


“As I’m sure you’ve heard,” she said, “Father is hosting a gala for my birthday next week. I’d like to personally invite you to attend.”


Great, Declan tried to hide his scowl, more schmoozing with nobles. “I would be honored, my lady.”


“Wonderful! I look forward to seeing you there.” She grinned coyly before turning away and leaving him alone in the ornate welcoming room. 


Declan sighed. He’d have to ask Claude for details on the event. He hoped he wouldn’t need yet another new outfit, but a sneaking suspicion insisted he would. 


The moment he returned to his room, Declan sat down to write his thesis. By the time dinner came, he’d already forgotten Elaine’s invitation. Indeed, were it not for Claude’s timely arrival with a tray of roast pig, Declan might’ve missed the meal entirely, so invested he was in the task at hand. 


That night he dreamt not of evil plots, nor deadly toxins. He rested free from visions of terrible death, political intrigue, or grand soirees in the midst of wartime. Instead, he dreamed of magic, of music, and of the haunting voices of the Deep Fae singing their alien song. 


It was the best night’s sleep he’d had in months.










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










WITHIN AN HOUR of asking Claude about the impending party, Declan stood in his suite as the Tower’s tailors pricked and measured him. For the duration, roughly every third sentence from the mouth of the portly woman who led them was some form of curse for springing such a project on them when they already had two princesses in need of gowns. 


Declan could only look on sheepishly, all the while mentally applauding the seamstress’s rather creative vocabulary. 


Until at last, they were finished. Finally alone, Declan fell back into a plush armchair. He exhaled. It had been an eventful few days, and daunting as the event may be, at least Elaine’s birthday wasn’t for another week. He could relax.


But what about the poisoner? Will they be at the party? Should I have something planned? What about Richard? Even without him, this could be a perfect opportunity to investigate a bit myself. What about—fuck.


Declan grumbled. This was not relaxing. Across the room he eyed the lute leaning against a bedpost. With a sigh, he forced himself to his feet. Grabbing the instrument by the neck, he stepped back out onto the marble stairs. 


There would be time for worrying later.


It took three songs for Declan to forget the political chaos which surrounded him. Or at least, some combination of the three songs and the ales he drank in that time. Either way, it wasn’t until the late evening had well given way to early morning that he collapsed to his bed with a smile on his face.


A smile which would be distinctly absent when he awoke the following morning. As Declan fought to find productivity in the haze of his hangover, he made a note to limit his alcohol intake while performing, both for the sake of the music and so he could play more often without destroying his body. 


As it was, he gave up on hunting or spellcasting for that day, focusing instead on the far quieter activity of composing his thesis. 


It was slow going. 


He’d made good progress, thus far, on researching the fundamental theories of sound, as well as the basic mechanics of air magic. Any advantage he might have gained by already knowing the spells to which he worked was dulled by the simple fact he was no air mage. Yet still, he progressed.


To an extent, Declan felt guilty over publishing the Fae’s spells as his own work. Then again, here he was going through the entire research and spell creation process anyway just to have something to submit to the hierarchy. He also resolutely decided that for all he’d done at the Lady Elsia’s bidding, their help with his thesis was a paltry recompense. 


Either way, he doubted the Fae cared much about human research papers. 


In the week leading up to Elaine’s party, Declan accomplished a few things. Above all, he finally achieved a working version of Scry 3. Priya appeared satisfied enough with his demonstration of the spell, and promised she would submit it to the Mage Council for proper categorization. 


He resolved to try it at the gala if presented with the opportunity, but he doubted there would be much to see. The scry was eminently noticeable and blockable, and he was months away from safely shift-delaying it. Either way, he was proud of the spell.


Now he just had to finish his divines-fucked thesis. 


As a fun, albeit unnecessary, side project, Declan spent his evenings working through more of the Fae spells. He only intended on publishing the simple resonance formula, but the magic was alluring. 


As the days passed, he made steady progress on the first in the series of harmony forms. Use of the spell would certainly draw attention to the magical nature of his performance—most bards didn’t sing two notes at once—but his heart leapt at the haunting melodies that echoed across his vast suite whenever he cast it successfully. 


In all, Declan had a blessedly politics-free week. As the day grew closer, he even caught himself looking forward to Elaine’s ball—until he stepped out into the Pinnacle square. 


Hells, was it raining. 


Declan did his best to limit the damage, conjuring a protective barrier of wind to redirect the deluge away from his brilliant red jacket, silk shirt, and ornately embroidered trousers. He failed, however, to stop the mud and groundwater from making a mess of his brand new black leather shoes. 


As he approached the palace, Declan stepped past the line of carriages waiting to deliver their passengers directly to the dry interior. Maybe walking wasn’t the best idea. 


He waited patiently in the brief line in the entry hall, listening to the rain outside. Were it not for the preexisting array of wet footprints, Declan might’ve felt guilty for stepping on the vivid crimson carpet in his soiled shoes. 


As he slowly progressed towards the ballroom itself, the wafting music began to overtake the patter of rainfall. It was the courtly tunes of his youth. No lyrics, no swift, joyous melodies, and certainly no singing along. 


Declan couldn’t deny the song was beautiful, and indeed it was a perfect background for polite conversation or the delicate ballroom dancing that took place beneath it, but it just wasn’t as fun. It lacked the pure joy of Emma’s Eve or the emotional gravitas of And One for the Gone. It certainly didn’t hold a candle to the complex symphony of voices that was the Fae Song. 


Still, Declan found himself gently nodding his head to the rhythm as he grew nearer its source, until finally he was pulled from his thoughts by doorman. 


“Name?”


“Declan Croveus.”


The man scanned his list, checking off Declan’s name and reaching into a box behind him. He withdrew a small card, handing it to a page behind him. He waved Declan forward.


It wasn’t until Declan stepped through the entryway to see the announcer carefully reading the card’s contents that he realized his mistake. He cringed as the man called out.


“Declan Croveus, Hero of Meyer’s Hill, Plague of the Pluctin, The Nothing Mage.”


Plague of the Pluctin? That’s a new one. He supposed it fit. To be perfectly honest, it was probably the most accurate of his titles. There was nothing heroic about his deeds at Meyer’s Hill, and ‘nothing mage’ only described what his magic looked like. 


Declan slipped into his battle face as what felt like half the party turned to appraise the new arrival. He forced a smile. From his vantage just outside the crowd, he watched as nobles whispered amongst themselves, outright gawked, or completely ignored his arrival. 


It embarrassed Declan to admit something irked him about the mixed reaction. As much as he resented the frightful, curious, or even hungry stares, some part of him had grown accustomed to the attention, and rebelled against the apathetic portion of the partygoers. 


More than anything, Declan shuddered at that realization. 


The other curiosity he noticed was across the dance floor, where King Julien whispered into Elaine’s ear. Declan couldn’t make out the words themselves, but he noted the king’s worried expression matched by Elaine’s exasperated one. Interesting.


It took less than a minute for the ballroom to return to some semblance of normalcy. Partygoers returned to their conversations, nobles stepped out onto the dance floor, and a collection of young men retook Princess Elaine’s attention from her father. For his part, Declan weaved through the crowd, collecting a number of looks but thankfully no attempts at conversation.


A few nobles even moved out of his way.


Declan was entirely content to be avoided, happily nodding to the music as he approached the side tables. He’d just managed to collect a tall glass of wine when a voice stole his attention.


“Declan! I’m glad you could make it.”


“Princess Anna, it’s always a pleasure.” He bowed his head politely. 


In her glimmering sapphire gown, the younger princess was the picture of elegance. Elegance, Declan was willing to bet, that had been carefully calculated to be marginally less than that of her sister. 


It was Elaine’s day, after all.


“Are you enjoying the festivities?”


“I’ve only just arrived,” Declan replied, taking a sip from his cup, “though I must admit the wine is incredible.”


“I’m sure it’s some special vintage imported from Reth,” Anna said, “nothing but the best for dear Elaine and her three hundred closest friends.”


“I’m certain your twentieth birthday will prove equally as extravagant.”


“I doubt it,” the princess scoffed. “I don’t need to make a lasting impression with a powerful husband to secure my succession. That’s her problem.”


“Sounds to me like you’re happy to stay out of the spotlight.”


She gestured to her resplendent gold earrings and silver necklace. “Just because I don’t want to be put on display like a prized peacock doesn’t mean I don’t like pretty things. If I were firstborn, I’d prove myself as a mage first and worry about boys later. Sometimes a party should just be a party.”


Declan joined the princess in watching her sister across the room as she entertained the collection of noblemen around her. Elaine’s golden hair was styled up, held in place either by enchantment or more pins than he could count. Her brilliant dress sparkled with gold and rubies, telling a tale of opulence and wealth with every shift of the light. 


“She seems happy enough,” he said.


“Oh, she loves it,” Anna replied. “Elaine was born to be the center of attention.”


“To each their own. She’s free to enjoy being the prize hen just as you’re free to enjoy opulent parties, and I,” he raised his glass, “am free to enjoy quality wine.”


She grinned, reaching to the table to grab a glass of her own. “A toast then,” she said, “to finding joy wherever you may.”


Declan smiled back and took a sip. Truth be told, he would’ve preferred a nice ale to the imported wine, but he could never say such a savage thing in polite company. 


The moment passed, and Declan found himself alone once more as a passing guest whisked the princess away to the dance floor. He was happier for it. As pleasant as the conversation had been, he was in the midst of drinking wine on an empty stomach, and it would’ve been far too rude to eat while speaking with the princess.


Unfortunately for Declan, he only made it halfway to the buffet table before another sight pulled him away. He only saw her for a moment. A flash, as for a second the crowd parted in just the right way. There she stood, chatting amiably with King Julien. 


Helena Croveus.


Declan cursed. Of course she’s here. Someone has to represent Red’s Crossing while the general’s away. He turned, redirecting his path away from his noble mother. A moment later found him leaning against the cool bloodstone wall, watching the woman from afar. 


He considered approaching. He hadn’t seen Lady Helena since his days as a gardener. Even after Magus Penten’s visit, after Lord Croveus had turned him away, she’d always been his mother. He should take the chance to see her. He owed her that much. 


Declan stepped forward, into the crowd. He wished, as he moved through the crowd, that Helena would finish her conversation with the king. The meeting with his mother was no business of Julien’s. No doubt he’d find a way to use her against me, Declan thought. If anyone could, it’d be him.


A moment later, Declan emerged from the crowd just in time to watch his mother whisper something into Julien’s ear and disappear into a side door. The king followed. 


Declan’s heart pounded. His breathing sped and his face flushed. Are they…? No. They couldn’t be. The divines-fucked king?! Minutes passed. Declan refused to move his eyes from the empty doorway. They didn’t return.


It took nearly two complete songs’ worth of staring for Declan to eventually turn away, making his way back through the throng. This called for another drink. 


Declan’s mind reeled as he sipped at his second glass of wine. To his dismay, he had to admit it made sense. Julien was a widower, and Declan knew better than anyone how little love was lost between his mother and Lord Croveus. It felt wrong. As long as he remembered, Lady Helena had always been a frail woman. Sickly, even. 


Then again, she’d apparently undergone at least one romantic tryst while the general was away on campaign. What was one more? 


Declan shuddered, downing his drink. He moved to grab another, only stopping when he noticed the uncertainty of his step. Right, he realized, empty stomach. I should get some food… 


Once again, Declan ventured into the shifting mass of partygoers in search of dinner. As he wound through the crowd, a small shape darted past, nearly sending his tipsy form to the ground. He caught himself just in time to glance at the running creature.


It was a boy. No more than ten, the child dashed around the room, giggling as he gave chase to another boy his age. 


Declan couldn’t help but grin. That had been him once, trying his best to have fun with the other children stuck at the boring party in their stuffy clothes. Funny, he figured, where life takes us. 


It was in just that moment, that second of clarity and quiet thought, that the announcer’s voice pushed through.


“Lillian Evanderith, Hunter of Beasts, Slayer of the Gindalt Troll.”


Declan turned to recognize the beast hunter who’d saved them on the road to Reondar. It was not, however, the image of the crazy northerner which dropped his jaw.


“And her student, Robin Steelshrike.”


What are the divines-fucked odds? Declan didn’t wait long before moving to meet his old friend. He was well past standing in shocked silence at the unexpected appearances. At this point, the Queen of the bloody Deep Fae could show up and he wouldn’t bat an eye. 


In typical Robin fashion, Declan didn’t even get a word out before the petite steel-mage had him wrapped in a great hug. 


“Declan! What are you doing here? What happened in Poulsia?”


“I could ask you the same thing. Also, Steelshrike? Since when do you have a title?”


She grinned. “It was Lillian’s idea.” As Declan pulled away from the hug, he gave his old companion a once-over. 


Robin was, unsurprisingly, underdressed for the occasion. The embroidery on her coat was nice enough, but Declan could say with certainty she was the only woman in the entire ballroom wearing trousers.


Not that Lillian’s outfit was any better. She still wore the same loose-fitting shirt and northern kilt as when they’d first met. 


“It’s good ta see ya, lad,” she shook Declan’s hand with unnecessary vigor. “Ah knew ya had a noble look about ya. What ‘appened ta your mates?”


“They—ah—couldn’t make it tonight,” he grinned. “When you mentioned leaving your apprentice behind, I imagined you meant… well an apprentice.”


“Robin ‘ere’s my apprentice in the truest sense, none of tha hierarchy shit.”


“I—ah. Well, it’s a pleasure to see you again.” He nodded to the beast hunter. “I hope you enjoy the party.”


“Oh, Ah will,” she grinned. “Ah won my invitation fair and square, and Ah’ll be damned if Ah don’t enjoy it.”


Of course, Declan thought, she’s here on a bet. Why else? Turning back to Robin, he noticed an uneasy look on her face. Following her gaze, he tracked it to the beautiful gowns worn by most of the ball’s attendees. And of fucking course she didn’t tell Robin the dress code.


