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Prologue 
 
I had an eerie sense of déjà vu as I sat in Guin’s office. The whole team arrayed in various seats, almost identical to the time when I had first met them a year and a half ago. 
We had just brought back an Elemental Mage, Lonjaroden, and a young Wizard by the name of Waetomlinen to Del’Hain when we were informed that Guin wanted to talk to us. Naturally, we went directly to him. It had been a good three months since we were last in Del’Hain, so practically anything could have happened and we wouldn’t have known it. I admit, I went to Guin’s personal study with some trepidation. Could anyone blame me? I only got called in to talk to him if something had gone very wrong and I had to fix it, or if he was assigning me some sort of monstrous task. 
Guin greeted us calmly as we filed in, but didn’t say anything until we were all seated. He leaned against the edge of his desk and studied each person in turn. I sat on a couch next to Chatta, looked up into my King’s face, and tried to decipher the complicated expression he wore. 
“When I gave you the impossible mission to find Chahiran magicians over a year ago,” he finally started with a wry smile, “I had no idea how successful you’d be. You’ve brought me 62 magicians including these last two. I am amazed at what you’ve done. Thank you. But I think the time has come to release you from this duty. I have been in close consultation with Vonlorisen and we both agree that the common citizens of Chahir pose no real threat to magicians anymore. The real threat is the devout members of the Star Order and the renegade Priests.”
He turned to look directly at Xiaolang. “Captain, while I am releasing you from any duty in this regard, Vonlorisen does want to hire you on. He wants your expertise in fighting blood magic. Will you go back to Chahir?”
Xiaolang blew out a long breath, looking at each member of his team while he did so. Each person smiled and nodded to him in agreement. By the time he reached Eagle, Xiaolang had a soft smile as well. “I think we all feel that we’d be leaving a job half-done if we went home now. Yes, Your Majesty, we will go back. What about you, Shad?”
Shad cocked his head to the side, his palms going up and down like a balancing scale, as if he were literally weighing his options. “Hmm, beat up on raw recruits or chase down renegades…I have to admit, chasing down renegades sounds like more fun. I think I’ll tag along. Garth, Chatta?”
Chatta and I shared a look before she drawled, “While all of you get the option, I don’t think we do. Am I right sire?”
“I didn’t really get the option either,” he stated with a roll of the eyes. “Vonlorisen informed me that he made Garth his magical advisor, so he automatically has to go back, and I know good and well that were he goes you’ll follow. I admit that I’m pleased that this team will stay intact. I can trust that you’ll deal with this situation admirably.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “Vonlorisen expects you tomorrow afternoon.”
“Well.” Xiaolang rose to his feet. “It sounds like we have our marching orders.” 
~*~
Xiaolang, being the wise and compassionate man that he was, gave me enough time to hunt down Chatta’s father and talk to him. We did, after all, have the rest of the day before we had to seriously start preparing to go back to Chahir. By earth path I could get us there within half a day, so it gave me a brief window of opportunity. Considering the chaotic state of Chahir, I didn’t know when I would get another such chance. 
So I sent a message to Delheart saying that I needed to have a private conference with him, cleaned up as well as I could, and prayed to the guardians that this worked out well. 
Delheart sent a message in return that he was free right now and to come when I wished. Despite my jittery nerves, I left my palace apartment immediately and went straight to his townhouse. I wasn’t sure if it was to my advantage or detriment that I simply didn’t have the time to waste on being nervous. 
I really wasn’t looking forward to this conversation. Delheart didn’t intimidate me anymore—or at least not much. We’d been around each other and worked together often enough that I finally felt comfortable with him. But that didn’t mean I was comfortable going to this very powerful Lord and asking him to release me from the protection oath I had given him. Why? he’ll ask. The only possible answer that I could give him was the truth: “Because I’m in love with your daughter and that oath is keeping my hands tied behind my back.”
Hardly the kind of answer a protective father wanted to hear.
I couldn’t put this off any longer, however. For one thing, we were both busy people—it might be months before we were in the same location again. For another, Chatta had no patience, and at this point, no sense of humor. I had done this to myself—well, to both of us, really. I felt like I had to be a little patient in unraveling this knot I’d made. Chatta didn’t see it that way. She was constantly chaffing at the restrictions my oath placed on me, and I wasn’t sure who she was most frustrated with, me or her father.
I’d discovered something recently. It was impossible for a man to be happy when the love of his life was unhappy. A wise man would deal with the problem, whatever it might be, as quickly as possible. 
Which was why I stood in front of Lon Delheart’s chambers, rehearsing my speech in my head. 
I’d faced bandits, floods, earthquakes, angry lords, soldiers, an insane Fire Mage, a sulky nreesce who can read my mind, and a bored Didi, which is more dangerous than everything else combined. Surely I could survive this too.
Gathering my courage, I raised my hand and knocked on the heavy paneled door. 
A tense moment ticked by before the door opened. An elderly man in the Delheart livery stood there. I’d seen him before, several times, but his name escaped me at the moment. “Good evening. Is Lon Delheart in?”
“He is Magus, and expecting you. Please come in.”
I did, trying not to appear like a condemned man walking to his own execution.
I was escorted to a formal sitting parlor, filled with elegant furniture designed more for looks than for comfort. Pictures of pleasantly done landscapes took up every possible inch of the walls. In this season, the fireplace in the room hadn’t been lit and the two windows in the room were open to let in a soft breeze and warm sunlight. Delheart sat in one of the chairs reading a book, but at my entrance he laid it aside and rose to greet me.
“Good evening, Garth.”
“Good evening,” I returned evenly, fighting to keep anxiety out of my voice. 
He silently gestured me into a chair, which I took, but could not relax in. Nerves kept tension locked into my shoulders. 
He apparently picked up on it because there was a subtle tone of suspicion in his voice when he ventured, “You seem to have something on your mind.”
This was hardly a social call, so I wasn’t going to pretend it was. “Yes, I do. I came here to ask you to release me from the Oath of Protection I gave you—” I held up a hand to halt his immediate protest “—so that I may offer you a different oath instead.”
He tensed in turn, still suspicious and studied my every facial twitch through narrowed eyes. “What oath might that be?”
I took in a deep breath. Let it out again. Here goes. “The Oath of Promise.”
He knew just enough about Chahiran culture to understand what I was asking. “Garth, not four months ago you assured me that you were nothing more than friends with Chatta, and now you’re telling me that you want to marry my daughter?”
“Yes.” I looked him straight in the eyes. There was no point in beating around the bush.
He had to know that would be the answer, but actually hearing it still made him scowl. “And when did this change?” he demanded.
It seemed like a decade ago, but when I added it up in my head, I was startled to realize it was only a few months. “Roughly three months ago.”
“I trust that the oath you gave me checked your actions.” 
“Yes, it did.” Much to your daughter’s frustrations, I charitably refrained from saying out loud. Besides, I doubted it would help my case. 
“It can continue to keep doing so.” Delheart’s jaw set in a stubborn line, a line I recognized from seeing it on Chatta’s face.
I sympathized. If I had a daughter like Chatta, and some young upstart had approached me like I was him, I would undoubtedly have the same reaction. Still… “I’m afraid that’s not the correct answer.”
“You’re not going to break your word.” He was smugly confident about that. 
“I won’t have to,” I pointed out with a calmness I did not entirely feel. “Chatta is well aware of the oath that I gave you. If I fail to gain your permission to release me, she’ll hound you until you cave.”
“You’re so confident that will work?”
I couldn’t help but smile now. “Yes. If the past two years have taught me anything, it’s this: Whatever Chatta wants, Chatta gets. I’m sure you know this better than I do.”
 The sour look on his face conveyed intimate knowledge of the phenomena. 
I leaned slightly forward, keeping my eyes locked on his. “I know that I’m not what you want for her. I’m not a titled Lord, or wealthy enough to make up for that. I’m a Chahiran Mage, an exile, who is torn between obeying King Guin, King Vonlorisen, or the Trasdee Evondit Orra. But I think you know that none of that matters to her.” 
“Yes, I do,” he acknowledged quietly. Obviously troubled, he stood and paced the short length of the table near the couch. “I like you, Garth. You’ve proven yourself a dozen times over, in the short time I’ve spent in your company. You are a good man. But you’re also right—you’re not what I wanted for my daughter.”
For some reason, even though I expected them, hearing those words hurt—like someone punched me in the chest, bruising my heart. 
“I also know,” he stopped in place, meeting my eyes with solemn resolve, “that you, unlike those titled or wealthy men, are worthy of her.”
The constriction on my heart eased, letting me breathe again. “Thank you.”
“That doesn’t mean that I don’t want my daughter to marry a wealthy man,” he added, quite stubbornly.
Strange as it may sound, I sympathized. Every father wanted the same thing.
Delheart fell back to pacing, face contorted in a thoughtful frown. “You said Chatta knows about this?”
I nodded in confirmation.
He shot me a penetrating look under furrowed eyebrows. “I bet she really raked you over the coals.”
“I still haven’t regained full hearing in my left ear,” I drawled in response, making him grin. 
That grin faded as he paced a bit more, thinking the situation through. “Are you able to care for her? You still live there in the Palace, on Guin’s largesse.”
“That’s actually not quite correct. I live in the Palace for Guin’s convenience, and because I frankly don’t have the time to shop for a house.” I swallowed an anticipatory smile at the surprise I was about to hand him. “Honestly, if I wished, I could buy any house I wanted and live in comfort.” I could see by his face that he didn’t believe me, so I put it into solid mathematical terms for him. “Sir, think about this. In the past two years that I’ve been here, I’ve only taken leave for a collective two months off in all. Guin pays me five golds a day that I work for him. Six hundred and seventy days, roughly, times five is…?”
His eyes bugged out as he did the math in his head. “T-that’s over three thousand golds!” he choked out.
“Plus interest,” I added sadistically, “because it’s been doing nothing but sitting in the bank. I haven’t really spent any of it. I haven’t had the time to.” All of my equipment and travel expenses were taken care of by Guin because I was Jaunten and his Mage. The one exception to my enforced thrift was the house that I had bought for my parents when they moved to Hain. 
Delheart was apparently doing more calculations, and the total that popped up in his head made his knees buckle. I sat back, enjoying his expression. Surprising Delheart took skill, timing, and a lot of luck. It was why I enjoyed it so much when I pull it off. 
When he finally managed to get his mouth working again, he sounded very strained. “Garth, most titled Lords don’t have that much money. I thought you said you weren’t wealthy!”
“I’m not, in comparison to some. But I think you can agree that I am well able to provide for your daughter.”
“And then some,” he agreed, voice strained. “But that brings up another point. As Guin’s Mage, you are constantly away from home.”
“That won’t last much longer,” I pointed out. “For one thing, Trev’nor will come into his powers very soon. I think that within the next five years, I could take him in as an apprentice, and a few years later, he will be taking half of the work load from my shoulders. That doesn’t include the very real possibility that we could find another Earth Mage in Chahir before then. We have more Mages now than in any other age in our history, sir. I don’t have to do everything all at once anymore.”
“That’s very true,” he agreed slowly. “You’ll still be away from home for days at a time.”
I forced myself to be patient. “That’s the case with any magician. Respectfully, sir, you yourself are called away from home on business days—sometimes weeks—at a time. Besides, Chatta is my partner, and we are usually sent on missions together. While I might be gone from home frequently, Chatta will be right there with me.”
He had no good riposte to that. 
“I’m running out of good objections,” he observed to himself, a rueful smile slowly spreading over his face. “The truth is, Garth, that’s my little girl. And I hate to think of her as some grownup, married woman.”
“I think I can understand that,” I answered cautiously. “I have two sisters, and I feel the same way about them. In fact, I don’t think there’s any man on this earth who is really good enough for either one of them.”
“Yes, you do understand a little of what I’m going through,” he acknowledged wryly. “But you had a valid point earlier, Garth, perhaps the most important point in our discussion this evening. My Chatta is a strong willed woman, and what she wants, she gets. Apparently, she wants you. I’m going to save myself a prolonged headache and skip arguing with her about it.”
He said this with such dry humor that I didn’t take any offense. “Wise of you sir. That’s the way I deal with differences of opinions with Chatta too.”
“Just do me one favor?”
He had been far more reasonable than I expected, so I decided to hear him out. “What would that be?”
“Wait a while? I know that you’re both responsible adults, but you’re still very young adults. I think you need to mature a bit.”
“We think so as well,” I assured him. “Chatta and I discussed a lengthy engagement, somewhere around six months or so.” Which would put us at about nineteen when we got married.
Delheart looked extremely relieved. “That sounds fine. Now, is there anything formal that I need to say?”
“Not really. Do you release me from the Oath of Protection?”
He nodded firmly. “I do.”
“Then I give you this oath in its place.” Even though I wanted this, and I had no doubt in my mind about that, I still felt my stomach begin to twist itself into knots. I was taking a great deal of responsibility onto myself, after all—the happiness and wellbeing of another soul. I ignored it as best I could, and willed my voice to remain strong and steady. Standing, I extended a hand to him, pronouncing the words of the oath as I did so. “On my honor, and by the name of my family, I will take L-Chattamoinita Delheart under the protection of my name, and swear to cherish and protect her for the rest of my life. Sven Delheart, father to L-Chattamoinita Delheart, will you accept my oath?”
His eyes were bright with unshed tears, voice husky and tight as he accepted my hand in a firm clasp. “I do.” 
I squeezed once, then let go. I tried to keep my face straight, but I couldn’t help smiling like a lunatic. I just hope it didn’t look demented right at that moment because I felt like I was flying in a thousand different directions at once. 
Trying to think of something to say, the door opened admitting Chatta—looking particularly lovely in a dark red dress and her hair done up—talking as she came through the doorway. 
“Da, I want to…er…” she paused, studying both of us. “Am I interrupting something?” she inquired, hope flashing across her face.
I knew what she was really asking. “He said yes.”
“Yes!” she bounced over to tackle me. So used to this reaction from her, I caught her without thinking about it, arms wrapped tight around her waist. She was laughing in sheer delight, and just for the fun of it, I twirled her around once, which made her laugh all the harder. The sound settled into my bones, warming me up like a roaring hearth fire on a cold evening. 
I reluctantly let go of her so she could hug her father. 
“Da, thank you!” she said, face pressed against his chest. Delheart hugged her back just as tight, torn between smiling and crying. 
“I could never say no to you,” he told her, shaking his head. “I truly can’t say it now, not when you’re giving me such an excellent son-in-law.”
I couldn’t help but stand a little taller at those words.
“But you have to wait a while,” he said sternly.
“Oh we will,” she assured him. “We have to tidy up a lot of things and get a house ready and everything before we’re married. We think that will take at least half a year.”
I know it was silly, but I liked the use of that “we.” It made it more official for me, somehow. 
“I think that’s wise,” Delheart agreed in relief. “But now, we need to tell your mother. She’ll definitely want to hear about this, and I am sure she will be asking a few questions of her own.”
“And my parents,” I realized suddenly, with a stark picture of my mother’s face in my mind. I’d been so focused on Delheart’s approval that I hadn’t even thought to mention the possibility to them. 
That oversight was probably going to get me into a lot of trouble. 
“Garth…” Chatta’s expression turned slightly appalled. “When I marry you, my name will become Chahiran, won’t it?”
I wasn’t sure where she was going with this. “Yes…why?”
“So my name would be Rheben-chattamoinitaan?”
It almost sounded like some sort of a rare disease. “Actually, it would be,” I agreed, fighting a smile. 
“That’s an absolute mouthful!” she complained, hands planted on her hips. “Da, what did you do to me?”
“It was your mother’s idea to name you that, not mine!” Delheart protested. “And how were we to know that you’d marry a Chahiran Mage?”
“Maybe you could leave your name shortened,” I suggested, struggling to keep my face straight, and avoid getting smacked. 
Can’t laugh, can’t laugh, can’t laugh… 
“Rhebenchattan isn’t too bad.”
“At least you can say it without having to take a breath in the middle,” she grumbled.
~*~
My family took the news of Chatta’s and my engagement with hearty congratulations and comments that followed along the lines of “It’s about time!” 
I ignored those.
Mom was all ready to sit down and start going over wedding plans when I pointed out that we wouldn’t be able to have a wedding until after the situation with Chahir was at least semi-settled. Judging from her glare, that wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear. 
Now that I was finally free of that Oath of Protection, all I really wanted was a little private time with my fiancée. But with so many friends and family members bombarding me I couldn’t even locate Chatta in the crowd! This was ridiculous. I should have absconded with her tonight and told my family about everything tomorrow. 
Well, maybe it wasn’t too late to abscond with her yet. I knew she was still somewhere around the house, as I could feel her magic quite clearly, but I couldn’t catch sight of her. Somewhere around the kitchen maybe…I passed by the back door when a hand shot inside, grabbed me by the arm, and yanked me onto the back porch. I’d normally be worried and fighting back at this sort of assault—my brothers were notorious for dragging me somewhere where there are no witnesses for pranks—but I recognized who it was. I willingly closed the door before anyone could figure out Chatta and I were out here.
The love of my life stood with a hand on one hip, giving me an exasperated look. “Why did you have to tell everyone tonight?”
“I was just wondering the same thing,” I admitted ruefully. “I think my main thought was that my mother would kill me if I delayed telling her.” 
“She might have,” Chatta allowed thoughtfully. “But I’d like to have some time for just us.”
“Sounds good to me!” I slipped both arms around her waist and snuggled her body against me tightly. She came into my embrace willingly, sliding her hands up my arms to rest them behind my neck. Chatta was sending me every visual signal that she wanted to kiss me, which matched my designs perfectly. My neck bent slightly, lowering my head towards her. After so many months of wanting this, I could finally, finally—
The door behind me creaked on its hinges a little as it opened. 
I snapped my head up and around, glaring murder at the interloper that was interrupting such a perfect moment. 
Xiaolang poked his head outside, apology in his eyes. “Sorry. Truly. It’s just…I’ve got bad news.”
A selfish part of me wanted to throw my head back and scream with frustration. Couldn’t the bad news have waited five benighted minutes?! 
It was Chatta that sighed, reached past me, and took the letter out of Xiaolang’s hands. I let go of her, a little, so that she could unfold the paper and tilt it so we could both read. 
I felt my blood go cold. 
The letter was from Saroya, addressed to King Guin, but clearly meant for the team. Saroya had discovered a handful of Doms, those in their later years, who were willing to defy the King’s orders by giving refuge to the Star Order Priests. Among these were some of the more powerful and influential Doms. His request was for the team to go back into Chahir immediately, and help pinpoint which Doms for certain had sheltered Priests inside their provinces. The Star Order was off balance, and he didn’t want to give them time to regroup and set up a power base again with the aid of these Doms. Of course, we were the only hope that he had. The only people in Chahir that could detect magic were the Priests themselves. 
I felt like swearing.
 “Okay,” I admitted grudgingly, “I can see why you didn’t wait. Do we need to leave now?”
“Situations like this, in my experience, are best dealt with as quickly as possible, before they’re given a chance to grow into impossible situations.” Xiaolang rubbed a hand over his eyes. “I wish we could have just had one more day…well. If we leave tonight, we’ll be able to start recon tomorrow. Even a few hours at this point will make a huge difference.”
I hated the idea, but I knew he was right. 
Chatta let out another soft resigned sigh and handed the letter back to him. “I’ll go pack. I’ll be back here in an hour.”
Xiaolang nodded both his approval, and his thanks. “I’ve just sent the rest of the team off to get ready.”
As Chatta slipped away, I felt a strange sense of loss for that broken moment, like part of me was leaving with her. Realizing that I had to do something immediately, to salvage a part of that special moment, I held her hand long enough to press a kiss against the palm, and then closed her fingers over it. 
“For safe keeping,” I murmured. The smile she directed back at me, as my reward, would have made angels break into song. She gave me that quirky little wink that always makes me weak, before disappearing back into the house. As simple as the exchange had been, my heart felt lighter because of it, and it would do until we had time for a real moment. 
Xiaolang was smiling indulgently, no doubt picking up on both of our emotions. The smile faded as he regarded the letter in his hand. “I’m truly sorry for the timing of this, Garth.” 
“If you’d interrupted while I was talking with Delheart, I truly would have been upset.” I shook my head, a little exasperated at the whole turn of events. “As it stands, at least I’m free now. We’ll have time in the future. For now, I think we’d both better pack.”
 


Chapter One: Dismantling 
 
We reached Alvacon late in the evening, just as most people were sitting down for dinner. Despite the late hour of the day, Vonlorisen left standing orders that as soon as we appeared we were to be shown directly to him. 
The Chahiran court ran on a similar schedule to the Hainian court, so they were in the midst of dinner when we arrived. Actually, even the setup of the room looked very similar. One long table at the very front of the room held the nobility, and then a variety of shorter tables connected to it from there, almost like a miniature maze. Everyone at the tables froze as we entered the room, some of them in nervousness, others in rabid curiosity. 
Vonlorisen looked up from the head table, saw us, and he gave a nod of greeting. “You made good time, Magus. Wait a moment.” Standing, he turned and ducked enough to whisper something in his son’s ear. Prince Audax nodded in understanding. Satisfied, he straightened and called out, “Pray continue.” With no explanation whatsoever, he rounded the table and walked toward us, gesturing with one hand to follow him. 
We all trooped back out, retreating down the hallway we had just traveled and down two more to Vonlorisen’s private study. I was very glad he guided us there—I’d never have found it otherwise. 
He had all of us enter, Shield close the door behind us, and sit in the various chairs arrayed around his desk. As there weren’t quite enough seats to go around Chatta selflessly offered to sit on my knee and let someone else claim a chair. Everyone suppressed a smile. some better than others, at her antics. Vonlorisen just studied us through thoughtful eyes. 
The king took a seat behind his desk. There were so many rolls of parchment, books, maps and the like that he quickly realized that he couldn’t see everyone from his seat. In quick, agitated motions he grabbed several piles and dumped them carelessly on the floor. I winced watching this. I didn’t know who his aide was, but I felt sorry for them having to re-sort that mess. Satisfied, Vonlorisen looked up. “There are two problems that I need resolved. One, as the missive said, I know that some of the nobility are harboring Priests. I want these men found. You will be working with Saroya and the Special Forces to deal with this.”
Wouldn’t we need more manpower than just the Special Forces? This was a large country, after all. I opened my mouth to ask…then paused as another thought struck. Saroya, I was sure, knows the background of every member of the Forces. He was the type of man to do thorough background checks. He’d know if anyone was a follower of the Order. The same guarantee could not be applied to the other military forces. No, it was probably best if we limited ourselves to the men we know we could trust. 
Vonlorisen watched me, as if waiting for me to speak, but when I closed my mouth again he continued. “The other problem is that the upper echelons of the Star Order have still failed to make any open protest. We are experiencing small skirmishes with the younger, more hothead Priests and some of the more devout followers. Those we can handle. But I do not like this silence from the more affluent members. They’re up to something. I want to know what.” 
Both problems were serious ones. I had no doubt that they would lead to more grim events if given the time to do so. I looked to Xiaolang. “Time is not on our side to unravel this mystery.”
“No,” he agreed with furrowed brows. “We need to do reconnaissance to figure all of this out, but with just us and the Special Forces…it will take too much time to cover the entire country. Your Majesty, respectfully, we need to bring in help.”
“Magical help,” I added. “Your Majesty, how would you feel about the Remnant assisting us?”
His eyebrows rose in mild surprise. “They are willing to do so?”
I had to phrase this carefully. “Your Majesty, in truth, they wish to return to Chahir. The Remnant has outgrown the bounds of Coven Ordan—their population is growing too large. The rising generation wishes to move here to Chahir to live. They are very interested in Chahir’s well-being.”
Vonlorisen sank back in his chair and stared at the ceiling in thought for a long moment. “Magus, you trust these people?”
“Yes,” I answered without hesitation. 
“Your Majesty, if I might add…” Chatta waited for his eyes to rest on her before she continued. “The Remnant would be an excellent ally and source of expertise for this situation. They are the ones we consult with when dealing with blood magic. They are the ones that have the tools we use to search Chahir. Given half a chance, they will prove their loyalty to Chahir.” 
Vonlorisen locked gazes with her for several taut moments before slowly nodding in acceptance. “I believe it wise to speak with their leader about this first. Who leads the Remnant?”
“Wizard Raile Blackover,” I answered. “He is the mayor of their city. If you wish…” I turned to Chatta with an open palm. She knew what I wanted, unpinning the broach and placing it in my hand without a word. I turned back and held it up for Vonlorisen to see. “This mirror is connected to the one Wizard Raile Blackover holds. We can talk to him instantly through this.”
Vonlorisen regarded it with open curiosity. “Can I have one?”
“It takes a magician on both ends for it to work,” I explained apologetically. Not to mention regretfully. If Vonlorisen had some means of using mirror communication, I wouldn’t have to keep making emergency trips like this. 
“I suppose I have to wait until Nolan returns home, then.” Blowing out a breath, he sat up straighter. “Magus, I will talk with Wizard Blackover.”
Relieved, I shifted Chatta off of my lap so that I could cross to him. I stood next to the desk and grazed the mirror with a touch of power. “Raile?”
A moment passed before Raile responded. “Garth?”
“I am in front of King Vonlorisen. He wishes to speak with you.”
A thump sounded in the background, as if Raile had just dropped something. Either that, or fallen out of his chair. If so, I didn’t blame him. “Ah, er, I would be pleased to speak with him.”
I shifted so that I stood right next to Vonlorisen’s chair, lifting the mirror so that he could speak into it easily. I could not relinquish my hold on it—the connection would break if I did. 
Vonlorisen focused on the mirror and spoke distinctly. “Wizard Blackover, I am Vonlorisen. It is a pleasure to speak to Our allies across the sea.”
“It is our pleasure, Your Majesty. We hope that Garth has conveyed our desire to serve Chahir.”
“He has. We wish to draw upon your aid to prevent disaster from falling upon the citizens.”
“You shall have it. We are infuriated at the actions of the Star Order. Do we have your permission to come to Chahir and act for the good of the people?”
“You do. You will coordinate all actions through Magus Rhebengarthen and Captain Riicshaden. They will in turn keep me apprised. Wizard Blackover, I trust that you and your people will be discreet. I do not wish to tip my hand.”
“Most of our magicians are Chahiran in appearance. We can come incognito without catching the Star Order’s attention.”
“Excellent. Then do so.” 
“We will. Garth, are you listening in?”
I shifted the broach back toward my mouth. “Yes.”
“Do you know how you want to approach this?”
“Not yet. We need to consult with the Head of the Special Forces here before we make any major decisions. Raile, who is your expert on blood magic?”
“That would be Dassan. There’s a few others that are quite knowledgeable as well, but Dassan is the acknowledged expert. I’ll send them all over. Your Majesty, know that we will not rest until Chahir is safe.”
Vonlorisen seemed almost surprised by the vehemence in Raile’s voice. “Thank you.”
“With your permission, we will send over a device that will allow you to communicate with us and with Garth.”
Vonlorisen gave me an arch look. I shrugged helplessly. I didn’t know that such a thing existed! Although I should have guessed that if it was possible, the Remnant would find a way to create it. 
The Chahiran King sounded almost droll as he responded, “That would be appreciated, Wizard Blackover.”
“We will send it over with Dassan. Expect them there by tomorrow morning.”
The king’s head jerked in astonishment. “Your people can get here that quickly?”
“Of course,” Raile answered voice rich with amusement. “We have Mages too. How many should I send to you?” 
“As many as will come.” 
“Understood. I will call again when they leave so that you have some warning.”
Even though Raile couldn’t see it, Vonlorisen nodded. “You have Our thanks, Wizard Blackover.” 
“We are very glad to help, Your Majesty. Oh, I understand that your grandson is a Life Mage?”
Vonlorisen blinked at this abrupt switch in topic. “Yes, he is.”
“We have several Life Mages here. We would be pleased to teach your grandson when he comes into his full powers.”
He clearly didn’t know what to think of this offer. “When that time comes, I will certainly keep your offer in mind.” 
“Very well. I will go and get things moving here, then.”
“We will prepare to receive them,” Vonlorisen promised. At his nod, I withdrew the broach and cut the connection. “I have had rooms prepared for all of you. Rest for tonight. Saroya will meet with all of you tomorrow.”
We all knew a dismissal when we heard one. We gave him bows of acknowledgement before walking out of the room. 
“Magus, a moment.” 
I paused in mid-stride, turning back to face the king. Vonlorisen’s eyes were crinkled slightly at the corners as if he were fighting a smile. 
“Magus,” he took great care with his words as he said them, “after all that you have done for Chahir, and for me personally, I had thought to reward you in some manner. Because of your power and reputation, it had crossed my mind that you might be well suited to become Dom of a Province. A marriage to the daughter of a ruling Dom would not only be a personal reward, but quite the political statement.” 
I stared at him in unadulterated terror. Nonononono! 
“But I now see that my thinking is perhaps in error.” His eyes glinted in amusement at the–no doubt panicked—look on my face. “Witch Delheart is dear to you, isn’t she?”
Stop thumping, heart. I might be able to wiggle out of this yet. I cleared my throat to make sure it would actually work before trying to speak in a normal tone. “Yes, Your Majesty, quite dear. I just gave her father an Oath of Promise.”
“Ahh.” The glint turned into an outright twinkle. “Then I shall have to think of some other reward instead.” 
Phew. Got out of that one. Before he could think of some other outlandish reward, I gave him a bow and beat a hasty retreat. 
 
 


Chapter Two: Reconnaissance 
 
 
We’d been put up in a building that actually stood separately from the palace, even though it was in the same compound. It rather reminded me of the Hainian Embassy just because it had the same construction to it. The building stood four stories tall, with a variety of rooms inside. I had a suspicion that once the Remnant magicians arrived they would be housed here. The place had enough room for two hundred or so people. 
Chatta put up a ward on the building as soon as we arrived. Her barriers were very different from mine, and wards were entirely different than barriers, so we were fairly confident that it would repel any Priests who tried to enter. Still, if nothing else, she would definitely feel it if someone did breach the wards. It let us all get a sound night’s sleep. 
~*~
We all drifted down to the main level for breakfast. The sweet scent of warm food acted as a siren’s song, drawing us into the large main room. It held a long table that someone had set up with a buffet style meal against one wall, another table in the middle of the room with places set. Abundant windows let in the soft morning light enough that no lamps needed to be lit. 
Saroya met us for breakfast. He looked rougher than the last time I’d seen him, when we’d rescued Nolan. Dark smudges under his eyes, and deep lines around his eyes and mouth aged him ten years. His uniform was impeccable, as always, but the general air of fatigue around him made me think he was subsisting on two or three hours of sleep a night. 
Chatta took one look at him, reached into her pocket, and drew out a small vial. He took it from her in bemusement. “What is this?”
“Rejuvenation potion,” she answered with a searching look. “It’s no substitute for real sleep, but it will keep you from dragging around in a haze of exhaustion.” 
Old reflexes made him hesitate, but he looked down at her worried expression and whatever reservations he had faded. With a nod of thanks, he pulled the stopper and downed the vial in one go. His nose scrunched up in distaste and his mouth worked for a moment. 
“It must be effective. Like all good medicine, it tastes awful.”
Chuckling, I handed him a glass of water. 
He quaffed that down quickly. “Phew, better. Thank you. Now, let’s get down to business.” He took a seat at the head of the table, a plate mounded over with food. He didn’t touch any of it, though. He let out a sigh, shoulders slumping. “At this point, I’m afraid to say that we know very little. One of my men reports that he’s seen Priests sneaking into Darlington Province’s manor house in the dead of night. They were apparently dressed in farm hand’s clothes, but he recognized one of them. We can only assume that those with him are also Priests. That is the one confirmed trouble spot we have. The rest of them are sightings from citizens in practically every other Province. Jarrell and Habbick are the exceptions. I haven’t heard anything from those two.”
I winced. Every province but two? That’s practically the entire country! 
Shad let out a soft whistle. “Well, that just made things challenging. Any chance we can borrow Coven Ordan’s pool and let them do the spying for us?”
Chatta shook her head before he could get the full question out. “It might help, but I’d lay odds that any scrying pool would be useless at this point. Anyone that could find a safe place has already gone to ground. They’re not going to leave their hidey hole until it’s safe again. A pool can’t see through a building’s walls.” 
“We’re going to have to do this the hard way,” Xiaolang agreed, stabbing at his food with more force than necessary. 
“That will take weeks,” Shield groaned. “Even with our Priest-detector.”
I pointed a finger at myself. “You don’t mean me, do you?”
“Of course I mean you!” Shield responded acerbically. 
“Shield.” I blew out a breath. “If they seal their power within themselves, I can’t detect them, remember?”
From the look on his face, he actually had forgotten that. Burying his face in both hands, he let out a low groan. “Great guardians, that’s right. So how can we know?”
“I think…” Aletha leaned back in her chair, eyes on the ceiling, a thoughtful frown narrowing her eyes. “I think we’re going to have to be creative on this. Garth, you can feel how many people are in a place. Can’t you tell if there are too many people in a household? Or if there’s a large concentration of people in an odd place?”
I quirked a brow at her, intrigued by this notion. If there’s thirty people lurking in someone’s basement that would certainly catch my attention. 
“Well, yes. That would be a good indicator.” 
Saroya watched this back-and-forth with growing interest. “We can’t arrest them for simply being in odd places, though.”
“No,” Aletha agreed, head turning to look at Chatta. “But can’t you capture the memory of someone who knows the Star Order well? Perhaps several someone’s. If we have a reference on hand, say in a crystal, of what every priest in the Star Order looks like…”
Chatta’s eyes lit up in feral approval. “Aletha, that’s brilliant!”
“And workable,” Xiaolang agreed with an enigmatic smile. “Saroya, do you have people with that knowledge?”
“I can think of a few people. I’m not sure if it would be a complete accounting,” he added in an almost apologetic tone, “but it would be close to one. Witch Delheart, this memory-catching process…is it difficult?”
“No, not at all,” she assured him. “All anyone has to do is bring the memory to the front of their mind, and I draw it out from there. They still retain the memory of course, and there’s no ill effects. I imagine that it will take a good day to do this, if not more, though,” she warned the rest of us. 
I thought a day wouldn’t be enough time, but then, I’d never done this before. 
“The other problem is, once we find them, what do we do with them?” Hazard posed the question almost rhetorically, still eating breakfast as if this whole planning session didn’t impact him. “No offense, Saroya, but even your Special Forces are going to have a hard time restraining Priests.”
Saroya gave a grim nod. “A fact I’m well aware of.”
“We really do need to call in the Remnant,” Chatta observed to the whole table. “For one thing, if we have at least a few teams, the search will go that much faster. It will take a Wizard or Witch to use the crystals anyway. If we have several magicians per team, they can hold a circle and strip them of their magic right there.”
Saroya looked at me expectantly. “Magus?”
As Vonlorisen’s magical advisor, I suppose I was the logical choice. “I’ll arrange it.” 
“While you do that,” Saroya turned to Chatta, “I’ll gather everyone up that we need for your crystal memory device. Should I bring them here?”
“That would be best,” she agreed. “Garth, before you go talk to Raile, I need you to make me a few crystals.” 
I apparently had my marching orders. “Yes, dear.”
~*~
After making Chatta a handful of crystals, I went apart from everyone else into a quiet corner of the outdoor garden. The inside had too much noise and activity going on for me to concentrate. Besides, this particular garden held nothing more than a small fish pond in the center, a few fruit trees just now producing, and thick grass. Unlike most Chahiran gardens, it didn’t have flowers and shrubs crammed into every corner of it. I found it relaxing. 
I went to a nice sunny spot of grass to stretch out in. Settling comfortably, I let the scent of flowing water, earth and budding fruit fill my head before digging out the mirror broach. Time to get to work, I supposed. With a sigh, I called up Raile. “Raile?”
A few moments passed, then I heard a grunt before Raile’s raspy voice said, “Garth, do you know what time it is over here?”
“Sure,” I answered easily. “I’m not worried about waking you up, though. Old people don’t sleep.”
He chuckled outright. “Can’t argue with that. I’ve been up for hours.”
“Then what are you grouchy for?”
“You interrupted breakfast. Now, what are you calling about?”
“The Doms-harboring-Priest problem. We think we have a plan.” I gave him the working details, such as we had, ending with, “I know you said that several magicians wanted to come here. How many do you think have the experience to deal with renegade Priests?”
“All of them, I would think. Don’t forget, we cut our teeth on mountain bandits and rogue criminals here in Bromany. Now, how many per team?”
“Now that’s a question I hoped that you had the answer to. It takes, what, at least three people to form a circle?”
“Well, yes, but that’s if you’re only stripping one person of magic. You might find a dozen in one place. I would think you’d need at least six.”
Six, alright. “One of those magicians will have to be a Mage that can transport large groups of people.”
“Now wait a moment, Garth. We don’t have that many Mages. I don’t think that’s feasible. The best you can do is have one Mage on standby for transport duty.”
It would be more cumbersome that way, as the team would have to babysit whatever Priests they discover, but I supposed it was a workable enough plan. 
“Alright. Then, let’s say we’ll have three teams and then a few magicians to augment my team. Whatever magicians you send over will be working with the Special Forces here as well to make this all nice and official.” 
“That sounds workable enough. When do you want them?”
“Chatta thinks she’ll be able to pull together a crystal by the end of the day, so…”
“You want them by tonight,” Raile finished dryly. 
“We do have to organize them into teams and assign them areas to search once they get here,” I pointed out wryly. 
“Then I best finish my breakfast and prod people into motion. Garth, I do have one question. If a Dom is found harboring Priests, what will happen to him?”
“With Vonlorisen in this mood? I shudder to think about it.” Exile would probably be the lightest sentence handed out. 
“I think I’m glad I don’t have to deal with the politics on this one.”
“You and me both.” I put the mirror back into my pants pocket and heaved back up to my feet. I retreated back into the building, nearly running into Shad on his way out. I normally wouldn’t have thought much of it, except he had this air of anticipation around him and that smile…only a fool would trust that smile. I stopped dead in my tracks and eyed him sideways. “Shad, where are you going?”
His smile grew another notch wider. “Saroya asked me to train with his Special Forces and show them the tricks to fighting Priests.”
Those poor saps. They wouldn’t know what hit them. If there’s anyone in the world that can keep up with Shad, it was probably Special Forces, but…it might be a near thing. “Shad, just remember, we need them fighting capable by tomorrow.” 
He raised a fist in a victorious clench. “I’ll work ‘em hard.”
For the love of…I quickly rephrased. “In other words take it easy. They won’t be able to fight tomorrow if you drive them too hard today.” 
He just laughed and gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder as he bounced at the door. “You worry too much!”
I watched him go, shaking my head in resignation. Chatta’s going to need some more of those energy potions. I could just see it now. 
“Garth?” Xiaolang rounded the corner in front of me, stopping when he saw me standing inside the doorway. “There you are. What did Raile say?”
“He’s sending people over tonight.” I walked toward him. “We think at least six magicians per team should be enough to handle everything. We’ll need to coordinate at least one person that can transport large numbers of people at once, though.”
Xiaolang rubbed at his jaw thoughtfully. “I’d rather that person isn’t you. I like to keep you handy for emergency contingencies. We’ll see who Raile sends over and make a decision from there. For now, help Eagle. Saroya had all of the citizens’ reports sent over to us and Eagle’s trying to comb through it and see how much of it is valid. He’s having a hard time deciphering some of the handwriting.”
I just bet he was. “I’ll help. Where is he?”
“Front room. We’re turning it into our planning room.”
Since it had been built to be a large conference room it did seem to be the most logical choice. I headed towards it with firm plans to deviate long enough to snag a headache potion from Chatta. If I took a headache potion before reading the, often undecipherable reports, it would surely prevent my head from splitting open, right? 
At least, I certainly hoped it would. 
~*~
 
Somehow during my talk with Raile, the conference room had collected boxes of, illegibly written, reports, maps, two more tables and a small reception desk near the door for people that trickled in with information. Aletha handled the reception desk, although a time or two she snagged me to come talk to an informer. Her Chahirese was good, especially after travelling all over the country for over a year, but some of the accents I heard…well, even as a native I could barely understand them. 
Most of the morning, however, I sat with Eagle in one corner, going through report after report and making notes of sightings. Eagle told me sotto voice that if there were more than five reports for a specific area, it might actually have something there worth investigating. Otherwise, it could be nothing more than someone wanting to get a little attention. Or even an attempt at misdirection if the person was loyal to the Star Order. 
Behind me, at the main table, Xiaolang took the information we handed to him and started marking out areas. Shield stood at his elbow, his voice quietly rumbling as he offered suggestions. Chatta was in a different room entirely, still working on that memory crystal. I wasn’t sure which one of us had the harder job. How can any being write this slanted? I turned the paper sideways on the vain hope that doing so would make the report readable. Somehow, it made it worse. 
“Oh.” Aletha sounded startled, her chair scraping back as she hastily stood. “Welcome, Your Highness.” 
“Sergeant Saboton,” Vonaudaxen greeted in a civil tone. “I wish to speak with—” his head turned until he spotted me “—ah. Magus, I would like to join in this search. There are political ramifications here that I’m afraid you are ignorant of.” 
I regarded him in frank amazement for a moment. Did he truly want to help or was he afraid we’d blunder and make a mess of things? Well, only one way to find out. “We’d be pleased to have you, Your Highness. Xiaolang has been thinking up political questions for me all morning, and I didn’t normally have an answer for him.” I stood from my chair and walked toward the head of the table, near where Xiaolang stood. “Your Highness, I don’t think the two of you have been formally introduced. This is Captain De Xiaolang of the Red Hand. Xiaolang, Vonaudaxen, Crown Prince.”
They exchanged bows of greeting. Xiaolang had a pleased expression on his face, so either he felt something good from the prince or he really had wanted those questions answered. Hopefully that half-smile denoted both. 
“Please, join us Your Highness,” Xiaolang invited with a wave toward the maps on the table. 
“Thank you, Captain.” 
 