“You know,” he spoke up, “I was actually just about to head out. Perhaps we could catch up somewhere a tad… quieter?”


Robin grinned, looking up at her mentor. 


“Aye, go ahead. Ah’ll ‘ave a grand time without ya.”


Without waiting, Robin took off back through the entry. 


Declan followed. 


“You know,” he said, “why don’t we find a nice tavern? I’m in desperate need of a hearty meal and a strong drink.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










“SO THERE I was, redwood to my left, webbing to my right, and a divines-fucked behemoth of a Fang Widow coming up behind me. Now, like any sane person, I fucking booked it. Problem is, I still had my trousers around my legs!”


Declan almost spat out his ale. 


“So imagine, if you can, me, hobbling through the woods, franticly shooting steel behind my back to slow the fucker down.”


Declan laughed, “What did you do?”


“Well,” Robin grinned, “I’ll tell you what I did. I fell on my face.”


By now, Declan had made the intelligent decision to put his mug down until Robin finished her story. 


“Turns out,” she said, “one of my random shots got her right in the eye. You should’ve seen my face when I scrambled to my feet, nearly pissing myself again, just to see the beast lying dead twenty paces back.”


“That’s amazing,” Declan managed through his wheezing laughs. He wiped tears from his face.


“Anyway, that’s right around when Lillian showed up, just in time to see me pulling my pants up over the corpse of a giant spider.”


“I’m sure that was a sight.”


“She didn’t even bat an eye. Probably par for the course given the shit she’s seen, minus the ‘pants-around-the-ankles’ thing.”


“A-ha! So there is an advantage to the kilt!”


The conversation devolved into a mutual fit of hearty laughter, with brief interludes for additional sips of ale. 


The tavern they’d found was a busy one. A quick survey of the common room led Declan to recognize a number of house colors among the patrons. The assorted servants, drivers, and attendants had come here to drink while their employers did the same at Elaine’s party. 


Declan preferred this company. 


To one side, a man played the pipes while the woman next to him strummed a lute and sang the country tunes. People drank and laughed and shared their stories, smiling all the while. Declan needed no battle face here. 


“That’s amazing, Robin. Really. It sounds like things are going well.”


“So what’s your story, then? We’re a long way from Poulsia; I’m sure you had all sorts of adventures to make it here.”


“I… wouldn’t call them adventures.” Declan sighed. “Nightmares, maybe. I did… I did some pretty terrible things.”


And he told her. 


There, in a crowded pub surrounded by laughing strangers, Declan recounted the horrors of war. He spoke of old friends he’d found again, new friends he’d made, and of friends he’d lost. He talked of patrol, and the faceless scouts he’d killed in the night. 


The steel mage listened silently as Declan told her about the countless hours sitting around in camp, counting the minutes until the next meal, march, or skirmish. He spoke of the mud. Divines, the mud. The way it grasped and clung, as if the swamp itself demanded it be your grave. 


Robin perked up when he got to Meyer’s Hill. His description of the battle suited her perfectly, one man proving his might against that of hundreds. 


Then the bodies. Watching from the wall as the men dragged his kills into a pile, to be drained of mana on the morrow. 


By the time Declan spoke of his night in the Liaran camp, Robin’s smile was long gone. For all the gritty detail in which he’d told his tale thus far, he spared the girl and he spared himself the particulars of that lonely night. 


The story picked up when he left the camp. Traveling home, getting to know his companions, singing songs at the inn in Fontanya, these were happy things. Until the telling ground to a halt. 


Declan never got to the battle on the King’s Road, or his time in Reondar. He was instead cut off, when a familiar and terrible tune swept through the tavern. 


“All gather round, to hear my song,


’tis quite a tale I tell,


The Saga of the Nothing Mage,


And of the untolled bell.”


Even as he downed his ale and ordered another, Declan had to admit the woman had a beautiful voice. 


Robin looked at him, eyebrows raised above soft eyes, “Are you okay?”


“I’m fine.” Declan’s replacement ale arrived, and he took to downing it as well. The songstress sang on.


“Twas thrice they tried to collar him,


To use, to take, to kill…”


Robin ruffled through her pocket, conjuring a small fistful of silver to place on the table. “C’mon, let’s go,” she said.


“With law, with blood, with tales untold,


No man could match his will.”


Declan finished his beer. “Isn’t that,” he said as he carefully stood, “one of Edward’s?”


“I—yes. It is.” 


Robin took his arm, guiding him out of the crowded tavern and supporting him as he stumbled. 


“Is weird in’t it,” Declan slurred. “When’d she meet Edward?”


They stopped in the city street. Declan leaned against the wall of a local cobbler, fighting to steady the shifting world around him. The cool rain felt nice against his face. He paid no mind to the damage it did to his beautifully tailored dress clothes. 


“She didn’t.” Robin put her hands behind her head, stretching out the stiffness in her shoulders. The rain fell. “I—um—I did.”


Declan stared silently, brow cocked in confusion.


“You remember I wrote down all of Ed’s poems? Well, when I heard Freya’s song I thought… it was just so weird, how well they all fit. Same meter, same rhyme scheme, same everything. Down to your title. I don’t know, it just felt right that they should be…” she sighed. “I gave them to a bard in Fontanya. Apparently they’ve already made it to Reondar. I—um—I'm sorry. I swear it was all just a laugh. I couldn’t have known what would happen to you in Poulsia, or that the song would bother you or… I’m sorry, Declan. Really, I am.”


Declan vomited.


It wasn’t the surprise of hearing Edward’s verses, nor that Robin had given them to a bard. Indeed, it wasn’t even the shock of seeing the girl at all, or watching his mother slink off with the king. In all likelihood, the events of the night contributed, but indeed the driving force behind Declan’s stomach’s sudden vacancy was the swirling mixture of fine wine and cheap ale which now lay upon the roadside. 


Robin exhaled, shoulders slumping. “To think I used to be terrified of you. C’mon, let’s get you home.”


With the aid of Robin’s sturdy support, Declan stumbled his way back to the base of Tower Hastrand. Once there, she handed him off to a familiar guard, one of the night shift Declan had come across several times on his way back from an evening of performance. Robin followed them to the transporter, ready to step on herself until Declan waved her off.


“I—I’m okay, Robin. Albert here’ll get me back safe.”


“It’s Alfonse, sir.”


“Right, sorry,” Declan mumbled. “Oh, Robin,” he turned, “thanksss.”


“It’s good to see you, Declan. Lillian wants to work out of Reondar for now, so I’ll be in town whenever we’re not out hunting. I’ll see you around.” 


She turned and left.


A quick teleport later, and both Declan and his escort were walking through the opulent welcoming room. “Tha’s Robin,” he said, “she’s nice.”


“Indeed, sir.”


Not-Albert led him to his suite, left a glass of water by the bed, and returned to his post. Once alone, Declan stripped out of his wet clothes, leaving them strewn about the carpeted floor, and collapsed into bed. 


He dreamt twice that night. First of Edward, eyes aglow with violet, mind possessed with obscurities, and mouth full of meaningful nonsense. It was not a pleasant vision, but it was no nightmare. 


The second dream was familiar. Dreadfully so. From it, he awoke to a gentle chime at his chest, and he did not sleep again.



* * *


Other than his head on the following morning, the next weeks came and went painlessly. Royal ball, reunion with Robin, and mysterious poisoning behind him, Declan fell back into a pattern of morning hunts and afternoon spellwork, either in a practice room or at his desk, pen in hand. 


He made steady progress. Four days after Elaine’s birthday, Priya came to him with confirmation his modified Scry 3 had been classified at Tier 5. He grinned at the news, and again at the misnomer. 


With that requirement out of the way, and accepting the simple fact that his hand cramped up if he spent more than a few hours on his thesis at a time, Declan leapt on to the next magical challenge. A few ideas came to mind.


He still wanted to learn more of the basic mechanics of matter manipulation, especially in the realm of earth magic. As useful as his basic elemental spells were, they were far from flexible. Sure, he could summon a thick barrier of stone to provide cover, but unless he wanted to learn a specific spell for it, Declan couldn’t dig a hole without a shovel. 


It was an important milestone, for many mages, to move from the strict bounds of spell formulae into direct manipulation. Robin, as he understood, had reached it at Lethis. Then again, she’d had the advantage of only learning one field of magic, compared to Declan’s several. 


His theory background was certainly sufficient to generate spell forms for specific actions on the fly, but his practice was not. Especially if he wanted to avoid leaking mana in the process. 


In the end, however, Declan set aside the idea in favor of a shorter-term, and hopefully more immediately useful project: white magic. 


From what he gathered in his conversations with Brian, healers had one distinct weakness not shared by the more offensively inclined elements. One could not cast spells on oneself. By the nature of mana, when a body is exposed to its natural frequency, it simply absorbs the foreign energy into its pool. 


It was, in all honesty, a simple fact of which Declan was particularly thankful. Who could say how dead he would be otherwise, given how toxic his own mana was to others? There was, however, a workaround. 


In his research regarding scrying magic, Declan came upon mention of particularly skilled violet mages shifting their mana up into the white range to perform minor healings upon themselves. The practice was uncommon, of course, both because it required nearly grand magus levels of shift and a strong understanding of the healing process, but it proved the concept. 


Declan could shift into white mana, too. 


With Brian’s aid, he smuggled a basic anatomy book out of Tower Yrond. Declan suspected if he went through the proper channels he could bypass the significant restrictions on white magic, but he ultimately decided he’d rather the hierarchy not know his pursuits. His impatience with bureaucracy may have contributed to the decision. 


Declan studied the Tier 1 obsessively before attempting it. In the best case, failure meant living with the pain of a sliced open leg. In the worst, it could mean horrific scarring or even further damage warranting intervention from an actual healer. Not a good outcome for illicit white magic use. 


It was with a breath of immense relief that Declan watched the pale skin of his leg weave itself back together. He’d healed himself! Sure, it was a shallow, self-inflicted cut, and Eric’s bell had softly chimed in the process, but efficiency could come later. 


Declan sliced into his leg seventeen more times that day. 


In the following weeks, receiving Brian’s steady advice at their weekly luncheons, Declan practiced the basics of healing. He was, of course, a far cry from an actual professional. He would be curing no ills, performing no surgeries, and certainly making no cosmetic changes, but he could stop the bleeding. He could mend small cuts or large gashes. That on its own could save his life or someone else’s. 


Perhaps the most important skill Declan picked up in his time sitting on the floor staring at a bloody leg, was a certain resilience to physical pain. He’d been wounded before. The wolves, on the road to Belstead, had done a number on his back. It was three hells of a distraction. 


But there, alone in Tower Hastrand, Declan—completely by accident—trained himself to keep focus through his injury, and maintain the immaculate structure of his spells. He was quite pleased with the realization. 


The other important accomplishment he made in the weeks after Elaine’s party took nearly five weeks. On the 76th of Fall, Declan handed his completed thesis to Grand Magus Priya, receiving in return instructions to appear at Tower Ausgrend on the following day. In all, the paper measured twenty-three pages long, including a page-long bibliography of all the sources he’d ‘referenced’ while creating the spells. 


Declan’s first challenge came early the next day. As he gathered up the necessary belongings—a spare copy of his thesis and his lute so he may demonstrate—Declan failed to locate a particular piece of equipment. 


The iron prism, made for him by Magus Pieter all the way back at Krispins, was missing.


He departed without it. He could only hope, as he walked across the square to Tower Ausgrend, that the Magi would have a modified one of their own. Or that they’d believe his claims of meeting the pool requirement for promotion. 


Declan didn’t even stop to think about where his prism may have ended up, the upcoming evaluation proving more than enough to block out other worries. 


When he arrived at the legendary king of the Pinnacles, Declan was surprised if not shocked to find himself not before a council of Magi, but in the office of the Tower-master himself. 


It was a simple space. Indeed, most of the floor was consumed by a massive waiting area, filled with plush chairs and even a small table loaded with tea and pastries. Declan was led directly past the dozen waiting mages into a basic office. His eye’s widened at the size of the place—it was smaller than Pieter’s office at Krispins! 


The glimmering bloodstone walls juxtaposed poorly with the unadorned wooden desk and plain gray carpet. Declan couldn’t help but wonder at the simplicity of it in the face of the immense opulence everywhere else. 


“Ah, Journeyman,” Ulskier greeted him from across the desk. “It’s a pleasure to see you again. Excited?”


Declan nodded. “Yes, sir.”


The man grinned. “As you should be. It’s an exciting step for any young mage. So,” the archmage sat back in his chair, “let’s see it.”


Moving to obey, Declan had just pulled his lute around to demonstrate when the man waved him off. “No, no, not the song magic,” Ulskier spat, “the Tier 5.”


With a nod, he swung the lute to his back and prepared the scry, noting even before he cast, that the archmage held a hand behind his back. A moment later, the room glowed purple, and Declan had his answer. “Three, sir.”


“Hmmm, yes, three indeed.” The man’s voice dropped, disappointment clear on his face. Did he expect it to be invisible? Declan wondered. 


The rest of the meeting was remarkably brief. Not once did the archmage request additional information, further demonstration, or even proof he’d actually used Scry 3 instead of one of the simpler forms for the simple task. 


More curious to Declan was that he also didn’t make an attempt to recruit him or even push for further research. 


Declan walked away from the meeting with far more questions than answers. He wondered about the simple office, about the brief evaluation, and about the complete lack of any actual confirmation of his claims. The man had just… taken his word. 


He left Tower Ausgrend that day uncertain about a number of things, but when he stepped into the grand Pinnacle Square, he did so as Magus Declan Croveus.










CHAPTER THIRTY










DECLAN COUNTED HIMSELF incredibly lucky when he opened his door the following morning to find a pile of neatly folded emerald magus robes. He much preferred it to a team of tailors come for yet more measurements. 


Other than their color, the outfits were exactly the same, down to the golden embroidery of a simple crown. The world had to know that he belonged to Julien. For now. 