 
 


Chapter Three: Allies
 
The Remnant magicians arrived late that evening, well after dinner. Most of them were strangers to me, but one I knew—Tyvendor, Air Mage, and the one that had hunted me down to talk after I put a barrier up around Q’atal. It had been months since I’d last seen him, but he hadn’t changed. He still had that large, solid build to him with wildly curling dark hair and light blue eyes. He normally had a smile on his face, but this time it held a wicked edge to it. I had a dark suspicion on the cause, too. The people he had transported here looked wild around the eyes, as if they had just survived a harrowing experience. Just how fast did he go…?
“Ah, Garth,” Tyvendor greeted as he strode through the front door. “Raile said you’d be here. Well, here we are. Nineteen magicians at your service, including yours truly.”
Nineteen? An impressive number to pull together in one day. “Excellent. You’re all very welcome.” I gestured to the stairs behind me. “Most of the rooms on the first floor are taken, but pick any one that you wish from the other two floors. I can have someone bring dinner…” I trailed off when a few people turned green at the suggestion. “Well, just let one of the staff know if you want something. We’re still in the process of going through intelligence reports and making plans, but we do have a few areas that we want investigated. Captain De Xiaolang and I will put you into teams tomorrow morning. Please be prepared to work after breakfast.” 
When it became obvious I had nothing else to say, they filed past me and went upstairs, muttering to each other as they went. I turned an accusatory look on Tyvendor. “Just how fast did you go?”
“People are always afraid that I’m going to drop them,” he mused. “I wasn’t really going fast.”
Uh-huh. I didn’t buy that for a second. “Since you’re here, we’ll assign you to transporting all of the Priests we find. Is that alright?”
“Oh, sure,” he assured me with a half shrug. “Raile said you might. But we’ll hash out details tomorrow, right?”
“Right,” I confirmed. “Get a good night’s sleep, Tyvendor.”
With an analyst’s salute, he turned and headed upstairs. 
Since I had done all of the work that I could for the day, I went hunting for my fiancée. I found her in the study at the back corner of the ground floor, lounging at a comfortable angle across a wide, wing backed chair. She had her eyes closed and an empty vial in her hands, which meant she had a ferocious headache too. 
“Can I have one?” I asked as I came around the chair and sat next to her. 
She cracked open one eye and frowned at me. “I thought I gave you one this morning.”
“It wore off about an hour ago.”
“Ah.” She dug in her pockets and handed a full glass vial to me. 
With a smile of anticipation, I unstoppered it and downed it quickly. They tasted vile, but the effect made it well worth it. 
Chatta shifted so that she leaned against me instead of the chair, her head on my shoulder and an arm comfortably slung around my waist. “What a day.”
“Truly. I thought my head would just split open at certain points.”
She uttered a disgruntled sound of agreement. 
“Tyvendor just arrived with eighteen magicians in tow,” I informed her. “We’ll be ready to start investigating in the morning.”
“Then all of my hard work today was worth it. Good.” She let a soft sigh of satisfaction. “So, after this problem is solved, what are we going to do?”
“You mean besides plan for a wedding?” I smiled at her, earning myself a dazzling smile in return. “Well, for starters, we probably should figure out where we want to live.”
“Del’Hain?”
I considered that for a moment, then slowly shook my head, rejecting the idea. “No, I don’t want to be that close to Guin’s immediate grasp. He would be too tempted to load me down with so much work I wouldn’t ever be home. That man, no matter how much I love and respect him, has an unholy ability of coming up with an endless stream of plans for my time and talents.”
She frowned, considering this. “Not Del’Hain, then. But I know how you prefer to live in a good sized city. For that matter, I like living near a city. There are more places to shop, and eat, and it is more convenient for getting the things that make life more comfortable.”
“So we just need to decide which city.”
We spent our time debating which city might be the best to live in, and why. There were pros and cons to every major city we could think of, and we hadn’t really made any head way on a decision by the time the sun set. 
“Chatta?”
Prince Audax? I turned to look, but the high back of the chair blocked my view of the door. Chatta twisted and braced herself with a hand on the back so that she could see better. 
“Prince! Come in.”
“I’m told that Magus Rhebengarthen is with you…” the words grew in volume as Audax crossed into the room. When he rounded the chair, he spotted me instantly and a flash of discomfort crossed over his face. “Forgive me, I seem to be intruding on the two of you.”
Since he was apologizing and not ordering me into action, I assumed that he hadn’t tracked me down to deal with some emergency. “It’s quite alright,” I assured him. “Please, join us.” 
Chatta, in deference to our Chahiran sensibilities, did untangle herself a little from me. She stayed in the chair, it was more than wide enough to accommodate both of us, but limited herself to linking her arm through mine. Audax noticeably relaxed at the change. For that matter, I felt far more comfortable with this considering our audience. 
As he settled himself into a chair adjacent to mine, I took the time to study the man before me. I’d only ever seen this man in very dim lighting, or from the far end of a court room, so this was the first time I had a proper look at him. Now that I could, it entered my mind that Nolan must take after his father. They had that same look to them. Pale, clear skin with a high forehead and generous mouth. Audax had a more striking look to him, as his face was leaner than his son’s but the resemblance was uncanny. The only difference I could see was that Audax’s hair was straight as a board instead of wavy, and his eyes were a cool grey. He looked at me with sober intensity. 
“Magus, I’ve received several invitations on your behalf that I think you should be aware of.” 
I blinked at him several times. Invitations? 
“Invitations to what?”
“To visit the Doms in their estates,” he answered, a note of amusement in his voice. 
He was joking, surely…no, the expression on his face was quite serious. “Why by the four winds would they want me visiting?”
Audax shrugged. “They’re curious. They want to meet their King’s pet mage. They want to see if they can curry any favor with you. One or two even suggested that they had information they wanted to pass onto you. Discreetly, of course.” Audax added very dryly. 
“I’m not good at political maneuvering like this,” I whined to no one in particular.
“Still,” Chatta rubbed her chin thoughtfully, “It’s a beautiful opportunity. You can walk right through the front door and scan for Priests while you’re at it. I doubt anyone who is harboring Priests would invite you in like this, but we do need that confirmed. I wish I could go with you, but there’s too many things that Xiaolang is depending on me to do here.”
Unfortunately true. She was the one that has to keep in contact with all of the teams. 
“When are these invitations for?” I asked Audax, not sure how much time I had to prepare for this sudden turn of events. 
“We didn’t set an exact time, but I would think sometime in the next week,” he answered easily. “I would suggest taking a man with you, someone that looks like a bodyguard, as these people wouldn’t look twice at him.”
I started shaking my head before he could even finish the sentence. “No, Your Highness. Forgive me, but that’s ridiculous. No magician in the world needs a bodyguard. Besides, I need someone with me that can deal with the conversational part of the evening. I’m not good at speaking with people.” 
He studied me for several moments before giving a noncommittal hum. “In that case, take someone with you that looks like a bodyguard but knows the politics. Trust me, Magus. Image is very important in this realm of words and innuendo. You’ll find it easier to deal with them if you play the role they expect you to. Actually…” he studied me for a moment before a mischievous smile crossed his face. I recognized that expression instantly—Nolan got the same look when planning something. “I have just the man for you. I have a bodyguard that has been with me for two decades. He’s very well versed in the politics, knows the faces, and yet no one would suspect him of being a political mastermind.”
Huh? I found it difficult to believe a man like this existed. Generally, if you’ve been in the game that long, someone eventually put it together just what a person is capable of. “How did he manage to keep such a low profile?”
“He’s from Kaczorek Province,” Audax responded with a slight shrug. 
“Ah,” I responded with instant understanding. My fiancée poked me in the arm and gave me a questioning look so I explained, “Kaczorek has a reputation for birthing people with brawn and not brains. They’re well-known fighters, but no one expects them to be thinkers. If he’s a bodyguard by profession, that reputation is only going to be reinforced.” 
Audax’s smile grew. “He’s been with me since I was five. The man has thwarted more political maneuvers than my father, I think. Trust me, Magus, he can steer you through these meetings without a hitch.”
“It’ll be quite the political statement as well,” Chatta noted with an approving nod toward Audax. “For him to be escorted by the crown prince’s bodyguard. Well played.” 
Audax gave her mocking bow from his seat. 
So I didn’t have any choice but to go, eh? I pinched the bridge of my nose and blew out a heavy breath. “Fine. I’ll talk to Xiaolang about this in the morning. Your Highness, which Doms wanted to meet me?”
“Habbick, Goldstayn, Choi and Aboulmana.”
Provinces in practically every corner of Chahir. That’s interesting. I wasn’t sure what Xiaolang would make of that. “Alright, I’ll tell him.”
Audax flashed a satisfied smile and rose from his seat. “Then I’ll say good night.” 
~*~
I woke up groggy and out of sorts the next morning. Not a single fiber of my being really wanted to be awake. Only one of my eyes would even partially open. I dropped my socks three times before I managed to get one on, and for the life of me I couldn’t get all of my hair to stay in my clip. 
Now, I was not a morning person. Being semi-functional before nine o’clock passed for normal. But even this was worse than my average morning. I stumbled to the bathroom, trying to remember as I went my tasks for today. I wet a washcloth to wash the sleep from my face. As the blood began circulating in my head, my mind started to function. Right, all of those reports still needed to be sorted through. That wouldn’t be fun. But wasn’t there something else…oh. 
Right. Talk to Xiaolang about playing nice with the Doms. 
Busted buckets, no wonder I didn’t want to wake up this morning! 
Now, don’t get me wrong. Visiting the Doms like this was the perfect opportunity in many ways. Vonlorisen had autonomy in his country, true, but the Doms had special rights over their areas as well. To legally search each province required a great deal of paperwork and legal negotiation before we were allowed in. Part of that had to do with foreign magicians being allowed in to search, but part of it simply had to do with the inherent rights that each Dom had in his province. If I could circumvent all of that by responding to an invitation, so much the better. 
But that didn’t mean I was really the right man for the job. Witty dinner conversationalist I was not. The fact that I would be escorted through this by a man I didn’t know didn’t help to settle the butterflies in my stomach any. 
I went downstairs at a shuffle, my head focused on just navigating to the dining room and breakfast. In fact, I had filled my plate from the buffet and sat down before my mind alerted me that something was different. I froze, hands still on my plate, and looked slowly up and around. 
A man I’d never seen before sat across the table from me. He screamed military—close cropped fair hair, strong build, with a large bone structure to him. From the prominent wrinkles in his weathered skin, I put him somewhere in his forties. The scars on his chin, hands and the missing tip of his ear spoke of a great deal of battle experience as well. The trim grey on grey uniform he wore did not belong to any military, however, but to Prince Audax. 
Xiaolang sat next to him at the table, a half-eaten plate in front of him. Casually he looked up and said to the newcomer, “I told you he’s not a morning person. Actually, he’s more alert this morning than normal.”
“Duly noted,” the man responded in the deepest voice I’ve ever heard. His facial expression could have been carved from granite, but something about his eyes suggested that he found the situation amusing. 
His accent had a thickness to it, a distinctness that I recognized. It was a Kaczorek accent. “You wouldn’t happen to be Prince Audax’s bodyguard, would you?”
He gave a simple nod of the head. “I am Tresriesen.” 
“Thank you for the gift of your name,” I responded automatically. “I am Rhebengarthen.”
“Thank you for the gift of your name, Magus,” he responded cordially. 
“Garth, please,” I requested as I relaxed into my seat. I gave him the best smile I could muster with half-asleep facial muscles. “We are, I think, going to be working with each other for some time after all.”
His head cocked slightly, as if puzzled by the invitation for informality, but he responded in that same calm tone. “Then please call me Ries.”
I’d met this type of man before. On the surface, it looked as if they contained absolutely no personality. They were hard men, with a reputation for fierce loyalty. But Audax had told me enough for me to ignore that outer mask. Behind this man’s cool grey gaze laid a very sharp mind and a great deal of knowledge that I would sorely need in the next few weeks. I would be a fool to underestimate him. “Ries, can I assume that you’ve already told Xiaolang everything he needs to know?”
Ries simply nodded. 
I looked to Xiaolang, tearing off a chunk of bread as I did so. “Any questions?”
“Just keep me updated,” Xiaolang ordered as he went back to his own breakfast. “I know this isn’t your forte, Garth, but you’ll be fine.” He shot a pointed look at Ries. “You’re in very capable hands.”
Apparently Xiaolang had a very good empathic reading from Ries. That didn’t surprise me. Any man that’s spent twenty years guarding and protecting the crown prince without being corrupted in the process has to have an amazing moral character. 
We were the only three in the dining room, which meant that everyone else had likely beaten me down here, ate, and left already. “Where is everyone?”
“The team is still collecting intel,” Xiaolang answered without looking up from his plate. “Shad is forming up his own team as we speak and laying out the plan of attack. I expect he will leave within the hour.”
I felt a flash of envy. Why did Shad get the honors of beating people up while I got stuck having to play nice? I was much better suited to fighting than talking. I wonder if he’d switch places with me? 
“They specifically asked for you,” Xiaolang added out loud, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. He shook his head at me, a wry smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “You’re not getting out of this, Garth.”
Well, since he knew what I was thinking anyways… “I’m better at breaking things.”
“Yes, you are,” Xiaolang agreed calmly. “But you’re not switching jobs.”
I didn’t quite pout at him, but it was close. “Why?”
“Because you have one quality that Shad doesn’t. Discretion.”
A very good point, unfortunately. 
 


Chapter Four: Darlington
 
 
Shad had no problem with going to a Dom’s manor house to bash heads together. All of those weeks of planning, and training, and research paid off at moments like this, when he got to knock evil down and stomp on it a few times. 
He’d just prefer not to have a prince in tow while doing it. 
All of the legal reasons why Audax had to be there for the search had been explained to him. Several times, in fact. “Legal” had become his new swear word because of those lectures. The Doms had rights governing how they operated their own province, fine. Even though he had been deputized with the power to enter a Dom’s house, he would still have problems doing the job because they likely wouldn’t recognize his authority. Having the prince along—one of the few people that could overrule a Dom without question—would circumvent a lot of trouble later. Shad understood that. 
But did he really want to be held responsible for Audax’s safety? Not at all. 
Tyvendor set them to earth a little roughly on the front lawn of the Darlington Manor. The fifteen passengers he’d transported looked very grateful to have their feet firmly planted again. The unorthodox travelling method hadn’t really bothered Shad. Garth had done crazier stunts than Tyvendor had. At least with this method, he could actually see where he was going. 
The manor had the grandiose scale that most manor houses did, although this one had been constructed of a pale grey brick that must have cost a pretty penny to haul in. The landscaping around it had that overly pruned look that most Chahirans favored. The place had more security problems and breach points than a beggar’s shoes. If it did come down to a fight, Shad had plenty of options to send people through. 
Since someone in that house had undoubtedly spotted their rather flamboyant arrival, Shad had perhaps only a few moments before he needed to focus. Grabbing Audax by the arm, he hauled him close.
 “Prince, I don’t want you any farther from me than this the entire night, understand?”
The prince’s face drew together in displeased frown. “I can see to myself.”
“Not with renegade Priests, you can’t,” Shad disagreed instantly. “Listen to me. I’ve fought these men before. Even seasoned veterans will have a hard time against them, and you aren’t one. Your safety is my responsibility. You will keep your arse right here within arm’s reach of me. Clear?”
One of the Special Forces, acting as Audax’s bodyguard, stirred at the implied insult of Shad’s manner. He opened his mouth to say something, outrage painted across his face, only to be cut off before he could issue a word by Audax. The prince simply raised a hand, gesturing him to stand down, his steel grey eyes locked with Shad’s blue ones. When he didn’t stand down or flinch, Audax gave him a slow, approving nod. “Very well, Captain. I won’t venture from your side tonight.”
“Good!” Shad gave him a sunny smile, bouncing a little on his toes in anticipation. “Let’s go beat people up.”
“You mean capture and detain people,” Audax corrected drolly.
“That’s what I said.” Shad started for the main doors of the manor with a quick stride, calling to his team as he went. “Alright, people, do just as we planned. Bornemeier, is that triangle thing of yours working?”
Wizard Bornemeier, a lanky, sandy-haired youth with an infectious smile, held up the crystal triangle with a grin. “Works just fine, Shad. I’m picking up people already.”
“Good.” Shad smiled as everyone fell into position as they should. The Special Forces on the outer edges acting as a vanguard for the magicians, the Remnant on the interior. Wizards and Witches could be formidable opponents, heaven knew, but Shad had been around them often enough to know that if they were distracted by some magical problem, a building could fall on top of them without their noticing. The Special Forces were there for a first line of defense just in case. 
Despite all of the legal paperwork, Shad didn’t expect to have the Dom agree to a search of the premises. Even with the Crown Prince in tow. Bornemeier’s task was to use the crystal to magically search and detect where and how many Priests lurked in the area. Another Wizard, Clason, stood by with a copy of Chatta’s crystal so that they could positively identify Priests as they went. Xiaolang wanted to know exactly who was captured so that he could keep a head count of how many were missing. 
The other four Witches and Wizard were on standby until they were needed to strip the Priests of magic. 
Audax lengthened his stride to match Shad’s as they walked across the manicured lawn. “Captain Riicshaden, are you a betting man?”
Surprised by the question, Shad shot him a questioning look. “I’ve been known to make a side bet a time or two. Why do you ask, Princeling?”
“In my experience,” Audax explained with a mock serious expression, “when a guilty man is cornered, he responds in one of three ways: he either tries to bluster his way out of it, fights head on, or he tries to destroy his enemy by laying some sort of trap for him. You’ve read just as many intelligence reports on this man as I have. Which way do you think he’ll jump?”
For a split second, Shad just stared at him in surprise. Then he recognized that mischievous glint in the prince’s eyes—Nolan had obviously inherited that look. So. The prince had a sense of humor, eh? There might be hope for him yet. “Well…” Shad drawled, buying a moment to think, “…he doesn’t strike me as the sort who will fight head-on, so I bet traps.”
“Really? I think bluster.” Audax shot him a look from the corner of his eyes. “Of course, if I’m right, you have to train me with the Special Forces so you can’t treat me as a liability next mission.”
“If I win,” Shad countered, “you have to get me a dragoo.”
The subdued glint morphed into an outright grin. “Done.” 
Shad had just put his foot on the bottom step, heading for the main doors at the top of the curving staircase, when the doors abruptly flew open. A rather short man with a thinning hairline, rotund build, and flushed skin stepped out. Judging from the fine silk suit he wore, this had to be Dom Herlevien. He barely rounded the door before he started talking, an indignant and outraged expression plastered on his face. “Prince Audax! What is the meaning of this?! I have done nothing to warrant such an incursion.”
Audax shot Shad a significant look, which the captain interpreted without difficulty. He owed the man training sessions. Not to mention coming up with some explanation for Saroya as to why he’d let the Prince run around as he’d wished. Coming up with a convincing argument that didn’t start with “Well, I lost a bet…” would take a miracle. 
They made it to the Dom without another challenge. With a smooth motion, Audax handed a thick roll of papers to the quivering Dom, a polished smile on his face. “I believe you’ll find our paperwork in order.”
The Dom accepted it automatically but didn’t even bother to do more than glance at it. “This is an outrage, Your Highness! I have done nothing to warrant such a visit. I strongly request that you return home! I have always been a strong supporter for the crown and I am shocked, simply shocked that you are coming here in such a fashion! Really! And in such company—” he cast a derisive glance to the magicians and soldiers behind the prince “—well, it’s just unbecoming of a prince. I’ve known your mother for several years, and while her standpoint on politics did not meet with your father’s approval, she is still a fine woman. I can’t imagine what she would think if she saw you here like this. This whole situation is simply untoward.” 
Audax didn’t blink an eye, just responded in a mild tone, “So you are not harboring any Star Order Priests or their affiliates?”
The Dom drew himself up straight, shoulders back, chest out, chin squared, and strongly declared, “I am not.” 
Despite the posturing, his eyes darted from person to person, giving away his nerves.
Shad had no patience with bluster and simply turned to look at Bornemeier, who was standing directly behind him. “What’s the count, kid?”
“Thirteen,” Bornemeier responded without looking up from his crystal. “Ten are in the basement of the house, but three are in some kind of outbuilding around back.” 
All of the blood just drained from the Dom’s face, leaving him pasty white. His mouth moved, but no articulate sound came out, and he started to take shaky steps back into the house. 
With a feral smile Shad ordered, “Bohme, Sloves, Rossi and Janae—go deal with the ones in the back. The rest of you with me.” The four named peeled off and headed for the back of the house at a quick jog. 
Audax waved to the soldiers standing beside him. “Take the Dom into custody.” 
“Your Highness!” the Dom wailed, eyes wild with panic. “You must believe that I did not know about any of this!”
“Your guilt or innocence will be established later,” Audax responded coldly. 
Judging from the smoldering anger on Audax’s face, Shad bet that the Dom would have to pull in some pretty hefty proof to “establish” innocence. Every person that harbored Priests like this, every effort they expended to protect the Order, delayed Nolan coming home. For a father, the continual delays must’ve been torturous. 
In Audax’s place, Shad would not have been so patient. 
Of course, with the prince in this fine mood, if they broke a few things they shouldn’t, well…odds were they’d be forgiven for it. That thought put a smile on Shad’s face. He waved his hand in a casual flick.
“Alright, Bornemeier, show me where they are.”
The Wizard came to stand at Shad’s left elbow and he enthusiastically moved forward at a fast walk. “There are three in this back corner, but most of them are right under our feet.”
The basement, eh? Most basements opened up near the kitchen, at least in Shad’s experience. He didn’t really feel like searching this entire main floor to verify that theory, though. Just this viewpoint made the building look like a museum. Whoever had built the house originally put in smooth, pale oak flooring that appeared white under the massive chandelier lights. The walls were stark white as well, not that you could see much of them with very expensive paintings, tapestries and huge statues taking up every square inch of the wallspace. From here, he could see four different hallway intersections, and not one of them hinted at being a servant’s route.
“Somebody find me one of the staff. We need a tour guide!”
“No need, Captain,” Loewen denied with a predatory smile of satisfaction. Out of all of the Remnant magicians that’d came over for this mission, she was the shortest and in Shad’s opinion, the scariest. He had enough experience in the world to look past her diminutive build, heart-shaped face and feminine look to see the razor sharp intelligence in her eyes. In the day that he’d known her, she had already shown an amazing knowledge of magic, fighting, and tactics. It was no surprise to him when she waved her wand in a small, circular gesture and a glowing blueprint of the house drew itself in light blue lines into the air. “I put a tracer spell on the house as soon as we arrived. This is the main floor and basement area. The tracer is still working on the upper levels.”
“This is fine,” Shad assured her, turning his eyes to the blueprint. “Our entrance is the back left corner of the building. Hmm. Only one staircase to the basement?”
Loewen gave a shrug of the shoulders. “Apparently so.” 
“Well, that won’t do.” Shad pointed to the tile floor under his feet. “Loewy, sweetums, make me a new door, won’t you?”
“With pleasure,” she purred between clenched teeth. Raising her wand hand above her head, she gestured sharply down while commanding, “Break!”
A square opening four feet across abruptly opened in the floor, the cut section falling into the basement with a crack and thud. Several male voices yelped in surprise when the ceiling above them crashed through. So, Bornemeier wasn’t joking when he said that there were people directly below them, eh? 
Before anyone below had the chance to grab a weapon or come up with a good tactical plan to fend off invaders, Shad took a giant leap forward, jumping down with a shout of pure happiness. Leaping into an area of known enemies with limited intel and only a sword for backup—ah, it was bliss. 
He landed on top of what used to be the floor with a crack of tiles. The basement had only three oil lamps for light, so the area was dingy at best. Like most basements, it had a cool and moist air to it and that slightly earthy smell of being underground. Shad spun low on his heels as soon as he landed, just in case someone took a swing at him, but it turned out to be a useless movement. 
There were four young men huddled in one corner, not one of them armed. They looked to be in their early teens. Not one of them had on the gaudy robe of a Star Order Priest, but Shad had no doubt they belonged to that group. 
“Captain!” Audax leaned over the opening, a frustrated scowl darkening his face. “What kind of fool stunt was that?!”
Shad ignored the angry prince yelling over his head and gave the Priests his most evil glare. They flinched and tried to press themselves further into the wall. Clearly, no fighting spirit here. 
“Loewy, make a staircase so people can come down,” Shad ordered casually. He knew good and well that no one else had followed his leap for the simple fact they were afraid to break a leg in the attempt. 
“If you’ll move, I’ll do just that,” she responded with acid sweetness. 
Bossy little thing, wasn’t she? Shad smiled as he stepped to the side, keeping a weather eye on the door and another on the huddling cowards. 
The ruined sections of the floor flew up and reassembled into a crude and narrow staircase. Almost before the last step was formed, people started to pour down it. Shad left the four he found to Loewen and Bos, choosing to go search the rest of the basement. 
He needn’t have bothered. 
The basement had been divided into a dozen rooms altogether, most of them jam packed with either food or storage, and only three of them had been converted for living space. All three rooms held Priests that were young, barely out of their teens, and not one of them ready to fight. When confronted, they quickly surrendered, pleading for mercy. They hadn’t even attempted to set booby-traps either. 
The whole mission was terribly disappointing. 
Shad, with a disgruntled frown, ordered all of them to be taken up. The Priests were herded into an empty ballroom on the main level, surrounded by Remnant magicians. The three Priests from the back had already been dragged into the main building. Judging from the demeanor of their captors, those three hadn’t put up a fight either. 
The Remnant formed a rough circle around the hunched Priests and started the sing-song chant to strip them of their magic. Since he didn’t have an ounce of magical ability in his body, Shad couldn’t follow what they were doing. He’d been given the basics of this before they left, though, and knew that it would take at least an hour before the ritual was complete. Until then, no one was going to move. He had no desire to drag a bunch of empowered renegade Priests back to Alvacon, no matter how spineless they were. 
Shad stayed on the sidelines, watching, and tried not to growl in displeasure. 
“This went very smoothly,” Audax noted as he relaxed against the wall at Shad’s side. His eyes remained on the circle in front of them, but he pitched his voice low, clearly meant only for Shad’s ears. “In fact, for a brand new team that is not experienced with each other, it was almost miraculously smooth. So why aren’t you pleased?”
“It wasn’t challenging at all,” Shad bemoaned. “No one put up a fight, no one tried to escape, it was boring.”
Audax shot him a bemused smile. “Boring missions are good missions.”
“Says who?” he retorted, crossing his arms over his chest. “Busted buckets, I really wanted booby traps too.” 
For some reason, the prince found this particularly funny and he laughed out loud. “Maybe next time,” he offered in consolation, still chuckling. 
 
 


Chapter Five: Dom and Domess
 
 
I don’t know what sin I committed in a previous life to deserve this, but it must have been a hideous one. Maybe I was a serial kitten killer. It must have been a serious crime to warrant putting up with her as atonement. 
The day had started out well enough. Shad and his team had disappeared for another Dom’s province after some information had reached our ears, and was probably even now fighting with Priests. I’d spent most of the morning closeted with Ries and learning everything I could about Dom Adairshaean, wife of the late Adairandenen. She was in her mid-thirties, with perfectly styled blonde hair and a full figure to her. Objectively, I looked at her and saw a woman that was very beautiful, with the wealth to enhance that beauty as she chose. She had charm and confidence and a natural grace to her movements that reinforced the reputation she had in the capitol. I had no problems seeing her as the seductress the rumors painted her to be. Especially not in that dress. 
Ries had informed me in his dry, factual way that she had brains to rival her beauty. Adairshaean had her finger square on the pulse of information and politics and it would be wise to remember that. 
When the invitation to join her for dinner had been extended to me, I knew that she would pump me for all sorts of information about my political views. With that in mind, I’d dressed in the formal Mage robes Chatta had hastily conjured for me. She’d done some sort of magic on these so that they looked like they were made of fine, dark brown suede, but felt like they were of a much lighter cotton instead. For once, I wouldn’t have to roast through a formal dinner. 
Then, with a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach, I’d saddled Night, descended onto the earth path, and traveled the, unfortunately, short distance to Domess Adairshaean’s mansion. 
I couldn’t find a clear area near her mansion to rise up, so I had to do so some distance away from the house. Night, in the spirit of evil delight, had traveled the entire distance at a rolling parade gait, showing off. I really wanted to strangle him for that, but couldn’t. Since he would be telepathically coordinating Ries and I throughout the evening, I couldn’t afford to upset him now. I gritted my teeth and rode in silence, promising myself I’d get revenge on him later for this. 
Upon arrival, we’d been ushered through the very grand foyer and into an equally grand dining room with speed. The room had been built to hold a hundred people with ease, so seeing just two place settings at the ridiculously long table looked odd. Every candle on the massive chandelier was lit, which reflected off of the gilded edges on the furniture and the scroll designs on the wall. It was an obvious statement of wealth and I felt very out of place just walking into the room. 
Still, I’d shoved the feeling down and greeted my hostess with studied courtesy. Ries had taken up the bodyguard position behind my chair, his back to the wall. As I sat at the table, I’d foolishly expected that as soon as the first course was served, she’d start in with the subtle questioning of my political standing. 
Turned out, she couldn’t care less about what I thought. 
“Tell me, Magus,” Adairshaean purred, eyes smoldering. “How long do we have the pleasure of your company in the capitol? I do hope that since Vonlorisen has given you such a vital position at court that you will stay at home now?”
I tried to smile but it felt very forced to me. Why did I have to sit kitty-corner to her? I would have vastly preferred the width of the table between us. As it was, I had this uncomfortable feeling that she was going to reach out and touch me at any moment. “I’m afraid that I have many demands on my time, Domess. I cannot predict how long I will stay in Alvacon.” 
A pretty pout formed on her mouth as she actually did reach out and trail a finger along my forearm. “Oh, but it would be a shame for you to leave so soon! We have just only become acquainted, after all.” 
I tried not to flinch at her touch, but I still jumped a little. What was this woman thinking?! You simply didn’t touch another man like this on a first introduction! Ries, I complained to the man standing so stoically behind me, you didn’t tell me that she wanted to seduce me!
“I didn’t know what designs she had,” he said patiently. His mental voice had a timber of amusement, however, so I knew that somewhere in his head he was having a good chuckle at my expense. “This is better than her pressing you for political information, isn’t it?”
No, it isn’t, I fumed. You don’t have a fiancée with a jealous streak!
At that, he really did laugh. I turned in my seat slightly to flash him a dark frown. Ries hadn’t even cracked a smile, just stared straight ahead as if the whole evening was completely boring for him. 
Obviously a change of plans is in order. I have two people to get revenge on. 
“Tell me, Magus,” she asked in that same smoky tone, “however did you come into your powers?”
As this was a safer topic than anything else she had asked since I stepped inside, I gladly answered her, although I did keep it brief. I still had some dim hope that I might be able to escape soon. 
“My, how dangerous!” she exclaimed. Even though it was said as if she were surprised, nothing about her expression or demeanor said the emotion was sincere. Clearly, she already knew the story. In fact, I’d lay odds that she knew far more than I had told her. “It must have been so terrifying to be running from bandits with your power still so unpredictable. You must be very strong and…powerful.”
“It was certainly a harrowing experience,” I agreed. I felt something brush my leg under the table. She wasn’t seriously trying to…no, actually, she really was. I cleared my throat, smile becoming even more strained and tried to shift in my chair so that she couldn’t reach me without making it obvious I was doing so. Night, what is she looking for?
“I think she wants to know how tight your bond with Hain is.”
Ah. Well, with this line of questioning, she could certainly lead to that. Although I still didn’t know if she needed to know for political or personal reasons. Did she even need to do all of these seductive ploys to weasel that information out of me? 
“After the way that King Guin so warmly welcomed you, I suppose it’s inevitable that you feel a great debt to him,” she continued while lifting her wine glass. “Still, I was heartened by the news that our king had offered you the hand of a Dom’s daughter.”
I froze with my spoon halfway to my plate. Where had she heard about that?! Only Vonlorisen and the Red Hand had been in the room prior to that conversation! Ries, how do I respond to this?
“Act as if it’s common knowledge and then ask her why she was relieved.”
“Forgive me, but why do you think so?” I asked casually, carefully continuing to eat as if she hadn’t just blindsided me. 
“Isn’t it obvious?” she responded with a slight cant of the head. “A man of your position should marry well, don’t you think?”
This is why I hate political conversation. People make some very unjust decisions and then expect me to agree with them. I put my hands down and nailed her with my eyes, making my voice firm. “I’m a blacksmith’s son,” I reminded her. “My magical power gives me the ability to control the earth. It does not give me wisdom or knowledge of how to govern.”
Her seductress mask slipped away for a brief moment as her eyes narrowed. “And yet you agreed to Vonlorisen’s offer.”
Ries?
“Tell her the truth,” Ries responded instantly. “I want to know how she takes it.”
This should be interesting… “On the contrary, I refused it.” 
For the first time that evening, I surprised her. She put her glass slowly down onto the table, her bright blue eyes never leaving mine. “Refused it?” 
“Yes.” What does this tell you, Ries?
“Whoever her informant is, they don’t know much. This is the first natural response I’ve seen from her all evening.”
True. The rest of our conversation had almost seemed to follow some script that she had written beforehand. 
The woman that had been so dangerously focused melted away to be replaced once again by the seductress. She leaned over the table’s edge in an open invitation. As she did so, the perfume she wore wafted my direction. It stirred my male senses in a way that I really wish it didn’t. “But even though you turned down the offer of marriage, surely you are still open to the idea of…other…relationships?” 
“I’m afraid not,” I responded, feeling more than a little trapped. Why did I have to have a wood floor under my feet? If it were stone, I could have disappeared by now… I hear your snickering, Night.
“Sorry,” Night choked, still snickering. 
“Oh?” she purred, stroking one finger around the edge of her lips. “Are you not seducible?”
Not by you, certainly. “No man alive can claim that, Domess.” 
“A wise answer,” she approved with an enigmatic smile. “And yet, you are so obviously not interested in what I have to offer. Why is that?”
Ries, a little help here? 
Actually, Garth, I’m curious as to why you’re not tempted either. 
Jealous fiancée, remember? I shot back. To the Domess I gave an apologetic shrug and smile to buy myself a second to think. I doubt that already being engaged would slow her down. What would be a reason that she would accept…? “I’m afraid, Domess, that any…relationship…with you would be fraught with peril for me. It would drag me squarely into the political maneuvering that I am so anxious to avoid, you see.” 
“Yes, you truly do seem to be fervently avoiding any political scene.” She ignored the cooling food placed in front of her and studied every nuance of my expression. “You have the chance to seize true power and you do not take it?”
“There’s no such thing,” I denied instinctively. “True power is a myth—it doesn’t exist. Even if it did, I have no desire to have it.” 
Her eyebrows rose in marked astonishment. She slowly sat back, lounging against the chair in a deceptively calm pose. “No desire for power? You, a man that is famous in two kingdoms? A man that both kings depend upon?”
Well, she had a point, but… “I never sought after such influence. Domess, power comes with a price. The more power you have, the steeper the cost. Trust me, I know. I don’t know what price tag would come with true power but I do know this: it would be too costly for me.” 
A slow, approving smile swept over her face. It was the first genuine smile she had given me all evening. “I finally understand why Vonlorisen trusts you so much. You truly are the man you appear to be.” 
I gave her a half-bow in my seat. “I thank you for the compliment.”
“A compliment?” she parroted in amusement. “Yes, we’ll call it that.”
Ries? I asked plaintively. What did I just miss?
“She meant that you are not a political threat and so she’s not going to try and destroy you,” Ries translated deadpan. 
That’s reassuring…I think. Hopefully she wouldn’t change her mind about that later. 
“Well, Magus, I find you to be a refreshingly honest man. I’m glad.” She returned to her dinner with a satisfied smile on her face. 
So, if she’s happy, then…I can leave. Right? 
“You have three more courses to go,” Night reminded me. “And probably more chitchat over dessert too. You can’t leave until the dinner is over.”
I pasted a smile on my face, but internally I was groaning. Three courses and dessert? That would take another hour at least! 
Seriously, what crime did I commit to deserve this? 
~*~
After the interminable dinner had ended I went straight back, going faster on the earth path than I probably should have. I handed Night off to a waiting groom, ignored Ries entirely, although he trailed me inside the building with that infuriating bland face of his, and went inside. I found Chatta by feel, as her magical presence is familiar enough for me to find with my eyes closed. She stood in the conference/planning room, bent over a map and saying something to Xiaolang that I didn’t really catch. 
Without a word I came up behind her, wrapped both arms around her waist, and let my head rest in the crook of her neck. Ah, she smells so nice. It’s very relaxing to be touching her, too. She squeaked a bit when I burrowed in even further. 
“Garth?” Her head turned slightly, both hands coming up to touch the ones around her waist. “It couldn’t have been that bad…or was it?”
“Thank you for not being manipulative,” I mumbled into her shoulder. “And for not saying one thing and meaning another. And for not trying to seduce me in front of witnesses. And for not being scary.” 
“Oh…dear.” A tremor was in her voice, either of repressed amusement or worry, I couldn’t quite tell. “Um. Ries? Just how bad was it?”
“He did fine,” Ries rumbled from nearby. “Especially for a novice. I learned a few interesting things as well.” 
“She didn’t really try to seduce him…did she?”
“Not seriously,” Ries assured her with deadpan amusement. 
I shuddered. If that was her just playing around, I’d hate to see what she’s like when she’s serious. 
“I think she was just testing him to see how susceptible he is,” he added analytically. “Interestingly enough, she was quite pleased when she realized that he’s not easily swayed.”
“Ahh.” Chatta turned in my arms, lifting my head with one hand. Her mouth curved in an enigmatic smile but I recognized the twinkle in her eyes. She found the situation amusing, certainly, but another part of her was not pleased with the Domess. “Honey, I’m proud of you for coming away unscathed. I promise that if any other woman here tries to seduce you, I’ll zap them.” 
I perked up hopefully. “Really?”
She gave me a solemn nod, the smile gaining a slightly feral edge. “My word as a soon-to-be-Rheben.” 
All of the tension from the evening unwound and bled out of my shoulders. Well. If she’s going to be my fore-guard from now on, I didn’t have anything to worry about. Happy, I hugged her tighter for a moment and then turned back for the door. “I’m getting out of these robes.”
Behind me, I heard Ries ask in a low tone, “Does he really hate it when women flirt with him that much?”
Chatta’s voice had an obvious note of satisfaction in it as she answered, “Fortunately for me, yes he does.” 
I shook my head as I left the room. The man just didn’t get it. When you already had the love of your life, having another woman flirt with you just put you in an awkward situation. There was nothing enjoyable about it. 
Regardless, the worst was over. Nothing else could be worse than this evening. 
Or at least, I hoped not. 
~*~
Perhaps Ries did feel some pity for me after subjecting me to the Domess as the next person that I had dinner with couldn’t have cared less about my political standing, marriage prospects, or reputation. 
I’d always known that Habbick Province had a slightly different view of magic than the rest of Chahir. They’d been bending or skirting around the anti-magical laws for years while doing trade with Hain. But until that night, I hadn’t realized just how much of that attitude resulted from encouragement by the Dom himself. 
Boscarenoen, Dom of Habbick, was a magical fanatic. 
The evening had started out very similarly to the previous political-oriented dinner I’d done the previous week. I’d shown up at the Dom’s mansion, been ushered into the very opulent dining room, and been introduced to the Dom. The room was just as large as the Domess’s, although thankfully not overdone with gilt edging. Instead, it had a more masculine feel with dark wood paneling and tasteful landscapes. I felt more at ease here, despite the echoing quality of my footsteps. 
The Dom himself, also very fortunately, did not share one similar feature with the Domess aside from rank. He had a portly frame, balding head, and a very formal suit of dark blue velvet that had been cut to make him look trimmer. At first glance, he looked like a man of power. Then he spotted me coming through the door and his eyes lit up like a child expecting a new present. My initial impression of “stodgy” evaporated in that moment. 
He’d enthusiastically ushered me into the room, sat me down, and then started asking questions so quickly that I could barely manage a bite, much less get a word in edgewise. Most of his questions revolved around potions and various charms that could be purchased, none of which I knew a thing about. When I admitted as much, he started rattling off what he knew about them. 
I smiled, nodded in the right moments, and kept eating. I feel like I’m at the Academy again and should be taking notes, I observed to Night and Ries. 
“I think he actually does know enough to give a lecture at the Academy.” Night clearly found all of this amusing. “Is he even breathing?”
Not that I’ve noticed, no. 
“But Magus, you are the first Mage that I’ve ever had a chance to speak with,” Boscarenoen said, taking a moment to gulp in air. “You must tell me, how does your magic work?”
Well, at least he finally asked a question that I could answer. I gave him the most concise summary I could of how Earth Magic operated, but half way through he started shaking his head. 
“No, Magus, forgive me. I wasn’t clear enough. What are the things that you can do with your magic? How do you do them? That is what I wish to know.”
Oh. He wanted specifics. “Well, I can create anything out of stone. Buildings, bridges, islands, roadways. As long as I have a specific idea of what needs to be done, the magic within me heeds that call and the earth responds to my will.”
His eyes lit up, and he leaned closer to me, the food in front of him ignored. “Please, do go on. Have you actually built all of these things? Are you limited to creating structures?”
This was perhaps the first time that a non-magical person had been so interested in the gritty details of how Earth Magic worked. I couldn’t help but be flattered by it. Smiling, I started to delve into more detail, giving examples from things that I actually had done in the past. He asked numerous questions, which in turn propelled me to try to explain even more. It became a lively conversation. Better, the topic was something that I knew well and didn’t mind talking about at great length. I couldn’t think of a conversation that I had enjoyed more with someone I had just met. 
With his pro-magical mindset, I didn’t expect to find anyone there belonging to the Star Order, and I didn’t. I lingered there for more than four hours and when I left, I did so with a smile on my face. This man, at least, harbored no ill will for the rising generation of magicians. 
As I rode away, I asked the man riding at my side, “Anything unexpected?”
“Only that you can talk for hours if someone finds the right topic,” Ries responded instantly. “I didn’t think you had that much conversation in you.” 
I laughed ruefully. “I didn’t either. The man just pulled it out of me.” My throat felt hoarse from the unexpected exercise too. 
Well, my duty for the day was done. It was coming on late evening now. Surely the team had returned by this point. I urged Night into a faster canter. I wanted to talk with Shad and see what they had turned up. 
 
 


Chapter Six: Allington 
 
 
It had taken several weeks to find a trend in the reports, as the information coming in didn’t always match up. It didn’t even come from reliable sources half the time. Eagle had patiently gone through and pieced together information that started to form a larger picture. When he thought he had a good hold on the situation, he had turned it over to his superiors. 
People never stopped coming to give testimonies. Shad didn’t see much of it, as he used every spare moment to train his team and prepare them for fighting Priests. But when they broke for lunch, or when he couldn’t lay hands on His Princeliness, he often went to Xiaolang just to check on their status. Sometimes one person would be there, talking with Eagle, other times it would be up to a dozen people. Most of the time they were of the working class, but once one of the aristocracy came. Shad didn’t take this as a sign that the Doms were really changing their viewpoint on magic. More like they were taking advantage of the situation to get their nemesis in trouble. 
Shad knew that gathering intelligence took time, but after a solid two weeks slipped past without them being called into action, he realized that this would take longer than he’d originally planned. Not that beating up on his trainees was starting to get old—he’d never be bored tormenting students—but it couldn’t compare to real fighting. Besides, his team had started to shape up quite nicely. They could use some more polishing, certainly, but the best way to polish was to throw them into the deep end. Shad was ready to move. 
When another week started without any sign of a mission coming his direction, Shad started pointedly hinting that even if no one was sure of an area, his team would love to do reconnaissance. After days of research and a dozen or more reports, Xiaolang and Saroya decided that Allington Province needed to be the next target. None of the reports that came in really agreed on details, but they all agreed that something odd seemed to be occurring at the main house. 
Shad rounded up his team once again to go investigate. This Province’s Dom had been one of the few to not issue a dinner invitation to Garth. That alone raised people’s suspicions. Sure, it could be because the Dom was staying at his estate instead of the town house in Alvacon. But it could be because of another reason entirely. 
Tyvendor wrapped them all up in the air and flew north-west toward Allington. After so many trips with him, people more or less had gotten used to the abrupt dips, swirls, and insane speed that he couldn’t help but employ. Those that weren’t used to it kept their eyes firmly shut the entire journey. 
This would be the third Province they investigated, as they had gone to Darlington and Farless before this. They normally landed within a few hundred marks of the Dom’s mansion but just as Tyvendor turned to set them down, Shad caught a glimpse of something from the corner of his eye. Even though he saw nothing more than a glint of sunlight off metal, the soldier’s instincts in him called out, “Wait!”
Tyvendor paused, leaving them all hovering a few feet from the ground, and turned to look at Shad with a puzzled frown. “What?”
“Don’t set us down just yet,” Shad cautioned with only a glance in his direction. “Something’s off. Rossi, you’re closest. Do you see that glint of metal over there?”
Rossi had more than a decade in the Special Forces and his eyes caught what Shad had seen almost instantly. He gave a grim nod. “Caltrops.” 
“Cal-what?” Tyvendor peered in the same direction as they had, but judging from his growing confusion, didn’t see anything. 
“Caltrops,” Rossi repeated, mouth flattening into a grim line. “They’re metal spikes that you set into the ground. It’s an anti-infantry tactic. They can penetrate through most shoes and cut right to the bone. They’re usually used in doorways or windows, though, to prevent breach points into a building.”
“Well, this certainly answers the question of whether or not they’re up to something. And if they’re out here, well away from the house…” Shad continued while taking a thoughtful look around him “…it means that someone has heard that we normally set down further away and walk in closer. Hmmm.”
Audax’s eyes cut to him. “Captain, why are you smiling?”
“If they have caltrops, then they’ll have other measures in place as well. They have the place booby-trapped.” Shad gave the prince a demented smile and heaved a happy sigh. “I adore booby-traps.” 
“Do keep in mind that the rest of us don’t,” Audax requested in a brittle, dry tone. 
Shad paid no attention to this instruction, his mind already focusing on how to handle the situation at hand.
“Rossie, Bohme and Sloves—we’re going first. We know what to look for. Janae, Lowey, you follow close in behind us and help us deactivate these things. Bos, you watch our tail. I don’t want anything sneaking up behind us. Tyvendor, you be ready to lift us off the ground in a moment’s notice, got that?”
When Shad got only affirmatives or firm nods, he rubbed his hands together in glee. “Now, let the fun begin!”
Only a chorus of groans answered him. 
Shad shot them all a mock-frown. “Where’s your sense of adventure, people?! Fine, fine, I’ll go first. Tyvendor, set us down very slowly, good, just like that. Now, people, follow in my footsteps.” 
Despite his jovial words he did not rush forward headlong but cautiously, one step at a time. He did unsheathe the sword at his back and let it hover a few inches from the ground. If they had caltrops, then they might very well have hidden some traps as well, and Shad had no desire to personally spring any of them. His eyes were wide open, looking for any sign of the earth being recently disturbed. 
The grounds around a Dom’s manor were typically very well landscaped and kept in immaculate condition. These were no exception. Every blade of grass was cut at exactly the same height, the trees were perfectly pruned and every hedge of flower bed they passed had been carefully tended. That level of perfection actually made it easier for the invading team—Shad had no problem identifying where the landscaping had been recently altered. After spying the fourth trap, all he had to do was point to the right area and one of the magicians following him would either disintegrate it with a hot flash of fire or simply levitate it from the ground and toss it to the side. 
What should have been a ten minute walk to the house took over an hour to cross. Shad knew that most of the people behind him were frustrated at the slow progress. He could hear their sighs, and their muted groans, and feel the weight of their impatient stares. Personally, he enjoyed springing every trap. Thwarting an enemy’s plan held immense satisfaction, to his mind. 
Once they were within a stone’s throw from the house, he switched point with Bohme and had him focus on the traps underfoot. He had to focus now on the mansion itself. 
What he saw made tears of joy spring to his eyes.
Fortifications. 
All around the manor there were walls, hastily constructed out of rough-hewn planks of wood. They had been arranged in two levels, although it looked like only the first had been completed. The second had odd gaps here and there, so Shad assumed that they’d run out of time to complete the second wall. He couldn’t see everything, but along with the walls blocking their way, archers stood on the rooftop, just waiting for them to step out from the canopy of trees and into full view. 
Audax came to stand at his side. For a long moment he didn’t say a word, just looked, and then he looked at the captain who was bouncing on his toes in delight. “Well, it seems that your wish has been granted. You have your traps.”
“They did well, too, considering how little time they had,” Shad praised with an exuberant nod of the head. “See the walls? Those would slow us down quite a bit, as it would take some time to scale them. The archers could pick us off easily. And the second level of the wall would slow us down too, even with those gaps, because we’d have to maneuver in between the sections to get to the open areas. And I’d bet that in between the walls are more caltrops or something similar. Ha! Oh, and look, look! There’s boiling pots up there in the upper windows near the roof. Is it boiling oil or water? I wish I could tell from here.”
Audax regarded him through narrowed eyes. “This all looks familiar to you, doesn’t it?”
“Of course!” Shad responded in surprise, turning to look up at him. “Siege warfare was common in my time. Are you saying that you haven’t had any wars during your lifetime?”
“We haven’t had any wars since the Magic War ended,” Audax corrected patiently. 
“Huh.” Shad turned to regard the fortifications with a new eye. “In that case, someone over there has certainly done their homework. But, sadly for them, I know the weaknesses for all of those defenses and I brought along some pretty amazing firepower.” Shad gave another brisk rub of the hands in sheer anticipation. “Alright my Wizards and lovely Witch, here’s the plan. I’m going to run straight for the first wall. When I do, I should draw the attention of every archer on that rooftop. That’s your chance to take them down.” 
Tyvendor raised a hand. “Might I point out that I can go up there myself and deal with them without you running headlong into danger?”
Oh. Good point. Shad thought that through for a moment before pouting. Dang it, no fun for him. He nodded permission to Tyvendor. “Alright, go. The rest of us will breach the front door. Bornemeier, how are you doing at finding the renegades?”
“This is quite the gathering for them,” the young Wizard responded with a silent whistle. “I count twenty-five.”
“And do we have a map of the interior of the house?” Shad inquired. 
“Not yet,” Loewen denied with an irritated shake of the head. “The tracer spell just barely finished the grounds. I need more time to do the house.”
“In that case, we’ll do it the fun way.” Shad turned and pointed to the soldiers waiting patiently. “Pair off with a magician. They’ll deal with the traps and whatever Priests you find, but you deal with the weapons. Clear?”
“Yes, sir!” they acknowledged in unison. 
“Alright. Bornemeier, stay with me. I want to keep track of who’s where. That’s your job.” Shad fixed a beady eye on the prince. “You stay with me too. If I bust through that door and find the Dom screeching legalities, I don’t want to argue with him.”
Audax gave him a mock salute. The tension seemed to be sinking in at this point, as his eyes were razor sharp and he had a feral look to him. Shad had seen that expression often enough to recognize it. Excellent. Any man that went in cold blooded to a fight wasn’t a man that Shad wanted at his side. 
“Alright, someone carve me a path through that wall.” Shad pointed directly ahead of himself. 
Bos lifted his wand and spoke two short commands that were so choppy Shad couldn’t decipher what he said. Whatever spells they were, it cleared the path with a spectacular shower of wood splinters spraying in every direction. In fact, the power of the spell had been such that he smashed through both walls and part way into the granite staircase behind them. The stone cracked in a circular pattern as if someone had smashed a giant fist into it. 
Even from this distance, the sound of people yelling in surprise at the attack were clearly audible. 
With the path clear, Shad waved at Tyvendor. “Your turn.” 
Tyvendor raised his eyes to the roofline of the mansion and the archers lined up and waiting for them. Even though the gesture clearly wasn’t necessary, he raised a hand in a sweeping gesture. As he did so, the men on the roof moved sideways, as if a giant hand really were just brushing them off to the side. The men screamed and thrashed as they headed at full speed for the edge of the roof, but nothing stopped their momentum. Once away from the building, they abruptly stopped, hovering. 
Tyvendor gave a satisfied smile to no one in particular. “They’ll stay there until I come get them.”
That took care of the two long-range obstacles. Shad waved a hand at everyone before motioning them forward. “Alright, let’s move!”
The team took off at a fast clip, spreading out as they did so to avoid tangling up with each other. No one wanted to enter through the only opening through the wall, as that would be tactically stupid, so Bos created two more openings as he ran. Shad noticed in approval that both holes were nice and large, leaving enough room for three people abreast to enter. Very nice. He needed to take Bos with him the next time he laid siege to a Dom. The man proved to be handy. 
They reached the blasted remains of the wall at a dead run. Shad almost skidded to a stop, slowing his pace, when he realized that there was nothing between the walls except grass. No caltrops…no explosives…no trip wires…absolutely nothing. What, had the walls been there just to slow them down for the archers? How terribly disappointing. Where was these people’s creativity?
He would have to give the Dom here a stern talking to when he finally caught up with the man. Defenders had a certain standard to adhere to, after all. This lack of traps, well, that was just shoddy. 
It took mere seconds to pass the remains of the wall and reach the door. Shad knew better than to actually stand in front of the door, but he had to grab both Bornemeier and Audax to keep them from doing so. He managed to haul them back by their necks just in the nick of time to save them from being drenched in boiling hot oil. 
Audax stumbled as he was yanked back, but when the oil splashed down in the exact spot he had just been in, he didn’t regain his feet immediately. He stared at the popping oil and slowly stood. “How did you…?”
“That’s what the boiling pots are for,” Shad explained with mock patience. “To dump on people who are careless enough to stand in front of doors and windows. Now, repeat after me: Doors are not our friends.”
“Doors are not our friends,” Bornemeier parroted obediently. 
Shad gave him an approving clap on the shoulder. “We’ll make a sieger out of you yet.”
Audax frowned upwards. “So how do we get inside if we can’t enter through the doors or windows?”
“We make our own door,” Shad responded simply. Turning his head, he called to the Wizard standing behind him, “Bos! Do your magic!”
With perhaps a tad more glee than was truly necessary, Bos turned and waved his wand in a sharp gesture at the wall in front of him. Shad approved of the location—a wide window ledge, created for decorative plants, would give them quite a bit of cover as they cleared the new doorway. 
“Go, go, go!” Shad ordered as he went through. Bits of plaster and dust still hung about in the air, coating his skin and hair as he moved, but he ignored it. Instead, all of his attention was focused on the interior of the mansion.
While he could hear a great many running footsteps thumping around, and voices calling out panicked orders to each other, no one was within immediately sight. Shad didn’t pause but went straight ahead and to the first corner, sword at the ready. Nothing but white walls, tiled floors and expensive furniture was around. Even some of the furniture had been overturned in the haste to deal with the invaders. His ears tracked the sound of footsteps as people followed him inside at a dead run. 
“Bornemeier, location?”
“I count three renegades on this floor in the south section,” he rattled off promptly, eyes still on the triangle in his hands, “five below in the basement, and the rest on the very top floor in the northeast corner.” 
“Alright.” Shad made some rapid decisions, mostly based on people’s experience and fighting ability. “Loewy, you deal with the ones in the basement. Bos, Rossi, Tyvendor and Janae, you deal with the ones on the top floor. We’ll deal with the ones on this level. Oh, Sloves—stay with me, I’ll need you to keep track of Bornemeier.”
At this, the young Wizard lifted his head and protested with a pout, “Captain!”
“You’re too busy reading that thing to pay attention to where you’re going,” Shad shot back acerbically. “You need a keeper. Alright, people, move!”
They pelted out, going in different directions. Shad trusted them to not make any stupid mistakes and went for the renegades on his floor. Oh, and the Dom. He mustn’t forget the Dom. Audax would be quite upset with him if they didn’t handle the Dom. 
The main foyer, which they had to cross to get to the renegades, had a massive staircase that flowed down into it. From the balcony above it, several young maids and footmen were tossing anything that came to hand. Pots, vases, walking canes, and even one person had a whole drawer of cutlery they were letting fly as if they were daggers. Shad had to dive behind another corner to avoid being stabbed by a spoon. 
Audax, panting a little from the mad scramble, flattened against the wall behind Shad. “You can’t tell me this is normal for sieges.”
“Once the invaders actually breach the interior walls, anything is fair game,” Shad assured him with a maniac smile. “Actually, I approve. This is highly creative.” 
The prince didn’t quite roll his eyes, but it was a near thing. In a terribly dry voice, he drawled, “You’re bleeding.”
Shad barely spared a glance at the nice, long rip in his shirt sleeve. “I know. You owe me a shirt. Bornemeier, anything you can do about our armed gallery upstairs?”
He clearly had no idea, just judging from the wide-eyed look he gave Shad. “Um…”
This was the other reason why Shad kept the kid with him—thinking quickly on his feet was not his strong point. “Can you make anything in their hands stick?”
“Oh!” Bornemeier gave a rapid shake of the head. “I can do that, sure.”
“Then do it.” Shad covered him long enough for the Wizard to step out and fire off the spell. Once he did, of course, the attacks abruptly stopped as no one could get the “weapons” in their hands to leave their grips. While they tugged in frustration and tried to scrape their hands free, Shad led his trio straight back under the stairs and to the right. 
Shad had made it all of two steps into the hallway behind the stairs when he spied three Priests heading his direction. Unlike the first mission where the Priests had only cowered, these were armed with a bo staff and short swords. They were still young, only in their early twenties, but had the robes of full Priests on. To attain that rank at their young age, they had be somewhat skilled at least. 
When they saw Shad, they instantly drew their weapons and assumed a guard position. Shad positively beamed at them. “Are you going to fight?”
“You’re not taking us,” one of them snarled between clenched teeth, eyebrows slammed together in an expression of outright fury. 
“Excellent,” Shad approved. Finally, he could let go a little. With a chuckle he rotated the sword in his hands once and charged forward. 
The staff user met him first, coming to meet him with a sharp swing on the lower end of the staff, using the top part to guard his chest area. He gave a sharp “Ha!” sound as he struck. 
Shad parried this blow neatly, then swung his sword up and around toward the head. This was blocked, but in doing so the Priest had to lift his staff in both hands above his waistline to keep the sword from striking. It left him too open. Shad dropped to his heels and swung again, tilting his grip so that the flat of the sword hit the Priest squarely along his ribs. 
There was a distinct and sickening crack as ribs broke under the blow. With a gasp of pain, the Priest staggered off to one side, fetching up against a wall. Shad spared him no more attention as his two comrades came at him with swords swinging. 
Swords were deadly weapons that could cut anything if kept sharp enough. But they were only effective at a certain range. Shad knew from experience that if got inside of that range, it thwarted the swordsman just as well as being outside of it. So he parried the first sword strike against him with the hissing glide of metal on metal, using the proximity of that move to put himself almost nose to nose with the other Priest. 
The man had no chance to truly react. His eyes widened, an expression of horrified realization spreading across his angular face, but he could not dodge. Shad bypassed using the sword and simply lifted his elbow up and hit him squarely on the temple. His eyes rolled up in his head and he dropped backwards onto the ground, like a felled tree. 
That left just one opponent. Shad pivoted on his heels, coming around and falling automatically into a guard position with his sword up. The Priest had turned at the same time, facing him with an almost identical position. The look on this one’s face was one of outrage, eyebrows nearly climbing up into his fair hair. “You—you’re not a magician!” he spluttered in angry realization. 
“Don’t need to be,” Shad responded cheerfully. With a half-lunge, he went straight for the Priest. 
This one had been taught by a fairly good teacher, as he didn’t falter under this quick attack. He parried it and made his own approach. In his anger, however, he tightened his grip too much upon the hilt and locked his wrists in the process. 
Shad took advantage of that locked grip and slid his sword toward the base of the Priest’s sword. Then he executed a small, circular rotation. Because of the grip the Priest had, he was forced to either drop the sword or break his wrists trying to hang onto it. Either out of desperation or inexperience, he chose to try and just drop one hand from the grip so that he could keep the sword in his hands. Shad had been waiting for just that moment. With the strength of the grip cut in half, he easily shoved it aside. With no finesse at all, he cold-clocked the Priest hard on the edge of the jaw with his fist. 
Like his compatriots, the Priest slowly fell to the floor. 
Audax, Bornemeier and Sloves stood several feet away, safely out of striking distance. Sloves and Bornemeier were wide-eyed, seemingly impressed by Shad’s show of arms. Audax had the faintest of smiles on his face, standing with both arms crossed over his chest. 
“Feel better now?” the prince asked cordially. 
“Much, thank you.” Shad heaved a mock-sigh of satisfaction. With a wave of the finger at the prone bodies around him, he ordered, “Bornemeier, restrain these three. Then I want you to call up everyone and see how we’re doing.”
Bornemeier obediently put some sort of paralyzing spell on the unconscious Priests before pulling the mirror broach from around his neck and speaking into it. Shad listened in pleasure as reports of success came to them. 
“Good, order them to bring everyone down,” Shad requested. “We’ll do another circle and strip these louts before we transport them back. Let’s see.” He started ticking points off on his fingers. “I got to play with booby traps, renegades are captured, I don’t have to think of an explanation for why the Prince got hurt…what am I missing?”
“The Dom,” Audax reminded with an impatient growl.
“Oh yes.” Shad looked to Sloves. “Handle the rest, alright? Prince, shall we go Dom hunting?”
Audax rolled his eyes heavenward, as if asking Guardian Gramercy for patience. “Yes, Captain. Let’s go Dom hunting.”
The only thing that Shad might’ve enjoyed more than breaking through sieges was playing hide-and-seek with potentially dangerous enemies. With a bounce in his stride and a wicked light in his eyes, he went hunting. 
This was simply the best day ever! 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Seven: Jarrell 
 
I came in from another formal dinner at a Dom’s house to find the building largely quiet. Usually something was going on—a team either departing or just coming back, Priests to be dealt with, informants with, usually unreliable, reports to give, that sort of thing. Seeing this serene stillness about the place looked very odd to my eyes. 
Even though it was late in the evening, I had no desire to sleep yet. These meetings always riled me up in one way or another. I wanted to have a normal conversation with a person that I knew well. A conversation that didn’t have innuendoes, or hidden agendas, or fake emotions. Five minutes of normal human interaction, that’s all I was asking for. 
As I meandered through the main floor, I stumbled across Shad in one of the sitting rooms. He lay sprawled out across the couch, boots still on, although he’d taken off his scabbard and laid the sword aside on a nearby table. His head was back against the edge, eyes closed, and for all appearance he seemed to be asleep except that the fingers lying across his chest kept tapping in a random rhythm. He looked more tattered than usual—clothes a little singed around the edges, a scrape along one cheek, and soot marks all over him. 
“Shad?”
His head lifted and he gave me a blinding smile. “Garth! Back from being talked to death?”
“Finally, yes,” I groaned. Well, he looks chipper enough. I sank into a nearby chair and stretched my feet out, crossing them at the ankles. “Phew. I’m so glad that this is almost over. I think I’ve met every Dom or Domess in Chahir.”
“Not all of them,” Shad protested. “You’ve only been at this for two months, and you’ve only had about one formal dinner a week.”
“The ones I didn’t visit, you did,” I reminded him wryly. “Between the two of us, I think we’ve covered all fourteen provinces. What happened to you, anyway?”
“Ah, this?” he waved a hand to indicate his torn clothing. “It was amazing! The Dom of Beddingfield had his whole yard rigged to explode if we got near it. I had to dodge mines all the way to his house.” He smiled in reminiscence. “Most fun I’ve had all year.”
In retrospect, I’m glad that Xiaolang wouldn’t let me change places with Shad. Dinner conversations seemed suddenly mild compared to what he did on a regular basis. 
“Have we really covered everyone?” Shad asked in sudden seriousness. 
I rubbed at my chin. “I think so. Wait, let’s see…I’ve visited Habbick, Aboulmana, Kaczorek, Cammack, Halliburton and Choi. You’ve been to—”
“Allington, Echols, Farless, Darlington and Beddingfield,” Shad finished with a thoughtful frown. “Granted, I went to Darlington twice. But still, that means neither of us have heard anything from Jarrell.”
“That could be because I’ve already met the Dom of Jarrell,” I responded slowly. “Remember? He’s the one that had that insane Fire Mage I had to deal with.”
“I only remember that you got me out of a crystal because he asked you to,” Shad retorted. 
Oh that’s right…I’d dealt with the Fire Mage before pulling Shad out of the crystal. “Still, that makes my point. I mean, we stayed with him for several days. He hardly needs to invite me to dinner or anything. And with his open attitude about magic, I doubt he’d be harboring any Star Order Priests.”
Shad slowly sat up, forehead wrinkling into serious lines. “Still…it’s all the rage to have you over for dinner these days. You’re the latest fad. You might want to talk to him, at the very least.” 
Not a bad idea. 
~*~
Ries had apparently been keeping better track than Shad and I, as he met me with that very same concern over breakfast the next morning. In fact, I’d barely said good morning to Chatta and started for the buffet along the wall before he ambushed me. 
“Garth,” he said without any kind of preamble, “we need to talk about Jarrell.” 
“Good morning, Ries, and how did you sleep last night?” I responded with a pointed look. 
He gave me a frustrated slash of the hand. “This isn’t a joking matter.”
“No,” I agreed around a yawn, “What is a joking matter is that you seriously expect me to speak rationally about politics before I’ve even had breakfast.”
He gave me a cool, analytical stare for a long moment. Just long enough for me to remember that this man routinely outmaneuvered the most devious people in Chahir to keep a prince safe. Then he turned and gave a nod to Chatta. That nod was a pre-arranged signal. I recognized it instantly. 
My loving fiancée, with a serene smile on her face, lifted her wand and zapped me with a revival spell. I went from half-asleep to being rudely jolted awake in a mere heartbeat. I jumped at the abruptness of it, nerves tingling. 
“Chatta!”
She wasn’t the slightest bit fazed by my whine. “You need to be awake. Ries is right, this is important.”
I get absolutely no sympathy around here. I capitulated on a sigh. “Alright, fine, but I get to eat while you talk.” 
Ries waved an impatient hand before joining Chatta at the table. I loaded up my plate, noticing all the while that the only other person here for this talk happened to be Shad. Everyone else had already eaten, as usual, and were out working. Shaking my head, I sat down with my plate and dug in. “Alright, what about Jarrell?”
“I am aware of your history with the man, Garth.” Ries pushed his empty plate aside so that he could lean both hands on the table. “But this silence from him seemed odd to me, so several weeks ago I had Audax send a letter to him making casual inquires about visiting with you.”
Wait…did he just say that he had had Audax send a letter? This man feels comfortable enough coercing a prince into doing things for him? I looked at Ries in a whole new light. Just how much political power did he really wield? 
“Go on.”
“He said that he had every intention of visiting you but that he wanted to come here and talk in person. He said that he had several pieces of information that he wanted to pass onto you. I actually received another message from him yesterday saying that he expected to be in the capitol very soon.” Ries opened his mouth, frowned, and visibly changed what he was going to say. “Garth, it’s what he didn’t say that’s worrying me. I think he truly does know something that we need to. I think you need to go see him now. He’s always been more openly tolerant of magic than any other Dom except Habbick. I’m afraid of what might happen to him if he chooses to travel openly.”
“I see. You think it’s safer for me to go get him considering my method of travel.” Well, that part only made sense. Only another Earth Mage could hope to disturb me while on the earth path. “Alright. We’ll go as soon as I eat.”
“While you’re there,” Shad requested with somber intensity, “ask a question for me. Ask if he’s seen or heard of anyone from the upper echelons of the Order. So far, I’ve only seen the younger members.”
I paused with my glass barely off the table as the question registered. Come to think of it, I’d only seen the younger members captured. That was…strange. And disturbing. If we were only finding the younger members, didn’t that mean that the older ones had something planned? 
“I will,” I promised slowly. 
~*~
The Dom of Jarrell, Overlyten, had not changed at all since I had seen him last. He still had a stocky, powerful figure with shocking light blue eyes. He had seen a great deal of sun recently, making him more tanned than usual, which made his fair hair seem lighter than normal. But when he saw Ries and I come up the front steps of his house, he immediately flung open the doors and came down to greet us himself. 
“Magus! I am delighted to see you. I’m also surprised, though, as I told Ries that I had every intention of coming down soon to Alvacon.”
“That’s what I was worried about,” Ries responded with a polite bow to the Dom. “This is not the best time for a man of your reputation to be traveling about. There are too many Priests still loose.”
He looked ready to object, but Ries’ sincerity made him pause and reconsider. Then he shrugged almost ruefully. “A point I had not thought on. Well, regardless, you’re here. Please, come in. I have several things I want to tell you.”
I followed him into the fortress, noting that the place seemed better guarded than when I had been here last. Jarrell Province was one of the few that had seen a great deal of the Magic War. Shad’s encasement inside the crystal had been due to the serious injuries he’d sustained during that War. I’d always found it interesting that while most of the Provinces chose to build a manor house or mansion of some sort for their Doms to reside, Jarrell had stayed with the original fortress. They continually had to repair it, of course, as no building was going to survive two hundred years without some renovation. But I had a feeling they’d keep repairing and patching well beyond the time when they should simply tear it down and rebuild. 
We wound through the foyer and up a short flight of stairs to Overlyten’s office. Or it might have been a library. A large mahogany desk did take up most of the floor space near the window, and it certainly saw daily use with that amount of paperwork stacked on it, but every wall had a bookcase stuffed to overflowing as well. I couldn’t quite tell which purpose this room had been designed to serve. He waved us into the two chairs facing the desk before taking a rolled piece of parchment from the desktop. He unrolled it as much as he could, stretching out his arms to accommodate the length. 
“I know you can’t read all of this, as my handwriting is questionable at best, but I wanted to show you. I’ve been working on a timeline of events. I have my own informants in the capitol that keep me apprised of things and some of the things they reported sent all sorts of alarms sounding off. Ries, were you aware that the Star Order practically disbanded a full two days before Vonlorisen ever passed the edict?”
Ries slowly went taut in his chair, eyes glued to Overlyten’s face. “Are you sure?”
“The more powerful, affluent members disappeared at least two days before the edict,” he confirmed with a grim line to his mouth. “Now, maybe they had an inside source of information that told them what the king was planning. I certainly don’t blame them for running while they still had the chance. But their escape…it was too clean. Too precise. I haven’t been able to find even a trace of them since their disappearance. With the way that Garth’s team is overturning every rock in Chahir, I found that more than strange. It’s disturbing.”
I certainly found it disturbing. “Shad said something to me before we left. He wanted me to ask—have you found any Star Order Priests from the upper echelons? So far, we’ve only found the younger members.”
Overlyton’s eyes closed in a gesture of defeat. “I’m afraid you’ve just confirmed what I was about to tell you. No, Magus, I have not. I’ve only been able to track the younger members, and I can’t pinpoint all of them either. I have heard about Captain Riicshaden’s remarkable success in routing out hidden Priests at the different Provinces. I believe he’s covered five Provinces so far?”
I nodded confirmation.
“But from what I heard, none of those cache holds had anyone older than their mid-twenties. The few other reports and eyewitness accounts I’ve managed to scare up mention that age group as well but no one older than that.”
I really didn’t like the sound of that. I raised both hands to rub at my temples. “Alright. It’s not good news, but it’s something that we needed to know. Is there anything else that you can tell us?”
He put the timeline down and reached for a map, which he handed directly to me. “I’ve marked down a few locations that you might not have searched yet. They’re older, and not as well-known because the Star Order hasn’t used them for the past several decades. I found them by researching property deeds. At first I spent the majority of my time just researching their history, but after two weeks I realized that no one really knew what this Order was up to. Not even in the very beginning of its formation. Every book or scroll I read only repeated the general information that any half-informed adult could recite. I had to think and research along different lines to find anything at all. As it stands, all I did was comb through the libraries and government record houses for any mention of the Star Order and managed to stumble across these locations. I make no guarantees that anyone is there, but it’s better to confirm that. Magus, I do not like this unorthodox silence. To have an organization this powerful be so invisible…it bodes ill.”
I took the map and carefully folded it up before putting it in my breast pocket. “I cannot agree more. Thank you.” 
Overlyten waved my thanks aside. “I still owe you for dealing with that insane Mage and pulling Riicshaden out. How is he doing, anyway?”
“He’s having the time of his life,” I answered dryly. I spent a few minutes recapping some of the things that Shad had done since we took him out of Jarrell. His Dom laughed out loud hearing some of these escapades. 
“So apparently the legend is true,” Overlyten chuckled, wiping tears of mirth from his eyes. “He really is a notorious prankster.”
“Prankster is too mild of a word,” I protested with a vehement shake of the head. 
He didn’t disagree with me, just smiled. “I’m glad to hear he’s doing so well. Tell him for me that if he ever wishes to return home, we’ll accept him with open arms.” 
I think that’s what Shad was afraid of. He didn’t want to be pampered and spoiled by anyone. He wanted challenges, to face life head on and come out on top. But I didn’t say so, just nodded. “I will. Thank you, Overlyten. I think you just saved us hours of work.” 
“My pleasure,” he assured me. “I do have one final question. If we ever discover another Witch or Wizard here, what do we do? There’s no way to train them here, Chahir doesn’t have the resources. Can we still call upon you?”
He caught me flat footed for a moment as I hadn’t considered this possibility. With Vonlorisen’s change on magic, new magicians wouldn’t need to run for their lives anymore. They could, technically, stay at home. But they could not have the training they needed if they did so. Their best option was still to come to Hain. I had been released from the duty of finding new magicians, but…at the same time, I hadn’t. Didn’t I owe a duty to my countrymen to help them? I’d be hard pressed to explain my presence in Chahir now if that was not the reason. 
“Of course you can. I will come and take them into Hain personally until Chahir has a school of some sort built.” 
He gave me a relief bow of gratitude. “We appreciate it, Magus. Thank you.” 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Eight: Clues
 
When I arrived back in Ascalon, I reported my conversation with Overlyten that night over dinner. Saroya took the information I gave him, along with the map, and promised to make immediate inquiries. 
So when he came early the next morning and joined us for breakfast, I think everyone in the room expected some sort of break-through. Saroya didn’t meet anyone’s eyes or say a word until he had filled a plate and joined us at the table. Then he looked up, meeting all of our eyes, before letting out a long sigh. “At this point, I’m sorry to say that we know nothing.”
Xiaolang paused with a fork halfway to his mouth. “Nothing.”
“Nothing,” Saroya confirmed bleakly, his fingers absently tearing apart a biscuit. “The Star Order was always very secretive about their movements and agendas. We don’t have the faintest idea what they’ve been doing over the past two hundred years. We have no idea what bolt holes they’ve created for themselves. Even Overlyton’s map came as a complete surprise to me. The amount of research that he must have done to simply find that much information is astonishing.”
That was not what we wanted to hear. I started rubbing my temples, trying to stave off a headache. “So where do we start?”
“Everywhere,” Shad answered. He looked toward Saroya as he spoke, eyes and voice unnaturally calm. “. We keep our eyes and ears open, listen to every rumor, every theory, and look at every building the Star Order had a lot of contact with. Then we pray that we find some clues.”
“And then we pray that we can figure out the clues before disaster falls on our heads,” Xiaolang added grimly. “Saroya, how many men do you have?”
“Just under a thousand. How many magicians do we have?”
“Twenty-seven, but Raile assured me that there’s quite a few more that wish to join us,” Chatta answered, pouring some more water into her glass. “If we call him, I think we can have more help within the day.”
Saroya’s forehead crinkled as he thought. “I can’t spare all of my men for this search. I have to keep a certain amount around the royal family and palace as protection. But I think we should be able to do five man teams. One magician, four soldiers. Roughly 130 teams.” 
130 teams…I felt a migraine developing just thinking about coordinating that many people. And yet, even with that many teams, we still had a whole country to investigate. 
Xiaolang nodded as Saroya spoke. “It might be enough. Saroya, I think we should designate Shield and Chatta to coordinate all of the teams. Those two are my best organizers.”
Abject relief passed over Saroya’s face. “That’s fine.”
Xiaolang looked between the two of them. “That alright with both of you? Good. Chatta, you might want to keep whoever the blood magic expert is here with you. You might need to consult with him as teams call in.”
“A good thought,” she agreed. “I think I will. What will the rest of you do?”
Xiaolang gestured with one hand in a circular motion. “Alvacon is Star Order headquarters, in a sense. I have a feeling that the answer is in this city somewhere. We’ll investigate here. I’ll divide you up into partnerships and assign you sections of the city. Chatta, Shield, still assign some teams here. This is, after all, a very large city. I think it will take all of us to comb through it.” 
“We’re going to need a lot of detailed maps to be able to do this right,” Shield observed to Chatta. “Ones that we can mark on. Saroya, do you have any?”
Saroya had to swallow what was in his mouth before responding. The look he gave Shield was priceless. “Not ones you can mark on, no.”
Chatta’s eyes were sparkling with laughter but she managed to bite back a smile. “We’d better get some this morning before everyone arrives and start making some rough plans.”
Xiaolang nodded in approval. “I think we’ll walk around the city this morning. I don’t have a good feel for it yet. Hazard, Shad, you’ll take south side. Aletha, Eagle, take north side. Garth and I will take the east. When the magicians arrive and you get the teams divvied up, send someone to the west and another group for the inner section of the city.”
Night spoke up in the back of my head, “I assume that I’m going with you?”
Apparently he was awake out in his stall. I hadn’t checked on him this morning, so I’d assumed he was still asleep since he’d been so quiet. Well, I answered dryly, are you willing to let me wander around a city that I’m not very familiar with while renegade Priests are on the loose?
“Not when you put it that way, no.”
Didn’t think so.