As he appraised his new look in the beautifully framed floor-length mirror by his wardrobe, Declan had to admit he preferred the magus robes. Their viridian luster complemented his pale complexion and jet-black hair far better than the garish journeyman yellow. A voice in the back of his mind whispered he’d look better in black. Archmage black.


Declan dismissed the thought. He had years of studying and hunting between him and such a rank, if he even stayed at the Pinnacles that long. Instinctively, he turned to check his progress. 


Shit, he stopped himself, the prism. 


Someone must’ve taken it, but Declan couldn’t imagine who. The hierarchy might’ve been interested in it as a subject of study, another glimpse into the use of his mana. But then again, the prism was far simpler than any of the enchantments Eric or Leskelian had used, all of which were in their paper. 


Declan wanted to believe the hierarchy didn’t have access to him at Tower Hastrand, but he was well aware the influence held by the Council. They would easily afford to pay someone off. 


He’d been foolish to assume his belongings secure at the royal Tower. He resolved to Lock his door when he wasn’t there, even if it meant his suite went uncleaned. Thankfully, he normally carried his notebook with him. 


Divines knew what progress he’d lose if that was stolen. Let alone the possible danger the information within might pose. At the very least, keeping shift-delay hidden was valuable in of itself. 


The other possibility Declan had to consider was that the prism had been taken off his person, either by a pickpocket or some spell to accomplish the same result. Legerdemain spells were illicit, of course, but that didn’t stop dishonest mages from the odd petty theft. It might well have been a random incident. Or the Crown, the hierarchy, or some third party might’ve hired a thief specifically to steal the prism. 


But why?


Wanting to study it was one thing, but Declan couldn’t imagine what use the prism might be. No. The most likely—and most perplexing—motive he could conjure was that the thief did it specifically to hinder his progress. Perhaps they thought he’d stop hunting if he couldn’t carefully monitor his growth, or perhaps they figured he’d spend valuable time making a new prism rather than improving in skill.


Or perhaps, the Crown wanted him to grow into a dangerously powerful weapon, and decided that by monitoring his progress Declan was purposefully slowing down his growth. 


It was not a useful line of thinking. 


If the prism was stolen to affect his behavior, he had no idea what behavior the thief intended. For all he knew, Richard had taken it to convince Declan he should be more paranoid. 


He sighed. Other than Locking his door, there wasn’t much he could really do about it. Just in case he was being manipulated, he resolved not to allow the missing prism to change his behavior. He’d continue hunting, studying, and practicing as normal. 


Other than the note Declan made in the back of his mind to push shift-delayed scrying forward. The sooner he could scry through enchantments, the sooner he could investigate. 


Plan in mind, Declan sat behind his desk to pen a note to his friends at Yrond and to the inn at which Robin stayed whenever she was in town. 


He’d just been promoted, after all. It was time to celebrate.



* * *


Declan stood at the base of Tower Yrond, shivering despite his warm robes. The wet cobblestones glimmered in the twilight, the still-setting sun and the bright moon both peeking through gray clouds that had already spent their deluge. 


Winter approached.


He didn’t wait long; his companions were timely if nothing else. Declan greeted them with a grin as the three mages stepped into the outside world for the first time since their arrival at Reondar nearly two months ago. Declan reminded himself not to take use of the transporters for granted. 


His smile nearly faltered when Angela came out after them. He liked the portal mage well enough, having had lunch with her on more than one occasion, but he hadn’t really intended to invite her. Primarily because he didn’t think her instructors would let the girl leave. 


Grand Magus Priya had really outdone herself with her promotion gift, securing not only use of the transporters for his friends, but also free rein of the city for a natural death mage. Declan made a note to thank her again. 


“Nice robes!” Freddy called from the Tower door. 


“I’ll tell you,” Declan answered, “the Hastrand seamstresses work fast.”


They hugged once they got into reach. “How many tailors does a four-person Tower need?”


Declan smiled. “Fewer than it has right now.”


He greeted the others in turn, exchanging hugs, gentle jokes, and in Angie’s case a “glad you could make it.”


“You know,” Sarah commented as they traveled through the city streets, “as much as I appreciate a night on the town, wouldn’t it have been easier to bring this Robin up to us?”


Declan shrugged. “Probably. But this is way more fun.”


“Right you are,” Brian chimed in. “It’s nice to see the sky again.”


“It hasn’t been that long,” Freddy said.


Angie spoke up, “For you, maybe. I haven’t left Yrond in… divines, I don’t even know. Two years?”


Declan grimaced. “That sounds rough. Longest I’ve done was six months at Vestriam and even then…”


“It’s alright,” she shrugged, “I’ll take what I can get. Still better than the military.”


The group fell silent at that, each lost in their own thoughts as they continued to the tavern. The war was terrible. Declan’s brief weeks in the military had forever changed the course of his life. There wasn’t a day he didn’t regret the choices he’d made. 


But he still had a chance to recover. His life wasn’t over yet; his fate was as of yet undecided. He couldn’t say the same for Angie. Sure, the life of a portal mage wasn’t uncomfortable. Especially at the Pinnacles, she’d lack not for the lesser joys in life, but she’d never know freedom. 


At the back of his mind, a tiny voice spoke a terrible truth. Will you? 


After everything he’d done, everyone who’d wish to control him, Declan didn’t have a good answer to that question. So he ignored it. Fortunately, that strategy wouldn’t prove difficult, as soon enough, distraction arose. 


They’d arrived. 


The Drunken Goose was a simple tavern. The tables were rough and aged, the floorboards creaked, and the magelight dim, but there was nothing decrepit about the laughter that spilled through the door, singlehandedly brightening the entire street. 


Declan grinned at the sign above the door. No doubt he wouldn’t be the only one resembling the stumbling avian painted upon it. 


Robin already had a table. 


One quick round of introductions and drink orders later, and the stories had already begun to flow. 


“—so there I am, screaming as this thing just claws into me, and Declan comes running up and kicks the hellcat off.” 


The party laughed, Declan’s face reddening slightly as he joined in. 


“You know,” Sarah chimed in, “who needs magic, anyway? Why didn’t you just kick the Mountain Crawler away?”


“Shit,” Declan grinned, “you’re right! Why didn’t I think of that?”


Freddy said, “But if you’d wielded your mighty foot, we might’ve missed the chance to be saved by the illustrious Lillian Evanderith.” 


Robin grinned. “She is pretty great, isn’t she? I mean, the way she fights is ju—”


“Yeah, yeah,” Sarah teased, “keep it in your pants.”


It was Robin’s turn to gently blush as the mages laughed. 


The festivities ran late into the night, as Declan’s friends from his first Tower got to know one from his second. Sarah in particular took well to the new acquaintance. They’d come from similar backgrounds, after all, Sarah growing up on the Vestriam docks surrounded by river traders and laborers, while Robin grew up on the road, among the caravan guards and workers. 


Declan found it interesting how similar the girls were, for all their difference in station. Robin came from magical blood, after all, and had been lucky enough to study at Vestriam. He’d never admit it, but for he thought Robin more refined for it. 


He was sure to get an angry remark from Freddy about the inequality of the Tower system if he ever voiced that opinion. 


Angie was quiet for most of the evening. She spent the majority of the time paying rapt attention to whichever story Robin or Brian shared, a wide grin on her face. Declan wondered if her relative silence was due to discomfort in the unfamiliar crowd, or simply because she didn’t have any stories of her own to tell. 


He knew nothing of her life before the Tower, but Declan was certain she wouldn’t have many adventures anytime soon. He wished he could have fewer adventures. 


In time, as all things must, the celebration came to an end. The Tower mages left Robin with a round of hugs, “nice to meet you”s and “goodnight”s. On the walk back to Pinnacle Square, not once did the smile leave Declan’s face. 


For all his difficulties, he’d made it. He was at the Pinnacles. He was a magus. He was surrounded by kind, genuine friends who truly cared for him.


Not even the chill of the late autumn night could pierce the aura of joy that warmed the air around them, though the alcohol running through his veins may have contributed. That warmth stayed with Declan. Indeed, even as he curled up in bed that night, having taken extra care to drink a glass of water before doing so, Declan’s smile never faded.



* * *


Declan took the next day off. He deserved it, after his hard push to complete his thesis. The decision didn’t stop him, however, from waking up in the early hours in search of breakfast. He noticed the bags under his eyes in the mirror as he washed, confirming his resolution to relax as much as he could. 


It had been some time since he’d had a good night’s sleep. At least when he stayed up late, either working or drinking at the taverns, he didn’t dream. 


Claude was happy to oblige his need for an early breakfast, or at least if he resented the polite request he did an outstanding job of hiding it. Declan didn’t particularly care either way. The manservant was nothing if not professional, but he still didn’t trust the man, and there was something about the way Claude looked at him that didn’t sit right with Declan. Like he didn’t belong. 


Declan supposed he didn’t; he was no royal. However, the thought did trigger another in the mage’s mind: he hadn’t dined with the other Hastrand residents in weeks. He made a note to join them tonight. 


And so, after a slow day of reading, practicing lute, and other cognitively unchallenging activities, join them he did. 


Declan stepped into the dining room that evening to find Elaine and Charles already seated. 


“Declan!” the princess greeted. “Congratulations! I was so hoping to beat you to magus.”


He smiled back as he took his seat. “I’m sure you’ll catch up soon enough,” he said. “Considering your incredible skill.”


She beamed back at him, but Charles was quick to wipe the smile from her face. “Not if you don’t clean up your Frostbite, you won’t.”


Making the executive decision to move the conversation away from Elaine’s shortcomings as a mage, Declan changed the subject. “Is Anna joining us for dinner tonight?”


“She is,” Elaine replied. “My dear sister went out riding today, I’m certain she’s just cleaning up before heading here.” Her face picked up a conspiratorial grin, “I saw her on my way down from practice, and she’s picked up quite the sunburn. She’s red as an Apprentice!” 


Declan let out a polite laugh before tactfully replying, “I’m sure the healers will have her fixed up in no time.”


“Oh, certainly. Doesn’t mean I can’t laugh at it until then.”


The smile fell from Declan’s face as the door cracked open, and Princess Anna stepped into the room. True to Elaine’s word, her skin glowed red. 


Declan’s blood rushed. No. It’s just a sunburn. I didn’t— 


It was too late. 


He blinked and the girl was gone. In her place, Charlie stared him down, skin as crimson as the day in Red’s Crossing. Declan leapt to his feet. Not here. Not now.


“Are you alright?”


Elaine’s words fell on deaf ears. As Declan took his first hurried steps towards the exit, he heard only two things: his pounding heart echoing through his skull, and the faint cries in the distance. He knew those wails all too well.


Declan ran.


By the fifth step, the luxurious dining room was gone. Cool autumn air chilled his skin. Mud clung to his boots. And the smell. Divines, the smell. Campfire smoke mingled with vomit. Declan choked on the foul miasma as he charged, gasping for air in rushed, ragged breaths. 


Amid it all stood Declan’s oldest friend, a man who’d made one cruel decision and paid the ultimate price. Charlie was a beacon. A guardian, between him and the safety to which he ran. He had to escape, to leave, to ride out the storm before…


Declan stepped over a dying soldier. He weaved around a medic, skin red as the man she tried to help. He didn’t stop.


It took seconds and hours to reach the door. Declan dashed forward, shoving Charlie to the side to make it past. 


He made it six steps off the landing before the bell rang. 


Adrenaline rushed. Declan took the stairs three at a time, the charge for Meyer’s Hill behind him. Mages screamed and died as he climbed. The bell rang. 


He crested the hill. He reached the gate. He tore it open, stepping through back into his suite at Tower Hastrand. The cries continued. The mud still stained his boots. The bell rang.


Declan collapsed to the brilliant carpet, leaning back against the closed door behind him. He pulled his knees to his chest. Tears streaked down his face. 


For hours Declan sat there, gulping down air while he slowly fought off the encroaching cries of the mages he’d killed. They faded in time; they always did. 


His mind raced through a repeating sequence of terrible thoughts. Of what he’d done. Of what he’d become. Of what kind of soldier ran away crying from a sunburned girl. Eventually, Declan dragged himself to his feet, crossing the room to light the brazier and pour himself a drink.


He didn’t even notice when the bell ceased its toll. 










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










DECLAN DINED ALONE the following night. And the night after. And after. Indeed, he managed the better part of a week without confronting either of the princesses. Until, one morning as he ventured out for his daily hunt, he opened his door to find Elaine, hand raised posed to knock. 


She jumped, shoulders tensing with surprise. “Ah—oh—good morning,” a sweet smile passed over her face. “I’m riding out for a picnic today, and you simply must join me.” She nodded to the valets behind her, one of whom carried a large wicker basket. “From the smell alone I can tell you the Tower chefs packed an outstanding luncheon.”


“Oh—um—sure,” Declan stammered. 


“Wonderful! I’ll meet you downstairs in, say, an hour?”


“An hour. Right.”


With a bright smile and an exchange of nods, the princess left, and Declan stepped back into his room. 


Shit. Why had he said yes? He had work to do, and the last thing he needed was to be spending time on pleasure outings cozying up with the Crown. He sighed. I shouldn’t think about Elaine like that, he chastised himself, she’s not her father. 


Declan spent most of the hour downtime convincing himself a picnic was just a picnic, and that Princess Elaine had no sinister motives behind the invitation. 


He slipped out of his robes, changing into an intricately embroidered yet sturdy set of riding clothes. As he made his way to the transporter room, Declan’s worries drifted from political schemes to the activity itself—he hadn’t ridden a horse in years. 


Growing up under Lord Croveus, he had of course received a cursory training in horsemanship, but Declan had always proved more apt at the cerebral lessons in mathematics or magic theory than the physical task of managing a beast ten times his weight.


He tried to dismiss the thought. He’d grown since then, in strength, in size, and certainly in confidence. Declan made an effort to carry that confidence through as he greeted Elaine, and followed her into the transporter. 


The girl was an absolute picture in her leather riding pants and embroidered silk blouse—Hastrand scarlet, of course. Her golden hair she wore tied back, revealing her pale neck and the enchanted amulet which hung around it. 