The rest of the conversation over the meal revolved around how to divide up the teams, where to assign them, and how to track it all. I quickly lost track of everything and didn’t even bother to try to listen. I wouldn’t retain anything anyway. 
We finished getting ready and headed out. Night joined me at the doors, falling in to walk at my side. Shield and Chatta opted to go with us, at least a part of the way, so that they could buy the maps they needed. Saroya went back to the palace to get his men moving. 
Once we left the palace compound I was amazed at the amount of traffic on the streets. Only two hours past daybreak and the place bustled with pedestrian and cart traffic. If a man was not vigilant, he was likely to be run over. Odd, I didn’t remember it being this busy on my last visit. Was Alvacon more frequently visited in the spring than in the fall? 
Night did garner a few strange looks, considering that he was following the group like an obedient hound even though he didn’t have a stitch of tack on him. But in a city of this size, the citizens were used to seeing just about everything, so no one said a word. Night, on his part, just seemed amused at their curiosity. 
We had just about reached the crossroads where we would divide up into our separate partnerships when I heard a loud voice crying out over the din of city noise. 
“—hundreds of years! How can any of you just believe the nonsense that these new magicians are saying? They’re just trying to save their own skin! The King has been bewitched by them! Open your eyes, and see them for what they really are! Don’t let them win and bring evil back into our country, your country!”
I couldn’t quite believe my ears. Some idiot was actually preaching for the Star Order? This close to the palace, no less. I turned to Hazard, the tallest of the group. “Do you see him?”
Hazard’s head was turned to left, eyes narrowed slightly. “Yeah, I see him. Don’t think he’s a Priest—doesn’t have the right look to him. My guess, he’s a devout fanatic.”
Priest or not, what he was doing was pure suicide with Vonlorisen’s current mood. 
Shad rose up on his toes to follow Hazard’s line of sight.
 “Got him. Hey, C2.” He turned to Xiaolang, a scary mix of hope and mischief sparking in his wide eyes. If he’d had a tail it would’ve been wagging in anticipation. “Can I chase him down? Can I, can I, can I?”
Xiaolang gave a lazy flick of the hand. “Go.”
With a very evil laugh, Shad took off in a dead sprint. He carved a path through the pedestrian traffic, stopping many people in their tracks. Because of that I had a clear view of the devout idiot standing on a small box on the corner of the street. He didn’t look very bright—shaggy, unkept hair falling into his eyes, clothes that didn’t hang on him right, scruffy beard. When he spotted Shad running full out in his direction, he scrambled down from the box and took off fast enough to create his own breeze. 
I heard Shad laughing even louder in pure enjoyment of the chase. Oh boy. I turned to Xiaolang resignedly. “You just had to turn him loose, didn’t you?”
Xiaolang shrugged, not particularly concerned. 
“Should we chase after them?” Aletha asked idly. 
“Nah. Chatta, you can do a scrying here, can’t you?”
“Of course.” 
“Let’s do that. If Shad does get into trouble, Garth can get to him fast enough.”
Oh, so I was
the backup plan? Wonderful, wonderful. 
We shuffled off to the side of the street in front of a closed bookstore to avoid blocking traffic. Chatta brought a polished brass mirror out of her bag that was about the size of her palm. Withdrawing her wand from a sleeve pocket, she hit it with a spell that enlarged the size to something closer to a large serving plate. Then she hit it with another spell that allowed her to scry with it. It took her a few moments to locate Shad in the crowded streets, and then we all leaned in closer, huddling to get a better view. 
The fanatic was either a very fast runner by nature, or the fear of being caught added a new level of speed, because Shad still hadn’t caught up with him. Our illustrious prankster stayed within several feet of his prey but could never seem to quite catch up. I watched as the two weaved in and out of traffic, around street kiosks, lampposts, and shop displays. The fanatic tossed everything behind him that he could reach, crates of fruit, rolls of fabric, people, and in one amusing instance something that looked like jelly, trying to hinder Shad’s movements. Nothing worked. Shad just leapt over it, dodged it, or ducked behind someone for a moment and let them take the brunt of it. 
Chatta changed angles slightly so that we had a clearer view of the runner. Terror and hysteria radiated from his eyes, hair flying about in every direction, muscles straining as he ran with every ounce of strength he had. 
“Is he shouting something?” Aletha asked, leaning in a little more. 
“Sure looks like it,” Shield agreed. “I can’t quite…tell…”
“Murderer! Murderer! Help me! Is what I think he’s saying,” Eagle offered. His lips quirked in a half-smile. “Oh boy. He’s likely to call in help from the guard if he keeps yelling like that. Do you think Vonlorisen’s told all of the Protectors here what we look like?”
“Sure, but how many men do you think fit the description of ‘normal height, blond hair?’ It’ll take time to straighten it out, and the man will have escaped by then.” Xiaolang didn’t sound particularly worried about this possibility. Probably because he thought, rightly, that I could catch the fanatic even if Shad were detained. 
“So…shouldn’t someone go help him? You know, before the Protectors or someone steps in with a misguided attempt to help?” Chatta asked, her eyes never leaving the chase playing out over the mirror. 
“Nah,” Xiaolang said again. “Shad can handle it.” 
“Whoops, I’m going to lose him. He just went through a shop.” Chatta frowned, zooming out in a more aerial view. “Does anyone see him?”
“Give him a moment to exit,” Shield advised. “I’m sure he’s causing absolute havoc in that store trying to slow Shad down…wait, there he is!”
When Chatta changed angles again for a closer look, I saw obvious signs of fatigue on the runner. Sweat plastered his shirt to his torso, streamed from the temples, and he moved now in jerkier motions as if only willpower kept him going. 
Shad probably would have caught him at this point, since he didn’t even appear to be really warm yet, if not for the fact that two Protectors did respond to the screams of help. One of them had a short staff out and ready to use. I couldn’t read his lips well enough to decipher what he said, but it didn’t take a genius to know it was probably along the lines of: Stop where you are! 
Shad dodged both Protectors as they took a swing at him, never once reaching for the sword strapped to his back. Once past them, he kicked up his speed to a higher notch, feral smile on his face. 
I shook my head. Only he would enjoy a situation like this. 
The fanatic was still yelling as he ran, although not as much in his winded state, but most people were still trying to figure out what was going on by the time both hunter and prey passed them. The Protectors, of course, were giving chase as well although neither of them were as fast as Shad. 
My instincts were saying that I needed to step in now, before things went wrong, but I also knew that Shad would pout for the rest of the day if I cut his fun short. Heh. I’d give him a few more minutes. 
Actually, that was all Shad needed. The runner reached the last of his strength, and as his stamina flagged, Shad caught up to him all at once. Shad didn’t try to catch him and drag him to a stop, but simply hit him hard in the middle of the back. When the exhausted man dropped to the ground, Shad put a knee into the small of his back and knelt there. He lifted both hands to shoulder level, showing the two Protectors that had just now arrived on the scene that he was not a threat. 
Xiaolang looked up from the scrying and gave me a nod. I took it as the order he meant it to be and disappeared quickly into the earth path. 
Since they were only about ten blocks away, it didn’t take more than a few seconds to reach them. I rose from the ground directly in front of Shad. 
“—man is a devout member of the Star Order,” Shad was patiently explaining to the two hovering Protectors. “He was preaching against Vonlorisen’s new decree on a street corner. When he saw me headed for him, he started running.”
This persuasive explanation might have gotten him somewhere if both Protectors hadn’t flinched back from me as I rose to the surface. It was obvious that as soon as I arrived, their attention fixated on me. I gave them a nod. 
“Gentlemen, I am Magus Rhebengarthen. I trust you know that I am Vonlorisen’s magical advisor?”
They gave jerky, rapid nods of the head, eyes still bulging. 
I gave them a genial smile. “Excellent. Then you won’t mind if I take this man into custody.”
This time they rapidly shook their heads from side to side. 
Shad levered himself to his feet, grabbed the prone man by the nape of the neck and hauled him up. “Come along, now.” 
He proceeded to whistle the entire way back. 
~*~
As diverting as the whole chase scene through the city had been, it didn’t really yield any results. The fanatic didn’t know anything—that type never did—and he continued to rant and rave all the way to a jail cell. 
Which left us back at square one. 
Xiaolang and I walked the streets in something he called a “grid search pattern” that made perfect sense to him and had me lost in about ten minutes. Alvacon was the oldest city in Chahir, and it’s one of those cities that was never planned. It just…grew. The city streets had more switchbacks, curves and abrupt twists than a mountain troll’s beard. It even challenged Xiaolang’s navigational sense, and I’d never seen him lost. 
The east section of the city was an odd mix of very old, traditional neighborhoods and artisan guilds. Xiaolang seemed to be able to talk to everyone alike with ease. Since I didn’t possess either his conversational or empathic talents, I wisely kept quiet and let him do most of the talking. 
A few times, though, I had to intervene. Like with Mama Deen. 
One of the townsmen informed us that a Star Order Priest had been wounded and taken to the local healer in this section of the city before Vonlorisen’s new laws had been handed down. Since this was the first piece of news that someone had recent contact with a Priest, we thought it common sense to track the woman down and talk to her about it. We were given directions to a small shop around the corner, which we found with no real effort. 
Mama Deen was a robust figure of a woman that could have made two of me. She had dark skin, hair that was coarse and black in little braids all around her head and the most colorful assortment of clothes imaginable. That ensemble reminded me sharply of the outfits my cousins had worn when they had gone to see a good snake fight. It took a moment after she opened the door, but my good manners finally kicked in. “Mama Deen?”
“Why hell~o handsome! Mm, two of them! Ya’lls just the cutest little things. Reminds me of my dolls.”
Xiaolang bit down on his lip, hard, and his eyes were crinkled up with silent laughter. Still, he managed to say in a professional tone, “Hello, madam. One of the townsmen said—”
“Oh, you don’t worry about any sickness you have,” she assured him. “Ya’ll just come on in, strip and get comfy. I’ll fix whatever’s ailin ya.” The gleam in the woman’s eye added that it was no hardship on her part either.
How Xiaolang kept a straight face, I couldn’t begin to guess. I had to cover my mouth with one hand to keep from busting up laughing. “Mama Deen, I wouldn’t mind, but we’re not here for medical assistance.”
“Well, I did wonder,” she admitted with a lecherous smile. “Couldn’t imagine what could be wrong with an invigoratin’ man like you.”
Xiaolang’s face took on a slight purple hue, as if he was fighting back laughter so hard that he’d forgotten to breathe. Apparently I needed to take over. “Ma’am, we’re trying to track down the renegade Star Order Priests. We were told that you treated one several weeks ago?”
She hesitated. “Why, yes, yes so I did. The man had taken a nasty fall and I had to set his arm. This was before the King’s new decree of course,” she hastily added. 
“Do you happen to know where he went afterwards?” I asked. 
“Oh, well, they never gave a destination.”
“And you haven’t seen anyone since?” Normally, if a person knew of a good physician, they would return to the same person. With all of the conflict and fighting these past few weeks, I’d lay odds that quite a few of the Priests had been hurt. 
“Why, no. Truth to tell,” she leaned forward and continued in a conspiratory whisper, “They normally avoid me. First time I treated a Priest was that one a few weeks ago. Never could figure out why they gave me such a wide berth.”
If this woman’s bedside manner was anything like the one she displayed for Xiaolang, I didn’t blame them for avoiding her. 
“Was he alone? Did they speak of anything in front of you, or tell how he was injured?”
She adopted a thoughtful look on her face, as if she were truly trying to be helpful. “Now, he had three of his little friends with him. All of the same age, I’d say. But they didn’t say much, not so’s I could hear. All they did say was their regular doctor was out on a call, so they had to come to me.” She gave Xiaolang a sweet, apologetic smile that smacked of flirtation. “I do sorely wish I could be of more help.” 
“Thank you for your time, ma’am.” Xiaolang had apparently regained his composure. He flashed her a professional smile, snagged my elbow, and dragged me quickly away. 
I didn’t need the encouragement to keep up with him. That woman’s racy humor was a bit too much for me. “Do women normally hit on you like that?”
“Not as much in Chahir, but in Ascalon they certainly do,” he admitted easily. “With my rank, I’m a prime target for single women.”
No wonder he’d been able to keep control of himself back there, then. He’d had practice. 
As we walked, something caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. Instinctively I slowed down to take a closer look. It was a blacksmith’s shop, the forge open to the street so that anyone passing could see the forge. Nothing about it seemed connected to the Star Order, and yet… I stepped closer to one of the display racks hanging on the wall. I drew the first dagger at hand out of its sheath and took a closer look. Ah-hah, that was it. 
“Garth?” Xiaolang and Night came to stand beside me. 
“How is that similar?” Night asked in puzzlement. 
Xiaolang turned to give the nreesce a very puzzled look. “What?”
“He’s responding to what I’m thinking,” I explained with an amused look at Night. “He used to do that all the time as a young colt. This craftsmanship is similar to the weapons we took from the Star Order Priests at Huish’s pool last winter.”
Xiaolang looked at the dagger in my hands and obviously decided to take my word for it. “Alright. You talk to him.”
“Blacksmith to blacksmith?”
“That’s the idea,” he agreed. 
“Can I help you gents?” The blacksmith put down the polishing strap in his hands and came around the table to see us. 
“I’ve seen your work before, master,” I stated with a neutral smile. 
“Aye,” he agreed with a dark expression. “In the hands of those murdering Priests.” He spat on the ground at the name. 
Obviously no love lost here. “Yes, unfortunately. We’re trying to hunt down the renegades. Have you seen any sign of them?”
“Seen? No. But they were here a few days ago.” He cracked his knuckles in a menacing gesture. 
Xiaolang, Night and I exchanged a look. “How do you know?”
“Thieving scallions came and took an armload of daggers and short swords.” The blacksmith made a cursing gesture with his right hand, tossing it to the wind, and aimed at any Priest it might land on. 
“So they’re somewhere in the area,” Xiaolang mused. “That’s interesting news.”
Really? I found it to be puzzling news. I hefted the dagger in my hand experimentally. It had a good, solid weight to it so it had a good balance. But this surely couldn’t be the only blacksmith capable of forging a decent dagger. There was nothing remarkable about it. So why go to the trouble of stealing them? “Did these have Star emblems on them?”
The blacksmith shook his head in vehement denial. “Guardians, no. I melted the emblems off as soon as the new order came down, I did. Wasn’t going to bring the wrath of the King down on my head. But these, well, they have that steel core them scurvy dogs like.”
My attention sharpened. “Steel core?”
“Oh, aye, they wouldna use a weapon that didn’t have a solid steel core to it. Right snobs they were about it.”
Xiaolang cocked a brow at me. “Does this make sense to you?”
“Unfortunately,” I growled. “Magic works better if it’s going through a pure conduit. When things are changed, blended with other elements, it’s harder to work with. I’ll bet they wanted the steel cores because it was easier to channel through.”
“Interesting.” Xiaolang stared at the dagger in my hands, the wheels in his mind turning at high speed. “Good master, I’m going to have someone watch your shop from now on. If these thieves come back, we’ll catch them at it.”
A large city always has a high rate of crime. Getting the Protector’s interest in chasing down a theft could be nigh impossible unless it was a very large sum of money involved. The blacksmith’s craggy face lifted at this promise of help. “Thank you, master!”
Xiaolang gave him a nod and smile. “Expect someone tonight.”
I replaced the dagger into its sheath and followed him back into the street. “Think they’ll try again?”
“They have limited resources to buy weapons and sources to attain the kind of weapons they need,” he observed to me. “I’d say the odds of them returning are high. I’ll have one of Saroya’s men keep an eye on the place.”
Made sense to me. “In the meantime, can we stop for lunch?”
“Not a bad idea,” he admitted. 
After a quick stop at a local café, we went back to our search again. I’m not really that good at talking with strangers, so I largely fell silent as Xiaolang took over. Instead, I focused my magical sense as much as I could, trying to discern anything out of the ordinary. 
Normally picking up anything with a magical feel to it in a Chahiran city was relatively easy. There was no established magic here, after all, so magical auras stick out like a sore thumb. But this place proved to be the exception to the rule. Life energy from the people, animals, and gardens that filled every corner of the city saturated the area. I also detected this strange feel of magic that seemed to lay over everything like a film that muddled my sense. 
Something tugged sharply at my coat sleeve, jerking me to the left and nearly sent me sprawling. I blinked back into my immediate surroundings. “Night! Don’t do that, I nearly fell down.”
“You nearly got run over by a carriage, too,” he retorted in exasperation. “That’s the third time on this street, no less. If you’re going to walk around in a daze, then at least get on my back so I don’t have to explain to Chatta later why you have hoof marks on your forehead.”
Errr…had I really been that bad? Um. Actually, now that I was paying attention, we were nearing sunset. It hadn’t felt like I’d been walking around all day, but apparently I had. I turned a bit until I spotted Xiaolang. He’d stopped about five feet behind me and now talked to an elderly couple. When they shook their heads, he gave them a polite half-bow and then turned to catch up with me. 
When he saw that I had my eyes on him, he asked, “So, did you sense anything?”
I shook my head, more than a little frustrated. “It’s like there’s this layer of blood magic that touches everything. It’s hard to figure out where the source is or even if it’s covering up something I should be paying attention to. What about you?”
“No, I’m afraid not.” Xiaolang let out a low, long breath. “Sometimes it’s just because the people I’m talking to are not comfortable speaking with a man who’s obviously foreign, but most of the time they really don’t know anything. This…might be a longer haul than I anticipated.” 
That’s saying something. Xiaolang hadn’t given this idea a very good margin of success to begin with. 
“Let’s hope that the other teams had better luck than we did.”
“Yes,” he agreed, “Let’s hope. Regardless, you are not walking tomorrow.”
Uh-oh. “I wasn’t really that bad, was I?”
“Yes. You were.” Xiaolang and Night disagreed in stereo. 
I guess I was riding tomorrow. 
~*~
By the time that we got back to our lodgings the new Remnant magicians had already arrived, been organized into teams, and deployed. The building was actually emptier than it had been yesterday. I entered the foyer with every intent to hunt up my fiancée to see how she fared only to be sidetracked by a peek into the large conference room to the left of the front door. 
It looked very different than it had this morning. No one could see the top of the table—every part of the surface had a map on it. On the maps stood slender, cylindrical pieces of wood that rested on top of every major city. Someone, I’d bet Chatta, had created little figurines not quite the size of my pinky that had different symbols carved into it. I recognized the seals for a Life, Water, Elemental, and Air Mage at a glance. Others had markings for a Witch or Wizard. Clever. That way they could keep track of which team had which type of magician. 
From behind me, the door creaked open a little farther. “Garth?”
I turned to find Chatta standing just inside the doorway. She smiled at me, but it looked tired, and her eyes had that pinched look that said she had a whopper of a headache. I turned to her and drew her in for firm hug. “Hi, sweetheart.”
She melted against me with a happy sigh. “Oh, you have no idea how good that feels.”
“Rough day?”
“Everyone was very cooperative and willing to work. That wasn’t the problem. It was just keeping track of it all! Even with Shield, Dassan and Prince Audax’s help it just overwhelmed me at times. Everyone kept calling in with questions, or status reports, and sometimes people would forget to call in and tell us they had moved to a different area of the city.” She groaned in renewed frustration. 
I rubbed her back in soothing circles. “They’ll be better at it tomorrow. For that matter, you will be better at it tomorrow. The rough part was figuring everything out, after all.”
“Hopefully that’s true.” She cuddled in a little firmer. 
“So did the blood magic expert arrive?”
“Oh yes. Wizard Kamik Dassan. He’s very good. I can see why Raile thinks so highly of him. I actually sent him out to go check on something. It might be nothing, but it might be something sort of routine. He’ll be back tomorrow, so you can meet him then.”
Good enough for me. “That’s fine. Let’s go get some dinner, I’m starving.” 
 
 


Chapter Nine: Teamwork
 
This was quite the crowd for mid-afternoon, especially in a tavern this seedy. Shad braced both elbows against the bar and leaned further in, eyes oh-so-casually perusing the fellow patrons at this fine establishment. One of the chimney’s from the back kitchen wasn’t working properly, so a thick haze of smoke hung about, making Shad’s surveillance a little challenging. Not to mention his eyes water. The press of unwashed bodies slurring out orders for more ale didn’t help his concentration. Or his eye watering problem either. 
The food served here had a soggy, half-done quality that offended even a veteran soldier’s taste buds. Shad wouldn’t have fed it to a dog, and for one very good reason: if he’d tried, the dog would have bit him. His nose had shut down the minute he’d stepped through the peeling doors out of sheer self-defense. To add insult to injury, every time the serving girl here passed him, she tried to cop a feel. Normally, Shad wouldn’t have minded if she were pretty. 
She wasn’t. 
Beside him, Hazard flinched, jostling against Shad’s elbow. Shad didn’t even need to look. “She got you?”
Hazard just let out a low growl, eyebrows slammed together in a straight line, a visible tic at one corner of his mouth. 
Shad gave a sour grunt and shoved his untouched ale glass further away from him. Normally, he didn’t really mind reconnaissance. He’d rather be testing his reflexes and wits against a well-armed opponent, but he understood that sometimes you had to go find the bad guys before you could beat them up. It was just a logical, step-by-step process that had to be followed. 
But this was the fifth seedy tavern he’d been in just as many days, and the previous four hadn’t been all that better. Well, they’d been short on lecherous barmaids, but still. After standing here for a half hour, getting the vibe of the place, nothing seemed out of place in this obviously typical afternoon crowd. Perhaps they should change to a different tavern. 
Hazard abruptly went stock still. Shad’s eyes cut to him only to find Hazard intently studying something across the room.
“What?” he asked softly. 
“Near the back door, young man with bushy eyebrows.”
Shad, shorter than his companion, had to ease up onto tiptoes before he could see over the crowd and spot the man Hazard described. The man in question seemed oddly out of place here. He looked more refined than these day laborers, not as roughhewn, and the clothes he wore were not made from coarse linen like his fellows. The expression of slight distaste and unease on his face also made him stand apart from the crowd. This was not his usual haunt and he did not feel comfortable here. 
Returning his eyes to his drink, Shad casually commented, “He doesn’t look like the usual patron.”
“He’d be about the right age,” Hazard offered thoughtfully. “And he has that look to him, you know?”
“Can’t argue that. I don’t see anyone else, but…” Shad trailed off, eyes taking in the room again. “They usually run in packs.”
Hazard grunted agreement. 
In the normal course of events, Shad would have suggested changing their viewpoint. Perhaps getting a room, or going up to the balcony so that they could have a bird’s eye view of the place. The right way to do this would be to sit back, observe, and see how many Star Order Priests were hiding in plain sight. 
Shad had no desire to do things the right way. 
He bumped his arm against Hazard’s to gain the other man’s attention, and then jerked his head toward the stairs leading to the balcony on the second level. Snagging his glass, he pushed away from the bar. Without a word between them, Hazard followed him up. Once there, Shad found a nice spot that gave him a good view of practically the entire room. He leaned his elbows against the railing and gave his partner a slight smile. 
Hazard, for some strange reason, regarded him cautiously, taking several seconds to join him. “Shad, what are you plotting?”
“Plotting?” Shad objected in a mild tone. 
“Scheming, then,” Hazard corrected, eyes narrowing. 
Shad wagged a finger at him. “The correct word is ‘planning.’ I am planning the most effective way to find out the information we need.”
A distinct twinkle lit up Hazard’s dark eyes. “Oh, this ought to be good. Alright, Captain, what are you planning?”
“Well…” Shad rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “The suggested way to do this would take a while. We’d have to spend hours hanging around here, just to see if we could spot any other renegades, and even then it would be an educated guess on whether this tavern is harboring them or if they’re just hiding out here for their own reasons, right?”
Hazard cocked an eyebrow at him and didn’t say a word, although his smile grew. 
“But with my method, we’ll know everything we need to in a very short amount of time.” Shad beamed at him. 
“And that method is…?”
“Start a bar fight.”
Hazard managed to keep his face straight for two full seconds before he lost all control and started laughing. He doubled over, deep waves of laughter pouring out of his mouth. 
“What?” Shad asked in mock-hurt. “Don’t you think it will work?”
“T-that’s what m-makes it funny,” Hazard gasped out, trying to gain control of himself with obvious effort. “It actually would! I mean, if they are being protected here, then as soon as a fight starts, someone is going to react to defend the renegades.”
“Right,” Shad agreed, pleased that Hazard saw the beauty of his plan. “And we’ll instantly know how many there are in here, too.”
Hazard drew in a breath, calming down, although the wide smile on his face didn’t leave. “So how are you planning to start it?”
Shad lifted the tankard in his hands with a wicked smile. 
The big man regarded the full glass of ale, then turned to see the young man they’d spotted earlier, eyes measuring the distance. “Can you actually hit him from here?”
“Are you doubting my throwing arm?” Shad responded indignantly.
The expression on Hazard’s face stated quite plainly that he did doubt, but he only waved a hand in invitation. 
Pleased to get his way, Shad backed up a step from the railing. His right arm came up as a guide, his left cocked back. Target acquired…wait for him to lean back, away from the crowd…almost…now!
The glass sailed through the air, drops of ale spraying out over the crowd as it flew, and landed squarely in the chest of the renegade priest. The man let out a grunt that was audible even from their perch as the glass hit him, and he rocked back in his chair, crashing to the floor. 
A moment of stunned silence, as people turned to see what had happened. 
Then the main room flared into an uproar of noise and confusion as everyone stood at once. 
“Nice throw,” Hazard complimented, eyeing the results with an appreciative nod. “And look, we have two…no, three people that went immediately to his aid.”
“And see that pocket over there?” Shad tried not to gloat, and failed, as he pointed to the other corner of the room. “That looks like another four Priests to me.” 
“It does indeed.” Hazard gave a satisfied sigh. “We need to use this method more often.”
“Oh absolutely,” Shad agreed with a pleased smile. 
 
~*~
After an early breakfast the next morning, we picked up where we left off. When I left the building to go saddle Night, I could already hear Chatta calling the teams through the mirror broach to get them started. I did not envy her the task. 
Since I had been thoroughly lost the entire day yesterday, I didn’t even attempt to figure out where we needed to go. I just tied the reins to Night’s saddle horn and let him follow Xiaolang. I went back to searching with my magical sense. 
The flow and ebb of the city was lost on me. Errant things registered on my senses—the smell of baking bread, the loud clangs of a blacksmith we passed, the shriek of an unhappy child. All of it jarred me out of the intense concentration I needed to unravel the magical energy all around me. 
I blinked back into the world, letting my throbbing temples rest. Once again, time had passed by without my notice. We were well past noon now, and in a street of artisan guilds that were not in the least familiar. 
“Since no one tried to interrupt me, I assume we haven’t found anything.” 
“There’s a Star Order building up ahead that Xiaolang wants to investigate, but that’s about the only semi-interesting thing that we’ve discovered,” Night responded, plodding along in Hayate’s wake. 
Xiaolang stopped dead in his tracks, head creaking in slow degrees to look toward the south of the city. He had the oddest look on his face—part disbelief, part dark comprehension, and mostly resignation. 
“Xiaolang?” I ventured. I didn’t see anything in our vicinity that would put that look on his face, so it had to be something he was empathically picking up. 
“We need to go where Shad and Hazard is,” he stated abruptly. Without another word of explanation, he quickly mounted Hayate and took off in a quick walk. 
Night followed at his heels. I sat staring at my captain’s back for several moments in bemusement before I thought to ask my nreesce, “Do you know what’s going on?”
“I just asked. Apparently, he’s been keeping tabs on all of the teams and he just sensed that Shad and Hazard are plotting something.” 
Shad…Hazard…plotting something. Without adult supervision! Yes, I could see now why Xiaolang was worried. 
Ahead, Hayate abruptly picked up the pace to something closer to a lope. On this crowded street, I would have thought anything faster than a walk would be a bad idea, but when a creature as ferocious looking as Hayate came bearing down on people at that speed, they quickly moved out of the way. 
Still, even with Hayate acting as trailblazer, it took us close to a half hour to get down to the south side of the city. Xiaolang abruptly reined Hayate in at the front porch of a rather questionable tavern. I dismounted as well, ears perking at the amount of raucous noise coming from the place. It didn’t sound like the normal rowdiness of drinking men carousing around. Actually, it sounded more like a…fight. 
From somewhere inside, a chair impacted against the window. The wooden frame held, so the chair never made it to the outside, but the loud bang it made startled me. My hand was halfway to my bon’a’lon without any conscious decision on my part. 
Then two men tumbled out of the doors, landing one on top of each other. They were both red from exertion, hair mussed, clothes ripped, with developing bruises on their faces. With a growl, one man scrambled to his feet and dove right back into the fray. The other man just lay there, passed out in an undignified sprawl. 
A dark suspicion entered my mind. “Xiaolang…Shad and Hazard are in there?”
He pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a year’s worth of sighs. “Yes.” 
“Don’t tell me…they started this fight.”
“I have a notion they did.” Xiaolang looked as if he were actually ninety-nine percent positive that they had. Turning, he asked Night, “Would you call those two idiots out here?”
Night acquiesced with a bob of the head and then focused intently for a moment on the inside, tail idly swishing. “They’re coming.” 
I waited several moments for them to appear. They didn’t come through the door or front windows, but from a side alley off to the right. To my complete lack of surprise, they didn’t look in the least bit mussed. Knowing them, they’d probably found some out-of-the-way perch where they could watch the show. 
Xiaolang jabbed a finger toward the building, a dark scowl on his face. “Your doing.”
Hazard gave his captain a sheepish smile. Shad just waved his hands in a calming manner. “Now, now, C2,” he soothed, impish light in his eyes, “We had a very good reason for it.”
“Oh did you now.” Xiaolang crossed his hands over his chest and stared at them with hard eyes. “I’d love to hear it.” 
“Well, you see we were in there trying to gather some information from the afternoon crowd,” Shad started. From his manner, he didn’t look the least bit worried that Xiaolang appeared perfectly ready to start strangling him. 
“Right, and while we were sitting at the bar, I spotted a man that looked to be a Priest,” Hazard added. “From the younger group, you know.”
“In fact, the whole tavern gave us the impression of being a Star Order sanctuary,” Shad supported with a thoughtful nod that didn’t fool anyone. “But we had no way to really prove it.” 
“So we thought, well, if those Priests got into any trouble, surely their friends would come to their aid, right?” Hazard gave us a stunning smile. 
“And so you started a bar fight to see who would come to the Priests defense.” Xiaolang stated so neutrally that it was impossible to discern how he felt about it. 
“Right!” Shad confirmed cheerfully. “It worked splendidly. We confirmed seven people in there.”
If Xiaolang hadn’t had a headache before, he had it now. Their logic even hurt my brain. “I’ll call Saroya,” I volunteered, digging out my mirror broach. “We need somebody to take these men into custody.” Not to mention a lot of somebodies to stop that fight. 
Xiaolang pointed at them, jaw rigid. “You two are never partnering again.” 
“Aww, C2…”
“No.”
~*~
We didn’t wait long for a unit of Special Forces to arrive. Once they had the situation in hand we retreated back to the palace grounds. Most of the day was gone at this point, so we couldn’t have been out for more than another hour or so anyway. I think the timing was just as well—Xiaolang clearly didn’t trust Shad and Hazard anymore. Apparently, those two were not a good combination. 
I took the time to unsaddle Night and get him settled for the night before I went into the building. I’d barely crossed two feet into the main foyer when I nearly ran into a man that I didn’t recognize. 
He had the Chahiran fair hair and light blue eyes, but his skin was a dark gold in color that said he spent most of his time outdoors. He had a powerful build to him—this was a man that could wrestle bears in the morning just as a warm-up exercise. I judged him to be in his mid-thirties, but that could be just because of his height. He was unusually tall for someone of Chahiran descent. He had on the black robe of a Wizard, but cut to knee-length. For fighting ease, I would guess, considering the twin swords strapped to his back. 
“Wizard Kamik Dassan,” he introduced himself with a spread of the hands and a slight bow. “We seek the balance.”
“Magus Rhebengarthen,” I responded with a polite bow in response. So, this was the blood magic expert, eh? “We are very glad to have you, Wizard Dassan.” 
Recognition dawned in his eyes and he gave me a very intent perusal. “My pleasure to help. Truly. I’ve been itching to knock the Star Order off its pedestal for years.” 
The door beside me opened and Chatta stepped out. She looked just as tired today as she had yesterday, but now she had a grand ink smudge along one cheek. I reached out and started rubbing it off with my thumb. “Another day?”
“Another day,” she sighed, tilting her face so that I had easier access. “So I did get ink on myself?”
“A nice, long streak,” I assured her with an amused smile. 
“How did your day go?” she asked. 
“Xiaolang and I didn’t find anything. But I have to tell you what Hazard and Shad did.” I linked arms with Chatta and gestured for Dassan to join us as I continued to the dining room. I entertained them both with the tale as I led them to dinner. As soon as we entered the dining room, and Shad heard what I was saying, he jumped in with defenses for his actions. It led to a lively conversation around the table. 
After dinner everyone seemed to head off in their own directions. No one said anything to each other, but I think we all needed a break, even if for just a few hours. Chatta and I ended up in a small sitting room that faced the inner garden. I took a large, wing-backed chair and Chatta snuggled in with me. I made way for her with a smile. We sat there, talking about our respective days and whatever came to mind. It was really nice to be able to just sit and do this for once. Of course, it figured it wouldn’t last.
“Garth, do you have a moment? I was wondering if I might ask you a question. Could you—oh.” Audax walked into sight and abruptly halted. A smile tinged with humor and what on anyone else I’d call sheepishness crossed his face. 
“I do always seem to be intruding on the two of you. My apologies. This can wait for another time.”
That’s what his words said, but his face spoke of disappointment. I think Chatta saw it too for she said, “No, please. Sit, you’re not intruding at all.”
“What can I do for you, Prince?” I encouraged with a smile.
Audax smiled brightly before sitting in a chair across from us. He leaned forward, arms on his knees, hands clasped together. He paused, looking at them before raising cool grey eyes to meet mine. 
“Garth, I am told that you worked quite closely with Life Mages. Would you agree that you have a good grasp of their capabilities?”
I blinked in surprise. “The best resource for knowing about Life Mages is a Life Mage. Without any of them present, I suppose I am an acceptable substitute. What do you wish to know?”
“I’m trying to gain an understanding of how Nolan’s talent will develop,” he admitted. “Right now, I have very little information to go on. What can Life Mages do?”
Ah. Well, he seemed to be a good father after all. An uncaring one would never have hunted me down like this. I smiled at him, glad that Nolan had at least one good parent, even if his mother had been a flibbertigibbet. 
I answered him as honestly and completely as I could. Chatta knew a few things I didn’t, and she shared those facts as well. I discovered that Audax truly enjoyed hearing my own personal experiences with Life Mages the most, as they seemed more real to him than dry facts. With the many internships that I’d done with Cora, and the few projects we’d paired up on, I had quite a few stories to tell. 
He listened intently, and only when I started to run out of stories did he ask, “So they truly can create life?”
“Yes, they can,” I affirmed. “It’s strictly regulated, of course. But you’ve met a Life Mage creation—Chatta’s meuritta, Didi, is one.” 
His forehead wrinkled in a mild frown. “I’m afraid I’ve only seen glimpses of him.”
Really? I turned to Chatta in confusion. I would think that Didi would have been hovering over her with all of the maps and little figurines in that room. 
“He was making a pest of himself, so I had to kick him out of the room,” she responded to my silent query. “I told him to go entertain himself, but stay out of trouble.” She opened her mouth, frowned, and then slowly said, “Actually, I haven’t seen him all day.”
An icy cold shiver of dark premonition raced up and down my spine. “You turned a meuritta loose on this city of pandemonium unsupervised?” 
“I wasn’t thinking clearly,” she responded weakly, wincing. “He was just driving me crazy, so I threw him out of the room. Um. I better go find him.” 
Chatta hopped up and ran out of the room. I levered myself up as well. I wouldn’t rest easy until I knew where Didi was and verified that he hadn’t gotten into something he shouldn’t have. 
Audax rose as I did, following Chatta’s retreat from the room with his eyes. “Is this creature dangerous?”
“No, not at all,” I assured him almost absently. “It’s just that meurittas are insatiably curious. Worse, no lock in the world stands a chance of keeping them out. They get into constant trouble by going into places they shouldn’t. Actually, they’re quite affectionate and intelligent creatures, which is why they are so popular as a magician’s familiar. They’re just…high maintenance.” Even that is an understatement. 
From the hallway, Chatta’s voice called out in a near wail: “Garth!”
Uh-oh. I tore out of the room at a fast sprint, then paused in the hallway when I realized that I didn’t know where she was. “Chatta, where are you?”
“Stairs!”
I assumed by that she meant the main staircase that led up to the other three floors. I ran the rest of the distance down the hallway, although I had to dodge people a little as practically everyone had heard Chatta’s call and come to see what was going on. When I finally got to her, she was crouched on the bottom stair, holding Didi in her lap. The meuritta was proudly holding up three different necklaces for her to see. They were relatively simple—just a black cord of braided leather with a silver amulet hanging from the middle. From this angle, they spun so much that I couldn’t see any details. Judging from the look on Chatta’s face, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to, either. 
I knelt next to her and lifted one of the amulets in my palm. 
Then I almost dropped it out of sheer reflex. 
There, in my hand, lay the four-prong star crest of the Star Order. Where, by the four winds, had Didi managed to get his hands on three of these? 
Xiaolang leaned over Chatta’s head to see them more clearly. He stared at them for a long moment before asking calmly, “Didi, where did you get these? Some place here in the city?”
Didi looked a little anxious at the reaction he was receiving. One of his ears went back, and his eyes kept darting between the three of us. Cautiously, he gave a nod. “Di.”
“In a building?” Xiaolang continued. 
Didi gave another hesitant nod. “Di.”
“Were there people in the building?”
“Di.”
“People that wore necklaces just like these?”
Didi nodded again, surer this time. 
A building with Star Order Priests in it…all this time we were stumbling around looking for something, and Didi found it by sheer chance? 
Maybe we should just turn an army of meurittas loose on Chahir and see what they turned up. 
Xiaolang touched Chatta’s shoulder, getting her attention. “Chatta, we need a scrying done. Now. Let’s find that building.” 
 