Declan wondered, as they walked together down the remaining steps to the entrance, at the logistics of their outing. It seemed unlikely any horses were stabled at the Tower itself. His question was answered the moment they stepped outside to find no fewer than six horses waiting in the courtyard. 


The royal colors in which both the beasts and their grooms were adorned told him they’d come from the palace. Of course. Mere minutes later, Declan found himself atop a gentle gray mare, the princess to his left on a black stallion. 


It was a slow procession through the streets of Reondar. A single guard rode in front, clearing the way, followed by two valets, and then the princess herself. Declan rode abreast with Elaine, while the second guard took the rear, looking out for suspicious or strange behavior among the crowds. 


Things sped up once they left the city. They were barely into the rolling fields surrounding the capital when Declan spotted the tree-line at which they aimed. Curious. 


He knew there were no forests near Reondar, or at the very least nothing large enough to warrant mention on any of the maps he’d seen. And yet, once the party entered the woods, they proved large enough to obscure both the fields from which they’d come and whatever lay on the other side. 


The space was idyllic, yet private, perfect for a royal picnic. Or a murder. Given the circumstances, Declan felt confident the latter was not on the day’s schedule. 


They weaved through the trees with an unnatural rhythm, forcing Declan to consider the origin of the strange forest. Fortunately enough, Elaine spared him the effort of asking.


“Isn’t it pretty? Father commissioned a party of mages to grow it. Reondar’s very own woods!” She grinned. 


Of course, Declan grimaced internally, the king would waste valuable life mages, who could’ve been growing food for the poor or building wooden shelters, to create a private forest. He forced a smile to his face. “It’s beautiful.”


And it was. For all its opulence and wastefulness, here he stood in a monument to mankind proving its dominance over the natural world. Birds chirped, leaves rustled, and a gentle breeze brought fresh air to his nose. How could he ever have thought this excursion would be a bad idea? 


They arrived to find the picnic blanket already set up, leaned against an oak tree and piled high with cushions for the hard ground. Elaine was the first to dismount. Declan followed suit, handing the reins over to a valet before joining her on the blanket. He shifted a pillow to put his back against the tree. 


“I can’t believe,” he remarked, “it’s taken me this long to get out of the city. The air alone…”


“It’s wonderful,” Elaine breathed. 


“Yeah…”


The sat in silence for a time, reveling in the serenity of nature while a valet set up their lunch. Elaine didn’t speak again until servants and guards alike had moved away, close enough to keep watch, but with sufficient distance to allow some semblance of privacy. 


“I—well—I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”


Declan’s hand froze on its journey to collect a sandwich. “Pardon?”


“I know you’ve been avoiding me. I noticed weeks ago that you’d stopped coming to dinner. First I thought you were just busy, working through the evenings to make magus, so I invited you to my birthday. Then you avoided me there, too. I took you for a recluse at first, like Uncle Richard. You wouldn’t be the first to care more about magic than about people. But then out of nowhere you actually came to dinner.”


“Elaine, I’m sorry. I—“


“It’s not your fault. Anna might be a bit put-out over the way you shoved her like that, but I saw the look on your face. You were terrified.”


Declan breathed. 


A tenderness took over the girl’s voice. “Let me in. Tell me what’s going on. I want to help you.”


“It’s better,” Declan said, “that you keep your distance. I’m dangerous, Elaine.”


She groaned. “You sound just like Father. He tried to warn me away, you know. What happened? What did you do, that has him, Instructor Charles, and even you so frightened?”


Declan paused to think, staring out into the trees. He opened his mouth to speak, but snapped it shut again when he noticed something moving in the underbrush. “Do you hear that?” 


A rustle. A snapped twig.


If he squinted, he could make out humanoid shapes, darting through the dim shadows before disappearing. 


A decidedly canine yelp rang out, and the forest fell silent. 


“Just a wild dog, I’m sure,” Elaine said. “There are no wolves this far from Gindor.” She shrugged. “Whatever it was, it seems to be gone.”


Declan took another moment to stare into the trees before allowing himself to relax. “Right,” he said, “just a wild dog…”


They sat in silence for a time. Declan shivered as the breeze turned cold against his skin. Elaine refused to speak, her eyes alternating between watching the swaying leaves and boring into Declan’s side. Eventually, her strategy proved effective.


“It’s cliche,” Declan finally spoke, “to say war isn’t like the stories. How it isn’t grand adventures and heroics all that. It breaks people. Or at least, it takes whichever parts of us are already broken and tears a hole so wide it can never be filled. The other night, I fell in.” 


He took a breath, staring out into the trees. “Back at camp, we would joke about the mud never fully leaving our boots. That we’d each come home, grow old with a piece of the Pluctin Marsh still clinging to our feet. None of us could’ve known…. I may have left Poulsia, I may have survived the marsh, but Liara didn’t survive me. That’s what I do, Elaine. I kill. My core, my very essence, is poison. Try as I might to do, to be anything else, I will always be the nothing mage.”


“But you get to choose what that means,” she whispered. “I can’t pretend to understand what you’ve been through, what you’ve seen. But I know you. I know you’re still the gentle boy we used to chase through the palace halls. The lot you’ve been dealt doesn’t define you. Being the nothing mage doesn’t define you. You get to do that.”


Declan didn’t reply. He wanted, desperately, to allow the comforting words to blanket him. To sit as gauze upon his wounds. To suture the ragged gash the marsh had left upon his soul. If only. 


“So what do you want?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “A choice? I’m not sure I’ve ever really had one. From the day I left Red’s Crossing I’ve been pushed in this one direction, and it’s all ended up here. I think in all that time I’ve only made a few real decisions.” 


“That’s good,” Elaine smiled softly. “Hold on to those. They are what define you, far more than others’ plans or the situation of your birth.”


He thought of Eric. Of his promise to Jess. Of music, the one pursuit he’d chosen for himself. “You seem to have put a lot of thought into this.”


She laughed. “All my life. You aren’t the only one being pushed down a certain path.”


He grinned. “Right. Of course, Your Highness.”


She threw a pillow at him. 


The rest of the picnic took on a notably lighter tone as they reminisced over their shared experience growing up under domineering, politically minded fathers. They swapped stories of their little rebellions, and the havoc they’d wreaked. 


When it came time to ride back, they did so in comfortable silence. At the back of his mind, Declan wondered if Elaine had accomplished whatever goal she’d had in inviting him out. He pondered the movement in the underbrush, especially considering his proclivity for attracting the attention of magical beasts. Most of all, he smiled. 


Perhaps, he resolved, he could seize some control over his fate.



* * *


Declan’s first task upon returning to Tower Hastrand was to put in a request for materials. Specifically dirt and stone. If he ever wanted to keep his promise to Jess and build something, her natural magic was the place to start. 


Free matter manipulation had a beautiful simplicity in its difficulty. The basic idea was to be able to achieve flexibility in one’s control of their element by escaping the structure of defined spells. None of the actions themselves were remotely challenging.


On his first day practicing the technique, Declan—as usual—sat alone in his suite. Before him were a collection of pebbles, taken from the larger assortment in a jar upon his desk. His goal was simple: rearrange the pebbles into a circle. 


If he’d been so inclined, Declan could have found a cantrip, modified it for his mana, and been casting it safely within an afternoon. That would have defeated the purpose. 


Indeed, the true difficulty, and skill, lay in creating a formula on the spot to accomplish the given task. He was close. Of course, for this first attempt, he’d already taken three hours and several diagrams covered in enough annotations to render them unreadable, but he was progressing. 


Declan resolved to ask Priya for help on their next meeting. If nothing else, the goal seemed innocuous enough that he wouldn’t mind the Crown or the hierarchy knowing he pursued it. 


Until then, he could only repeat the exercise, choosing a new quantity or arrangement for the pebbles each time to force himself to constantly create new spells. It was slow going, but he kept at it with vigor. 


Such vigor, in fact, that the hour had grown late into the night when it happened. As with any attempt, Declan gathered up the pebbles, tossing them into the air to randomize their starting positions. This time, however, their orientation was far from random. 


Declan jumped to his feet. His heart froze. There, upon the floor of his suite, the collection of stones spelled a word.


Aranor.


He resisted the urge to flood the room with deadly mana. No intruder could have done this, not beyond his notice. Were the Fae somehow doing this? More tugs on the threads of fate? Declan wanted nothing more to do with their twisted advice. 


But still the stones beckoned. This could be no accident, someone—or something—was intervening. Declan gathered the pebbles, stepping back to his desk. Refilling the jar, he lifted the vessel itself, pouring it out onto the floor. He held his breath as they fell. 


Again there was a message, longer this time, for the additional ink he’d given the author. 


You have been misled.


He scoffed. Yeah, by you, the general, and everyone else. I bloody knew that. Still, he stared at the message. What worth was it if it referred to liars he’d already identified? Who else was there? The archmage? Prince Richard? Declan certainly hoped he could at least trust his friends, but then again, they hadn’t even tried to lead him, let alone mislead. 


Already regretting his decision, Declan gathered up the stones. Again, he filled the jar, and again he poured it onto the beautiful carpet. 


I would speak with you.


Well, Declan thought, does that exclude the Fae? He’d already spoken with them, and from his experience, they’d have used ‘we,’ not ‘I.’ Either way, he had no intention of traveling all the way to the Asharrian just to commune with the creatures who’d sent him to war. 


Carefully, he repeated the process, revealing yet another message.


Visit me at my Seat.


Now that was curious. Declan could think of a few ‘seat’s, but only one that warranted capitalization: the Seat of the Tempest. Little good that did him. The eternal storm didn’t exactly make for easy traveling, even if he did want to gallivant across the country on the whim of some unnamed meddler. 


Twice more Declan filled the jar. Each time, the pebbles fell into a random pattern, chaos reasserting its control. He’d reached the end of the cryptic message. 


While the memory was fresh, Declan scribbled it down word for word. His mind reeled. So much for controlling my own fate. The idea, and indeed the good mood that came with it, had lasted all of a day. 


He wondered who had sent the message. Was it truthful? Perhaps it was the same entity sending beasts after him, trying to trick him to his death. Declan spent the better part of the next hour staring at the words, and at the stones still strewn about the floor. They offered little answer. 


Declan spent what few hours remained in the night tossing and turning in his bed, mind filled with more questions, confusion, and uncertainty than ever. 


At least he didn’t dream.










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO










“SO WHAT ARE you going to do?”


Declan looked at Sarah across their regular lunch table at Tower Yrond. “I don’t know. I’d kind of hoped all this Fae business was over.”


“Of course it’s not bloody over,” Brian perked up. “Whatever’s after you almost killed us on the way here!”


“I don’t even know this message came from the Fae. It called me the same title the Fae do, but if you believe Lady Elsia, ‘Aranor’ just means ‘fated one’ on their old language. Even then, it told me to go to the Seat of the Tempest. The Deep Fae live underwater.”


“What about the other courts?” Brian asked. “You said there were four courts, right? Could this be another faction?”


“I… maybe? You probably know more about the old faerie tales than I do.”


“I know a few. Remember, Andrew used to tell one about the Winter Fae. Most of the folk tales are about them, but they only show up in, well, winter.”


“Maybe that’s why they didn’t contact you until now,” Angie said. “It wasn’t close enough to winter yet.”


“But it was sunny out yesterday,” Declan replied. “The Fae can’t stand the heat of the sun. That’s why the courts split, that’s why the Deep Fae live underwater and the Winter Fae only come out when it’s snowing. Besides, the message said ‘visit me.’ The Fae would’ve said ‘us.’”


Sarah spoke up, “So it’s not the Fae, but it’s like the Fae.”


“Right.”


“So again, what are you going to do?”


“Well I’m certainly not walking into the Tempest. Given how the others turned out I’m hesitant to follow it, but the last instruction Lady Elsia gave me was ‘beware the syzygy.’ I suppose the first step would be to research that. All I know is what Mia found in Lethis,” he shuddered at the memory. 


Declan hoped the bookish plasma mage was doing alright, wherever she was. That her family had survived the fall of Pylt. 


He continued, “Apparently it’s a planetary alignment that happens every few centuries. There’s one next year.”


“So is the position of the planets something to beware of?” 


“Hells if I know, but it’s not for another ten months, so at least we have some time to figure it out.”


“Sounds like as good a plan as any,” Angie said. “The Pinnacles have got to be one of the best places in the world for obscure research like that.” 


Declan’s mind raced. “Yes… yes they are…” Could it be?


For the first time that lunch, Freddy chimed in. “At least four of them are. Good luck learning anything out of curriculum at Stretika.”


“Freddy,” Sarah patted his arm, speaking gently, “I think the others have heard enough about—”


“I don’t think they have,” he looked across the table at Declan, narrowing his gaze. “Why is access to magic gated behind wealth? Real magic, not the standard issue military shit. We’ve been here two months and I’ve already learned more here than in two years at Stretika, and don’t feed me any crap about expensive instructors.”


“Freddy, I don’t—”


“Why are hunts so limited? There are enough monsters in a single Tower for the entire population of Reondar to hunt every day, but even at Yrond we’re stuck at twice a week. Everyone goes on about magical bloodlines and noble birth making for better mages, but I swear it’s the fucking opposite. The nobles are so terrified of giving everyone else a proper education they just don’t.”


Sarah reached out to touch him, but Freddy continued in a harsh whisper. “They need fodder to die in the swamp, but they’re too scared to teach us real magic so they can keep their positions on top. It’s about control. If being an archmage makes you in charge, the easiest way to stay in charge is stop other people from becoming archmages.”


“So what do you propose?” Declan asked. “Let anyone who wants just start hunting? Untrained mages would die by the scores.”


“Something has to change,” Freddy whispered, “and if the nobles aren’t willing to do anything, the rest of us have to.”


The mages stared. Declan knew Freddy was unhappy with the status quo, but this was treason. “I would be very careful where you say things like that.”