 
 


Chapter Ten: Breadcrumbs 
 
 
Someone had the presence of mind to alert Saroya to our find. By the time that Chatta had gathered a large bowl filled with clear water and set it down on the dining table, the Head of the Special Forces had shown up, a little winded from the mad dash he had just performed across the palace compound. 
Didi sat on one side of the bowl while Chatta stood on the opposite side. She concentrated intensely on the surface until an aerial view of the building we stood in waved into crystalline focus. 
“Alright, Didi. When you left, which direction did you go? North?”
Didi shook his head in a rapid no and pointed west. 
“West, alright. Now, you point which direction I need to go until you see the building where you found your pretty necklaces,” she instructed with a glance at her familiar. 
He nodded to her, seriousness all over his face for once. The expression reminded me of the time when we’d saved Jenna and her sisters from prison so many months ago. He’d had that same sort of determination then, too. 
Chatta started slowly scrying west, angling in different directions as Didi dictated. I admit my focus on the image in the bowl was such that I started when Saroya murmured next to me, “This creature is highly intelligent. Are all meurittas like this?”
“Yes. Well, some are better behaved than others.” Didi was far too charming. He managed to get out of a lot of trouble on sheer charm. It struck me that Saroya’s question had a ruminative tone to it and I gave him a look out of the corner of my eye. One could almost see the wheels spinning madly. I could almost prophesy what his next question would be. “You don’t have to be a magician to own one.”
His eyes lit up at this piece of information. “Anyone can own one?”
“Oh yes.” 
“Where do you buy them?”
I shook my head sadly at the ignorance of the man. “Saroya, they’re common pets in Hain. As common as stray dogs or kittens here in Chahir. All you have to do is walk through the main street in Del’Hain while waving ribbons around and you’ll have more meurittas than you’ll know what to do with.”
He blinked at me, as if wondering if I were pulling his leg. “Ribbons.”
“Meurittas love string. ALL string, no matter the type or color. They’re famous for snatching anything string-related unless stopped. It’s the easiest way to get their attention.” Even as I explained, my eyes returned to the scrying. The image showed a great deal of older, large buildings that were meant for storage or some type of industry. It didn’t seem like a section of town that was well kept or very populated. 
“That building?” Chatta asked, peering at it carefully. “Are you sure?”
“Diii!” Didi assured her with a happy chitter. 
“Alright then. Xiaolang, do you have this marked?”
“I do,” he assured her, scribbling information on a map. “Saroya, how do you want to deal with this?”
“I have enough men to surround the building and take it.” Saroya frowned down at the image. “That’s assuming, of course, that they don’t pull out those fancy weapons and shields of theirs. I lost too many men the last time we fought against armed Priests.”
“What if we cast a circle first?”
We all turned to Dassan as if he had just spouted wisdom directly from the gods. 
“You can do that?” Chatta asked incredulously, eyes flaring wide. “But we don’t know how many people are in that building!”
“Not now, but we can,” he assured her. “We do, after all, have several triangles on us that can tell us how many are in that building. We can send someone out right now to take a quick look and report how many we’ll be dealing with.”
“We’ll send someone out tonight,” I said firmly. “But do you think we have enough magicians to handle this? Even a guess is fine at this point, but we need to know if more magicians should be called in from Coven Ordan now otherwise they won’t have the time to arrive and be briefed.”
“We have enough. No matter how packed that building is with people, there can’t be more than a hundred or so and we certainly have enough magical power to cast a circle large enough to handle a group of that size. And right now, we have a lot of magicians that we can call upon. We can cast a circle right there, without entering the building, and cut their combat abilities in half.”
“Well that would’ve made things go a whole lot faster had I known that,” I heard Shad mutter under his breath. 
Audax took one second to consider things. In his mind, I must be the one in charge of all magical operations, for he turned to me and said, “Do it. Call in whoever you need to. I grant you the authority.”
I gave him a half bow in acknowledgement. “Yes, Highness. Dassan, Chatta, let’s sit down and see if we can’t make some rough estimates.”
Chatta panned the view out a little more in her bowl before waving a wand over the surface. “I’ve frozen the image so that you can study it without me. Gentlemen, one word of experience: when a magician is stripped, they’re usually in severe shock afterwards. They’re not going to be capable of putting up much of a fight.” 
Saroya’s stern expression relaxed into something that might have been a smile. “I’m glad to hear it. We’ll prepare for the worst just in case, though.”
“Probably wise,” she allowed with a wry curve of the lips. 
 ~*~
Most of the night was spent in preparation. Saroya, Xiaolang and Audax put their heads together and outlined the best way to breach the building. Chatta was often drafted to scry around every nook and corner of the building so that they had an exact picture of the entrances. After seeing every angle of the building upon request, I could tell from Saroya’s expression that he now had a whole new appreciation for having magicians around. For that matter, I think the prince was plotting on just keeping Chatta. 
Shad and one of his Wizards—Bornemeier, I think—actually went to the building and did a search with the triangle to determine the exact number that we were dealing with. When they came back, Xiaolang and Saroya had to rework the entire plan that they’d been devising. Apparently, we would not be dealing with a hundred people as they’d pessimistically assumed. From what I heard, only forty-seven were actually in the building. Whether that number stayed consistent through the night and into the next morning, well…that was anyone’s guess. 
As I wouldn’t be part of the military end of this operation, I didn’t pay a lot of attention to what they planned. Dassan and I instead worked out the right number of magicians to call a circle together, and which magicians we could afford to yank quickly from the field. The building was the size of a warehouse, and we couldn’t be sure that the number reported to us wouldn’t change at some point during the night. On the one hand, no blood magician was as powerful as a normal magician, so it didn’t take as much effort to strip their magic. On the other, we didn’t want to be cocky and not have the power we needed. It made deciding on an exact number for the circle tricky, to say the least. 
We finally decided on 32. If we drew upon every available Mage, partially because they could quickly travel to Ascalon and partially for their brute strength, then it should be enough even if the warehouse was packed full of Priests. 
I don’t wake up at the best of times, but this morning was worse than usual. Not only were we attacking in the pre-dawn hours, an unholy hour of the morning that I try to avoid as much as possible, I had only snatched a few hours of sleep the night before. I didn’t so much walk downstairs as shamble. Getting both eyes open at the same time was simply beyond me. 
As if life were mocking me, Prince Audax stood waiting in the foyer, impeccably dressed in a military uniform looking perky and alert. His toe tapped an impatient rhythm as he waited for everyone to assemble. When he saw me half-stumbling down the stairs his impatient frown deepened into one of outright concern. 
“Garth, I’m used to you being somewhat…hazy in the mornings, but are you unwell?”
“Long night,” I rasped, trying to keep a sour note out of my voice. I finally noticed that Ries was standing at Audax’s back as he had at mine the past several months. He also was impeccably dressed and had the air of a man that thought sleep was for weaklings. I gave him a nod good morning, which he returned with a hint of a smile. 
“And Chatta?” Audax asked, looking beyond me as if he expected to see her following me down.
“Also a long night.” 
His eyes crinkled a bit at the corners. “Your married life is bound to prove interesting, if this is normal.”
“Especially around breakfast,” I agreed. The banter oddly helped me to wake up a little. “Have you seen anyone else?”
“Everyone else is already outside and gearing up. I am simply waiting for you and Chatta.”
Great, we were the last ones down. Frowning, I turned in a half-circle, looking for…found him. Didi sat on the banister two stories up, tail twitching as he watched me. “Didi, is she up yet?”
Didi gave a shake of the head. 
“In that case, go wake her up. You have my permission to do anything that works.” 
A slow smile spread over the meuritta’s face. It might have just been the angle, but from here it was a particularly evil smile. He gave me a chipper salute, then scampered down the hallway. 
Prince Audax cleared his throat slightly. “Was that wise?”
“Probably not,” I admitted. “But this way, Didi and I can blame it on the other.”
“DIDI!”
I winced as Chatta’s outraged scream echoed through the building. Did I want to know what he’d done…well, even if I didn’t she was bound to tell me. “It will only take her a moment to strangle him, if you want to go ahead,” I offered in genial tones. “We’ll catch up shortly.” 
Audax had his eyes fixed on the ceiling, as if he could somehow discern what was going on upstairs even through the wood and plaster. “Garth, I must ask…do all magicians have familiars?”
“Oh no, it’s not a set rule. We generally do just because it’s easier for us to have one. When we work complicated magic we tend to lose track of our immediate surroundings. A familiar helps to safeguard us in those moments.” 
He processed this for several seconds before venturing, “So Nolan doesn’t need to have a familiar.”
“Ah…” Had no one told him? “Highness, Nolan already has a meuritta.” 
Audax’s jaw dropped, mouth working for several seconds before he croaked, “What?! When did that happen?”
I tried to hide my evil smile as I related the tale of how the boys had escaped Del’Hain and gone adventuring, coming back with their own meurittas. Audax looked ready to practice some stress relief on the nearest wall by the time I finished. 
Chatta joined us at the bottom of the stairs, looking just as un-awake as I felt. Didi, wisely, flew about three feet above her head, just out of range. He didn’t look singed or damaged in any way, so he must have dodged Chatta’s revenge, whatever that had been. 
My fiancée glared up at me under furrowed brows. “You sicced him on me, didn’t you?”
I gave her a bright, innocent smile. “They’re waiting for us.” 
Muttering darkly under her breath, she stalked out the front door. 
~*~
The plan went off so smoothly it actually made me nervous. 
We’d already coordinated on which magicians would be in the circle and who would be bringing the groups in. It would be easier if each group were brought in from different directions instead of one lump group that would arrive and then have to fan out. I had five magicians with me that I spread out along the south side of the building. 
There were only two main entrances to the warehouse. One on the east side and another on the west. We had two magicians standing in front of each entrance, but also a squad of specially trained soldiers that were on high alert. I had my earth sense strained to its max sensitivity, so I could feel every restless movement of the soldiers. I could also tell the number of Priests inside of that building—the number hadn’t changed since Shad’s reconnaissance. We had more than enough magicians to handle what was inside. I breathed a little easier when I realized this. 
Dassan and Chatta coordinated all of the magicians into a rough circle around the building by contacting them through mirror broach. I didn’t pay much attention to their quiet commands, even though I kept the mirror out and in my left hand just in case they needed me to do something. We all knew what the plan was, after all. We were just staying in communication just in case. It still being early in the morning, the air had that damp, slightly chill feeling to it. The sun hadn’t yet properly risen over this section of the city yet either. It felt like we were still in the witching hour of the night even though it was technically morning. Our surroundings had that unearthly, grey look to it. I didn’t like being part of a circle to begin with as the notion of being stripped of magic was highly disturbing for me. Doing it in this uneasy atmosphere…well, needless to say I felt a little more on edge than I probably should have been. 
With the tall buildings around us, the sun didn’t have a chance to really light up the deserted streets we stood on. As it inched its way into the sky, the dark blue shadows that we stood in lightened to grey. I found myself marking time by the color as the law people got into position. 
We’d debated on whether the Protectors should be called in the night before, but Prince Audax had insisted on it. Even if we felt like we had enough expertise to handle this body of Priests, he wanted them there. Mostly for political and legal purposes, or so I was given to understand by his rather cryptic explanation. With these narrow passages and alleys between the stone buildings sound echoed, so I could hear the whispered conversations as the new arrivals coordinated with the teams already in place. I didn’t hear any arguments break out though, so assumed that they were cooperating with each other. 
“Alright everyone,” Chatta’s voice came softly through the mirror, but with a distinctness that spoke of command, “Dassan and I will start the incantation. Join in as you are able. Ready, and: What stands before us…”
I joined in on the next line, hearing a multitude of voices of all ages and genders around me speak at the same time. Some of the voices came through mirror, others from the people standing with me. It was the first time I’d ever linked up with that many magicians all at once. The amount of power that filled the air was awe-inspiring and staggering. It sent my nerves singing and my pulse racing. 
There were screams of dismay and horror from inside the building, so we knew the circle had done its job. Some of the occupants rushed outside immediately, staggering as the shock set in, their eyes wild. The unbalanced attacks they tried were abruptly cut down by the waiting Special Forces members and Protectors. 
I stood near the corner of the south end, near the east entrance, so I could actually see some of the Priests manhandled into manacles and then dragged forcibly to the waiting wagons. Each wagon had a cage made of thick iron bars set over the top, like a mobile prison cell. I was told that fifteen people could be put inside, and they’d brought four wagons, just in case. I kept an eye on them as we ended the incantation, letting the magic drain away. 
“Alright, everyone, excellent work,” Dassan said through the mirror, sounding as out of breath as I felt. Working that kind of magic in tandem left you feeling strangely exhilarated, with magic still humming at high volume through your blood. But at the same time, you felt a little light headed and you just knew that as soon as the adrenaline wore off, you’d be exhausted later. I wasn’t looking forward to later. 
“If you feel able,” Chatta added, “please go to either the east or west entrances and keep an eye on the Priests. I think our allies can handle it, but it doesn’t hurt to have an extra set of eyes on these people. We know their tricks, after all.”
Yes, the group of magicians in on this operation had been handpicked not just for the magical expertise but their experience with blood magic. All of us here knew the warning signs to watch for. 
I watched each person as they were dragged out. Most of them were young—fifteen years or so old. Barely old enough to be initiates. Others were in their late teens or early twenties; old enough to be Priests but too young to know any of the secrets we were searching for. 
The wagons were a good way to estimate how many we’d captured. I did a headcount as I walked to the east entrance and frowned when I realized we only had ten in one wagon. Lifting the mirror to my mouth I asked, “South entrance, how many do you have?”
It was Shad that answered, “We have six. How many do you have?”
“Ten,” I answered, feeling my stomach tightening into a large knot. 
“Then we’re short a few,” Shad responded with obvious delight. “Oh good, I was afraid this might be boring. East side, hold position. I’m going in and I’ll try to flush them your direction.”
“Shad!” I yelped in alarm, “Don’t go in there alone!”
“Too late,” Dassan informed me, voice resigned. “He’s gone.”
Why did he have to be so fast…? 
Groaning, I shoved the mirror into my pocket and snapped the bon’a’lon out from my belt and half-ran to put myself squarely in front of the very tall double-doors. They were only half-open, but even then I couldn’t really see anything inside. There was practically no light coming from anywhere within the building, and the sunlight wasn’t strong enough to penetrate more than a few feet into the entrance. 
Shad was going in their blind. 
I let out a long sigh. Knowing him, that probably made things more fun. Why did he have to be such an adrenaline addict? 
Prince Audax came to stand at my side, his eyes narrowed as he tried to peer inside. “He’s going to get himself killed one of these days doing stunts like this.”
“I know that, and you know that, but try convincing him,” I grumbled acerbically. 
“Well, if he—” Audax cut himself short, head cocked. “Do you hear laughter from inside?”
Now that he mentioned it…I did. “It sounds evil.”
“It sounds like our crazy Captain is having a lot of fun.” Audax shook his head, half-amused and half-resigned. “The sound is getting closer. Everyone, be ready!” he called to the men around us. 
He barely had the warning out when a wave of wide-eyed Priests came stumbling out. Some of them were looking more over their shoulders than what was in front of them. In fact, judging from the abject terror on their faces, you would’ve thought that a sword-wielding boogeyman was chasing them. 
Actually…knowing Shad…they might’ve been right…
In any case, Shad’s insane actions worked and they poured through the doors so afraid of what was chasing them that they didn’t pay much heed to the soldiers waiting for them until too late. Caught off-guard, their resistance to capture was minimal at best. In fact, I didn’t even have a chance to fight, they were caught so easily. 
I stayed on guard until Shad appeared. He had his sword out in one hand, a long dagger in the other, and a maniacal grin on his face. I searched automatically for any sign of injury, but he wasn’t even flushed from his mad dash through the warehouse. “Anyone do a headcount?” he asked, as if he hadn’t done something insanely reckless. 
Apparently Audax was used to such behavior, and after working with Shad as much as he had, he probably was, for he answered laconically, “Thirty-six.”
I did the simple arithmetic in my head and nodded in satisfaction. “That should be all of them. Good work, Shad.”
Shad put a modest expression on and placed a hand over his heart. “Why thank you. All in the line of duty.”
“Don’t push it,” I advised dryly. Snapping the bon’a’lon back into its resting position, I dug out the mirror broach and reported to the other side. 
While this roundup did collect another three dozen or so renegades, it didn’t help us in the long run. As the last group was clapped in irons, I turned away and started back toward the palace compound. 
“Just wait!” a young voice snarled fiercely from somewhere behind me. “Just wait until they activate the weapon and they destroy all of you! You won’t stand a chance then!”
Weapon? What was he talking about? I turned back in curiosity. It might be nothing more than a bluff, but there was an underlying tone to the threat that made me think he was perfectly earnest. The boy that had spoken was one of the young initiates. He was scrappy for his age, with blond hair falling into his eyes. As futile as it was, he was dragging his feet and fighting the soldier’s hold on him. 
I waved for the soldier to stop for a moment and knelt down to the boy’s level. “What do you mean by weapon?”
Glad to have gotten a reaction, he leaned against the chains to stare me straight in the eye. “That’s right, the weapon. The weapon that was built to destroy this whole city. To destroy evil, like you.”
The last part I ignored. A weapon of mass destruction? “So how old is this weapon?”
For the first time he faltered and took a second to answer me. “Dunno. It was hidden before the War, though.”
A pre-war weapon? It was doubtful that it was made by the Star Order, then. They hadn’t had enough power or influence to make something of that scale two hundred years ago. But that didn’t mean such a thing didn’t exist—some other magician could have made it, a Star Order Priest found it, and they altered it enough for a blood magician to be able to use it. 
“Magus, don’t pay attention to this nonsense,” the soldier suggested with a yank to get the boy moving. “It’s just a bluff.”
I stood again and watched as the boy was hauled away. Maybe it had been a bluff. Then again…maybe it wasn’t. Either way, I knew who to ask. 
 
 


Chapter Eleven: Legends 
 
Chatta and I consumed a quick breakfast, snatched her mirror broach, and found a remote room to sequester ourselves in so we could talk in private. As soon as I was comfortable, I grazed the mirror with my power and called, “Raile?”
A moment of silence, then there was a thump, a softer thud, and the soft sigh of fabric as if something heavy had just slid against it. 
“Garth?”
“Yes. Chatta’s here too. We have something we want to ask you.”
“Well, I certainly have a few moments to talk. First, tell me what’s going on over there. No one’s keeping me updated!”
I filled him in with a detailed version of the most recent events, ending with, “It would help if we had some way of searching the land that didn’t have the same limitations as scrying. I don’t suppose you know of anything like that, do you?”
“I have had a notion of something that might help locate those priests. When I was a very young boy, I vaguely remember being told tales about Legends.”
I blinked, having no idea what he was referring to. “Legends?”
“That was what everyone called them,” Raile confirmed. “My Grandpa said that the term came from their similarity with a map’s legend. I was never sure if he was right about that or not. Anyway, a Legend was an individual, either male or female, that could make a personal contract with a Gardener. They were given the ability to sense everything around them for great distances, rather like a living map legend.”
My eyes nearly fell out of my sockets. “Everything?!”
“From mountains to mole hills, mosquitoes to mammoths,” Raile confirmed, obviously enjoying our surprise. 
“But wouldn’t that completely overwhelm their senses?” Chatta turned to me, eyes still wide with wonder as she evaluated the concept. “Garth, you can’t do that, can you?”
“To a limited extent, yes, but not everything all at once. Even Cora couldn’t cope with that big of a headache.” My head hurt just contemplating the crushing amount of information. “It requires maximum effort and focus on my part, too. Raile, how was such a contract made?”
“I don’t remember,” he admitted without any noticeable concern, considering the question insignificant next to the sheer weight of the information. “I’m sure the Gardeners do, though. I’m also sure that buried somewhere in one of the hidden library caches, there are detailed instructions how to go about discovering the traits necessary for a Legend, or maybe they were made using spells and talismans.”
“Hidden library caches?” Chatta pounced on this cryptic reference. “What hidden library caches?”
Raile sounded bemused. “Like the one you found near that boy in the cave, the young Elemental Mage on the coast.”
It felt like my head was reeling, split between Chatta’s question and the revelation that Raile seemed to be familiar with them. “Raile, you know about the caches?”
“’Course I do,” he snorted. “I helped put them together before they were buried, y’know.”
“Then you know where they are? Precisely where they are?” I pressed him urgently.
“No, not all of them,” he admitted. “I was just a boy, you realize, they wouldn’t tell me everything. My Da told me that one was buried right underneath the capitol’s library in Chahir, though. He thought it was hilarious, since that was the Star Order’s Headquarters at the time. They didn’t even realize it, sitting on top of a treasure of magical artifacts, and didn’t have an inkling that it was there. How powerful could their magic have been?”
 I felt like going to the nearest brick wall and banging my head against it. All this time, running around like frantic chickens with our heads cut off, trying to solve all these problems and obscure riddles, and the answer was riding along inside Raile’s head. That tore it! Before another obscure problem could crop up, I swore to myself that I wouldn’t do one thing until I sat Raile down and had a long chat with him about it first. 
“Raile, listen to me carefully. I definitely want to hunt up that cache under the capitol’s library—I think it has information we need—but the reason why I called you is I need to know something. A young Star Order initiate boasted that there’s an ancient pre-war weapon that the Star Order will use to destroy us. Do you know anything about that?”
“No, can’t say that I do. But I can tell you this—if it exists, the information about it will be in that library cache.”
I made a snap decision. “I’m coming to get you right now so that you can lead me to it.”
“Sounds more fun than what I had planned.”
“I’ll tell Xiaolang what you’re doing and why,” Chatta volunteered. “You go get Raile.”
“Good plan,” I approved, kissing her lightly on the temple. “Don’t get into trouble.”
“Without you?” she gave a saucy wink. “Never. That would be no fun at all.”
I chuckled as she walked away, unable to refute the axiom that it normally was my fault Chatta got caught up in “interesting situations.” 
“So.” There was no mistaking the distinct amusement that I heard in Raile’s voice. “Finally realized you loved her, eh? About time!”
“Don’t start with me,” I grumbled. “I’ve already been teased enough for a lifetime over this.”
He laughed, the sound raspy but still pleasant to the ears.
“I’ll be there shortly, Raile.”
“I’ll meet you at the main gates.” 
Before I disappeared, there was one more person I needed to check in with. Night?
Go or stay?
“I think I’ll help Chatta,” he answered. “I don’t think I’d be much help digging up an ancient treasure trove. I’d probably destroy more than I dug up.”
Good point. See you later, then.

~*~
I didn’t have to reconstruct my bridge as Raile simply waved off the glamour for the existing bridge. Raile had said that the cache was located right underneath the Capitol Library’s foundation, so I took us straight there. The library, as I understood it, had stood since the Palace itself was erected. It was a massive structure, made out of granite, and so it registered on my senses like a lodestone beacon. I had no problem finding the place. 
I brought us up in an “empty-feeling” place, without the slightest clue of where exactly it might be, except this was in the right general area. When my head rose above ground, I realized to my chagrin that I had actually brought us up in some poor elderly man’s office. He had frozen with fear, hand still holding a dripping quill, eyes nearly ready to pop out of his head. Judging from the decidedly formal clothing he was wearing, he had to be part of the senior staff here at the library. 
“I’m very sorry for startling you,” I apologized contritely. “I didn’t intend to barge into your office, it just registered as an empty area to me.”
“Q—” He paused, drew in a deeper breath, and took hold of himself with visible effort. “Quite alright. From your appearance, I assume that you are the young Earth Mage, Rhebengarthen?”
I was a little surprised that even an elderly librarian from Chahir had heard of me. “That’s correct.”
He put the quill down with a deliberate motion. “I am Shahraman, Head Curator of the Alvacon Library. I have been expecting you for some time.”
I blinked at him, trying to restart my brain that’d gone perfectly blank. How could this man be expecting me, when not two hours before, I had had no idea I would be here? “I’m sorry?”
“Well, perhaps not you precisely, but a powerful magician, most certainly,” he amended. “Before the war ended, something very dangerous, and intensely magical, was locked deep within the basement area of this building. We couldn’t destroy it; we couldn’t even approach it without putting our lives on the line. I come from a long line of librarians who have watched over it all of these years. I knew, once King Vonlorisen changed his position on magic, that at some point a magician from Hain would come here to reclaim that magical relic. That is why you are here, is it not?”
One relic. He thought there was only one magical relic here? “Well, er, yes.” I turned to Raile, hoping he could unravel my puzzlement.
“I am Raile Blackover, Wizard of Coven Ordan,” Raile introduced himself, with a formal bow showing respect to our unexpected guest, but with a slight twinkle in his eye. “And we would be very interested in seeing what’s in your basement, Shahraman.”
~*~
We were dispatched to the lower bowels of this ages old library basement, accompanied by a conscripted quivering young guide by the name of Robles. Apparently, the basement level was a veritable mole’s warren, and only the most experienced guides, possessing uncommon luck, could navigate it without getting lost. I thought about telling them that with my Mage senses, I could not only find the right room, but get out again without a problem. Then I thought about my embarrassing talent for getting lost, and decided to keep my mouth shut. 
Raile accepted our young guide without a qualm, and let him lead the way through an obscure side door and down a long narrow flight of stairs. We each were given a lantern before our descent, as apparently the lighting on the lower unused levels was chancy at best. 
The smell of must permeated the lower level, and while not particularly unpleasant, it was present in every inhale I took. The walls on either side were smooth stone, closely fit together so smoothly that my hand could barely feel the difference between one brick and another. We passed several doors and other hallways as we descended, and we changed staircases several times until we reached the fifth level. Then we just went down the same spirally stairs. As we descended the winding staircase I kept an eye on Raile, ready to catch him at a moment’s notice. His every step took a conscious effort with a pronounced caution on his part. It was clear that the trip down was not easy on him.
At first I thought that our guide was being solicitous of Raile’s age as well. He went very slowly, glancing back over his shoulder frequently. But the more we descended into the cloying darkness, the slower he went. Even Raile had to slow his pace, and he finally looked up with a slight frown. 
“Is something wrong, young man?”
“Sir, I strongly suggest we don’t go down there,” Robles’ voice broke with an unmistakable catch of nervousness in it. “That was locked down there, many years ago, long before I was born.”
The emphasis he put on the word was unmistakable. “That?” I repeated, more curious than alarmed. 
He half-turned, the white of his eyes wide in the lantern’s light. His voice fell to a hushed conspiratorial tone, as if he feared it might hear him. “Right after the war, there was a large weapon of unspeakable magical power brought here in the dead of night, and sealed away for all time. Good Masters, it is not wise to—”
Raile stopped dead in his tracks, his frame shaking slightly. I became alarmed for a split second until I realized that the low, rusty sound emanating from him was laughter. In fact, he was laughing so hard that he was quite out of breath, and had to prop himself up against the wall to keep from toppling over. “Is that what you think it is?” he finally demanded, trying to regain some of his breath. “They buried some sort of secret, powerful weapon here?”
Wait, that was the all-powerful weapon the Star Order planned to release on us? It seemed to fit all of the criteria: pre-war, hidden, weapon of massive destruction. I had no way of knowing if this was the exact one the boy meant, but I was willing to bet on it. He’d probably heard the story from someone who worked here, made some assumptions, as they obviously had, and thought that only the Star Order could create something powerful like this, so obviously they’d use it when the time was right. 
It was a relief to my mind that while the bluff had an element of truth to it, it apparently remained a bluff. 
Still…a weapon? I smiled at the sheer absurdity of it; what does a magician need with a weapon? His mind and his training are his weapons. “It does rather make sense,” I noted to Raile, my head full of the mental picture that my imagination was churning out at top speed. “I’ll bet you that some half-awake young librarian saw strange people lugging in large objects, or lots of small objects, under the cover of night—”
The startled jerk, and surprised expression on Robles’s face, was confirmation enough that I had hit the mark pretty close. 
“—and put some massive seal on it to keep it from being disturbed by anyone. When he didn’t hear anything about it again, even a hushed whisper, he assumed it was something dangerous, perhaps a secret weapon,” I finished dryly. “Over the years, his wild assumption transformed itself into a legend that has taken on a life of its own, growing with each passing generation.”
Raile shook his head in exasperation. “I suppose it’s just as well. In their ignorance they might have cracked the seal and destroyed everything inside otherwise.” He pointed an authoritative finger at Robles, with an unmistakable command in his voice. “Keep moving.”
Robles nodded reluctantly, turned to face his doom, and resumed our downward journey. 
“Was he that far off?” I said aloud, a little rhetorically, as I trudged along in Raile’s wake. “Knowledge is power, after all. Considering how much information is in there, in the wrong hands it could have been a very lethal weapon. Just look at the triangle devices that the Star Order Priests stumbled across to locate emerging magicians. Think about the untold misery and death that one piece of magically enhanced hardware was responsible for!”
Raile nodded sadly in agreement. “But it takes application,” Raile pointed out with conviction. “No ignorant slob from the Star Order can just waltz in and flip a switch to unleash mass destruction.”
Fortune had favored us in that small mercy. “No ignorant slob could even get past the seal, for that matter,” I drawled. “I’m not entirely sure if I can get past the seal.”
“You’re a Mage, Garth.” Raile observed calmly. “I fully expected you to be lousy at seals. That’s why I came along for the ride; I am a savant when it comes to picking seals! When I was young, the best way to attract my attention was to put a seal on something. If something was sealed, it was a foregone conclusion that I would eventually be trying to open it. The more challenging the seal, the better I liked it.” Raile grinned with dreamy eyes.
Oh. Well at least there was a plan, and he had been thinking ahead. I didn’t have to worry about the seal? Excellent! After all, the last time I had tried to crack an ancient seal, I was completely stymied. Eventually I’d just let Night do all the work, shattering the edges of the seal with his Breaker abilities until it’d lost cohesion with the surrounding cave walls and collapsed. Without Raile here, if I had failed to break the seal, I’d have had to go all the way back to Coven Ordan and get Night. Considering the winding, twisting nature of these stairs, and the dark spooky passageways, Raile was the clear choice to successfully deal with the ancient seal. 
We finally reached the lowest basement level. It resembled every other level we’d passed previously in that it had smooth grey stone, with modest dimensions for the hallway and doors. Even the doors looked unremarkable—just plain wood that wouldn’t be out of place for a storeroom. If someone had asked me to pick out any particular door as the one leading to a fabulous treasure, I wouldn’t have been able to point to one with any confidence. Robles pointed ahead fearfully, while unconsciously edging back up the staircase. “It’s the fourth door on the left.”
I gave him a sad knowing look. Apparently the young man was still convinced that a dangerous weapon of monstrous proportions was locked up down here, no matter what we said to the contrary. Well, it didn’t matter. I didn’t stop him as he scurried back up the stairs, with a swiftness that any seasoned distance runner would envy. Raile moved ahead of me into the enveloping darkness, pulling a wand from an inside pocket in his coat. I couldn’t clearly hear the words of the spell he was muttering, but I could certainly feel the effects. The seal around the door was definitely unraveling, slowly dropping in orderly bands on the dusty floor. And then I felt it shiver and freeze in place. Raile smirked in challenge and began muttering faster, wand waving sharply through the air. Twice more the seal did this, each time Raile rising to the occasion until he gave a final sharp command and the seal shuddered, completely dissipating and disappearing. Raile lowered his wand, breathing a little harder than normal.
“Are you alright?” Working magic was…well, just that, work. It took physical effort. For someone of his amazing age, even simple magic could require some concentrated sustained effort. Undoing and removing that ancient seal of unknown origin, a seal that had withstood the test of time, was far from simple. 
“Fine. It was a mite tougher than I had counted on. Still, it feels good to have a challenge, from time to time.” He put his wand away with a flourish, and opened the door. 
The hinges of the door complained loudly at being pressed into service after so long, in this dark dusty realm. I followed right on his heels, taking in the sights over his shoulder. I had expected it to be similar to the library trove hidden in the cave. It wasn’t. The room was the size of an enormous warehouse, and filled to the rafters, with no clear space to walk inside anywhere. It made the cave look like an assortment of leftovers and afterthoughts, in a small storage bin. 
“Raile,” I had to clear my throat before I could continue, not daring to ask the next question. “Is there an enlarging spell on this room?”
“Yes,” he confirmed, eyes glued on the sight before him. “Can’t you tell?”
“Too many magical items crammed in here next to each other,” I said absently. “It’s skewing my senses and throwing me for a loop.”
For a long moment, we just looked all around us in awed and profound silence. 
“How did they get it all in here?” Raile wondered aloud.
“I have no idea. They probably just kept expanding the spell, and stacking stuff up. At some point they finally ran out of stuff, and they backed their way out of the door and sealed it,” I speculated. “My main concern is how are we supposed to get everything out?”
Raile gave me a very patient, all knowing, and long suffering look. “There’s earth under our feet, isn’t there? The size shouldn’t make any difference to you, just wrap it up and take it down!”
Apparently it was to be my high honor to transport this staggering quantity of magical artifacts. So many of the relics deposited here were unfamiliar, and extremely dissimilar. I couldn’t even hazard a guess at the function of a fraction of them. “Wait, I know!” I paused in mock realization. “That’s why you brought me along, you’re the brains and I am the brawn!”
“You’re quick, you are really, really quick,” Raile approved with a gamine grin.
“Where do you want me to take it?” I intoned, in total resignation to my fate.
Raile positively glowed with that evil little smile of his. He must have honed it to its highest form of expression, over his long years. “We simply don’t have enough room at Coven Ordan for investigating anything near this size or complexity. The next best choice would be the Sojavel Ra Institute in Hain. I understand that you have a close contact there, who partnered with you on your early missions. It would be a perfect project to present your good friend, a Wizard Kartal, I believe.” 
I started drawing on the unthinkable quantity of power I would require to wrap up this seemingly infinite load. I had a grin on my own face that couldn’t have been erased. I just kept imagining surfacing with this massive collection of puzzles rolled into enigmas near the Sojavel Ra Institute grounds. I was certain when the enlarging spell released the contents would dwarf the entire Institute itself. 
 