The thirteenth bell tolled, signaling time to return to class. Declan rushed through a round of hugs with his companions—Freddy included—and made his way down. He had a lot to think about. 


As he walked through the crowded square, he watched trainees running drills outside Stretika. They studied not magic, but how to march. He watched lines of ragged immigrants come to enlist, and as the few turned away joined the beggars in the streets. 


Freddy may have had a point. This war, this system, this government… it was hurting people. He remembered Elaine’s ball, how extravagant an affair it’d been despite the ongoing war. Maybe drastic action was necessary. 


As had become routine, Declan didn’t return directly to Tower Hastrand, instead crossing the square to find a tavern for the evening. By the time he strummed the opening chords of his third song, Declan had forgotten all about cryptic messages, political intrigue, and revolutionary ideas. For that night, he was just a man with a lute, sparking smiles and joy in those around him. 


And that was enough.



* * *


Contrary to the previous weeks’ excitement, the coming days passed without incident. Declan put in a request for any books the hierarchy had on the syzygy, planetary movements, and indeed any known effects celestial happenings had on magic or the world itself. 


It took two weeks to get through the mass of books sent over from Ausgrend. Declan waded through page after page of astronomy, folk tales, and unproven ritual theories. He found nothing useful. 


Sure, there were theories that significant celestial events like the syzygy could alter the effects of complex magic, but none were remotely supported by evidence. Eventually he dropped the topic. Both the other Fae prophecies had come to him, and this one seemed particularly determined to do the same. 


Instead, he returned to his studies. 


He continued his morning hunts, even without his old method of tracking his power. He did find an old equation for estimating mana absorption, which he used to make a few predictions. 


If he made the rather liberal estimate that he absorbed 100% of the mana from each kill, accounting for growth reduction over time due to the relative size of his pool compared to those of the monsters he hunted, it would put him around 500 Pels. 


Grand magus level. 


Then again, he had no way of confirming that guess, nor of checking if his burst reached the threshold. And he wasn’t about to focus his energy on mastering a Tier 7. Declan was quite content with his current rank; his goal was not social status within the hierarchy, and until he was ready to leave and make his own way, hiding his strength felt safer.


How could Julien know how strong Declan was if he didn’t know himself?


He knew the logic was faulty. If he thought long on it, Declan was well aware he should’ve spent some time building a new prism. But he didn’t. He couldn’t say exactly why he avoided the task, other than perhaps a certain drive to pursue other fields. 


Or perhaps, he simply didn’t want to know. 


Declan avoided such thoughts. In fact, he avoided a number of thoughts over the following months. Between morning hunts, afternoons working alone or with Priya on free matter manipulation, and late nights alone in his suite working on more… covert projects, he left himself little time to ponder, remember, or dream. 


It came at a cost. Bags grew beneath his eyes, his frame fell gaunt, and from time to time he’d catch himself staring off into the distance, eyes and mind alike unfocused. But on he pressed. 


If nothing else, pushing forward, making progress on his earth magic helped him remember who he was. Why he worked so hard. Sometimes it felt that and his lute were the only things keeping him sane. 


Declan’s nineteenth birthday came and went without fanfare. He didn’t mind. Robin was out on one of Lillian’s excursions at the time, and he’d never shared the date with his other friends in the capital. He spent the eve like many others, in a tavern entertaining strangers. 


Fall turned to winter, and winter to spring. Prince Richard fed him updates on the siege as they came, though little seemed to change. New recruits from Stretika flowed north, replacing those who’d fallen, deserted, or whose enlistment period had ended. Money followed, sucking the nation dry. 


Reondar scraped by, and were it not for the growing number of destitute in the streets, Declan wouldn’t have known the difference. The opulence of nobility never ceased. 


Declan made an effort to join the princesses for dinner every few weeks, if only to reassure them he was alright. Through some combination of exhaustion, time, and a renewed sense of purpose, he experienced no further flashbacks. He tried not to think about what would happen if he did. 


As he eventually mastered the art of freely manipulating earth and stone, Declan’s work with Priya turned to enchanting. It was a fascinating topic. Indeed, for the latter half of winter, Declan spent his days reading methods of engraving spell formulae into an object, of how to disperse energy for defensive enchantments, or contain it for structural ones. 


By the first week of spring, he was fairly confident he could recreate Eric’s bell if he so pleased. He was a far cry from a professional, but he valued the skills he picked up. Outside a Tower, it would take either enchantments or quite a bit of digging to safely contain his mana. Declan fought back the lingering feeling he would need to overcome the defensive enchantments worn by a certain king. 


To a similar end, Declan went to the effort of creating his own version of a defensive amulet, aimed particularly at his own frequency. He’d had enough run-ins with accidental leaks to know more were bound to come, and unless he intended to travel alone for the rest of his life, it rather behooved him to protect his friends.


The design was simple enough. An iron disc that could be worn like a necklace from a simple chain allowed him ample space to inscribe without being too bulky or uncomfortable. Fortunately for Declan, defending against undirected ambient mana was not a difficult task, and he was able to modify designs directly from Ausgrend’s library. 


On the face of it, the enchantment’s actual goal wasn’t to create a shield or deflect high-frequency mana, but to use it. With a wide enough intake area, the iron disc could easily absorb any of Declan’s leaked mana as long as it had something to do with it. The most common solution was to turn it into heat, so he did that. Sure, the devices would eventually fail if they took in enough mana to melt iron, but if he was leaking that much, he had other problems. 


The main downside of this approach was the simple fact that the amulets could easily heat up enough to burn their wearer, but Declan supposed an easily healable singe was preferable to the incurable affliction his mana caused. In his work with Priya, Declan crafted four of the amulets, one each for Brian, Freddy, Sarah, and Robin. 


With the enchantments complete, Declan redirected his focus to another matter. Before he could leave the capital behind, before he could truly put the war and its politics behind him, Declan had to know what drove King Julien’s strange behavior. 


On the 36th of Spring, 926, he shift-delayed a scry for the first time.


If he had been willing to reveal the technique or disclose his true ability, Declan was certain the accomplishment could’ve catapulted him into being the youngest grand magus in history. He had other ideas. 


It was of course, not so simple as standing in the plaza and scrying directly into the palace. By the nature of shift-delay, such an attempt would fail if anyone stood in the space between him and the king. Beyond that, the more mass it needed to pass through, the more mana the spell required in order to keep replacing the detection ring and any percentage of the payload that didn’t make it through. 


He’d have to start inside the palace. 


The second problem was one he discovered in his work with Priya. There were two methods of blocking violet magic. The first was to simply redirect or absorb any mana of a certain frequency, preventing the spell from reaching its intended target. Shift-delay got around that defense. 


The second method, however, involved preventing any violet mana from leaving the protected area. The technique was less common, primarily because only scrying spells needed to return from the affected area in order to work, but it was in use. 


Shift-delay could help him gather the information, but it couldn’t bring it back to him. That’s where Richard came in. 


All it took was Declan showing a cursory interest in the prince’s plan to brute-force through the palace’s defenses for the man to whip out a massive annotated map and explain how each and every room guarded itself from espionage. Perfect.


Declan spotted a few vulnerabilities he could exploit, including two rooms which seemed particularly well-protected against incoming violet magic but virtually defenseless against his own attack.


Plan in mind, Declan made his move. 


As he crossed the courtyard, he slipped into his battle face, hiding his pounding heart behind a stern look and a sharp smile. He didn’t know what he expected to find. In all likelihood, the exposed rooms would prove empty on that particular day and he’d have to return to check again. 


The guards nodded respectfully on his approach, the royal crest on his robes enough to pass the first checkpoint. 


The steward just inside posed his first challenge. “Welcome, my lord,” the man greeted. “What business do you have, that I may assist you with?”


Declan forcibly softened his gaze, pulling his cheeks back into a grin, “I was hoping to have tea with Understeward Julia. She’s an old friend of mine, and since my return I haven’t yet had the opportunity to catch up.”


“Ah, yes, I see,” the man flipped through his ledger. His voice took on a nervous tone, “I’m afraid Understeward Julia is currently in town on Lady Ingrid’s orders. She won’t be available for some time.”


Declan feigned surprise, “Oh, how unfortunate. Would there happen to be a place I could await her return?” He had, of course, watched the woman leave just minutes before. It wouldn’t do to be interrupted mid-scry. 


“Yes, my lord. Right this way.” The man turned, taking the first steps down the glimmering bloodstone hall. 


Declan grinned. 


The unnamed steward led him through the palatial maze, eventually stopping at what appeared to be an unoccupied guest suite. He held the door for Declan to pass. “I’ll have refreshments delivered post-haste,” he said. “Thank you for your patience.” With a polite bow, the man left, and Declan was alone. 


He didn’t Lock the door. It would be too suspicious, and if there were refreshments on the way as the man had indicated, such an offense would be noticed. Instead, he pressed further into the empty suite, stepping into the washroom and shutting the door behind him. No servant would dare intrude. 


Mentally running through the layout of the palace, Declan closed his eyes and began to cast. Nearly a minute later, the mana returned, and an image appeared behind his eyelids. A simple room. A servant’s quarters, by the look of it. Sighing, he tried again. 


It took four more attempts before Declan found himself staring into a long hallway, deep underground. It was not lined with the same brilliant stone as the rest of the palace, but carved directly from the granite below. King Julien leaned casually against one wall. 


Declan couldn’t read his face, indeed, most of Julien’s expression lay clouded by what could only be a secondary layer of enchantment. It was not, however, the king which held his interest. The man was not alone. 


Across the hall, stood another form, both similar and not to one he’d seen before. Its skin was pale brown, like ash and dirt mixed together until he couldn’t tell one from the other. Sharp claws protruded from the tips of its fingers, reminiscent more of a gopher’s or other burrower’s than any predator he’d seen. 


But for all its differences, Declan would recognize the creature anywhere. From its alien face to its slender frame to the beautiful colored silks draped over its androgynous body, of one thing he was certain.


The Fae were in Reondar.










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










DECLAN’S MIND RACED. The creature was Fae, that much was certain, but it was not of the deeps. Another court, then. From what he remembered of the old folk tales, the Winter Fae were the alabaster of snow, too unlike the brown tones before him. 


That left… he wracked his brain. Shit, Declan swore. Why haven’t I researched this yet? It made sense, if he thought about it, that when the Deep Fae fled beneath the waves, others might’ve hid from the sun’s heat underground. Some sort of earth Fae, then? 


“Your Majesty,” the faerie bowed. Julien either didn’t hear the cutting edge in its voice or refused to acknowledge it. 


“You’re late,” the king chastised. 


“I arrived at precisely the right time,” the creature stood, towering nearly a foot over Julien at his full height. 


Julien huffed. “You and your riddles. Perhaps, in your ineffable wisdom, you can deign to explain to me why Liara still stands.”


“The enemy, they work against us.” 


Enemy? Declan wondered. Is this the same ‘meddler’ Lady Elsia warned me about?


“I’m well aware,” Julien replied, “of the increased monster aggression. That’s not the problem. You said Liara would fall before winter, and yet they stand.”


“The beasts are not their greatest weapon. No, their lies, or rather, their truths, wreak far more havoc on the threads of fate. Their prophets in—”


“I don’t give a damn about some deranged scryers! I need results. This entire plan hinged on those gold mines; I can only stretch our funds so far. If Liara doesn’t fall…”


“The city will fall,” the Fae hissed. “You need only be patient.”


“It’s not a matter of patience,” Julien spat. “It’s a matter of civil unrest. Of disgruntled nobles, angry peasants, and starving workers. We need gold, and we need it now. I’m sending him back.”


The strange Fae surged forward, stopping just inches away from the king’s face. “You can’t. You mustn’t. It would be disastrous.“


“According to my last update, he’s just short of grand magus. With his power and that kind of pool, breaking the city will hardly be a challenge, let alone a disaster.”


“Not for him, you fool. For us all. He cannot leave our influence yet; not until we’ve secured the proper—”


“You know,” Julien stood straighter, rising to meet the creature’s gaze head-on, “I’ve grown rather tired of patience. All you’ve done is tell me to wait, to sit down and shut up while you work your grand plan in the background. And then you fail. What have you actually done, other than feed me lies and flawed plans?”


“We made you king.”


“I made me king! You made words. I orchestrated things while you hid in the shadows. I killed my fool of a brother, while you skulked, and schemed, and lied, and whispered. So why, pray tell, should I listen to you?”


“Because the day draws near. Unless the pieces are in place, unless we—”


The spell cut out. 


Declan’s heart raced, adrenaline fighting off the exhaustion from emptying his mana pool. Shit. Richard was right. Julien wasn’t just involved in King Alexander’s death, he’d personally killed the man. Because the Fae told him to? The reasoning felt hollow to Declan, until he remembered what he’d done at Lady Elsia’s behest. 


Listening to the Fae was easy. Something about their mythical nature, their words of fate, and the idea of being chosen for some grand destiny held such sway against the human psyche. How easy it must’ve been to manipulate an exile terrified of his own magic, or a second son, envious of his brother and in desperate need of purpose. 


But why?


What did the Fae gain by pushing this war? Were they vengeful, discontent with their lot and in search of revenge on the humans for taking over? Perhaps they simply reveled in pulling the strings, in controlling from the shadows the world they could never directly rule again. 


Declan had another theory. The Deep Fae had spoken of a meddler, some external force messing with fate to bring about his demise. It sounded rather similar to this ‘enemy.’ The real question was, did the faeries fabricate this mysterious threat to better sell their lies, or was their concern genuine? 


They hadn’t mentioned him directly, but Declan had a hard time believing he wasn’t the powerful mage Julien wanted to send north. He shuddered. He’d rather die than return to Liara, of that he was certain. What choice would he have? He stayed at Tower Hastrand at the king’s invitation, but he didn’t doubt the hierarchy would jump at the chance to invite him to the Pinnacles. 


But that would appease the Fae. As many atrocities as Julien had enabled, the Fae were just as guilty. Declan was loath to do what they wanted. 