Chapter Twelve: Sigils
 
When I emerged out of the earth on the open plain east of the Institute, Kartal was waiting with baited breath. I had cued him up to my imminent arrival, contacting him on my mirror broach. Kartal was practically drooling down the front of his immaculate black robes; he couldn’t decide which area to attack first. I handed it all over with a twinkle in my eye, keeping my private joke about this particular acquisition close to my chest. “Here’s a part of what you asked me for, but it comes with a price. There is something in this cache I want, and I expect you to find it for me. Quickly!”
Tearing his gaze away from the mind numbing collection of pre-war magical artifacts, he arched a sardonic eyebrow at me. “Indeed.”
“According to Raile, there was once a contract made between certain humans and the Gardeners—” I had a flash of petty amusement when Kartal’s jaw dropped in amazement “—which gave them the ability to sense everything around them. They were called Legends, supposedly because they were like a living map, and aware of all of the features in any given area. Somewhere, buried in that mountain of crystals and books, is the instructions on how a contract was created, and what was required to become a Legend. I want those instructions, Kartal, and I want them yesterday.”
“To help resolve the issue with the renegade Star Order Priests?” he asked hoarsely, eyes spinning a little out of focus with what I was telling him.
“That and to help find the emerging magicians that are still appearing in Chahir. If Legends can become a reality again, they can take over our insane workload. That will free me up for other assignments, perhaps closer to home.” That would be really nice. I was definitely saddle sore and tired of riding all over creation and back again. Our mission had been so vitally important, and time sensitive, that slowing the pace a little had a definite appeal to me. Besides, with my upcoming marriage to Chatta looming on the not-so-distant horizon, I’d like to actually be home once in a while and spend some quality time with my new bride. 
“I’ll make it my top priority to find it,” he promised me, no hint of guile in his face. 
I eyed this helpful Kartal warily; this was completely out of character for him to consider anyone but himself. “You’re being rather agreeable.”
“Of course I am,” he retorted in more Kartal-like tone of exasperation and superiority. “If this mission doesn’t get resolved soon, then I will most likely get dragged into it as well. I’d rather not be out tramping all over the wilds of Chahir, thank you very much.” 
I just knew there’d been an ulterior, self-serving motive lurking in there somewhere. “I see. In that case, I’ll be going.”
~*~
Early afternoon saw me almost to the Chahir-Hain border when the mirror broach in my pocket started talking. My first reaction was panic—they knew I was already on the way back, so if they were contacting me while I was still on the earth path, it meant that something serious had happened. I yanked the mirror out of my pocket with lightning speed. “What? What’s wrong?”
“It’s not that bad,” Chatta answered in soothing tones. “Well, not for us, anyway. A tidal wave hit Movac, in Echols Province. Apparently quite a bit of damage was done to the shoreline and the waterfront. Vonlorisen wants you to go over there and see how much reconstruction you can do.”
I eyed the mirror in resignation. Clearly, Vonlorisen and Guin have spent too much time talking to each other. Vonlorisen was beginning to get ideas. I altered my course for the west coast. “Understood. I’m on my way.” 
It neared the dinner hour before I arrived in Movac. The city was a trade city, mostly between Bromany and Q’atal. With all of the trade and cultural influence, it didn’t look like the typical Chahiran architecture. I caught influences of Bromanian architecture and Q’atalian design here and there as I came up just outside of the city gates. 
Chatta hadn’t mentioned that I needed to go talk to someone in particular, so I just walked down the main thoroughfare until I reached the waterfront. 
The place was in shambles. Huge cracks in the street where the bedrock foundation had either split or moved forced portions of the street up or reversely, down. Buildings leaned sideways or half-crumpled so that they gaped open. Mud seemed to be everywhere, along with odd bits of seaweed, shells, and dead fish. People of all ages were digging through the mud, trying to find different pieces of their lives that had been scattered. Most of them were either pale with shock or softly crying. It broke my heart just watching them. 
Further ahead, there was a long line of men that were passing heavy sandbags one to another. I could see a part of the line in between the houses. Perhaps I could find someone in charge over there. 
Quickening my pace, I reached the end of the street and paused, looking down. Most of these men seemed to be civilians drafted into the work, but there was one man in the black and forest green colors of the national army. I headed straight to him. 
He stood on a slight rise, made from a displaced group of boulders, with a map in his hands, calling out orders on what section needed reinforcement next. From the looks of him, he seemed to be in his early forties, although the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth could be more pronounced because of the deep tan. Three small triangles were along his collar, which at least told me his rank. 
“Captain!” I called when I was a few feet from him. 
He paused in mid-sentence and turned to frown down at me. “Yes?”
“I’m Magus Rhebengarthen,” I introduced myself with false calm. Everyone in the line abruptly froze when they heard me. The people who had been too far away muttered about the holdup. I didn’t dare look at anyone else to see how they reacted but kept my gaze locked with the captain’s piercing blue eyes. “King Vonlorisen sent me down to help.”
The Captain slowly folded up his map before hopping lightly down from his perch. “Did he now.” For a long moment, he just looked at me with intense scrutiny. “I’m Vanrossien, Captain of the 504 Squad. Tell me, Magus, what can you do to help?”
The question was not hostile but simply neutral. Not the best reception I’ve received, but far from the worst. I took in a breath to steady my voice before speaking. “I’m an Earth Mage, Captain. If it is made of dirt, stone, or sand I can manipulate it. Metal is a little harder on me, but I can work with it too.” I gestured to the line of sandbags that were in place. “I can save you a lot of time and work right now by restoring the shoreline.” 
“This whole shoreline. By yourself.” His tone was still neutral but his eyes were a little wide, giving away his incredulity. 
“Yes,” I made my tone firm, confident. 
I’m not sure if he actually believed me, but he waved a hand toward the sea. “Be my guest.”
“Thank you. Do you have a map that shows what the shoreline originally looked like? It will help speed the process along.” The whole area here was so disturbed that I wasn’t sure if I could reconstruct the original look of the place by feel alone. The whole area just felt like upset bedrock to me. 
Without a word he handed the map in his hands to me. 
I unfolded it and looked at it for several long moments, glancing up to look at the area around me. This harbor had once had an almost crescent shape to it. Right now, it looked like someone had hit it with several giant wrecking balls. Without this map, I never would have been able to guess the original shape. 
With a deep breath, I reached out with my full magical sense, unleashing the core of magic within my chest. I started with the ground under my feet and extended to everything within my reach, calling every particle of dirt to return to its original place. The bedrock shook and groaned as it moved, the sand hissed as it crawled along the broken pavement, and the mud made wet, sloshing noises as it rolled back toward the shore. 
People either danced around in panic, avoiding the moving earth as much as they could, or simply stared at me in awe as their world moved at my call. I paid them no heed. I stayed intensely focused on every particle of sand until I could feel the last piece in place with an almost audible click. Then I relaxed my concentration and looked up with a satisfied smile. 
Within fifteen minutes, the shoreline had been restored. 
The Captain seemed to have some difficulty keeping his jaw hinged. I resisted the urge to tease and simply handed him the map. “I’ll start working on the streets.” 
He managed to find his tongue long enough to croak, “Please do so.”
I walked to the nearest street and started shifting the cobblestone back into its proper order. While I worked, I had to wonder—had I just created another legend for myself?
With my luck, I probably had. 
Shaking my head, I focused on the task at hand. Practically every street near the water was torn up or split in some fashion or another. I methodically went from one to another, putting the pieces back together. Sometimes one of the citizens would stop me, offering me advice on how it was supposed to look. One brave enough woman stopped me to ask to put her half-buried well back in order. That was too good of an opportunity to pass up. If I could convince these people that true magicians were good people, willing to help, then it would be another fatal blow for the Star Order. So for anyone brave enough to approach me, I did twice the amount of work they asked for. 
I could almost see the word of my actions spread like wildfire. 
Without anyone around to remind me of the time, I got rather wrapped up in the work. I’d started at the south section of the shore and worked my way steadily northward, and the sun slipped behind the horizon as I did so. When the mirror in my pocket buzzed, I realized in shock I had been working over four hours. Whoops. I should have checked in before this… I brought the mirror out, resigned to the fact that I was probably in trouble. “Hello.”
“Garth, are you going to be much longer?” my fiancée asked, a note of worry in her voice. 
“I shouldn’t be. The shoreline is restored, as are most of the streets. I think I have about two blocks left to check on and do some repairs. Shouldn’t take more than another hour or so.”
“Well, that’s good to hear. How bad was it?”
“Pretty bad,” I admitted, still walking to the next street. I started to describe the scene when I first arrived. When I rounded a corner, a wave of magical energy hit me full in the chest, robbing me of breath. I lost the words I was about to speak. My eyes automatically looked for the source of that energy. If felt…wrong. It grated against me like sandpaper against a sunburn. My mage sense cried out in revolt. 
“Garth? Garth, what’s wrong?”
“Chatta, there’s something very wrong here.” I tried to swallow past a dry mouth. “I can’t describe it. It’s this…powerful, malignant wave of energy.”
“That’s…disturbing,” she responded with alarm. “Do you see the source?”
“No. Is Raile still there?”
“Well, yes, he is. He’s been helping us all day.”
“Get him. Do a scrying on my location. I don’t know what this is, but when I find it, I want him to look at it.”
“Good idea. Wait, I’ll fetch him.” I could hear her open a door, the thump of her feet as she ran calling out Raile’s name. 
I broke into a run as well, following my senses to see if I could find the source. It wasn’t difficult. I just listened to what my survival instincts were saying, the direction they wanted me to run to, and went the opposite direction. 
People gave odd looks to this man with long white hair running along their streets, but no one tried to stop me. I turned three corners and went up a slight hill to a higher section of the town before I almost ran straight into it. 
The building stood on top of a slight rise, on the corner of two cross streets. It had a low, iron fence around it to keep people from casually entering. It was a Star Order’s building, although judging from the amount of weeds and overgrown grass in the small front yard, it had been abandoned for at least several weeks. The source of the power pulsed like a beating heart. In truth, it was making me nauseous as well. I swallowed hard, several times, to keep my empty stomach from heaving. 
Feeling unsteady on my feet, I forced myself to walk on the sidewalk around the building. As I made my way to the back, the feeling became more distinct, so I knew I was heading in the right direction. 
“Alright, Garth, I’m here. Where do we need to scry?” Raile asked, sounding unnaturally calm. 
“Movac, north edge of town. There’s a dark grey building that belonged to the Star Order. It’s built on a rise, on the corner of a cross street.” It would take Chatta at least a few minutes to find the place, so I kept walking. 
“What do you see?”
I turned to face the back of the building. What I saw made my stomach contort into knots. “Raile, there’s this huge inscription carved into the back of the building. I’ve never seen anything like it. It must be two feet long and a foot wide.”
“That’s the source?”
“It certainly feels like it.”
“Found it,” Chatta said from somewhere in the background. “Raile, what is that?”
There was grave silence for several moments before Raile answered. His voice shook with every word. “That, children, is our death unless we stop it.” 
~*~
I stood guard over the place until Dassan arrived. Tyvendor brought him, so he actually arrived within a half hour of being called. Tyvendor didn’t stay, just dropped him off and then flew back immediately, citing the need to be available for transport duty for the others.
That inscription on the building was my priority. 
Dassan didn’t utter a word of greeting to me, just stalked to where I stood. I pointed at the inscription and let him draw his own conclusions. I had commandeered as many lamps from the town as I could to illuminate the area. It had garnered more strange looks, but the townspeople had complied. The sigil seemed to writhe under the flickering light. Dassan’s eyes roved from the top to the bottom and back again, carefully, slowly, as if he were reading some pattern to it. I’d stared at it for the past thirty minutes and it only looked like elaborate scroll work and ancient symbols to me. Then again, my training at school hadn’t covered anything like this, so it’s no wonder it didn’t make sense to me. 
It apparently made a great deal of sense to Dassan, as he abruptly started swearing in the vilest language I’d ever heard. He shook in rage, teeth bared in a feral snarl, veins popping at his temples. But under the anger lay another emotion—fear so strong it was almost palpable. 
“What is that thing?” I demanded, tired of getting only cryptic answers.
He turned to me, breath coming in and out in short pants. “Do you know what a sigil is?”
My blood ran cold. “Yes.”
“That’s what it is. I’d lay odds that there was a powerful glamour of some sort over this thing before the tidal wave hit and impacted the building.” 
It was true that the building had suffered quite a bit of damage. Actually, most of this street had. If the glamour or shield or whatever it had been had been tied to the building, then no wonder it had failed when the outer walls were destroyed. I rubbed a hand over my eyes and tried to force myself to think. It’d been a while since I studied about sigils, but from what I remember… “Don’t these things have to be in some sort of directional alignment to work?”
“Either tri-directional or quad-directional,” Dassan confirmed. “I don’t know which one it is just by looking at this. I need to sit down and crunch some numbers to guess the locations for both possibilities.”
“I’ll wait for you,” I responded grimly. “As soon as you have it figured out, we’ll go to each location until we can confirm it one way or another.” 
He nodded in thanks, and then sat down right there on the sidewalk, taking paper and pencil out of his breast pocket. Paying absolutely no heed to me, he started scribbling numbers out at an alarming speed. 
The mirror in my hand lit up with Xiaolang’s voice coming through. “Garth, we’re dying from suspense over here. What is going on?”
“We’ve found a wall sigil here that was created by the Star Order.”
“Break that down for us non-magicians,” Hazard requested. 
I blinked. Was the whole team listening in? “Alright, this is complex magic, but I’ll try to simplify.” I paused for a moment, trying to formulate the explanation in my head, before talking. “There are different levels of magical theory that involve complex spells. The more powerful the spell, the less often it’s a spoken incantation. Sometimes they’re sung, so that you can add the power of several people. An easier way is to simply carve the spell into something so that anyone within range of the carving can be drawn into the spell’s power.”
“That part we followed,” Aletha offered.
“These engraved spells are called sigils. Now, if you have a single sigil then you can only draw power from anyone within immediate reach. However, if you set up several sigils in different directions, sigils that are within direct line of each other, you can set up a resonance. Anyone within the boundary of those lines is automatically drawn in, whether they are touching the sigil or not. The most powerful resonance that can be established is a quad-directional alignment. A sigil is put in the north, south, east and west directions and aligned with the others.” There was a deathly, still silence all around me as I finished. Unnecessarily I added, “There’s more to it, of course. In fact, putting these up requires a great deal of magical knowledge and mathematical equations. This is the layman’s explanation.”
“That’s scary enough,” Shield muttered. “So, are you saying that these sigils can be set up over long distances? Around a whole city?”
“Yes.” 
“So, in theory, a blood magician can draw upon the power of a whole city’s population.” Xiaolang spoke the obvious conclusion with a painfully level tone.
“It’s more than theory,” Chatta whispered, voice shaking. “They plan to draw upon a capitol’s life force to fight back. Garth—the elderly, the children, they won’t be able to survive that kind of drain!”
“I know.” Everyone had magic in them, but most didn’t have the minimal magic to do spells. Most people’s magic instead functioned as their life source. It’s why a magician had to be so careful when working magic; if they ever overdid it, and drained too much of their core, then they could very well kill themselves. For a magician to borrow another’s core power…well, stabbing someone through the heart would have about the same effect. 
Dassan abruptly stood up, leaning over the mirror in my hand. “Raile, are you there?”
“Yes.”
“I’m going to give you some locations to look at. Most glamours are weak to scrying, so you might have an easier time of finding these things than we do.” Dassan rattled off a series of coordinates that made no sense to me, but apparently did to Raile. “Got that?”
“We’ll look. Chatta, get that bowl of yours back out.” 
I looked to Dassan for direction. “Where to?”
“Go directly south from our location. If it’s quad-directional—and I have a hunch it is—we’ll stumble across it near the outskirts of the city.” 
I took us down on the earth path and went south, as ordered. I didn’t go as quickly as I normally do, not wanting to accidentally zip right past it. With it being under such a heavy glamour, I didn’t expect to feel anything. And I didn’t. 
“Garth, there’s a city garden directly ahead of you. The air shimmers oddly there. We think that’s it.”
Gardens have their own distinct feel. Most gardens have imported soil, all of it constrained by stone or planters and so whatever is grown there is disconnected from the ground. And yet, because it rests on the ground, I can still sense it. The larger the garden, the more distinct this out of sync feeling is, and so I found the place they mentioned with relative ease. I rose up when I felt it, being very careful to rise up in a very clear section. 
We arrived in a small courtyard, one that had escaped the destruction of the tidal wave. It looked like someone’s private garden with decorative trees and flowers all around. This place, unlike the other building, did not look abandoned. In fact, to keep bushes that particular shape, I would say that someone would have to work on this area almost daily to keep up with it. 
Nowhere did I see a two foot sigil lurking. 
“I don’t see it,” I growled. 
“I’m not surprised,” Dassan responded, clearly irked. “After all, these sigils escaped detection for several generations. The shields over them have to be amazingly strong.” He confiscated the mirror broach from me before asking, “Raile, do you see anything where I’m standing?”
“Wait, we were checking out a different location. Did you go south?”
 “Garth, Dassan. We found it.”
The warm humid air did nothing to alleviate the cold wave of premonition that swept down my spine. A part of me knew with complete certainty that I didn’t want to know where it was. Unfortunately, I had no choice but to ask. Duty forced me. “Where?”
“The far east wall of the garden. The one next to the apple tree.”
I turned around, as I was facing the opposite way. Even when I faced the right direction, I couldn’t see anything. “Where exactly?”
Dassan gave a sharp, humorless laugh. “Ah, that must be it. That patch on the wall that I can’t properly look at. Here, watch.” He lifted some loose dirt from near his boot and casually tossed it at the wall. It never impacted—the dirt was repelled a good foot away, bouncing off as if some invisible force had slapped it aside. 
I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Alright, it’s confirmed. Quad-directional alignment.”
“Chatta’s checking on the other two locations now.” Raile heaved a weary, gusty sigh. “I’ve never seen a magical glow like this. If bloodlust could be given a color, I imagine it would look this shade of malignant red.”
Thank all of the gods that a glamour was weak to scrying. Certainly Chatta’s superior scrying abilities were to thank as well, for I wasn’t sure that anyone else could have searched as quickly as she did and seen past those glamours. For that matter, I thanked the gods that a tidal wave had hit the building and destroyed the sigil’s glamour. If we’d been forced to search all of Chahir in person for the source of the Order’s confidence, we’d likely never have found those sigils. 
Further away, from what sounded like a few feet, Chatta’s lighter voice added, “Found the other two, Raile.”
 “The problem with being old is that you’re right most of the time. I have no doubt that every city will be in the same pattern.”
“What do they look like?”
“It’s almost impossible to describe. Sometimes it’s a wall carving, sometimes it’s part of a statue; it just always incorporates the same symbols. You’ll need a magical expert to identify it and destroy it.” 
And I am certainly not that, not when it comes to blood magic. “How many of the Remnant volunteers are experts at blood magic?”
“You have a few. I can gather the rest of them tonight.”
Well, that was one point in our favor. “I’m coming back directly. I must speak to Vonlorisen about this.”
“Yes, you do. I’ll alert Don and have him be searching for other sigils in the capitols.”
“Thank you that will help.” I stepped closer to Dassan and dropped us onto the earth path. 
We didn’t have any sort of conversation on the way to Alvacon. For one thing, I was going faster than I’d ever done before—I couldn’t spare any part of my attention on speech. I’d likely get us killed if I’d tried. 
I rose up in the courtyard only to find Shad waiting for me. He stepped in close, talking as he did so. “I tried to get a message to Vonlorisen but no one’s awake at this time of the night. We’ll just have to go directly to him.”
That was fine by me. I dropped the three of us back onto the earth path, not in the mood to wait and see if anyone else wanted to be in on this conversation. It took a quick, sharp turn and an abrupt ascent to reach the particular courtyard I had in mind. Even as we rose above the surface, my senses were extended, searching for Vonlorisen. No, no, no…there!
As soon as I felt him, I spun on my heel and sprinted for the first available door. This late at night, the courtyard held nothing but shadows and silence. My footsteps, and the footsteps of the men behind me, echoed oddly in the confined space. I hit the door with a heavy slap, not slowing my pace, but simply grasped the metal handle and yanked it open. 
Feeling where a person is and knowing how to navigate the labyrinth of hallways to reach them are two entirely separate things. I switched hallways almost at random, sometimes meeting dead ends and having to backtrack. It became increasingly frustrating, and by the time that I reached the doors for Vonlorisen’s private chambers, I was ready to just break them down. Shad, probably sensing my inherent need for destruction, clamped a restraining hand on my shoulder and reached past me, rapping on the wood with a loud fist. 
Three arduously long seconds passed before a door opened, a bleary-eyed and disheveled King standing in the doorway. Vonlorisen had a robe hastily thrown on and tied, hair standing up a bit in the back. The glare faded as he took in his late night visitors. “What? What’s wrong?”
“Not in the hallway,” I cautioned. 
Without a word, he stepped back and gestured us all in with a sharp wave of his hand. When we had all passed him, standing within the sitting area of the room, he closed and locked the door with more force than necessary. Meeting my eyes by the dim glow of the fireplace he repeated, “What’s wrong?”
“We found the Star Order’s trump card.” As clearly as I could, I outlined the situation. Halfway through, Vonlorisen fumbled for the nearest seat and sat heavily. When I paused, not knowing what else to say, he asked hoarsely, “Assuming they activate those sigil things, how many people would die?”
“Most of your children and elderly,” I said through a dry mouth. “From what I’ve seen of this country’s population, I would hazard that’s about a third of Chahir’s population.”
His mouth moved, forming the words one third, but no sound emerged. It took him another moment, and a deep breath, before he found his voice again. “Can you stop them?”
“Not alone. I couldn’t do this alone, no matter how much time given me to prepare. I don’t know what the sigils look like—only an expert could tell me for sure. Fortunately, this man is one of them.” I turned to Dassan and gestured to him with an open palm. “Your Majesty, be you known to Wizard Kamik Dassan of Coven Ordan.” 
Dassan gave an appropriately low bow. “Your Majesty.”
Vonlorisen gave him an acknowledging nod. “Wizard Dassan. Can you find these things?”
“Yes,” Dassan answered without hesitation, confidence reflecting from him. “An associate of mine is scrying for them as we speak. I will join him tonight to help and speed the process along.”
“How quickly can you find them?”
Dassan spread his palms out in a helpless gesture. “It depends on how many of them there are. If it’s just the capitol cities, I believe it will take a few days to locate all of them. If it’s more than just the main cities…I can’t begin to guess.” 
Vonlorisen reached up with one hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. “I suppose, to avert disaster that these sigils must be taken out all at once?”
“If we don’t, we risk word leaking out of their destruction,” Shad agreed quietly. “My King, we have a small window of opportunity to take these sigils out before they can be used against us. It’s not just the population that will be sacrificed as a power source—think too of the soldiers that will have to fight these empowered Priests. The last magical war decimated half of this country’s population. Do you dare repeat that?”
The words found their mark. Vonlorisen flinched at the mental picture. “Your point is well made. Then we will do this as quickly and quietly as we can. Magus, what do you need?”
“Right now? The Remnant’s expertise and a little time. We’ll keep the teams in the field to avoid raising suspicions. They’ll be in the right position anyway when we figure out how to destroy the sigils. Tonight, I’m heading to Coven Ordan with Dassan so that we can plan everything out there.”
He nodded in understanding. “Keep me updated. Do whatever it takes to make sure these things are not used against my people.”
 


Chapter Thirteen: Planning
 
Raile had left ahead of us, already traveling back to Coven Ordan with Tyvendor to prod people into motion there. I only had to worry about transporting Shad, Xiaolang, Chatta, Night and myself to Coven Ordan. At first, I hadn’t been sure who would go with me and who would stay in the capitol, but as Xiaolang had pointed out, they were just as able to coordinate things from Coven Ordan. Shield and Saroya could keep things going in Alvacon for a few days while we focused on this immediate problem. 
We reached Coven Ordan around midnight. The city by moonlight seemed even more magical than usual. With all of the lights still on in the city streets and homes, it looked like a suspended, multifaceted jewel in the dark night air. 
Raile kept an eye out for our arrival. I barely had everyone above the surface when the glamour on the bridge dropped. We went across without hesitation. Raile stood just inside the main gate, impatiently shifting from foot to foot as we hurried across the bridge. Apparently we weren’t moving fast enough, as the whole party was barely within earshot when he started talking. 
“Don is still confirming that every capitol city in each Province has sigils. We’ve marked the ones we’ve found so far, but I don’t need any more confirmation than we’ve got. I am positive that every capitol city in Chahir has these malignant things. I’m not sure how many people we’ll need to handle this.”
I twisted in the saddle to look at Shad and Xiaolang, as I didn’t know how many people would be necessary for this either. They looked at each other, eyes thoughtful, then turned back to Raile. “To answer that, we need to ask more questions,” Xiaolang responded. “There’s too much about the magical end of this that I’m not sure of.”
Raile didn’t seem surprised by this response. “I thought as much. I’ve arranged for all of you to sleep at Sallah and Aral’s house tonight. We’ll meet with some of the best blood magic experts at the crack of dawn.”
Wait, he wanted me not only awake but thinking at that ungodly hour? I didn’t function well in the mornings at the best of times. I would surely be worse than usual tomorrow morning, considering all of the running around I’ve done today. 
Chatta, no doubt thinking along the same lines, leaned over in her saddle long enough to pat me reassuringly on the back. “I’ll hit you with a revival spell if you start nodding off,” she promised. 
I eyed her warily, not sure how to take that promise. The twinkle in her eye could either mean that she found the whole situation amusing or that she had mischief in mind. In the dim lighting, I couldn’t quite tell which. The uncertainty made me a little uneasy. Which revival spell, exactly…no, probably safer to not ask. 
Raile either didn’t hear Chatta’s comment or didn’t care, as he simply waved for us to follow him in. We did so at a slow, meandering pace that the horses seemed grateful for. I probably should have gotten off Night and walked in, but the truth was I felt bone tired, and Night didn’t give any signs that he wanted me off his back, so I stayed on. 
Close to being midnight, the streets were largely deserted. Tall lampposts were lit with magical orbs at even intervals, shedding more than enough light for us to travel by. Sallah met us at the gate, eyes tight with worry but a game smile on her face. Raile didn’t say anything more to us, just waved good night and moved further along the street to his own house. 
I slid off Night’s back with a weary thump so that I could give a quick, firm hug to Sallah. She returned it just as fiercely. “I’m glad you’re here,” she murmured into my ear before stepping back. Her eyebrows drew together as she studied my face. “You’re tired, and your magical aura is dimmer than usual. Garth, what have you been doing?”
“It’s been a long day,” I sighed. “If it’s alright with you, I’ll explain later.” 
She clearly wanted to ask more questions but swallowed them. “Tomorrow then. Everyone, if you’ll lead the horses around back. I’m sure you remember the way. I have beds set up for you inside. Does anyone want something to eat?”
“No, we ate earlier, but thank you,” Chatta assured her. 
We all trooped out to the back of the house, where the stable sat, and took care of the horses. The necessary chore seemed to take years instead of minutes. Once done, I dragged myself into the house through the back door and up the flight of stairs to the same room I’d been given the last time I stayed here. I pulled off both boots, fell face first into the bed, and slept like the dead. 
~*~
Revival spells only lasted about fifteen minutes. It took two just to get me to the meeting. By some unspoken consensus, the whole team voluntarily kept pouring hot tea into me until I felt like if I’d taken one more sip, I would’ve started making sloshing noises. 
The meeting place turned out to be at Don’s pool, no doubt so that he could show people what we are up against. As I stepped inside the building, the rich smell of plants and earth filled my lungs as usual, but mingled with it was the sound of many voices quietly speaking. I stepped around a thick bush blocking my view and got my first look at Raile’s volunteers. 
At a quick estimate, at least thirty or so people stood around the pool. Their general appearance was heartening, to say the least. They all looked Chahiran with their light coloring and bearing. The magical signature emanating from them resonated strongly along my senses, like sunbaked rock. I found myself smiling without truly realizing it. 
Raile spotted me and waved me closer. He had cast some sort of levitation spell on himself and was comfortably seated on thin air, hovering just on the pool’s edge. Don stood next to him, impeccably dressed in black Wizard’s robes but I saw that he had dark circles under his eyes that could nearly match the robes. Did he get no sleep last night? 
“Garth,” Don greeted with relief, reaching out a hand to me. 
“Don,” I returned, grasping his hand in a firm clasp. “We owe you. Without your diligent searching, Chahir would stand no chance against these monsters.” 
A tired smile flitted over his face. “Let me sleep for a week, and I’ll call the debt even.”
“Garth, we’ve been waiting for you to start the meeting,” Raile prompted. 
Sheer panic shot through my system, strong enough to wake me up with resorting to another revival spell. “ME?!”
“You’re the one Vonlorisen designated, remember?” Raile retorted impatiently, a finger tapping an irritated rhythm against his knee. “That makes you the head of this circus.”
Why do I always get volunteered for things like this…? Did I do something to offend the gods? Wait. From the ether of desperation, inspiration struck. Vonlorisen didn’t just designate me. Hopefully, I turned to Shad. “Uhhh?”
He patted my shoulder with mock sympathy. “Just introduce me and give them a basic run down of what Vonlorisen agreed to. I’ll take over from there.”
I knew I liked him for a reason. “Chatta, cast that voice-broadcasting spell of yours for me?”
“Sure,” she agreed easily, pulling her wand from a sleeve pocket. “Shad, do you want it as well?”
“No need,” he negated. “They’ll be able to hear me.”
Shad normally didn’t speak that loudly, but he did have a lot of experience training recruits. I doubted anyone that was a military trainer survived without learning how to belt out orders. 
Chatta waved her wand at my throat in a small, circular motion, cast the spell, and then gave me a go-ahead nod. I turned to the room and spoke calmly, “My name is Rhebengarthen, Earth Mage of Chahir.” My voice, fortunately, didn’t boom out at an ear-splitting volume. Instead, it simply carried to every corner. Good. “To my right is Captain Riicshaden, also of Chahir. King Vonlorisen has designated me and the Captain as the leaders of this mission. He has requested the assistance of the Remnant to destroy the sigils created by the Star Order. Know that you are to be under our sole direction.”
A few people murmured to their neighbors at that. 
Shad took a step forward, drawing their attention. With no apparent effort, his voice carried out in strong, deep tones. Such a voice would not have been out of place on a battlefield. “This meeting is to help us understand what your individual strengths and weaknesses are, how much power or specialized tools you need to destroy the sigils, and how to coordinate this attack.” 
I turned to Dassan. “So how do we destroy the sigils?”
“It’s going to be tricky to deal with these sigils. The first problem is finding the things. We’re going to need very accurate locations to find them again in Chahir. The glamours on them are strong. In person, they’ll be impossible to see. Even by scrying, the glamours put a haze over the sigils. I’m amazed Don could find them at all.” 
If he were less skilled with the scrying, I wasn’t sure if he could have. 
“Once we do locate them, the next problem will be breaking the shields that guard them.” Dassan frowned in deep thought. “Truthfully, I’m not sure how we can without inspecting each shield individually. The first sigil found had its glamour and shield broken because the building it was attached to was damaged. It might very well be that we’ll have to destroy whatever the sigil is attached to just to get past the shield.”
“If necessary, you’ll have authorization to do just that,” Shad assured him grimly. “After that?”
“After that…well, after that is the true problem. A blood sigil is a nasty piece of work. Handled incorrectly, and it will suck in anyone that tries to attack it. There’s a pretty long and complicated incantation to incapacitate a sigil and it’s quite draining to do.” Dassan paused and looked at the watching crowd. “I wouldn’t want any one person to attempt it, frankly.”
“Alright, so we’ll probably need partners for each sigil, is that right? Someone who specializes in shield breaking and another that can act as a magical partner for the incantation?” Shad glanced at me as he asked this. 
“More than two,” I disagreed just as Dassan opened his mouth. “I’d suggest at least six in each group. You’ll need a guard to act as a protector while the other two do the incantation. And someone who can transport them quickly out of the area, if need be.” 
Dassan gave me a grateful look. “The very thing I was about to say. Captain, when I said that this incantation is long and tiring, what I meant was exhausting. They’re not going to be up to moving much after they’re finished. I could wish for a full circle for each sigil, but we simply don’t have that many magicians familiar enough with the incantation for that to be feasible.”
“Eight, then,” Shad agreed with a slightly abstracted look on his face. “We’ll have to include the Special Forces as the guard, otherwise we won’t have enough people. But, two magicians for every sigil?”
“It wouldn’t have to be every sigil,” I disagreed. “Wizard Dassan, correct me if I’m wrong, but because this is a quad-directional alignment, just removing one sigil should make the others impotent.”
“That’s correct, Magus. Just removing one will suffice. I don’t suggest leaving the other three standing, mind you, but for an emergency fix just knocking one out of alignment will do. Still, that means if Raile is correct about every capitol city being infested by these things, we have fourteen sigils that need to be destroyed. With a little bit of rest in between, we should be able to have one team destroy two sigils in a day’s time. But right now, we don’t have enough people capable of quick transportation. If something were to go wrong…”
“Point taken,” I said with a wince at the mental picture of disaster in my head. 
“If all we need is someone to guard the other’s backs and offer an additional escape route, I can get them,” Raile assured us. “A few young Mages approached me last night, eager to help.”
“Raile, if you could contact them and get them here?” I requested. 
“Hope they’re awake,” he responded with a raspy chuckle, drawing a small wooden carving of a woman in flowing robes from his pocket. I didn’t recognize the object, but the power flowing through it felt similar to a mirror. That must be the Coven Ordan version. 
“Fourteen precision strikes,” Shad muttered to himself under his breath. “It will have to be simultaneous, or as close to it as we can manage.”
“If they can all communicate with each other long distance, it shouldn’t be difficult to coordinate them,” Xiaolang observed to no one in particular. 
Shad groaned loudly. “You call upon the god of misfortune when you say that! Stop it. Alright, while we’re waiting for our Mages to arrive, let’s divide these people up into teams. Dassan, divide them up into incantars and breakers for me.”
Dassan and Shad waded into the crowd and started directing people. I watched them shift magicians around, feeling my mind and body grow heavy. Revival spells and hot tea were all well and good, but what my body truly needed was some decent sleep that lasted for more than four hours. 
The young Mages appeared before Shad and Dassan were through separating people, looking unfairly alert and enthusiastic. They all seemed to be about my age, so why did I feel so old watching them? 
Once everyone had been divided, Shad started forming people into teams. Chatta stood at his elbow, writing down names and quick information on each team as it formed. It was good that she did so—my memory is not to be trusted with things like that. I’d need that list later. 
I caught Don’s eye and waved him closer to me. “Don. While you were scrying, did you have any ideas on which sigils would be the easiest to destroy?”
“There’s a few that would be easier to get to,” he answered with a tight, slightly feral smile. “I marked those. Some cities, though, there are no easy targets.”
“Show me.” 
We leaned over the pool as he quickly navigated to the likely spots. Xiaolang looked on as well, offering a tactical opinion here and there as we plotted mayhem. Shad and Dassan joined us when the teams were formed, helping to choose the best locations for each team. We could only partially do this, since Don hadn’t found all of the sigils yet, but that didn’t mean we were barred from making tentative plans. 
By the time we had our targets marked, the teams formed, and a rough battle plan outlined, it was well past noon and my brain felt like mush. Since no one had really gotten any decent sleep in the past two days, we called a halt and dismissed everyone. 
I pushed myself back to my feet in creaking degrees. “I suppose I should go to Chahir and update Vonlorisen next.”
Chatta planted herself in front of me, arms crossed over her chest and a firm set to her jaw. “Nap first.”
Was it my imagination, or was she wreathed in a heavenly glow? “I can have a nap?”
“Have? I insist you take one! I do not want you falling asleep halfway to Chahir.”
Errr…good point. 
“You’ll want to wait for the cover of darkness before visiting him anyway,” Raile observed nonchalantly. “You don’t want anyone seeing you and reporting it to the Star Order. After all, you’re supposed to be in the capitol, not coming back from Coven Ordan.”
That was enough justification for me. Now, where was the nearest bed…? 
~*~
Over the next few days, I spent so much time coming and going from Coven Ordan that it was a miracle I didn’t run into myself. Most of the trips were requested by Shad and Dassan. A scrying could tell you what something looked like, and the location of it, but it doesn’t give you a good feel of the land. Shad treated the scrying pool like a very enhanced, colorized version of a field map. Certainly, a commander could plan off of a field map. But if the choice was there to look at the terrain first hand, a good commander would take it. I was nothing more than a ferryman during these recon trips, but I kept my ears open as Shad, Xiaolang and Dassan talked tactics. Part of the duty of the Jaunten was to learn everything we could as opportunities presented themselves. I might not ever use this information in my lifetime—at least, I hoped not!— but my future descendants might need it, so it behooved me to learn just in case.
Seeing everything firsthand also showed me just how devious the Star Order could be. The sigils weren’t just hidden around Star Order buildings or in the gardens that they liked to keep. We found one embedded in the keystone of a bridge, hidden in a very pretty and elaborate scrollwork pattern. If Dassan hadn’t traced the outline of it for me, I’d never have spotted it. We found two others that were part of the outer wall of the city. That had too much irony for me. For them to put something that could kill people into a structure meant to protect them…I couldn’t decide if that was ingenious or pure evil. 
I’d thought that over the past two years of searching all over Chahir for awakening magicians that I had seen every corner of the country, but as it turned out I’d missed a few areas. The very southern coast had an amazing amount of forest area that looked untouched. I knew both major mountain ranges rather well, as I’d travelled by foot through both of them, but it still surprised me when we came across forests and fertile valleys that held sizeable cities. The thought of these places left barren of all human life…it shook me to my core. 
Dassan and Shad outlined plans on which sigils to attack first, and which ones might be harder to tackle than others. Their debates held a certain fascination for me because their viewpoints were so radically different. Shad, who didn’t have an ounce of magical blood in him, looked at the sigils and evaluated the terrain they were in: Did the sigil stand in an open place, leaving many angles of attack, or was it in a more covert area that could be easily defended while the magicians worked? Dassan’s first question was how strong was the shield over this sigil? How long would it take to break through that and be able to destroy the sigil itself? Would it take all of the energy of the magicians or could they take down this one and still have the ability to do one more in the same day?
Listening to them debate the pros and cons of each location opened my mind to a perspective I’d never had before. I learned more just listening to them than I would have by asking questions. 
So I zipped all over Chahir and back with three tacticians, kept my ears and mind open, and waited for all of our targets to be found. Half a dozen magicians lived next to a scrying pool for three days. They hardly rested until every major city in Chahir had been searched and they were positive that every sigil had been found. Between all of them, we had a very detailed map of where every sigil stood. 
With all of the research, searching, and planning that we did in those days, one would think that I would’ve been mentally prepared to execute those plans. I didn’t feel that way at all. 
The Star Order had been in power longer than the Jaunten existed. Removing their authority in Chahir had been a huge accomplishment on Vonlorisen’s part. Still, knowing that I would face some of their most crafty and ancient magic, I couldn’t help but wonder if he had the easier task. I knew from experience what breaking a 200 year old spell felt like. When we’d found the first hidden library in the cave, I hadn’t even been the one to break the glamour hiding it. Night had done the work, and the backlash had still set my head ringing. I couldn’t imagine what those sigils would do. 
And that wasn’t even considering the very real possibility that the Star Order might detect what we were trying to do and attack us! 
I woke up fuzzy headed and dry eyed after tossing and turning all night. Worries and spinning conjecture had kept my mind active, allowing little room for rest. Even splashing cold water on my face didn’t help. 
I finally gave up at dawn and crawled out of bed, threw on the first set of clothes on hand, and went downstairs. Sallah’s and Aral’s house had a stillness to it, so I knew that no one else was awake yet. Of course, only an insomniac would be awake at this unholy hour. 
I went to the front porch, not wanting to wake anyone up. If they’d managed to find rest, all the better. I leaned against the front railing and stared sightlessly outward. 
The cool morning air gradually warmed as the sun rose, gentle rays tinting everything gold. I lifted my face to it, eyes closed, and tried not to think for a little while. The warmth against my skin soothed me and time seemed to slip away. 
The front door opened and closed behind me with a soft scrape. 
“You’d make a lousy field commander,” Shad said as he joined me at the rail. “You’re too much of a worrywart.”
“No arguments there.” I turned to look at him. He looked perky and rested. Maybe I should have woken him up after all. “We’re ready?”
“That we are,” Shad agreed as if my tone hadn’t been questioning. “Everyone knows what they’re supposed to do, our targets are decided on, and all we need to do now is go break things. I don’t know why you’re worrying.”
I didn’t either. “I don’t know, Shad. I just feel like we’ve missed something, or overlooked something. I just can’t put my finger on what.”
“Well, if you’re right,” Shad put a comforting hand on my shoulder, “then it will happen at the worst possible time and do a horrific amount of damage.” 
I eyed him sideways. “Was that supposed to be comforting?”
“Oh, you wanted to be comforted?”
No way was I letting that slide. I grabbed him around the neck and started ruffling his hair. Laughing, he fought his way free and retaliated. We had each other in a mutual lock when Chatta poked her head out the door. She took us in from head to toe before shaking her head slowly from side to side. “And here I was worrying that you two might be on edge about today.”
“It’s impossible around this guy,” I objected to Chatta. 
“So I see. Well, I hate to interrupt this lovely male bonding, but breakfast is on the table.” 
Shad dropped me at the magic word ‘food,’ giving me nothing more than a parting tug of the hair before darting inside. Reassured despite myself, I followed him. 
 