At least the conversation gave him some clue as to his missing prism. ‘Just short of grand magus,’ was exactly where he’d been just before it had been stolen. Either Julien’s spies had watched him check his mana, and stopped getting a read on him when he lost the prism, or they’d stolen it and found some way to read past results. 


Declan wasn’t sure that latter was possible, but he wouldn’t put it past them. 


Either way, he’d progressed well past that by now. In any case, the king underestimating his strength was a definite advantage. 


Then again, the conversation introduced another player. Maybe the Fae stole it. Declan shook his head, forcing the thought away. He could ponder the topic for days without coming to any real conclusion; it wasn’t worth the effort. 


It was no surprise the kingdom was struggling. He’d personally seen the increase in poor and destitute on the streets of Reondar. He could only imagine how bad things were in Vestriam or Fontanya, both of which had always felt heavier taxes than the capital. Ostensibly, it was a good thing Julien felt that pressure. 


Even if the king himself didn’t care about the starving populace, it seemed the nobles did. Maybe they could rein him in. Come to think about it, the noble houses ought to have quite a bit of influence over the Crown—perhaps they could be the ones to punish King Julien for murdering his brother. Declan filed the thought away. 


The final piece of new information may have been the most actionable. ‘The day draws near,’ he’d said. If this Fae fought the same opponent as Lady Elsia, he could only be referring to the syzygy. Declan wished his reserves had held out longer, but shift-delayed Scry 3 was basically a Tier 7; keeping it up as long as he had was a feat in of itself. 


He didn’t even want to consider how much mana he’d used. 


Declan had just started wondering why Lady Elsia had manipulated him specifically toward Tower Hastrand when a knock rang out. Julia had arrived. 


The tea was pleasant, even if Declan spent the entire time hiding his mana exhaustion from the understeward. They chatted idly of old times, of palace gossip, and of life in service to King Julien. He was surprised to hear how infatuated she was with the man; apparently he was a far kinder master and more genuine person than his late brother. 


She trusted him to lead the kingdom. 


As Declan left the palace that day, crossing the plaza back to Tower Hastrand, he had to wonder at Julien’s reputation. Sure, the man was charismatic; he was known for winning people over, but where was the line between a good politician and a good leader? Perhaps he was not the only lord in Reondar under Fae influence. 


Declan shook his head. It made more sense to believe Julien was a genuinely decent king being misled by the Fae than to think his popularity was solely due to widespread faerie manipulation. 


In the end, he decided it didn’t matter. King Julien Hastrand was a regicide and a Fae puppet, and the kingdom needed to know.



* * *


As Declan stepped out of the transporter into the welcoming room at the royal Tower, he couldn’t shake one thought in particular: why here? He could understand why the Deep Fae had targeted him—he had unique ability and at the time of his encounter with them, had been especially directionless and open to their advice. 


Who didn’t want to be the chosen hero, especially when they’d always thought of themselves as the monstrous villain? 


But still, why here? If he looked back on the Fae’s advice with the perspective that it was all designed with a single goal, he had to wonder at his current purpose. The tasks he’d completed had been probably the only way a journeyman in Lethis could’ve possibly ended up a student at Tower Hastrand, ergo, there was something special about the Tower itself. 


Declan mounted the marble stairs, mind racing as he wandered. He could think of a few unique aspects to the royal Tower. Access to the princesses was certainly one, and he could understand the Fae’s comment about needing more time to assert influence. After all, he hadn’t spent that much time with the girls. 


Then again, setting him up with Julien’s daughter seemed a rather mundane goal, and he couldn’t figure out how the mythical creatures would benefit from it. 


Tower Hastrand was also unique in the freedom it provided. Nowhere else would Declan be allowed to hunt more than twice a week—maybe the Fae needed him to grow powerful more quickly than he could at the other Pinnacles. 


Declan’s analysis cut off when his wandering led him to a place it often had: the library. 


He’d dismissed the Hastrand collection months ago. Any worthwhile academic text was better sourced from Ausgrend, and Claude had always been happy to request tomes on any subject he so desired. 


Indeed, this particular library consisted almost entirely of old novels, personal journals, and other texts designed more for entertainment than education. On a whim, he browsed the limited assortment. 


Across the gold-trimmed ironwood shelves, he stepped past personal accounts of one beast incursion or the next, worn adventure stories, and more than a few handwritten romance novels bearing the name ‘Hastrand.’ Apparently not all royalty spent their time on magic practice or conspiracy theories. 


Declan’s breath hitched when he saw it. Observations on Celestial Bodies and their Movements, by Thomas Hastrand. He picked it up. Dust stained his fingers as he sat in a plush armchair with the old book. 


It was more a journal than anything else. Ink smudged where the author’s hand had brushed against it, misspelled words were crossed out and rewritten, and any sense of structure was completely absent. Reading it was a challenge. 


Nonetheless, Declan pressed on, driven if only by a bizarre hope that he may find some answers in the dusty pages. He’d been at it for three hours by the time he found something.


On the topic of syzygy, there is little new to be discovered. It has been long recorded that the planets align every three hundred and fifty nine years, a fact the astronomy community has ever considered interesting though not particularly useful. It tells precious little of the nature of the heavens, so why bother studying it?


Never one to be discouraged by conventional wisdom, I took an afternoon to run some equations on the event. The result was by no means groundbreaking, but perhaps is of some interest. If nothing else, it makes for a good factoid to share with the less academically inclined to spark their curiosity. 


I discovered, in my calculations, that the period between syzygy’s matches precisely with that of our own planet’s rotation. As a result, not only will the event always occur at the same time of day, but there is in theory a particular location at which one could be perfectly aligned with all six major celestial bodies. 


If my calculations are correct—and I urge you to check them on page 312—this location remains constant for every syzygy. 


Now, what does this tell us about the nature of the stars? Nothing much. Is it an interesting coincidence, worth sharing with friends? I contend it is.


Declan shut the book. Was this it? Was this the reason he’d been sent to Tower Hastrand? He had to admit it seemed quite a coincidence that the apparent only published mention of this theory was kept in this particular Tower. 


Declan sighed. He had too many thoughts, too many questions. He’d answer none of them tonight. Instead, he pushed to his feet, taking Thomas’s observations with him so he could copy the calculations and perhaps find the place they mentioned. 


If the Fae had intended him to find the book, that location must be important. 


Declan slept little that night, tormented by dreams of scheming faeries and wild speculations as to their real goals. The next morning, familiar shadows rested beneath his eyes as he once again left the royal Tower with social intent. 



* * *


As Declan crossed the plaza towards Tower Yrond, he skirted around a cluster of soldiers dashing to Stretika. He paid them little mind. It was not his business to intervene on behalf of some failed deserter or brawl between cadets. The guards would handle it. 


Indeed, by the time he stepped into the usual cafeteria, he’d long forgotten the encounter in favor of his more puzzling thoughts on yesterday’s events. With any luck, the others could help. 


Brian was the first to arrive, flanked by a smiling Angela. They chatted amiably, each going into depth on their progress until Sarah finally arrived. 


“Hey guys,” she said. “No Freddy today, so we may as well get started.”


Declan’s eyebrows raised. “No Freddy? Where is he?”


“Oh, he went into town the other day, something about visiting an old Stretika friend of his. You probably teleported right past him on your way here.”


Right, Declan reminded himself, they have to take the stairs. “Alright,” he shrugged, “you’ll just have to fill him in later.”


“Yeah, I can do that.”


“So?” Brian chimed in. “Out with it! What did you find in the palace?”


Declan leaned in, relaying his tale in a careful whisper. Once he’d told them of the unfamiliar faerie, of Julien’s treachery, and of the book he’d found, Sarah was the first to speak.


“Fuck.”


“Well said,” Angie breathed. 


“So what now? If Julien wants you to go north and the Fae want you to stay here, do you just go somewhere else? What about the Seat of the Tempest?”


“Divines, you’re right,” Declan said. “I forgot about the Seat. Whatever happens, there’s no way I’m going back to Poulsia.”


“Good,” said Sarah, “Julien can go fuck himself.”


“I—ah—wouldn’t put it in those words, but yes.”


Brian spoke up. “So we’re just leaving?”


“I… I don’t know. Apparently whoever this new Fae is wants me here, but at the same time I’m disinclined to just up and leave Teralia to their machinations.”


“Can we actually do anything about that, though?”


Declan sighed. “I don’t know, Brian. I don’t know. I can see four different parties that all want something from me. The king wants me to win his war, these new Fae want me to stay here, whoever sent the weird message wants me to go to the Seat, and if my hunch is right, the Deep Fae want me to go south.”


“South?”


“I think; from what I can gather, that’s where Thomas’s notes lead.”


“I vote,” Angie said, “that we stay here for now. There’s nothing really forcing your hand, and every ounce of power we can squeeze from the Pinnacles has to be worth it, right?”


Sarah rounded on the portal mage, “We? No offense, but leaving is one thing, smuggling out a fucking death mage is another.”


“She’s right,” Declan stepped in. “We should wait. Gather more information, more strength, more everything. If nothing else, now I’m aware of the Fae here I can make a point of avoiding their influence.”


Angie grinned. Sarah opened her mouth to retort, but was cut off when a woman behind her cleared her throat.


Declan’s eyes widened. “Julia? What are you doing here?”


The understeward nodded to the others before addressing Declan. “Magus Declan Croveus, I was told I could find you here. King Julien requests your presence in court. Immediately.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR










BEWARE, OH KING, the nothing mage,

A force that pierces all,

The golden bell that sings of death,

‘Til lords and empires fall.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


Brian was the first to break the stunned silence. “So much for nothing forcing your hand.”


Declan looked up at Julia. “Did he give a reason for his summons?”


“No, my lord, just that he required your presence posthaste.”


He sighed, pushing himself to his feet. “Alright. I suppose I’d better see what His Majesty requires of me.” 


Declan turned to address the others, raising his voice to the cafeteria at large, “Why don’t we resume our conversation at dinner tonight? I’m sure the Crown would be kind enough to finance your use of the transporters this evening, given the… abrupt nature of this interruption.”


“Ah, of course, my lord,” Julia nodded. 


Declan grinned. He wasn’t sure his old friend would’ve agreed on her own, but there was no chance she’d risk the Crown’s reputation by appearing stingy in front of the assembled mages. 


“Excellent!” He turned back to his friends. “Why don’t you gather anything you might need for an evening out, and I’ll see you tonight?” He grinned unreasonably wide at Sarah, who gave him a slight nod. 


“Of course,” she said. “Tonight, then.”


“Very well,” Declan extended a hand towards the door. “Shall we?”


Wordlessly, Julia took the lead, ushering Declan back down the marble steps to the closest transporter. He watched like a hawk as she spoke with the portal mage, confirming she gave no hidden orders to detain his companions should something go wrong. He hoped it wouldn’t. 


Nothing stuck him as out of the ordinary in her communications with the man, though she did insist Declan teleport down first. The gestured troubled Declan, mostly because it was entirely expected for a man of his rank to go first, but the tradition gave Julia the perfect opportunity to betray him. 


Declan could only pray she still felt some sense of friendship. 


As he waited for the understeward to catch up, Declan’s mind desperately ran through the ways this audience could go right. Maybe the Fae had convinced Julien not to dispatch him north. Maybe there was some entirely benign purpose for the summons. Or maybe he could just say no. 


Julia’s arrival interrupted his wishful thinking, and together they struck out into the plaza. 


Declan walked as if under water. Adrenaline warred with the exhaustion that had been his constant companion since arriving in Reondar. With every step, adrenaline gained ground. 


They’d made it halfway to the royal palace when a familiar figure emerged from the bustling crowd. His golden hair pulled Declan’s eyes like a beacon. He approached. 


“Declan!” Richard greeted. “Just the mage I was hoping to see. Let me walk with you.” 


Declan gave the prince a sideways glance, but otherwise didn’t comment. 


Richard put a hand on Declan’s arm, slowing him until Julia accumulated a decent lead. “I think I’ve done it.”


Declan whispered back, “Done what?”


“Mastered it! If my test enchantments are accurate, I’ve built a strong enough reserve to force my way through the scrying defenses!”


Declan almost didn’t have the heart to tell the prince he’d already done that. Almost. “I—um—I don’t think that will be necessary,” he said. “I already know who killed King Alexander.”


“Really, now? I’d love to hear your theory.”


“It’s not a theory,” Declan’s whisper turned sharp. “I scried in on one of Julien’s conversations. He confessed.”


The noise which escaped Richard’s throat was somewhere between a gasp and a squeak, but Declan couldn’t quite determine which. “Of course he did,” the prince said. “I always knew Jules was guilty. I—err—I hope you don’t mind if I take a look around myself. Would be a right shame if we were to miss some greater part of this whole story.” 


Declan sighed. He didn’t want to tell Richard about the Fae, not here in the middle of the Pinnacle square. Just let him have this, he thought. He’s been working towards it for years. “Sure. The more evidence the better.”


Richard grinned, “Wonderful. So here’s the plan. I take it by your royal escort that you’ve been summoned to court. I’ll join you. Once we’re inside, I just need you to make enough of a distraction that I can do a bit of scrying. How about it?”


Declan exhaled. The last thing he needed was another complication going into the already nerve-wracking audience. “Fine,” he said. Whatever was about to happen would doubtless prove distracting enough. 


His thoughts didn’t have a chance to turn back to the king before they arrived at the glimmering palace. With a nod from Julia, the guards waved them through. 


Time slowed. The short walk took hours in Declan’s mind, a mind which spent those hours in silence. The time for thoughts, theories, and plans was past. 


A pair of guards heaved open the massive double doors, allowing Julia to enter first and announce their arrival.


“Presenting Prince Richard Hastrand and Magus Declan Croveus.” With a bow, the understeward took her leave. No friendly faces remained. 


The first thing Declan noticed upon entering the throne room was the music. A small band performed in the corner, in the slow, dreary noble style. It was not, however, a noble song they played. 


They didn’t sing; in place of a vocalist, a lute played the singer’s melody. 


For all he avoided the tune, Declan recognized it immediately. It was catchy. “The Saga of the Nothing Mage” had spread across the continent for a reason. He shuddered. 


“Brother,” Julien’s voice echoed across the hall from the golden throne on which he sat. “Such a pleasant surprise. It has been some time indeed since you’ve deigned to visit this court.”


“I’ve found,” Richard answered, “I’ve come to miss these halls. For all my absence, I’ll never forget the days I grew up here.”


The king didn’t smile. “Please, join us.” He gestured, and a collection of nobles to his right shifted to allow the prince space. Richard moved to stand with them.


Declan took the opportunity to survey the throne room. It was a grand space. Bloodstone walls glimmered in the magelight, marble pillars inlayed with gold towered over the assembly, and the throne itself shined with brilliant gold and rubies. 


Perhaps more interesting than the room, however, were its occupants. They were nearly forty, in all, not a one adorned in less gold than could feed a family for a year. As he scanned the faces, Declan noted every noble house in Reondar to be present. 


Good. More witnesses. 


By the time King Julien spoke again, Richard had already disappeared into the crowd. 


“As many of you know,” he addressed the room, “the offensive in Poulsia has proceeded at a less-than-ideal pace. Between northern intervention and a series of particularly unlucky beast attacks, the Siege of Liara drags on. The situation has become… untenable.”


Declan’s eyebrows shot up. The speech sounded an awful lot like Julien admitting weakness. He eyed the king suspiciously.


“We have the strength to conquer them right now,” he continued. “Such strength that they would not dare contest our superiority. However, the Liaran spirit holds strong. My informants cite a particular reason for their continued defiance. Four, to be exact.”


This next he delivered straight to Declan. “Four mages survived the Plague of the Pluctin, all of them violet. I know not of what horrors they speak, but whatever cryptic incensed words these prophets spout have proven enough to bolster the Liaran resolve. A resolve we must break.”


Declan reeled. Survivors?! He thought back to the other mages who’d survived his mana. One in particular, who also wielded violet magic and spoke in cryptic, incensed words. 


Shit.


Was there truth to Edward’s nonsense? Apparently now four mages in what Declan could only assume was the same condition had convinced the city of Liara to hold fast. 


“To that end,” Julien continued, “for the sake of dear Teralia, I must make a difficult decision. For all our might, we cannot seize the Liaran goldmines before our funds run out. Not,” he grinned, “without our nothing mage.”


The room fell quiet. Declan felt eighty noble eyes boring into him as his saga played in the background. His heart pounded. His mind raced in the sluggish way one does after missing too much sleep. He breathed.


“No.”


“I’m sorry?”


Louder this time. “No.”


Julien chuckled, “I don’t think you quite understand. I command you—”


“And why should I obey your commands? I’ve done my duty. I’ve fought in your war. I’ve given a fair lot more than anyone else in this room has. So tell me, by what right do you, king of a failed invasion, of a starving people, give orders to me?”


Silence fell. The music stopped. King Julien’s lips curled into a snarl.


“You speak treason.”


“I speak truth.” 


“Do you now? Progress is hard, boy. Greatness requires sacrifice. When Liara falls, I won’t be king of a starving people; I’ll be the first ruler of the Teralian Empire.”


Declan raised his voice, speaking to Julien but addressing the noble throng, “I’m sure Alexander would disagree. Why else, but to feed your own ambition, would you murder him in cold blood?”


He paused. Silence reigned as Declan surveyed the nobles’ reactions. One by one he examined them, and one by one his heart sank as he noticed their complete lack of shock.


They already knew.


Worse, they were complicit. Declan’s battle face almost shattered then and there. He held to it on willpower alone. 


Julien smirked. “Alexander lacked vision. He was too traumatized by his days in the Wolf Wars to see the opportunity at his feet. A weakness you seem to share.” 


The king stood, towering over the throne room on his dais. “Fortunately for us all, you are not king. You are not an obstacle, simply an uncooperative tool. Perhaps we can reach an agreement.”


“No.”


“I wouldn’t be so hasty,” the king paced, emitting confidence with every word. “I’m sure we can come to an arrangement. Did you ever wonder, what became of your father? Not that fool Croveus, your real father. I have… contacts who have quite the interesting story to tell about your heritage.”


Declan’s breath hitched. He faltered. He’d considered offers of power, fortune, even adoption, but he certainly hadn’t expected this. A part of him burned to know, to discover, to hear what Julien and the Fae had to tell about from whence he’d come. An equal part raged.


“I am long past my days of heeding whispers, of allowing a string of truth to bait me into a net of falsehoods. Whatever tales you may have of my heritage can remain in mystery.”


Julien ceased his pacing, planting his feet to look Declan directly in the eye. “Perhaps you haven’t heard,” he said, “of this morning’s excitement. Imagine how surprised I was, to hear my soldiers had caught an intruder in Tower Stretika.”


Declan met his gaze, raising an eyebrow at the shift in topic. A rattling of chains filled the air as a side door swung open to admit a pair of guards and the prisoner they had in tow.


Shit. Divines-fucking damnit, Freddy. You just bloody had to try and start your gods-damned revolution. Fuck. The string of profanity that ran through Declan’s mind surprised even him.


The water mage still wore his journeyman robes, though the dried blood and dirt that stained them told tale enough of his treatment over the last few hours. His left eye was swelled shut, jet black hair matted down around it from how it had bled. Perhaps more importantly, a familiar strip of leather still circled the back of his neck before disappearing beneath his clothes. 


A guard kicked him in the back of his leg, and Freddy fell to his knees.


“Perhaps,” Julien said, “we could come to an arrangement. Or perhaps I’ll decide he wasn’t working alone. Who’s to say what treasonous schemes your peasant friends have cooked up?”


“You wouldn’t…”


“There is nothing I wouldn’t do to save this kingdom. Your magic could make the difference between Teralia folding to her debts and growing to the greatest empire the world has ever seen.”


“No. I will not rain torment and death upon Liara’s defenders, let alone the tens of thousands of innocent civilians that stand behind them.”


“You don’t have a choice!” Julien’s voice raised, his face growing red. “I am your king! It is through my generosity that the bastard son of divines-fucked mundane stands among the greatest nobles in Teralia. You are my weapon, and you’ll do as you’re fucking told.” Spittle flew through the air as the king raged. “I don’t give a damn about the northmen, I don’t give a damn about the Liarans, and I certainly don’t give a damn about your divines-fucked conscience!”


Declan’s stress fell away in the face of Julien’s tirade. His heart rate slowed, his shoulders sagged, and the adrenaline seeped out of him. Only exhaustion remained. He breathed in long, slow breaths. In, and out. Before the incensed king, and the forty nobles who’d helped him conspire to murder his brother and start this terrible war, Declan cast his mana sight.


The room took a breath as his eyes went black. There is no word for the visage they saw. Jet is too sparkly, obsidian too reflective. Tar, ink, the abyss itself couldn’t match the pure absence of light, of life in the mage’s face. King Julien stared into Declan’s eyes, and he saw nothing.


“I’d like to paint a picture,” he said, “for those of you lucky enough to have escaped the horror I’ve seen.” He took a step forward. “It’s cold in the marsh. Something about it just sucks the heat out of you.” 


Mud clung to Declan’s shoe as he took another step. “The Liaran campfires were the first warmth I’d felt all night. The way their songs and jokes and laughter carried through the air.”


To his left stood a Liaran soldier, no more than sixteen. His skin glowed a familiar red, but he didn’t collapse, he didn’t cry out, he didn’t fall. Steadfast he looked on, eyes hard with determination. He nodded. 


Declan took another step. “I extinguished that warmth. That life. That last vestige of humanity in that cursed swamp.” 


He passed a scout, her crimson face smeared with mud. Her brow was creased, eyes full of intent. 


“I can’t speak to the pain they felt. It is beyond me. But I saw them writhe. I heard them scream, and groan, and cry. I smelled their piss and vomit as I took their everything and left only poison in its place.”


The throne room vanished. Declan progressed through an untidy column of tents, mud grasping at his feet. In all directions, Liaran mages stood deathly still, eyes fixed not to him, but on the man he approached. 


King Julien was easy to spot, his fine crimson cloak and resplendent golden crown stood out among the mud-stained soldiers. 


“Who are you to avoid their fate? Who are you to wish it so on others?”


“I am—”


Ting


The marsh fell away. 


Declan took another step, free now of the clinging mud. The bell grew louder. 


“I command you to—”


A man retched. Declan didn’t need to turn to know even now the nobles’ faces reddened. The bell grew louder.


All around him, Teralia’s rich and powerful fell to their knees. King Julien stood alone, hand clutching a chain around his neck. Freddy kneeled at his feet, face contorted in pain as amulet around his own neck grew hot. The bell grew louder.


“Treason!” he cried. “Guards!”


Declan couldn’t hear him. Nobody could. There was only the bell. All sound trembled and fell before the might of its toll. 


The nothing mage slowed his approach, and the king ran. Past the muddied scout he dashed, down the length of the opulent chamber. He was just short of the unnamed Liaran soldier when he stopped.


Declan saw the knife first. It passed directly through the king’s throat, peeking out the other side. For but a second, the world froze. And then he fell. 


Richard stood above the body, one hand pulling a red-hot amulet of his own away from his chest, the other clutching a bloody dagger. The words themselves drowned in the din, but Declan read them on his lips.


“For Alex.”


Declan’s gaze didn’t linger on the prince. Richard made sense. Revenge, he understood. Instead he found himself staring deep into the bloodshot eyes of the Liaran soldier. 


He stood as a specter amid the writhing mass of nobles, the Teralian king bleeding at his feet. He blinked. 


This mage, this boy who’d been dragged to war to defend his home and condemned to a terrible death for it, looked upon the wreckage. He watched as men and women who’d borne far more guilt than he shared his fate, his torment, and the scarlet of his skin. 


He smiled, and he vanished.


And the bell ceased its toll.






* * *


They summoned him into the court,

To wield their thin control,

But at their deals and wicked threats,

The bell did finally toll.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE










THE PALACE WAS in chaos. Guards and servants darted this way and that, unsure of the significance of the calamitous bell, but certain it meant something. It wouldn’t be long before word from the throne room spread through the building and beyond, but for a few precious minutes, Declan and Freddy could escape impeded. 


Removing the blue mage’s shackles had been a simple matter of lifting the key from his fallen escort. Combined with a bit of healing magic to remove the visible injuries and water magic to wash away the blood, and Freddy looked normal enough to avoid too much scrutiny. Or so Declan hoped.


Twice on their journey through the bloodstone halls did a team of guards interrupt them. Both times, it took but a glance with eyes of pitch to deter their interference. It wasn’t until he stepped back out under the cloudy early spring skies that Declan released his mana detection. 


The plaza was calm. Serene. Mages, laborers, and merchants went about their day, as if the world hadn’t just come crashing down. Declan breathed it in. 


He should’ve been sick. He should’ve collapsed to the pavement, gasping for breath and dripping with tears. He should’ve felt something. 


But he didn’t. 


Declan filed away the disturbing realization. There would be time for remorse later; it was only a matter of time before the entire kingdom was after his head. He walked across the courtyard, maintaining a calm but steady pace towards Tower Hastrand. With any luck, he’d have enough time to gather supplies before the other shoe dropped. 


The guards at the royal Tower waved them right through, as of yet blissfully unaware of the dead king and the forty lords and ladies who lay writhing in… Declan shoved the thought aside. Later.


The pair stopped just outside the palace gate. “How’re you holding up?” Declan asked. “Can you walk? We should have some time before the news spreads; I need to get supplies and find the others.”


Freddy nodded, “I’ll be okay. I’m sorry I…” he stopped himself. “Later. How are we supposed to get out of the city?”


Declan thought back to his afternoon in the outskirts with Princess Elaine. “There are horses in the royal stable. Load up one for each of us, release or maim the rest. They can’t chase us if we’re the only ones mounted. Can you handle that?”


“I’m on it. Meet you at the gate?”


“We’ll be there.”


As he moved to go, Freddy paused to turn back towards Declan. “Get them out safe. Get her out safe.”


Declan nodded sullenly. He knew which ‘her’ Freddy meant.


The two mages parted ways, Freddy heading for the stables and Declan for Tower Hastrand. The receptionist and portal mage smiled and bowed their heads as the allowed him through.


Upon arriving in his suite, the mage pulled off his viridian magus robe in favor of a more practical set of riding clothes. The leather pants, red silk shirt, and gold-trimmed brown vest were far from inconspicuous, especially when paired with the brilliant crimson traveling cloak he wore atop, but divines the getup was comfortable. 


The next step was to fill a pack with spare clothes, assorted travel necessities, and a few choice tomes on elemental magic. The final additions were his personal notes and Thomas Hastrand’s book of observations. Now stuffed to bursting, Declan pulled the heavy bag onto his shoulder before crossing the room to grab his most valuable possession: the wooden lute which leaned against his bed frame. 


His swift exit from Tower Hastrand prompted a few more looks than his arrival had, but none of the servants dared question their esteemed guest. As it was, Declan traveled unimpeded to the base of Tower Yrond. Brian and Sarah weren’t there.


That bitch, Declan swore internally. He’d really hoped Understeward Julia wouldn’t block their exit. There was nothing for it now. He stepped inside. 


Still ahead of the news, the nothing mage had no trouble convincing the portal mage to teleport him up to the proper floor. Convincing the one above to ignore Julia’s request and send down his friends was a problem for later.


He found them packed and ready to go, waiting anxiously on the Tower stairs.


“Declan!” Sarah started. “What did the fucker want? You changed clothes.”


Declan sat on the steps beside her, leaning in to whisper, “The ‘fucker’ is dead. Prince Richard put a knife through his neck while I… let’s just say I helped.”


“Helped? Declan, what happened?”


“Julien wanted me to massacre Liaran citizens. Break the siege myself. When feeding me some bullshit about my secret father didn’t work, he dragged in Freddy. In chains. Things… escalated from there.”