Chapter Fourteen: Surprises
 
Fortunately, I didn’t have to worry about transporting everyone to their target. In fact, I only had one core group that I needed to bring to Chahir—to Alvacon, to be precise. Everyone else had been assigned times and routes and went in by different means. Even Coven Ordan didn’t have enough Earth Mages to travel by earth path, but every type of Mage has their own method of travel, some more circumspect than others. Some groups left much earlier in order to land outside of a city’s limits and then walk in, avoiding a showy entrance. 
Each team had either a caller or a mirror broach on them in order to coordinate the attack. 
I let Shad, Dassan and Xiaolang worry about coordinating everyone. I didn’t have the head to keep track of details like that. My main task was to bring my team to Alvacon and guard Chatta and Dassan’s backs as they destroyed the sigil. Night, I think, just came along to keep an eye on me. 
We arrived in Alvacon by mid-morning, a good hour before the designated time. The sigil that we wanted to destroy stood in the center courtyard of a now abandoned Star Order temple. I brought us up in a clear patch of ground, looking around as I did so. All around us were the highly cultivated flower beds and shrubberies that only the very wealthy could afford to tend. This highly structured look has never been to my taste, and I took a little perverse satisfaction that since no one was around to frantically prune everything, the shrubs were starting to grow in whatever direction they pleased. 
This sigil had been cleverly disguised as part of a water fountain in the center of the garden. The fountain itself stood at a little over seven feet, spewing water from three sides into a shallow pool. Inscribed into the main pillar was the sigil, an elaborate and complicated design that made absolutely no sense to me. 
Chatta had spent three days learning everything she could about sigils and blood magic so that she could assist Dassan with the incantation. No surprise to me, she slipped her shoes off, rolled up the hem of her pants, hiked up her robe to bare her ankles, and stepped into the pool to get a closer look. Dassan joined her, also shedding his shoes before stepping into the water.
One moment everything was normal, even peaceful, for such an early summer day. The next I felt an insane explosion of power. I could literally feel a ley line becoming exposed and power rapidly filled the air, becoming so thick that I could almost taste it. 
Chatta and I whirled at the same time, facing the direction it was coming from. 
“Garth, what—” she exclaimed in growing horror. 
“It’s a ley line,” I answered, cutting her off. “Some idiot has tapped into a ley line!”
From the building, a dozen or so young men spilled out of the doors, a variety of weapons in their hands. I ignored most of them, eyes frantically searching for the one that had recklessly attempted this insanity. I didn’t even need a magical sense to know which one was messing with that ley line. He’d kneeled, a complex engraving drawn into the ground, his hand in the center of it. A drawn incantation, then? It certainly looked that way. 
I wasn’t going to give him time to complete whatever he was attempting. Yanking my bon’a’lon from my belt, I snapped it open and charged. 
The Priest—he couldn’t have been in more than his mid-twenties—jerked his head up, saw an armed man bearing down on him, and panicked. His other hand slammed down onto the ground, and rocks from every direction shot toward me. 
Snarling, I threw up a barrier, deflecting this primitive weaponry. We were close enough to strike at this point, and I took a swipe at him. The Priest was more agile than expected and ducked, rolling away. As soon as he was up again, he hurled more stone in my direction. 
This time, I couldn’t just ignore that stone so easily. Those rocks were at least partially covered in Star Order magic, and when they hit my shields, it hurt. I couldn’t help but wince in reaction. Busted buckets, but it was like that battle around the pool all over again. I couldn’t keep my shields up fighting this Priest; it would simply be too distracting and cumbersome. 
Without hesitation I dropped the shields. I could hear my team mates engaging the other Priests around me. I called mentally to Night, Guard my back!
He gave me a mental acknowledgement in return. 
The Priest tried to take advantage of this momentary pause to do more serious damage. He hurled even more stone at me, some of which were in chunks larger than my head. I bared my teeth in a feral smile. If that idiot thought I was defenseless against stone, he was sadly mistaken. 
I caught the stones and stopped them in their tracks, letting them drop heavily back to the earth. A few, very small pieces got past me, which was unavoidable considering the sheer volume of stones whizzing through the air. I didn’t worry about them too much. Even if they did hit someone, it wouldn’t cause more than a bruise. 
More importantly, my little trick had given the Priest-Mage serious pause. He hadn’t expected for me to be able to stop him. He froze, staring at me uncertainly, his face gathered into a frown. “Who are you?” he demanded, a hint of fear in his voice. 
“Rhebengarthen, Earth Mage,” I introduced myself with a mocking bow. “And you are a dead man if you don’t close that ley line, now!”
In hindsight, it probably hadn’t been wise to tell him what I was. It panicked him, being faced with a full-fledged Earth Mage. Rather than scaring him into giving up, it obtained just the opposite effect. I felt it as he yanked more power from the ley line, probably in an effort to become immediately more powerful than me. 
I slammed my own magic into the ground, trying to shut his connection off. It was impossible—I’m only human. And a human doesn’t have the ability to handle that amount of sheer raw power. “No, don’t, you’ll burn out!” I yelled at him. 
My words came too late. 
He was already filled to the brim with power, nearly glowing from it. With a wordless shriek, he slammed his hands into the ground again. 
A cold, sick premonition dropped my heart straight into my stomach. Great good gods, but this wasn’t going to be good—I poured all of my magic into the ground as well, throwing up a wall between us as quickly as I could, and with as much density as I could manage. In my half-panicked state, I picked the first hard stone that I could think of, not really considering anything other than my safety, and the safety of the people behind me. 
In seconds, the attack hit the clear wall in front of me, slamming into it with enough impact to shatter bones to a fine powder. I thought the air charged with power before—I had been very wrong. I almost choked on it now. And with each attack, the world shook a little, making my nerves vibrate. 
As quickly as the attack started, it abruptly ended. There was so much dust swirling about that I couldn’t really see my opponent any longer. I waited, eyes peeled, for the dust to settle enough to allow me to see again. A minute or two at the most crawled by before the air had cleared enough. Through my mostly transparent wall, I could make out the shattered remains of boulders and the walls the priest had taken the stones from. 
A part of my mind noticed with interest that in my semi-panicked moment, I had made my wall of pure diamond. Well, that was a very strong mineral, granted…although I was glad no one from the Magical Regulations Department was around just then. Explaining away a diamond wall the size of a large building would have been a mite difficult. 
There were some rather interesting craters in my wall, mute testament of how hard the big boulders had been thrown at me. Maybe the diamond had been a good choice after all. 
Blinking, and peering my way past the wall, I finally spotted the Priest. He was lying crumpled on the ground not ten feet away, inert and completely unconscious. I shook my head, half-pitying the fool. This then was the high price to pay for reaching for power beyond your means to control. He’d never be able to work magic again. I could sense that even from here—there wasn’t a trace of magic left in his body. 
With him defeated, I turned to see how my teammates had fared, absently dismantling my shimmering wall as I turned. Everyone was still up and moving, which was an immense relief. There were a few cuts and bruises, but no serious injuries this time. Better still, the Priests were either out cold or being tied up by Eagle and Hazard. Chatta conjured rope in aid of this endeavor. Dassan was checking in with the other teams to see if they had been attacked as well.
Xiaolang caught my eye and nodded in reassurance. “We’re all fine. The Priest?”
“Out cold and burned out,” I responded with a sad shake of the head. “He won’t work magic again in his lifetime.”
With a long look at our surroundings, Xiaolang snorted. “I’m relieved to hear that, considering how much damage he did. Garth, is that ley line still open?”
“Partially,” I affirmed with an uneasy glance in its direction. “I’m going to try to seal it now.”
“Do so.”
The ley line had been forced open—one might say ripped open, actually—by the incantation. I was hoping that simply closing or erasing the incantation would close it off again. Holding my breath, I smoothed the engraved incantation away with a swift brush of my foot. 
It worked like a charm. The hole closed immediately under my eyes, folding in upon itself so neatly that I almost couldn’t tell it had ever been opened. Breathing a sigh of relief, I turned my attention to our surroundings. I didn’t feel the need to put the building back in order, but I could start smoothing the ground back out, and work on the damage the open ley line had caused. But the wild storm of energy released from the ley line still lingered in the air, making me noticeably lightheaded and giddy. There wasn’t much I could do about that. Hopefully, it would dissipate in time. It didn’t take much concentration on my part, so half of me listened to everyone talk as they went about interrogating Priests and treating any minor injuries sustained during the fight. 
“—if you could help, I’d appreciate it,” Night was saying to someone. “It really stings.”
“Of course, just hold still, you big baby,” Shad’s voice responded calmly. “It’s not that bad, Night. Just a scratch.”
“Then why do I feel like I’m bleeding?”
“Well, you are, but it’s not anything serious.”
“So you can bandage it up, right?”
“Sure. I’ll just clean out the debris and let Chatta put a healing charm on it. That’ll be easier than trying to get a bandage wrapped around your chest.”
Huh? I turned to see what was going on. Night stood next to Shad, head turned at an odd angle, as if he were trying to look at his right shoulder. Shad leaned against him a little sideways, a white handkerchief in one hand, the other on Night’s hide. Had Night been hurt? I couldn’t see it from this vantage point.
Taking two steps to the right, I could finally see that Night had a long score mark from a sharp stone along his neck and shoulder. It looked to be about six or so inches long. It didn’t look that deep, fortunately. It was bleeding however, most shallow flesh wounds do…
Bleeding. Blood. NO!
And Shad was about to come into direct contact with that blood. 
Shrieking hinges! “Wait!” I called to Shad desperately, running toward him as fast as I could. “Shad, if you have any cuts on your hands—”
“Huh?” he turned to look at me, and in that unguarded moment, his hand brushed against the uneven line of blood trickling down Night’s coat. In the next moment, his eyes rolled up into his head and he dropped toward the ground like one of the boulders in the courtyard. 
I was just close enough to dive forward, catching him before his head smacked into a waiting rock. I stared into his unconscious face, and felt this unholy urge to laugh. 
“Oops.”
Night twisted his head around, looking over my shoulder. He regarded Shad with alarm. “Garth…”
“Yes, Night?” All of the power in this super charged air must have been getting to me because I found this unbelievably funny. I could just feel a goofy grin spreading across my face. 
“Did I just turn him into a Jaunten?” he asked with some trepidation.
“You most certainly did,” I assured him cheerfully, feeling more cockeyed by the moment. 
My nreesce lowered his head and looked a little guilty. “Oops.”
“That’s what I said.” I was holding my breath, trying to control my power binge. 
Xiaolang, apparently noticing our behavior, scurried around the other side of Night in concern. “What’s wrong? Why’s Shad unconscious? Has he sustained an injury?!”
“He accidentally mixed his blood with Night’s,” I slurred the words, trying not to giggle like a drunken school boy. My facial muscles were beginning to hurt from the effort of containing the merriment that threatened to break loose at any moment. 
“Accidentally mixed blood,” Xiaolang repeated with dawning enlightenment. “But…that would make him a Jaunten, wouldn’t it?”
“A-yup!” I gave him a sloppy leer in response to his question.
Xiaolang gave me a strange look. “Well, that’s going to make things interesting. Um, Garth, are you alright? You’re looking a little…insanely cheerful.”
Chatta appeared before I could explain, took one look at my expression, and sighed. “Oh dear, I was afraid of this. Garth, you need to get out of this area. The air is too charged—” she finally came close enough to see past Xiaolang and saw the unconscious soldier in my arms. “—wait, what happened to Shad?”
“He mixed his blood with Night’s,” I prattled, with an exaggerated waggle of my fingers, “and poof! Instant Jaunten.” At that, my efforts to control the building laughter utterly failed, and I threw back my head and let it go. My ribs were going to hurt in the morning, but that massive power buzz was in full tilt now. I laughed until the tears were rolling down my face in a steady stream. 
“Shad and I are going to have some interesting things to talk about in the morning!” If I laughed much longer, I was sure I was going to get a nose bleed. Nose bleed! I wondered what would happen with a double dose?! That somehow seemed funny too, and I laughed all the harder.
Chatta just rolled her eyes and sighed. “I see. Yes, well, we’ll deal with Shad later. Right now, we need to somehow filter this air before you get completely drunk on it.” 
Xiaolang jerked a thumb in my direction. “Is that ley line what is causing him to act like this?”
“No, the line has been sealed. It’s the release of all the earth magic concentrated in this area,” Chatta explained with a resigned shrug. “Absorbing in that much earth magic, in such a short amount of time, is making him a little giddy. Rather like an alcoholic falling into a vat of some really high grade alcohol. As soon as he gets out of here and breathes normal air, he’ll be fine. But he will probably have a real beauty of a hangover.”
“And Shad?” Xiaolang pressed with a worried glance at the unconscious troublemaker. 
“Right as rain in three hours,” I assured him jovially, rocking sideways. “Or at least, when this happened to me, I was unconscious for three hours. Anyone want to take bets out how long it takes for him to wake up?” That sent me off into another fit of laughter, with accompanying snorts from my nose.
“No,” Chatta told me firmly. “Now, behave, Garth. Sit right there with Shad. I’m going to put up a special barrier around you both.”
I gave her a casual salute. “You’re the boss, boss.” 
She rolled her eyes again, as if praying for patience. 
I sat perfectly still as ordered while Chatta put the barrier up around me. She looked particularly attractive with that little wrinkle between her eyes as she concentrated. Her hands flowed as she worked, the words of the spell spoken in a soft, sing-song manner that I found to be soothing. 
“Garth, why are you smiling at me like that?”
Had I been smiling at her? “You’re beautiful,” I told her seriously, still loopy and not completely with it.
She blinked rapidly, hands faltering. “…I think I need to get you punch drunk more often.”
“Don’t I tell you that you’re beautiful often enough?”
Chatta shot a look at the—laughing–team mates listening in on this conversation. “We’ll discuss that later, darling. When you’re sober. Night, make sure he stays put.”
Night gave a serious nod of the head. 
“What?!” I pouted up at her. “I’ll behave.” 
She just rolled her eyes at that and went back to the fountain. 
Shield and Hazard took it upon themselves to contact Saroya to come and get the priests. Within minutes a squad showed up to take the renegades off our hands. I wasn’t even sure if Dassan or Chatta noticed their arrival or departure, so powerful was their concentration. 
After several silent moments of them staring intently at the engravings, Chatta threw up her hands. “This is impossible!” she exclaimed. “The glamour is so strong that it keeps shifting the sigils to my eyes. I can’t focus on anything.”
“We’re going to have to break the glamour first,” Dassan agreed grimly. He didn’t look surprised. “Captain, how long before everyone is in place?”
“Roughly fifteen minutes or so,” Xiaolang answered promptly. 
“As soon as we start, I think we better put up a barrier just in case.” Chatta shot me a look. “I don’t think we want to repeat a sneak attack like the last one.”
“Good idea,” Dassan approved. “We’ll do so.” 
Fifteen minutes seemed to crawl by. Even though the glamour frustrated their efforts, Chatta and Dassan spent the entire time trying to see past it. As time passed, my head started to clear. The barrier was doing an excellent job at filtering out the earth magic lingering in the air. My head felt almost completely clear now. 
Aletha entered the barrier and knelt down next to me, peering intently into my eyes. “You look sane again. How do you feel?”
“Better,” I admitted sheepishly. 
Good friend that she was, she didn’t start teasing me but instead asked, “So can we trust you to operate the mirror?”
“Of course,” I assured her. “But I better stay in here, just in case. I don’t think the air outside is clear enough for me just yet.”
“Probably wise.” Aletha turned to look at her captain. When Xiaolang nodded, I lifted the mirror broach in my hand to her level and activated it. She leaned in closer to speak in crisp tones, “All teams, go. I repeat, all teams are to engage.” 
Dassan put up a strong barrier all around us, like a glowing dome of golden fire. I was impressed by the strength of it. At the same time, Chatta and Dassan hit the glamour spell with a coordinated attack. The glamour’s power wavered, and dimmed, but did not dispel completely. 
Dassan started breathing hard, hunching in a little on himself. Chatta propped herself up by putting both hands on her knees, also breathing hard. “That,” she panted out, “is a ridiculously tough spell.” 
“Want me to try?” Night offered. 
Chatta perked up. “Yes, please.”
Night picked his away around a flower bed to the fountains edge. “Where should I hit it?”
She pointed to a spot just above the sigil. “This is the strongest point.”
“Right. Both of you back away.” Night waited until they’d climbed out of the fountain and retreated several feet before he rocked forward and lashed out with his back feet. 
I threw up a personal shield around myself, Shad and Aletha in sheer reflex to prevent being overwhelmed by a magical backlash. Good thing I did, too. The power that ricocheted our direction had enough force with it to crack the paving stones. 
Night’s hooves crashed back down and he shook his head in a daze. “Whew. My ears are ringing.”
“You okay?”
“I think so.” He turned his head to regard the fountain. With the glamour gone, the engravings seemed worn and still, not shifting as they had before. The core section of the fountain didn’t have any cracks or fissures in it, unlike everything else surrounding it. “Did that do it?”
“Yes,” Dassan confirmed with a triumphant smile. “Now we can do the incantation. Thank you, Master Night.”
“My pleasure.” 
While glad that the glamour was dispersed, I couldn’t help but wonder if the other teams were having the same problem getting past the glamour. “Aletha, I think we better contact the other teams. Some of them might need Night’s help as well.”
“Good thought,” Aletha agreed. 
While Chatta and Dassan said the incantation to drain the sigil behind us, we contacted each team to see if they needed help. In most cases, they’d had to destroy the edifice that the sigil was attached to in order to get past the shielding, but they’d managed it. One group, frustrated, had simply set fire to it and burned the shielding clean. 
It was never wise to frustrate a Fire Mage. 
I poked my head out of Chatta’s barrier and couldn’t detect any loose earth magic, so assumed it was safe enough for me to move again. 
I went to Chatta and slid a supportive arm around her waist, giving her something to lean against as she sagged. “That was exhausting,” she sighed, leaning her weight against my chest. “Now I understand why you didn’t want to do it alone, Dassan.”
Dassan slumped against the fountain’s edge, elbows on his knees, but he lifted his head long enough to shoot her a triumphant smile. “True enough, but it’s done.”
I held out the hand that still held the mirror broach, letting Xiaolang check in with each team. Reports rolled in so quickly that I couldn’t keep track of them. Xiaolang apparently could, as he never asked anyone to repeat anything. He spent several minutes talking through the mirror before looking up at me with a satisfied smile. “We did it. Every sigil is destroyed.”
Thank all the guardians and saints. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. “Good. Tell everyone to rest, then. I want to stop by and report to Vonlorisen.” We were not done with destroying sigils yet, after all. 
Xiaolang gave me an analyst’s salute before turning back to the mirror and ordering all teams to take a break. 
While he did that, I turned back to the woman situated comfortably against me. “Do you want to go with me to see Vonlorisen or go back to your room?”
“I think I’ll go with you.” 
Fine by me. Even though everything had gone smoothly, I still had this nagging feeling that we’d missed something. Granted, I might be paranoid after dealing with the Star Order. They had a nasty habit of springing unwelcome surprises on me. Who knew? Perhaps destroying the sigils would be enough to drive them over the edge of desperation and they’d try tapping into ley lines again. If that happened, I’d rather have Chatta with me. 
I turned to the team. “What about the rest of you? I can drop you off at the building and let you watch over Shad, if you want.”
Xiaolang gave me that piercing look that seems to see all the way to the back of my skull. “You don’t want us to head back without you.”
“No,” I sighed with a wry smile at him, “I don’t.” I didn’t bother to explain my uneasy sense of foreboding. If he could pick up one emotion from me, he certainly could pick up on the others. 
“Then we won’t.” Xiaolang didn’t bother to look at anyone else before giving this casual command. “Hazard, get Shad.”
“Right-o,” Hazard agreed amiably, slinging the unconscious captain like a sack of potatoes over his shoulder. 
Did Xiaolang have some precognitive hint? I eyed him sideways as I took down my barrier but he didn’t do anything more than give me an enigmatic smile. I’d never been able to figure out what he’s thinking when he has that expression on his face. 
Well, if it’s truly important, he’d tell me…right? Right.
“Take us to Vonlorisen, Garth.” 
 


Chapter Fifteen: The Best Laid Plans
 
We were walking down one of the main streets toward the palace—as no one seemed to trust me using the earth path for some reason— when the mirror broach in Chatta’s hand flared alive. 
“Garth, look sharp!” Raile’s voice had an edge of something akin to panic. “The Star Order is moving throughout the Old Gates, and I’m not referring to the young whelps. These are the seasoned members.” 
For a split second, the world slowed and seemed to spiral in a different, dizzying direction. What did he just say?! 
“Give us more information than that, Raile!” Chatta ordered, lifting the mirror closer to her mouth. “Where are they heading?”
“I don’t know. I wish I did. They seem to be heading in the same general direction as the sigils, only they aren’t trying to get outside of the inner walls. Don’s looking, but—”
“Raile,” Don’s voice cut him off, tone almost shrill in rising anxiety, “we missed a set! There’s—”
I lost whatever he said next as a wave of the most malignant, horrendous feeling came over me. I’d never felt the like in my life. Some part of my mind tried to categorize it, to associate it with other experiences. It felt like something rotting, like an earth plate being drained of energy, or like a storm with winds so strong that it stole the air from your lungs. And yet, it was none of those. I gasped under the sensations, starting to buckle as my magical core drained. 
“Shield!” Dassan’s voice cracked out. 
As soon as he said so, I understood the order and reflexively obeyed. I put another barrier up, this time taking on the form of a ward, anchoring it to the buildings on either side of us. As soon as it snapped into place, the drain disappeared completely. I jerked forward, relieved of the sinister pressure, and caught myself against Night’s shoulder. 
Turning, I looked over the group. Everyone had slumped to the ground, but the magicians seemed to be worse off. I reached out to put a steadying hand on Chatta’s shoulder. “Chatta?”
“Give me a moment,” she panted out, drawing a vial of something from her pocket. With shaking fingers, she took out the stopper and downed it with one quick toss of the head. “Dassan?”
He held out a hand to accept another vial she offered. “Thanks.” 
I grabbed the broach from where Chatta had dropped it on the street and demanded, “Don, what was that?”
“We missed a set of sigils. It seems like they had two sets in the capitol, one around the older section of the city, and the one that you destroyed that’s on the outskirts.”
I didn’t need more of an explanation than that. It finally dawned why something about the sigil we’d destroyed looked strange to me. The building hadn’t looked very old—perhaps fifty years or so. But Alvacon was ancient, one of the first cities ever built in Chahir. Why would the Star Order not put up sigils in the capitol city first? Why wait until the city had expanded this much before putting up sigils? 
The answer being they hadn’t, of course. They had put up sigils when they first came into power. And then, as the city expanded beyond its original walls, they’d put up another set of sigils to incorporate the whole city. We’d carelessly assumed that every city only had one set of sigils. 
An assumption that just might get us killed. 
“Garth, that’s not your only problem. It looks like the inner set of sigils are dual-purpose. They just created a huge dome-shaped shield over the inner section of the city. It’s blocking anyone from getting in.”
Could the day get any worse? “Don, do you know if there are any magicians with Vonlorisen?”
“There must be. Another, different barrier just rose up to cover the palace. It’s glowing blue and gold, so I’m assuming that a Wizard and Air Mage is in there.”
That was the first piece of good news I’d heard since the sigil went down. Great good magic. I whirled to look at Xiaolang. I didn’t know which problem to tackle first. If we didn’t take those sigils down now, the Priests would be insanely powerful and might very well be able to get to Vonlorisen and assassinate him. Not to mention the amount of people they’d kill in the draining process. Who knew how many had already passed away in the initial onslaught? On the other hand, I did not dare leave him unprotected. We only knew of two magicians in there with him. His guards wouldn’t stand a chance against those Priests. I was not even sure how effectively I could hold them off. 
Xiaolang in turn looked at Dassan. “Can we break through that barrier?”
“It will take a lot of power and concentrated effort to do that,” Dassan answered, rubbing at his face with both hands. “We’d need every magician we could call upon just to stand a chance. But Xiaolang, right now every magician in Chahir is tired after dealing with the sigils. None of us are at full strength.”
“I understand that, but we have to try. If Vonlorisen and Vonaudaxen fall, then Chahir is lost.” Xiaolang turned back to me. “We need to call all teams to Alvacon, now. Garth, the barrier around the palace—can it hold the Priests off?”
“Not if they have those personal shields of theirs.”
“Then we can’t assume that the royal family is safe.” 
I shook my head grimly. 
“How long will it take to recall all of the magicians here?” Xiaolang asked Dassan and I. 
Not quite sure of the answer, I looked at Dassan as I responded. “A few hours, at minimum?” When he gave a bleak nod of confirmation, I continued, “And that’s with just the Mages. The Witches and Wizards aren’t as quick. If we can coordinate some of them being picked up on the way by the Mages, we’d have more to people to work with.” 
“Do it,” he ordered. “Right now, we’ve got to find some way of keeping those Priests inside distracted. They can’t feel free to follow through on whatever plans they’ve made.”
I thought about it for a moment. “I can try pounding against the barrier. It might not do anything, but if they’re tied to it, it should set them on edge.”
Dassan studied what we could see of the barrier and nodded thoughtfully. “They should be connected to it somehow, since they’re both linked to the same power source. It couldn’t hurt.”
“Wait, wouldn’t they draw more power from the people if there’s an attack against the barrier?” Xiaolang objected. 
Dassan immediately waved this objection away. “They have no way of dictating how much power is being drawn. There’s limits to the sigils ability to be manipulated. The draining effects of it depend on the duration more than the usage. No matter how many Priests they have in there, a person can only use a certain amount of power at a time or be burnt out. For the next several hours, we have little to worry about.” Xiaolang sank back, reassured. Dassan turned to me and added, “I’d suggest not touching it directly, though. Use a really big boulder or something along those lines.”
He didn’t have to tell me. The one time I’d directly touched blood magic, it had felt like my nerves were seared with a red hot poker. I’d never willingly repeat that experience again. “Let’s get closer so that I can see what I’m doing.”
~*~
We set up a temporary base at an outdoor café right across from the street from the gate to the inner city. I borrowed two huge chunks of stone from an obliging wall nearby and for almost three hours, just lugged them at the barrier. It was rather like a young boy bouncing a ball against a wall to amuse himself. I’d throw the crafted boulder at the barrier, it’d bounce off, I’d catch it, and throw it again. Repeat. The simple motion wasn’t difficult, but after three hours of exercising my magical muscles, I was starting to feel a little tired. 
Dassan and Chatta did a scrying to see what was going on inside. The barrier might keep us out, but it didn’t have any glamour to it, so we had a perfect view. They both assured me that every time one of the boulders hit, every Priest inside flinched as if I were hitting them upside the head. They couldn’t focus on anything that way. Some of them were focusing around some sort of doohickey—either to attack the palace itself or to stop me from playing against their barrier—but it apparently wasn’t working right yet, as they hadn’t done anything with it. 
From the way they were scrambling, I had a feeling that they’d launched into this prematurely. Maybe my finding the sigil in Movac had forced their hand. Or it could have been the destruction of the sigils this morning. Whatever the case, they weren’t as effective as I’d feared they be. 
Between being exposed to the magically enriched air earlier and my constant use of magic over the past three hours, I had a whopper of a headache building. Xiaolang must have sensed that, as he came over to where I was sitting and bent enough to peer at my face closely. “I think you’d better take a break.”
I blinked up at him. “Can I afford to?”
“Dassan tells me that we should have magicians arriving in a few minutes. They’re not going to achieve anything in that amount of time, not from what I’ve seen. Take a break.”
He didn’t have to tell me twice. I retrieved my boulders and put them back into the wall where I’d borrowed them. Only then did I relax into my seat. 
Everyone else, having nothing to do, had settled Shad on a nearby bench and watched over him. Since he was due to wake up any second, I moved closer myself and sank into a chair right next to him. Chatta, sitting almost directly behind me, handed me a headache potion as I sat down. I gave her a thankful smile as I knocked it back. 
I sat still with the heels of my hands pressed into my eye sockets, waiting for my atrocious headache to wear off, when Shad groaned and raised a hand to his own eyes. 
As I was sitting closest to him, I turned and drawled, “Good morning, Shad.”
“Is my hair white?” he whimpered.
“What hair?” I asked innocently. Okay, I admitted it; I was feeling hung-over and taking it out on Shad. 
His hand flew up to his head in a panicked movement, feeling around. When he felt the hair still firmly attached to his head he gave me a dirty look.
I grinned back unrepentantly. 
“Let’s try this again…” he turned his head ever so slightly to look up at Aletha, turning slightly green in the attempt. “Is my hair white?”
“As a geezer’s,” she confirmed easily.
He moaned. 
Chatta rustled in her pocket for a moment before coming and kneeling next to Shad. “If you sit up, I’ll give you a headache potion.”
Shad creaked up onto one elbow, took the vial from her hand, and knocked it back in a single gulp. “Bless you,” he mouthed as he handed the empty vial back.
Hazard handed him a cold cloth to put over his eyes. “How do you feel?” 
“Like someone just ran me through a grater backwards,” he mumbled as he took the cloth. “My brain hurts and my eyes feel like two spongy melons.”
“I understand.” My own head was giving empathic twinges just remembering what I’d gone through. Okay, maybe not just empathic. When was my headache potion going to kick in? “It won’t last past tonight.”
“That’s good to know…” he settled back onto his back, cloth on his eyes, “if I live that long.” 
Xiaolang and Shield drifted up, regarding the prone man curiously. “So how are you?” Xiaolang asked. 
“I’m feeling a little tenderized,” Shad responded dryly. “How long was I unconscious?”
“About three hours,” Aletha answered with a glance at me. “Apparently that’s normal, as it took Garth three hours to wake up after he was changed.”
Shad’s response wasn’t particularly articulate. 
Night edged closer, just enough to where he could touch Shad’s arm with his nose. “Sorry.”
Lifting a corner of the cloth, Shad gave him a glare. “I’ll forgive you in this life, Night, eventually. So what happened while I was out?”
Aletha gave him a concise summary of events. I zoned out and just enjoyed the non-throbbing of my temples as the potion finally started working. I heard people moving about, leaving Shad alone as he just lay there like a bump on a log. Chatta said something about the magicians still being a few minutes away from the city, so I went back to letting my mind drift in a pleasantly blank manner. 
Perhaps ten minutes had gone by when a quick indrawn breath issued from the prone man beside me.
 Concerned, I ventured, “Shad?”
His head turned toward me, mouth tight with tension, eyes still hidden behind the cloth. When he spoke, he sounded reminiscent of a fretful child asking for reassurance. “Garth. Where are the Weather Mages?”
I blinked at him stupidly. “The what?”
“Weather Mages. Not once since I’ve left the crystal has anyone even mentioned them. Where are they?”
I had no idea what he was talking about. I’d never heard of a Weather Mage. I shook my head slowly, that alarm in the back of my still tender head growing louder. “Shad, there’s only six types of Mages—”
His hand slashed down at an angle, cutting me off. “No, there’s seven. Earth, Fire, Wind, Water, Life, Elemental, and Weather. I was never entirely clear what the different types of Mages do until just now, but I always knew how many there were. It was common knowledge. Garth, there should be Weather Mages appearing too. Why don’t you even know about them?”
That was a good question. “A lot of knowledge has been lost during the war,” I responded slowly, thinking it through. “But this much? How did we lose a whole category of Mage?”
“There were never very many of them,” Shad groaned, running a hand roughly through his hair. “Only one family produced Weather Mages, like the Earth Mage line. Still, I would have expected to hear something about those Mages. They were the only reason why Chahir had stable weather,” he snorted dryly, “Which could explain why Chahir’s weather is so lousy right now.”
A Weather Mage had controlled Chahir’s weather and regulated it? My mind spun with the possibilities Shad was presenting. “But surely the line didn’t just die out completely,” I protested. “Even a distant branch family member is capable of becoming a Mage, under the right conditions. Trev’nor proved that.”
“I was hoping you’d seen something in the Index that might help,” Shad admitted. “We could really use a Weather Mage right now. Chahir’s weather is far too extreme in its swings.”
I couldn’t agree more with that. I frowned, thinking about it very carefully. “No, I don’t remember mention of a Weather Mage at all…”
“It would have stuck out in your mind if you had read it,” Shad agreed grimly. “I was just hoping you hadn’t mentioned it to me or Night. A vain hope, apparently.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that. For that matter, I didn’t know how to respond to any of this. A whole line of magic had disappeared without a trace, and without anyone suspecting it, until Shad had asked that simple question. People might call me the Advent Mage and go on and on about how special that is, but retrieving and reviving a line of magery was completely beyond my abilities. 
“Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a Weather Mage,” I finally offered. 
“Maybe,” he agreed. But his voice clearly said that he wasn’t putting a lot of faith in that possibility. “The line must have died out right before the war really escalated…” he speculated aloud. 
I started thinking it through too, comparing different time lines in my head. “Why then?”
“It took me a while to realize that nothing in Night’s Jaunten blood had any information about a Weather Mage,” he admitted grimly. “And the nreesce were created right before that final battle, correct?”
“Thereabouts,” I admitted. “Advent Eve always maintained that she was created just before they were moved to the Isle of Strae. But it was only a matter of a few days before that last battle.”
“So the Weather Mage had to have died before that time, otherwise she would have known of him,” Shad pointed out patiently. “And in turn, we would know about that Mage too.”
The pieces just fit too snugly for him to be wrong. 
“They ordered all of the magicians off the main continent,” I mused, taking the different pieces I had gained from Night, the Remnant and Shad himself to try to understand how everything happened. “Even the children were rounded up and sent up there. The Remnant was formed by the children taken to Strae, mostly, as a few of the Mages and one Wizard took all of the children to Bromany to keep them out of the battle.”
“I wonder if Raile knows about the Weather Mages?” 
“He probably does. Raile was alive before the War broke out, like you.” That left the question of what else he knew and just hadn’t mentioned. If I ever had a few weeks of spare time on my hands, I was going back to Raile’s house and picking the man’s brain. He’d probably forgotten more than I’d ever known. 
Shad shifted restlessly on the bench. “Did you ever hear mention of a Weather Mage over there?”
“None,” I admitted heavily. “Which probably means they don’t have them either.”
He didn’t seem surprised. “I hope the line isn’t dead. You have no idea, Garth, what the world is supposed to look like. Most of Chahir wasn’t semi-arid grassland, but prime farmland and forests. The forests were lush, full of game. The lakes deep and clear. The farmland rich and fertile. None of it is right anymore,” he whispered. 
I couldn’t picture what he was telling me. The Chahir I knew was largely flat plains. 
“We never had severe weather,” Shad continued in a faraway voice, body tense. “We never had to worry about snows that would bury us, or storms that would tear the roofs off houses. Flooding was unheard of. So was drought. The Weather Mages didn’t just control the weather for this country; they controlled it for the whole continent. While they reigned, this place was a paradise.”
I really couldn’t imagine that. 
“I really hope that we find one soon.” 
Never had Shad seemed so ancient to me as in that moment. Leg drawn up, left hand clenching his shirt, right hand placed over his eyes to press the coolness in, I imagined that I could see every bit of those two hundred years he had survived. The land around him had changed beyond his recognition, as had the people. It was no wonder he seemed so lost at times. When I thought of all the damage and heartache natural storms caused, I found myself echoing Shad’s wish. I really hoped that we could find a Weather Mage soon. 
My magical sense perked up and informed me that dozens of magicians of all types were rapidly approaching the city. I looked up to see some of them coming down from the sky, being carried by an Air Mage. It looked like it was time for me to go back to the problems that I could solve.
Time to bust through a barrier. 
 