Sarah’s eye’s widened. “What happened to Freddy? Where is he?”


“He—um—he wasn’t visiting an old friend. He was sneaking into Tower Stretika to incite a rebellion. Currently he’s securing horses for our escape.”


The string of obscenities that escaped Sarah’s mouth was far longer, viler, and more creative than anything Declan could’ve conjured. “I told him not to—fuck. So what, Julien threatened to execute him if you didn’t go to Poulsia?”


“You all too, actually,” Declan nodded. “Either way, Julien isn’t our problem any more. Leaving is.”


Sarah accepted the change of subject. “When we tried to leave, the portal mage said we weren’t authorized. King’s orders. Can you convince him otherwise?”


“I’m not the king, Sarah. Tower Hastrand robes—which I’m not even wearing right now—won’t get me past whatever Julia told them to keep you here.”


“Wait,” Brian spoke up, “what about this?” 


Declan’s eyebrows shot up at the sight of the paper Brian handed across the landing. He knew the source of the spell form before he even flipped it over to read the note on the back.


Sorry I couldn’t make it to “dinner,”—apparently they can’t let a dangerous death mage roam the city. In case it all goes south, I figured a quick escape might be useful. See you around.


—Angie


“Transport… do you have any idea how illegal this is? The portal mage forms are so restricted the—”


“Roughly as illegal as conspiring to murder the king?”


Declan reddened. “Right. What are we waiting for?”


Sarah was the first to leap to her feet, both Freddy’s pack and her own hanging from her shoulder. Declan and Brian followed.


He didn’t stop to ask questions; word of his treason or even Freddy’s horse theft could reach the Tower at any minute. Taking out the upper-floor portal mage was easy, spatial magic ill-equipped to defend against a shift-delayed anesthetic spell. The woman collapsed to the carpeted floor.


Sarah and Brian helped arrange the mana batteries as per Angela’s diagram while Declan worked to memorize the activation formula. He cast it at the wall a few times in practice, but the sub-visible nature of spatial magic made evaluating his success an exercise in futility. At least the bell didn’t ring.


He sent Sarah down first, if only because the lightning mage could better defend herself should she meet resistance below. Brian was next. Declan gritted his teeth when his own turn came, his mana pool already running dangerously low as he channeled the activation spell. He let out a sigh of relief as he reappeared on the bottom floor.


Then he saw the portal mage convulsing on the ground as Sarah’s electricity ran through him.


“He’ll be fine,” she responded to his glare. “Let’s go.”


Declan took the lead, pushing through the Tower door out into the busy plaza. Already onlookers crowded around the palace, peeking through the fence at whatever chaos lied within. Thankfully it drew attention away from him. 


They made it eight steps out of Yrond before Declan spotted him. Standing alone and unmoving in the bustling crowd, jet black robes swaying in the breeze, Archmage Ulskier stared him down. 


“I understand,” he greeted the party, “the time has come for your departure.”


Declan bristled. “So it would seem.”


“Oh don’t worry, I have no intention of stopping you. Who am I to dictate the comings and goings of the great nothing mage?”


“Besides the head of the entire fucking hierarchy?”


“Ah, yes,” Ulskier grinned, “besides that.”


“Well if you aren’t going to stop us, what do you want?”


He reached into his robe, withdrawing a crystal sphere the size of his head. The thing reeked of enchantment. “It seemed fitting that I give you this offer one last time before you take your leave of this fine city. I only ask for a sampling of your mana in exchange for my support, and indeed my silence.”


A mana battery, Declan recognized the device. “You’d betray your kingdom for mana?”


The archmage smirked. “Do you seriously believe I became the most powerful mage in Teralia by wasting time on politics? Crowns are meaningless. Titles are meaningless. Kingdoms are meaningless, in the face of magic. Power is the only truth; everything else is just a distraction.”


“I’m afraid Reondar has suffered my magic long enough. It would be best for everyone if I didn’t leave any behind to beget more damage.”


Ulskier sighed, returning the battery to the folds of his cloak. “Very well. I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. Guards! Arrest these men on charges of trea—”


Declan’s anesthesia spell sent the archmage crumpling to the ground, cutting him off too late to avoid attention. Far too many eyes turned to see three mages standing over the fallen form of Ausgrend’s Tower-master. 


They ran.


“Why couldn’t you just give him what he wanted?” Sarah shouted as they charged through the square.


“Too dangerous! There’s no telling what he could’ve done with it.” Declan wondered as they ran why the archmage had called for the guards rather than subduing them himself. Did he know Declan wouldn’t use lethal force if he didn’t attack outright?


Brian interrupted his train of thought. “You’re too fucking noble for your own good, you know that, right?”


Declan opened his mouth for what would’ve been quite the cutting retort, but something else pulled his attention.


A bolt of ice flew past his head.


Shit. “They’ve opened fire!”


“I fucking noticed!”


Declan felt more than heard the fireball approach, only to slide off course as Sarah shifted her mana to summon a gust of wind. He reciprocated in kind, raising a loose cobblestone to deflect an iron spike. 


Still they ran. 


Through winding streets and twisting alleys they dashed, ever one step ahead of the mages in pursuit, but ever plagued by the barrage of spells they launched. Each corner, each bend made a welcome respite from the attacks, but such breaks came at a price. Every detour lengthened their trip. 


Declan threw shift-delayed Anesthesias when he could, but the spells were costly, and even his inflated reserves began to dwindle. Sarah fared no better. By the time they rounded the final bend, waves of mana exhaustion coursed through him. 


The wide open boulevard sent Declan’s heart to his stomach. Three hundred feet in a straight line to the city gates, to Freddy, and to escape. 


Only a dozen guards still gave chase, their number diminished more by the sheer disorganization in the chaos of the palace than by the escapees’ magic. It was a dozen guards Declan refused to outright kill.


They had no time to hesitate. With a breath, a nod, and a determined look, Declan dashed into the open byway, leading the way in their final charge. 


Shouts rang out behind.


A rock flew past his ear.


Lightning arced, sending his arm limp but missing his vitals.


Fire rained down, setting the shoulder of his cloak alight.


Through the barrage the mages ran, desperation and adrenaline overcoming what sheer mana couldn’t. The gate drew nearer, as open and unguarded as the day they’d arrived. Declan’s heart pounded. His lungs burned. His throat sucked in the dry spring air, raising a quiet rebellion of its own. Still he ran.


Until the icicle pierced his leg.


He went down hard, slamming his shoulder into the cobblestone. He hardly noticed it. Shit shit shit shit shit. He scrambled to remove the projectile, to patch up the wound, to get back on his feet. 


But his mana ran dry. 


Twice in the span of seconds he pushed himself up only to collapse back to the pavement. He was halfway through the third attempt when he felt the warm hand on his leg and the itchy sensation of white magic doing its work.


“Brian, you have to go! They’ll get you too!”


“And leave you here? What kind of hero leaves his friends behind?”


A dart of plasma shot past, punching a hole in the side of Declan’s boot. Beneath their feet the earth shifted, and a root grasped at Brian’s leg. He kicked it aside.


“Let’s go,” he grinned, pulling Declan to his feet. Together they ran, weaving through the rain of elements from the soldiers behind. 


They were twenty paces from the edge of town when Brian collapsed.


Declan didn’t stop to think. In a single motion, he grabbed the healer’s arm and swung him onto his back, carrying him as he continued his flight. 


Twice more in the final charge through the open gate did Brian’s body jolt with impact. Declan refused to think about it. Instead he focused on the road ahead, dashing off the paved road and onto the dirt, into the shelter of the city walls. 


They’d made it out.


“Declan!” 


He was at once relieved and unsurprised to hear Robin’s voice. Of course she’d return to town just as everything fell apart. He looked up to see the petite steel-mage carefully petting one of four beautiful horses while Sarah attended to Freddy.


“Brian’s hurt, guards coming, we need to go.”


Without hesitation, Robin helped him sling Brian’s still breathing form into the saddle. Declan climbed up after, holding the healer upright in front of him as he took the reins. He kicked the horse into motion. 


As they galloped away and Reondar faded into the distance, Declan’s attention turned back to Brian. He could hear the healer’s breath slowing, feel the blood dripping down his back. He swallowed.


“Too fucking noble, huh? You’re one to talk, coming back for me like that.”


Brian shook with gentle laughter before wheezing out his reply. “I couldn’t…” he coughed. “I couldn’t let your story end here.” 


The healer went limp, leaning back into Declan’s chest and swaying with the horse’s motion. “Oh, no you don’t.” He tried to shake the freckled mage, but his arms could do no more than the horse’s gallop wasn’t already doing. Blood pooled in the space between them.


“Gods-damnit, Brian,” he swore. The nothing mage floundered, digging deep within himself to grasp at any dregs of mana he could find. There wasn’t enough. He cast the healing form anyway, hope and desperation bridging the gap his reserves simply couldn’t. The spell fizzled, its mana dissipating uselessly into the mage’s body. He didn’t rouse.


Declan knew before he opened his mouth that he spoke to deaf ears. “Thank you. Without you, I don’t know what I—just… thank you.”


To the horse galloping beneath him, to the wind rushing past, and to the gray sky above, Declan whispered his goodbye.



* * *


In ragged pace he made his flight,

Unsure of where he’d go,

But when death came, a loyal friend,

By choice he took the blow.




-The Saga of the Nothing Mage



* * *


They buried him at sunset. Long after the clamor of pursuit had faded, the adrenaline had drained away, and the last vestiges of day painted the sky as red as the blood on his hands. 


Declan said no words over Brian’s grave, made no vows, swore no revenge. He simply summoned what little magic he had left to pull away a slab of stone from the king’s road and carve a basic inscription.


Here lies Brian Gildstead.


Healer, Hero, Friend.


Tell me a story.


And they did. 


Robin shared tales of her adventures with Lillian, Sarah old merchants’ stories she’d picked up working the Vestriam docks. Freddy told exotic myths that had come to Fontanya on one ship or another, while Declan spoke of great battles, and the heroes, weak or strong, that had made the difference. 


The sun had long disappeared by the time they stepped away from the grave, forced onward, if only by the inexorable passage of time. 


Robin was the first to speak. “So what now? We only have so much time before the army gets its shit together. They’ll catch up eventually.”


Sarah nodded, “We can’t stay in Teralia, but I don’t see us getting to Fontanya. Even if we do make it there before word from the capital, no divines-fucked chance we charter a ship in time.”


“We aren’t going to Fontanya.” 


“Then where—”


“The Seat.”


“You can’t be serious. You want to wander into the most dangerous place on the continent because some fucking rocks told you to?”


“I don’t need safety, Sarah. I need answers.”


Robin stepped in. “Look, it’s been a long day; we’re tired; we can discuss this tomorrow.”


Sarah exhaled, “Right, right. Let’s make camp.”


Declan watched as the girls stepped away, eyes heavy with exhaustion. He breathed in the fresh spring air, looked up at the starless sky, and gazed longingly down the king’s road. 


How he wished he could continue north to Lethis. To Eric. He sighed. Sarah was right—they had no chance of securing passage. 


East it was.


He joined the others, trekking just far enough away from the long road to keep out of sight should anyone walk it in the darkness. As the hours ticked on, the mages huddled together to share a warming spell on a night they could set no fire. Declan’s mind reeled with uncertainty, with questions of fate, of the Fae, and of the future of Teralia. A future he’d darkened. 


There would be no answers tonight. 


And so they slept. Wielders of water, of lightning, of steel, and of nothing lay upon the soft dirt in well-needed rest. 


The last thought to cross Declan’s mind as darkness took hold was of Brian’s last words. 


His story wouldn’t end here.










EPILOGUE




MAGUS,


It is with heavy hand and heavier heart I write this letter. Teralia has been betrayed. In our time of need, Richard Hastrand conspired against the Crown and the Nobility. On the 39th of Spring, he struck.


The king is dead.


In the fallout of the coup, Richard’s accomplice wiped out heads and representatives of every noble house in Reondar, severely crippling our ability to govern. Teralia is in crisis.


The traitorous prince has been apprehended, but the nothing mage remains at large. That’s where you come in. 


For all our efforts, the limited understanding of his dangerous abilities left us perilously exposed. Experimental defensive enchantments remain untested and underutilized to the extent that the nothing mage could single-handedly remove all of Julien’s human protection. We cannot afford to take risks. 


With Tower-master Kendra Luthia predisposed and Grand Magus Antony Leskelian’s disappearance, you are the only available member of the team which first studied Declan’s mana.


I am hereby withdrawing you to Reondar to serve in an advisory position in the construction of new defenses as well as in the hunt for this dangerous fugitive. Your knowledge and experience will prove invaluable in bringing the nothing mage to justice. I look forward to seeing you in the capital posthaste. 


Yours,


Queen Elaine Hastrand




Eric let the letter fall to his desk. Divines. It had to be fake. Some fabrication designed to slander Declan’s name, to cast him in the frame of a monster. It had to be. 


He exhaled, releasing the breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. The seal on the letter was legitimate enough, and he couldn’t fathom how one might fake the death of a king. Let alone the noble houses. 


What have you gotten yourself into, Declan?


A knock on the whalebone curtain frame that defined his office jolted him from his thoughts. His heart raced.


“Come in!”


He was unsurprised to see Daniel step through the leather curtain; the redheaded journeyman was a frequent solicitor of his assistance. It was the man before him that widened his eyes.


Edward strode into the room with quiet certainty, his shoulders back, his figure calm, and his eyes alight with violet. 


Daniel spoke, “He—um—he wouldn’t leave me alone until I followed him here. What’s going on?”


“A lot,” Eric picked up the letter, “and none of it good.”


He handed the missive across his desk. Daniel paled as he read through it.


“So,” Edward’s confident voice shook the mages from their thoughts, “when do we leave?”










THE END
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The saga continues with Syzygy available now!




If you have the time, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. The algorithm determines what books it shows people based on the total number of reviews, so every review is a massive help. 
Thank you for reading!
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