 
 


Chapter Sixteen: Barrier
 
 
What I really wanted was to surround the barrier and take it completely down. Unfortunately, we didn’t have the time to hammer at it until the thing caved. Chatta reported that the Priests had abandoned the device—whatever it was—and that the Priests were now headed directly for the Palace. I knew from experience that it wouldn’t take more than ten seconds for them to get through the barrier the Remnant magicians had put up. 
We had to get in there now. 
Dassan coordinated us into formation along one street, pointing toward the inner gates. It reminded me of a spearhead in shape. He took a minute to give some of us a crash course on the incantation necessary to link all of our power and focus it. To my complete lack of surprise, the incantation needed to be sung, it was that old of a spell. 
We’d managed to call in forty-six magicians on short notice, and all of them looked a little ragged around the edges. I prayed they had enough strength. We didn’t have a back-up plan if they didn’t. 
My cousin Aral had been chosen as the incantar for this, as he’d led group spellwork before and, as a Mage, he could handle Mage power flowing through him. So he faced all of us with a raised hand, signaling his readiness, and then gave a low, steady hum. We matched pitch with him, words flowing into low, musical tones. 
What stands before us
We cannot let remain
The power rose with each word out of our mouths. The song itself had an intensity even without the magical power imbued in it. It had the solemn tone of a hymn and a part of my heart ached with its resonance. But that feeling was almost buried by the magical power that flared to life all around me. It was so overwhelming that I hovered between pleasure and pain. 
How was Aral going to channel all of this?!
We gather now before it
Our power we give to one
Let him cast the fatal blow
I stood half-way in the crowd, and with the close quarters, I couldn’t begin to see Aral where I stood. But I certainly felt it when he drew upon the power we were sending to him and struck out against the barrier. 
I had my eyes glued to the deep, crimson red barrier even as I continued to sing the incantation over and over. Aral hit the thing with sheer, raw power without any finesse whatsoever. Every time he landed a strike, the barrier flinched, a ripple spread across it as if someone had dropped something into a pond. At first, I thought the ripples were a sign of progress. I’d hit the thing with boulders for three hours, after all, and never got any sort of reaction. 
Then I realized that the ripple effect was actually a bad sign. 
Aral hit it over and over, drawing upon all of our strength to do so. But each time there was a ripple in the barrier as it accepted the power that struck at it, and reset itself. 
Evening had started to descend, the heat of the day fading with it, but my back and forehead beaded with sweat at the exertion of keeping my magical core this open for this long. I hadn’t even been the one destroying sigils earlier, either! I couldn’t imagine what everyone else was feeling. 
This wasn’t working. 
The magical drain abruptly stopped. Aral waved both hands over his head and called out, “STOP!”
We all thankfully did. Some people sagged, bracing themselves against their knees, drawing breath in quick pants. I felt a little tired, but not exhausted. I pushed and slid my way to the very front so that I could talk with Dassan and Aral. It took several moments to reach them. 
Aral had sank onto his haunches, head hanging, a fine tremor in his arms. I recognized power over-use when I saw it. I dug out my mirror broach and murmured, “Chatta, Aral needs one of those power-restore potions of yours.”
“Understood. I’m coming.”
I sank down to lay a hand on his shoulder. “Chatta’s coming with a potion for you. Just wait a moment.” 
He gave a thankful nod but didn’t pause in gulping air. 
I looked up at Dassan. The Wizard stared at the barrier with unfathomable eyes. It felt like lead churned in my gut, but I forced myself to ask, “That didn’t have any affect, did it?”
“None,” Dassan gritted out. 
Dark magic, that wasn’t the answer I wanted to hear. 
If sheer power from this many magicians couldn’t break through the barrier, what by the four winds could? 
~*~
As frustrating as it was, we had to step back and think for a moment. Most of the magicians were dropping like flies, so even if we thought of some brilliant strategy, we wouldn’t be able to draw upon them. I requisitioned food and water from the nearby restaurants, using the authority Vonlorisen had given me, and helped people into the various buildings along this street so they could refuel and rest. 
When I returned to the outdoor café where the team still gathered, Chatta hovered over her scrying bowl with a worried crease between her eyes. I slipped in beside her and bent over the table to get my own look. 
As I watched, the barrier around the Palace faltered then disappeared completely. In the next instant, another barrier appeared, slightly smaller than the previous one, and held steady for several long seconds. I blinked. The Priests were obviously able to crack through these barriers—although I found it interesting that they had a little trouble with a Mage’s and Wizard’s combined barrier. So why rebuild an obviously fallible barrier… “Are they casting successive barriers to slow down the advance?”
“It’s an interesting delaying tactic,” Shad observed. He put his forearms on the table to lean closer to the bowl. “You have to admit, it’s buying at least ten seconds each time. I’m sure they’ll eventually run out of room, at which point they’ll have to do something else, but at the rate they’re going they could buy us another thirty minutes or so to get to them. Someone in there is using their head.” 
“That means we have ten minutes to think of a way inside.” Xiaolang sat down heavily, eyes blind to his surroundings. “Dassan, walk me through how blood magic works and how that barrier is operating. Step by step.”
Dassan stopped frowning at the barrier, finally, but only transferred the frown to Xiaolang. “I thought you understood my explanation earlier.”
“I did. But I’ve discovered that if you explain something to someone else, covering even the basic fundamentals, that you’ll often discover you overlooked something vitally important,” Xiaolang explained patiently. “So walk me through this again.” 
Dassan let his head drop back and blew out a breath. “It can’t hurt. Alright. A blood magician is unlike every other magician in that they don’t draw power from something else. They only rely on the magic within their own bodies. The sole exception to this is that they can take power from other people. This is why most blood magicians have to link with other people to perform any kind of significant magic. Over the years, they have learned how to imbue objects with their power, which you’ve all experienced with their shields and weapons.
“Barriers are actually one of their more intricate pieces of spellwork.” Dassan jerked a thumb over his shoulder to indicate the barrier behind him. “This is more impressive than most I’ve seen. The sigils in place are in quad-directional alignment, like all of the others, but this one is in dual layers. The first layer of sigil draws upon the life force of everyone inside, which powers the Priests and the barrier. The second layer holds all of the information for the barrier construction itself. In mathematical terms, this is very complicated. Whoever built this thing had to have been a genius to get everything so perfectly right.” Dassan shot a grimace over his shoulder at the barrier. “I personally wish his mother had dropped him a few times as a baby so he wouldn’t have the wits to create something like this.”
Unfortunately, the whole explanation was something I already knew and didn’t get any insight from. Xiaolang didn’t appear to have gained any brilliant flash of inspiration either. I looked around the table to see if anyone else had an idea. Chatta frowned into her scrying bowl, as did Shield, Shad stared at the barrier through narrowed eyes, and Hazard glumly stared at the table top. Aletha wasn’t looking at anything, just rubbing the bridge of her nose with one hand. 
Eagle…Eagle had the oddest look on his face, as if someone had just smacked him on the back of the head. “Eagle?”
“Both of you said before,” he started slowly, “that just destroying one sigil would terminate the resonance. Because in a quad-directional alignment, all four sigils have to be in direct line of sight with each other to work.”
“Right,” Dassan agreed with a tad of impatience. “But we can’t very well destroy one of the sigils with that benighted barrier protecting it. We’d have to break through the barrier to reach the sigil to break the barrier—it’s a complete conundrum.”
Eagle held up a restraining hand. “Bear with me, I’m thinking out loud, here. Forget about destroying the sigil or making it inert or whatever. Focus on just this part: if one sigil is removed from the directional alignment, then the rest of the sigils are useless, right?”
Dassan was obviously forcing himself to be patient. “Right.”
“How far does that barrier go? Does it stop on the ground level?”
I blinked at this question. I’d never once questioned how far it extended. Every barrier or ward I’d ever put up surrounded the entire area, including the foundation. That was just good sense, in my opinion. But then, I was thinking like a person that tunneled underground on a regular basis. For someone who didn’t have that capability and hadn’t known anyone that could, would they have thought of it?
Without waiting for anyone to respond to Eagle’s question, I turned sharply toward the barrier and checked with my magical sense. My eyes nearly fell out of their sockets. “I don’t believe it! The barrier does stop at ground level!”
Everyone abruptly sat up, looking at me in excitement. “Then you can take us all directly inside?” Xiaolang demanded. 
“No, Captain, think bigger,” Eagle chided with a crooked smile. “If he can manipulate the ground under that barrier, then what’s to stop him from just moving one of the sigils out of place? That would send the whole barrier crashing down and we can maneuver how we want to.”
How do I keep missing the obvious solutions? “Eagle,” I choked out, “that’s brilliant!”
“I do have my moments,” he answered with false modesty. 
Xiaolang pivoted abruptly to Dassan and ordered, “Gather everyone who’s in fighting shape and get them moving.” He turned back to me with another sharp spin on his heels. “Garth, take that thing down!”
“My pleasure.” I closed my eyes and did my own scrying to determine where the nearest sigil stood. I was in the south corner of the city, so I expected to find one not too far from where I stood. It took only seconds to locate it—only a few hundred marks ahead and to the left of where I stood. 
With no finesse at all, I grabbed hold of the ground the sigil sat on and yanked. The sigil tore to the side, actually toppling because of the forceful wrench. I jerked back to my immediate surroundings to see the barrier splinter and dissipate like shattering glass. 
From inside the inner city, wails of dismay and panic carried on the wind. Hearing the Priests’ reaction filled my heart with predatory joy. 
“Garth,” Xiaolang waved a hand to catch my attention, “take everyone straight to the Palace. I don’t trust desperate men.”
With a nod, I gathered up the team and every magician that was able to fight—and that turned out to be a good two dozen people. Wrapping us all up in a cocoon of magic, I headed straight to the palace at high speed. 
 
 


Chapter Seventeen: A Fallen Order
 
Xiaolang had me bring everyone up at the edge of the Palace grounds. As soon as we were above ground, the earth firming again under out feet, he grabbed me by the arm, eyes and voice intense. “Go find Vonlorisen and Vonaudaxen and get them out of here. Take them to a safe location. We can’t risk them.”
I understood what he was saying, and I knew he was right, but “What if they try tapping into ley lines again? You said it yourself, they’re desperate men!”
“We have six Mages with us,” Xiaolang pointed out impatiently. “I think we can handle it. Go, Garth!”
Chatta darted in, throwing her arms around my neck for a quick, hard embrace. “Be careful.”
“You too.” My arms ached at the loss as she stepped back, but I made myself turn and focus. Where were the king and prince? With so many magical signatures distracting me, it took long seconds for me to pinpoint Vonlorisen’s location. I’d never searched for Prince Audax before, so he eluded me. He could’ve been off the palace grounds for all I knew.
Regardless, I could at least lay immediate hands on Vonlorisen. I took off in a dead run for the nearest door. Even after my dozens of trips here, I quickly became lost. I realized that the original palace was simply added onto as they needed the extra room, and no one really planned the additions, but couldn’t someone have at least attempted to make the renovations logical? I quickly gave up trying to remember the multitude of turns and hallways I took.
I kept half of my attention on Vonlorisen’s location, switching hallways at random as I felt I needed to. The other half of my attention stayed on my surroundings, as I in no way wanted to be caught unawares by a renegade Priest or some other Star Order fanatic.
I finally came to a hallway that I recognized. This was where Vonlorisen’s private study was. I’d been here often enough to know it well. A Wizard stood guard just outside the door. He had to be from Coven Ordan, as he looked Chahiran even with the black robes he was wearing, but I didn’t recognize him. That didn’t hold true for him—his blue eyes lit up with recognition when he saw me. “Magus!”
“The King?” I demanded. 
“Safe inside,” he assured me. “Prince Audax is in a different location, guarded by my friend Mian.”
“Air Mage?” I verified.
“Yes, that’s right.”
So these two were the ones responsible for the barriers, eh? “I’m taking the King out of here to a safer location. Contact your friend and have her take the Prince away as well.”
The Wizard nodded in understanding and pushed the door open, only sticking his head in long enough to say, “Magus Rhebengarthen is here for you, Your Majesty.”
I stepped quickly into the room, pausing just inside the doorway. Vonlorisen stood behind his desk, which lay buried under a thick stack of maps, parchments, and books precariously stacked one upon another. The king himself looked even more haggard and sleep deprived than the last time I’d seen him, and that was saying something. But when he saw me, his eyes lit up with hope. “You’re through! The barrier?”
“Destroyed,” I assured with a feral smile. “I’m here to take you to a safe location until we’re sure the Priests are all rounded up. An Air Mage will see to your son.” I wanted to yank him into action, and stopped my hand before I could actually do so. 
Vonlorisen lost no time coming around his desk and sprinting for the door. He slapped the door aside, snapping out orders to his Wizard guard to follow as he ran. I stayed on his heels with no real effort, as I was more physically fit than he was. 
We changed hallways three times in quick succession. Vonlorisen turned another corner, reaching a door made of elaborately carved wood. He yanked it open, stepping out into an open courtyard. 
I cleared the door and got my first look at the private garden. This garden didn’t have the meticulously kept look that so many in Alvacon did, but rather had a more natural feel to it. If I didn’t have the imminent descent of powerful Priests hanging over my head, I might have spent a few moments enjoying the peaceful feel of the place. As it stood, I ignored the trees, flowers and shrubbery and started scanning the area for possible breach points.
The King turned to me and asked, “Is this a strong enough connection to the earth for you to work you magic?”
 “Yes. We’ll take the earth path.” He gave me a confused look, and it was only then that I realized I’d never really explained my ability to travel in the earth. He’d seen me pop out of the ground at various times, but I’m not sure how much information they had about that particular method of mine. I crossed mental fingers and hoped he wouldn’t panic on me, wrapped us up in a cocoon of magic and went down. 
He didn’t panic, which was a blessing as I was going far too fast to pause and issue any reassurances. I could feel the earth crack and groan in protest as I forced my way through. Even though I hadn’t made any conscious decision, I instinctively headed toward Del’Hain. But I couldn’t go that far—it would take too much time. It would take a half a day for me to go to Del’Hain and back. As it stood, I was nervous about leaving everyone to battle the Star Priests for more than ten minutes. 
I paused right where I was, hovering somewhere near the Hain-Chahir border, and turned to him. “Forgive me, I instinctively went towards Hain but in truth I don’t know a good place to leave you. I don’t want to stray too far from Alvacon. I need to get back there as quickly as possible.” 
“So taking us to Guin is out of the question,” Vonlorisen stated while thoughtfully rubbing at his jaw. 
“It would take a half a day to go there and back.” Even with me going at an insane speed. 
“Is there no place closer to that?” Vonlorisen pressed.
“Well, Guin had houses built along the border, like way-stations. I’ve dropped off magicians there several times. Would you be willing to stay there for a few hours?”
Vonlorisen didn’t even pause to think about it before nodding in agreement. “That will suffice. Go.”
I started us moving again, this time angling a bit more northward for the nearest way-station. When we rose above ground, I checked the two-story house from stem to stern, but didn’t feel anyone in there. Apparently it had been abandoned when Guin had released us from our mission. Just as well. I didn’t want to explain to anyone who this was.
Vonlorisen watched me expectantly. “I’ll be back for you as soon as it’s safe,” I assured him. “If that doesn’t happen by the end of the day, I’ll find a way to send word to you.”
“Thank you, Magus,” Vonlorisen replied.
I took it as a dismissal and raced back to the palace at top speed. 
~*~
Shad heard Xiaolang’s order to Garth but didn’t pay a lot of attention to it. His eyes were trained on the area around them. They were right on the edge of the Palace grounds, which meant they had a very tall iron fence at their backs and nothing but elaborate administration buildings in front of them. With the convoluted, crisscrossing walkways between the buildings, and the side doors that seemed to lead in and out of the palace at random, the place was like a very elaborate maze. Trying to find all of the Priests in this section would be a tall order for just one team. No matter how well led or trained the team. 
He turned to Xiaolang only to find the other man already watching him. “We need to split into two teams.”
Xiaolang nodded before he could even get the full sentence out. “You can take Eagle and Aletha and any magician you wish. Take the east side. I’ll take the west. Make sure that you have someone staying in contact with my team. I don’t want anyone slipping through the net.”
Shad threw him a very sloppy salute, waved to Eagle and Aletha to follow him, and then went to the nearest group of magicians that were just now arriving on scene. He called out to the ones he recognized as he moved forward at a half-jog. “Janae, Bornemeier, Loewen, Bos, with me! Grab anyone you’re comfortable working with! Everyone else, go with Captain Xiaolang!”
His team formed up quickly around him, as they had for the past several months. Only three new faces joined up, but Shad recognized them easily enough as he’d seen them come and go. The stodgy looking man with the straggling beard and bushy grey hair was an Elemental Mage by the name of Bylund. The gangly, tall young man that looked as if he never ate was a Wizard, Samant, and according to rumor was a savant at offensive fighting. The last one was Tara, a Fire Mage that Shad knew from experience you didn’t want to irritate. She looked like calm person, almost bookish, really. She had an average build to her with straight black hair and wire thin glasses perched on the tip of her nose. But this was the same woman that had burned clean the sigil only hours ago because of sheer frustration. Behind that stoic expression was a short temper on an even shorter leash. 
This was good group to have. He knew enough of their personalities and abilities to guess how they’d react and be able to deploy them. He turned to Loewen. “Loewy, keep in contact with Xiaolang’s team. We’re going hunting and we don’t want any of our lovely prey to escape.” 
She dug out a Caller from her shirt pocket in response and started talking into it with rapid speed. 
“Eagle, watch our backs. Samant and Aletha, take anything you see coming from our right side. Bylund and Janae, you’ve got the left. Bos, you’re with Eagle. The rest of you, with me,” Shad ordered. “Listen, we’re not here to take prisoners. These men are pure evil. If you see ‘em, take them down as quickly as possible. Tara, you keep an eye on everyone. If anyone seems to be having trouble, you fry their opponent. I don’t want casualties. We’re taking this place piece by piece, working out way toward the center. Crystal? Alright, let’s go.” 
As they started off for the nearest main walkway, Shad hauled in Bornemeier close. “You use that triangle of yours to search inside the buildings. I don’t want to breach a building unless we have to.” Not that breaching wasn’t fun in its own way, but it would take too much time. 
“Because doors are not our friends?” Bornemeier asked quite seriously. 
Shad shot him a wicked grin. “That’s part of it.” He just loved the younger generation. They were so impressionable. “But searching buildings takes up time, time we don’t have. We’ll only go in if we have to.”
“What about property damage?” Aletha asked from behind him. “No offense, Mages, but working with Garth has taught us that when magicians fight, stuff gets clobbered.” 
Good point. Shad pretended to think about it for a moment. “Well, Xiaolang didn’t say anything about that one way or another. So, try not to set anything on fire or knock buildings over. But if it happens…it happens.” 
Tara let out a snort of amusement. “I now understand why Bos likes to work with you.”
Shad shot her a wink over his shoulder. “I’m more fun than the other captain. Alright people, don’t stay in this tight group, but keep within sight of each other!” So saying, he sped up his pace a little to help put some distance between the team. 
The main problem with the layout in front of them—aside from it having absolutely no rhyme or reason—was that it confined their possible routes. Most of the time, the walkways were in between two buildings, or walled of courtyards. It only allowed a person one of two options—forward or backward. In Shad’s line of business, they called it a fatal funnel. 
“Captain?” Bornemeier’s face was drawn together in an expression of worry. “Is something wrong? You’re frowning.”
“This whole path is a fatal funnel,” Aletha answered, her eyes still searching the area in front of her. “Even our crazy captain doesn’t like those.”
“They take the fun out of things,” Shad agreed. “Bornemeier, I’ll explain, but keep those eyes of yours on that triangle. I don’t want people sneaking up on us.” He glanced over to make sure the kid had obeyed the order before his eyes started searching the narrow path ahead. “Alright, have you noticed how close these buildings are? And the walls that block you from taking anything other than this path?”
“Yes sir?”
“When anything blocks you like this, and only gives you two directions to move in, we call it a fatal funnel. Doorways are fatal funnels too.” He added that last bit just to see how Bornemeier would react. 
The kid hesitated a moment in his tracks before continuing, expression now thoughtful. “So fatal funnels are not our friends.”
“Right.” 
Apparently the people following behind had been listening in on this conversation, as Bylund asked, “And how do you avoid these fatal funnels?”
“You create another path,” Bos answered in amusement. “He had me knock a hole in the wall the last time we had this problem.”
“And if we get stuck in a tight spot, that’s what I expect all of you to do!” Shad called back to them. Although he personally hoped that it didn’t come down to that. “Bornemeier, anything?”
“N—wait, someone is coming. But it’s not a Priest. It’s an Air Mage and another person she’s carrying.” 
“She?” This was the first he’d heard that a triangle could tell gender.
“I recognize the power signature,” Bornemeier admitted, his eyes going up to the sky, as if he were looking for someone. “It’s Rinza. Ah, there she is!”
Shad would have known it was an Air Mage coming their direction even without Bornemeier pointing it out. He could hear the wind whizzing at high speeds. He’d only encountered one thing that made that sound—an Air Mage traveling. She came in with surprising speed, a man that Shad knew well standing at her side. 
He took little notice of the Air Mage as Prince Audax dropped lightly to his feet. Shad’s toe started tapping an impatient rhythm. Wasn’t Garth supposed to have grabbed both royal hides and carted them off to a safe place? 
“Audax, what by the guardians do you think you’re doing?”
The Prince arched an eyebrow at him in an arrogant manner. “I can go where I wish in my own palace, Shad.”
“Not when it’s overrun with Priests, you can’t!” Shad snapped back, itching to knock that expression of his face. Seriously, what was it about royalty that made them ditch common sense at every turn? For the love of— “Oh, forget it. You park your royal carcass right next to me and don’t budge an inch.”
Audax was not pleased at this instruction and a dark frown swept over his face like a growing storm. “You know good and well I can fight.”
“And you know good and well that if anything happens to you, your father will have my hide,” Shad retorted acidly. “Move, Princeling. I’m not taking chances with you. If you or your father falls, that’s one less ally we have.”
He clearly didn’t like being ordered about—Princes had issues with that sort of thing—but he must have recognized the truth of Shad’s argument for he obeyed promptly. Without another word, he came to stand at Shad’s left side. 
“I’m needed elsewhere,” Rinza announced before taking off in a quick spurt of air that whipped everyone’s hair back for a moment. 
Shad caught Aletha’s eye and inclined his head ever so slightly toward Audax. She gave a minute nod of understanding. If for whatever reason, Shad was distracted or cut off from the prince, she would step in. It probably wouldn’t happen. He couldn’t fight like he normally could, as if there were no real consequences, not with someone he needed to protect. He’d have to fight with more caution. 
And the day had started with such promise, too. 
“Sir, I’ve got a pocket of Priests up ahead and a little to the right,” Bornemeier pointed a finger in the general direction. A building blocked the path he indicated, but it was clear he meant somewhere beyond the obvious. 
Shad loosened his sword in its sheath, blood starting to pump faster as his adrenaline rose. “Alright. Engage at first sight, but don’t become separated from the group. Roger?”
When he got nothing but affirmations back, he nodded in approval, a hungry smile curling the corners of his mouth up. “Good. Let’s move.” 
~*~
Aside from avoiding ley lines, underground lakes, and large bedrock formations, I paid very little heed to my surroundings as I moved along the earth path. All of my concentration was upon Alvacon. I needed to find my team mates. It wasn’t the first time that I was grateful that magic followed intent—my magic moved me safely along to the palace grounds even though my mind was not as properly focused on it as it should have been. 
As it turned out, such concentration wasn’t necessary. Once I slowed down long enough to extend my magical sense, I could feel them clearly. They left such a strong aura behind with every footstep, the earth registered their passing like the aftershocks of an earthquake. That was quite the magical fight over my head. 
It was never wise to just rise out of the ground when people are close by. It was even more foolish to do so when those people were swinging swords around. I rose up several feet away from the main bulk of the fighting instead, in a narrow garden pass that divided two of the administration buildings from each other. 
I stopped several feet inside the garden, closed my eyes, and focused on the ground underneath my feet. It appeared that this soil hadn’t been imported to make a garden, but rather the walls had been built around this patch of soil. I had a direct connection with the earth where I stood. Good.
For the second time that morning, time slowed to a crawl. A hint of a breeze shifted my hair and passed over my skin. I could hear every footstep and breath made by the men in the courtyard. The smell of the earth and plants invaded my lungs with every breath. The noise of metal striking metal, men and women crying out in anger or pain, the quick thuds of impact, all of it washed over me. 
My feet moved of their own accord, going forward. Where were they? Somewhere in this bedlam, my team was fighting. I could feel them. So where were they?
The two doors on either side of the garden toppled inward, bouncing onto the ground and skittering a bit sideways. Several men, dressed in the silver robes of the Star Order, poured out into the open, swords and staffs in their hands. Knowing what they’d do once they got inside, I grabbed any hunk of dirt within reach of me and threw it. Not expecting an attack, the first Priests took the hit directly in the stomach and collapsed backwards. It did nothing to stop the next wave. 
Their power was so intricately woven together that I couldn’t begin to unravel it. Some of them were armed with the long body-shields that spearmen were famous for using. They had that eerie feel to them that told me the shields were linked as well. 
And now that they knew I could manipulate the earth, they hid behind the shields, so my usual attacks wouldn’t work. 
Well. That’s what this was for, isn’t it? I rotated the bon’a’lon in my hands once, turning it to a lunge position, and went straight for one of those shields. 
The Priest behind the shield quickly shifted it a little to the side, bringing a sword up, which I expected him to do. He thought that since I attacked as if I had a spear in my hands, I was limited to spear techniques. 
He thought wrong.
Mid-lunge, I shifted the bon’a’lon to catch his sword near the hilt, rotated both weapons in a short circle, and broke his hold on the weapon. The sword dropped with a dull thud from his hand, and with him disarmed, I found it ridiculously easy to snap the staff up and smack him hard on the temple, rendering him unconscious. 
As he slowly slumped to the ground, two of his compatriots came at me from either side. I lashed out at one, forcing him back for a moment, and then spun abruptly to avoid the attack of the other. I couldn’t do more than block one’s attack before the other was upon me, giving me no room to form a good offense. 
Snarling, I launched myself into the air with a hard thrust from the earth. Just because I couldn’t use my magic against them didn’t mean that I couldn’t use it entirely. The thrust shot me up a good five feet, well out of their range. 
But not out of mine.
I sent the bon’a’lon whistling around and against the enemy on the right, cutting through his shield, which sent him staggering for a moment. If he’d only been linked to his weapon, that would actually have taken him down, but with the inner city’s population fueling him… My attack only bought me a few moments. While that one staggered back, I used my downward momentum to reinforce my strike as I hit the other Priest. He predictably put his shield up to defend himself, but when I struck with that much force, it knocked him off balance and down onto one knee. The shield, being so long, jerked him sideways when it hit the ground, throwing him even more off balance. I used his open side without compunction and struck him squarely across the shoulders. He screamed as the blade scored his skin. 
Pivoting on my toes, I brought the bon’a’lon up and around, whistling through the air, then angled the attack to where I avoided both sword and shield, instead catching right behind the knee. Neatly hamstrung, the Priest gasped in pain and toppled. 
Seeing how efficiently their fellows were cut down, the other Priests hesitated before engaging me. The others didn’t have staffs, just swords or ceremonial daggers. They’d banked on their shields being impenetrable to a normal soldier, allowing them to simply muscle their way through. But I could get through or around their shields. With all of the immense power at their disposal, the Priests should have been winning, but they didn’t know how to effectively use it. 
The hesitation lasted only a few seconds, and then their determination propelled them forward once again. I no longer only had one or two opponents to contend with. They came all in a rush, presenting me with five different enemies that I had to defeat, whatever the cost.
I fell into a place where I did not try to judge anything with my senses, but rather simply reacted on a visceral level. I’d been fighting for years, and sparred with some amazing men and women. All of that experience gave me instinctual reactions that no amount of planning or strategy could keep up with, and it was that I relied upon. I felt each impact as my bon’a’lon struck out, the vibrations carrying up the muscles in my arms and chest. I did not focus on any one opponent, or the hot air in my lungs, or the sweat beading on my skin and starting to seep into my eyes. 
Clang, cling, shing, thud—the sounds of the weapons striking against each other, or the shields, or against human flesh blended into each other like a mixed up symphony of instruments. With each strike, the blood magic vibrated in the air and pricked against my magical sense. I could fight for hours before fatigue drew me down, but fighting on a physical level and a magical one took quite the toll. I did not know how long I could keep this up. 
On some level, a part of my mind had been keeping track of the battle raging behind me. It occurred to me that the din of noise had faded, to where there was only pocket areas of resistance. 
We were either winning or losing, and I didn’t dare turn to look to see which it was. 
Instead, I went into a full out attack on the Priest in front of me. He was more skilled than the others had been, and more desperate. It took every ounce of skill I possessed to keep from losing my head while I exchanged blocks and parries with him. 
In the end, stamina determined the match. His muscles trembled from the exertion, sweat blinded him, and he reacted a second too slow. My bon’a’lon connected with the side of his head. With a sickening crunch, he slid slowly to his knees and collapsed on the ground. 
I took two steps back, clearing room for me to fight, braced for the half a dozen men still standing to come at me. They jerked as if a taut line had been cut, the most astonished looks on their faces. I felt it at the same time they did—that hum of barely leashed power dissipated abruptly into thin air. 
A feral smile stole over my mouth. So, the Priest I’d just defeated was their focal point, eh? 
The shields’ power slithered and faded away, leaving only ordinary shields behind. Heavy shields, at that. Several of the Priests struggled under their weight without power amplifying their strength. Without those powered shields, they had no trump card to use against us, and no possible chance of victory. 
Without a word to any of them, I placed a powerful barrier up around all of the Priests, caging them in. Without the shields, there was no way they could free themselves unless I willed it so. As soon as they were contained, I turned around. “Chatta! Night! Xiaolang! Anyone?!”
“Here,” Night responded, voice sounding tired. “Are you alright?”
I am, and the Priests are contained, I assured him a little impatiently. Are you alright?
“Everyone here is fine. We had a little trouble with some Priests, but Xiaolang and Shad took care of them. No one’s injured.”
I sent up a silent prayer of thanks to the guardians. Good. Should I come get you?
“I have no way of describing where we are. Besides, I think—” There was a pause as if Night was distracted for a moment. “Dassan says that we are going to cast a circle right here to strip the Priests while they’re down. Where are you?”
In one of those side gardens between some of the administrative buildings, I think. 
“Get up on the roof so that we can see you.”
I built a small pillar under my feet that lifted me up to the same level as the roof line. 
“Ah, there you are. Do you see him, Dassan? Alright, yes. Garth, Dassan says that you should just stay right there. You’re actually in a pretty good position to help with the circle.”
Alright. Just tell me when. I allowed the bon’a’lon to go back into its condensed form and hung it on my belt. 
Roughly a minute slipped past before Night’s voice came in my head again. “Now.”
I joined in with the circle, holding my concentration mainly on the Priests gathered at my feet. With this many magicians joining in, it didn’t take long to strip their blood magic away. When we were done, and the circle closed, the Priests huddled in on themselves, some sobbing, others just silently rocking back and forth. 
I felt no sympathy for them. 
Slowly, I let my pillar go back down, coming to stand on ground level again. Now that we had them, what were we supposed to do with them? Throw them into a prison somewhere? The right person to ask would be Vonlorisen, but he was inconveniently not here at the moment. Well, I guess Saroya would know the answer to the question as well. I turned to go look for him—and froze.
Within one heartbeat and the next, ten Gardeners had suddenly appeared in the palace compound. I could clearly feel them, spread out in different areas. I had two standing right in front of me. One was slightly taller than the other, the shorter Gardener had more angular features, but other than that they looked nearly identical. 
The shorter one came up to me and extended a hand. Still amazed at their abrupt arrival, I slowly sank to one knee and took the hand he offered. 
“We will take them,” he said clearly with a firmness that could not be argued with. “Whenever you find these men, we will come and take them. They must be taught.”
I was not about to argue. I gave the only response I could. “Thank you.”
With a pleased nod at me, he gathered the Priests up with a wave of his hand and they simply…disappeared. It wasn’t like air travel, or earth path, or any other method that I was familiar with. One moment they were there. The next moment they weren’t. 
For several moments, I sat there in a daze, my mind not able to accept the abruptness of the whole situation. Then I took a deep breath and shoved myself back to my feet. First, check on Chatta and everyone else. I wanted to see with my own eyes how they were. 
Then I guess I needed to go fetch a king back home. 


Chapter Eighteen: Aftermath 
 
 
The next week was nothing but cleanup. We found more pockets of hiding Priests that we stripped of magic and handed over to the Gardeners. Vonlorisen was just as glad not to have them hanging around or being in a prison. We destroyed the rest of the sigils as well, and this time we went over every inch of every city in Chahir until we were absolutely positive that no more sigils existed. This time around, there were no more nasty surprises. 
Well, at least, I thought we were past the nasty surprises. 
“He what?” I demanded plaintively. 
Prince Audax, not bothering to hide his smirk of enjoyment at my obvious dismay, repeated, “My father and I are holding a formal dinner for you and the rest of the team. He wants to reward your efforts. It will be held later tonight, so I suggest getting ready now.”
There I was, on my way to get a late lunch when the Prince just waltzed through the door and then sprung this on me. He knew that I hated anything formal or political! How was a formal dinner—which no doubt included all of the Doms—a reward?! 
Audax, proving that he had spent a lifetime in a world of political maneuverings, added shrewdly, “He won’t release you from your duties until the end of the dinner.” 
I thought several uncharitable things about both of them but wisely bit my tongue. With a sigh, I capitulated to the inevitable. “Very well. Have you informed everyone else?”
“No, I thought I’d let you do it.” He gave me a smile of sadistic cheer. “Be at the formal hall at six sharp.”
I watched as he sauntered back the way he’d come, irritated with him, his father, and the whole situation in general. Shame those two men have become friends and allies over these past several months. If they were still my enemies, I could strangle them. 
Ah well. Might as well get this over with. 
~*~
The entire team managed to get to the formal dining hall by six, although it was a near thing. None of them really had anything on hand that was formal enough for this kind of environment. I was the exception, for once, because of all of those Dom meetings I’d been forced to go to. Chatta and Loewen had put their heads together and whipped up formal uniforms for everyone through some very amazing conjuring. They’d basically stayed with the same style of uniform for the team, but made them out of brushed velvet instead. Fortunately, if given a chance, most of the team cleaned up very nicely. With the new uniforms, they were more than presentable.
Shad, of course, had no uniform. For him, they chose to adapt the current uniform for the Jarrell Province Guard. Since it was similar in coloring—black and white instead of the Ascalon black and red—he almost looked like he belonged to the team. 
As Chatta was the only one comfortable in this political and formal environment, we unanimously voted her to be our spokesperson and made her take the lead. She stepped into the role with ease and led us through the announcement from the majordomo and to our correct seats as if there was nothing challenging about it. 
I was glad I only had to follow her lead because after my first real look at the room, my stomach was doing too many flip-flops for me to truly pay attention to the niceties. I’d never been in this room before. It was comparable in size to the formal dining room of Guin’s palace, which meant it could hold five hundred people with ease. There were three extremely long tables that took up the entire length of the room, and every inch of table space was claimed by nobilities, officials, and anyone else Vonlorisen had decided to invite. I only recognized about a dozen faces. 
We were ushered, unfortunately, to the very front of the room, to the very table that Vonlorisen and Audax sat. Both of them were dressed in their finest, crowns and all. The muted chatter in the room rose a few decibels when we walked the length of the room, and no one attempted to hide their curious stares. Months of being in similar settings had taught me how to look at ease even when I didn’t feel it. So I had a slight smile on my face as I held out Chatta’s chair for her before I took my own. It did not escape my notice that I was seated at Vonlorisen’s left hand. Traditionally, anyone that sat on the right of the royal family was considered to be their “sword” or the person they depended upon to fight anyone that threatened the country. The person on the left, on the other hand, was the “shield.” They were the ones that defended. 
So. Vonlorisen considered me to be the defender of Chahir? 
I could not mistake the implication to be anything else because only Chatta sat on this side with me. The rest of the team was to the right, on the other side of Audax. 
As soon as I was properly settled, Vonlorisen turned to me. His expression was unlike any other I’d seen before. His face was carved into serious lines but there was a light of triumph in his eyes and a mischievous curve to his mouth. Just what was he up to…?
I opened my mouth to ask only to cut myself short when he abruptly rose. The muttering in the room abruptly ceased as the King raised a hand, waving them to silence. 
“My dear people,” he started in a voice deep enough to reverberate through the room, “we have been through a great deal of change this year. We have overturned old laws, welcomed old enemies as new allies, and discovered that the ones we thought were our allies were in fact enemies. Most of what We have learned has been because of one man, Magus Rhebengarthen.”
I stirred uncomfortably. If he started praising me for anything, I was leaving. 
Chatta, sensing my intentions, put her hand over my wrist and clamped down. The look she shot me out of the corner of her eye made it clear that short of violence, I wouldn’t shake her off either. Why did she have to know me so well? 
Vonlorisen, oblivious to my unease, kept going. “His perseverance gained Our attention and trust as nothing else could have. Without him, and the allies that he brought with him, we would have lost a third of our population’s lives to the Star Order.”
A great wave of gasps and exclamations rippled through the room. No one apparently had known of this. It made me wonder: what did they think we were fighting so hard for? 
Vonlorisen waited for this to die down before speaking. “We have brought them here to not only reward their fortitude and diligence but also to make several announcements.” He turned his head to look first left, meeting Chatta’s eyes and mine, before he looked right to meet the gaze of each member in the team. “Once, many generations ago, the four-point star stood for something else entirely than the Star Order. It was meant as a physical reminder that from each compass direction, we should gather new knowledge and innovation. We should never be satisfied with what we know now, but be constantly looking for ways of improving from every source. That original meaning has been twisted and lost these past two centuries. It took a stubborn Earth Mage to remind us.” 
He turned to look directly at me. “Magus Rhebengarthen, we will have magic in Chahir again. We will have an Academy built so that anyone who wishes to train in the art of magic may do so.”
I felt a thrill shoot up my spine at these words, words I never thought I’d hear coming from him. An academy…an actual academy. 
“And you’re going to build it,” he added firmly.
“What?!” I blurted out before my mind could stop my mouth. “Majesty, no! I’m an Earth Mage, not an architect!”
The whole room laughed at my response. Shrieking hinges, alright, I shouldn’t have said that. I could feel my skin flush at their reaction. Still, I wasn’t backing down from this point. “You have good architects in this country that understand Chahiran design much better than I do,” I maintained even as he frowned at me. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”
“You can call upon all of the experts you wish to,” he promised, frown still gathered between his brows. “But you will build it. I trust no one else. And when it is built, you will be its Dean as well. It is Our will that it be so.”
I winced at that Our. I couldn’t weasel out of a royal command. Resigned to my fate, I looked to my fiancée. She looked just as flabbergasted as I felt, which was reassuring, but even as I looked at her, the surprise faded into one of pride. Well, to be recognized and trusted like this by a King was amazing. Some part of me was happy about it, certainly. 
In the spirit of passing along impossible jobs, I told her, “You’re going to be the Head of Administration. I hope you realize this.” 
She shook her head, a playful smile on her face. “You can’t scare me. I like organizing people, remember?”
“Good thing, too,” I muttered not quite under my breath. “I’m terrible at it.”
Audax, next to his father, was trying not to laugh and failing at it. My team mates, wonderful, supportive people that they are, were laughing outright. 
Vonlorisen reached down and gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “You’ll soon realize that you are the perfect man for the job. I know of no one else with the patience or the tenacity to build an Academy from the ground up. Now, Magus, We formally release you from your previous duties so that you may take up your new ones.”
Right. So I didn’t have to juggle two jobs at once. That was nice. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”
With a nod of approval, he turned to the team. “We also recognize you, Captain Riicshaden and Red Hand team of Ascalon, for your efforts and contributions during this trying time. We award each of you the Right of Access.” 
I nearly fell out of my chair. 
The Right of Access had only been awarded a few times in the entire founding of Chahir and for very good reason—few people could be trusted with that amount of power. There was no physical symbol or crest given with this privilege, but every person in the country would be notified of the bearer. If anyone on the team asked for help or supplies or aid from a Chahiran citizen, then they would automatically be given it. From the lowest beggar to a Dom, they all had to respond. Whether it be an apple from a fruit stand or an entire Province, if a bearer of Access asked for it, they got it. 
The entire room was frozen for several interminable seconds. The team must have learned about this quirk in Chahir from somewhere, for the blank expressions of shock on their faces said quite clearly they knew what an incredible privilege they’d just been handed. 
Xiaolang was the first to find his tongue. “Your Majesty, this is too much. We only fulfilled the duty you laid upon us.”
“You did far more than that,” Vonlorisen corrected gently, a genuine smile on his face. “And I think you know it, Captain. We will not be dissuaded. We trust that you will use this power well and not abuse it.” He turned back to the general room before Xiaolang had a chance to argue the point. “Let us now celebrate with a toast.” He lifted his wine glass to shoulder height. “To a new era!”
We all raised our glasses and toasted with him. But even as I sipped from my glass, a thought struck me. Night, is it just me, or did the team get a reward while I just got more work?
His snickering pretty much answered the question. “I dare you to say that to the king.” 
Did I look suicidal? 
Vonlorisen regained his seat, which apparently was the cue for the food to actually be served, as servers started bringing in plates steaming with delectable dishes. The king leaned closer to me and murmured, “Build it quickly, Garth. I want my grandson home as soon as possible.” 
Ah-ha. Now things were becoming clearer. “You do realize, I hope, that he’s not old enough to be trained yet. He could actually come home tomorrow.”
He blinked at me. “Then go get him. Tomorrow morning. I want him home by dinner.”
Now that was an order I didn’t mind obeying. I tried not to grin as I responded, “Yes sire.”
 
 
 


Chapter Nineteen: Best Intentions
 
Trev’nor walked at Nolan’s side as they meandered through the Queen’s garden, listening with interest as his friend pointed out the various animals that were raising their children. It seemed like every other creature within sight was chasing down errant offspring. They had covered the entire path winding through the gardens, and were within sight of Queen Chaelane again. She was relaxing on a comfortable bench under the shade of a blooming cherry tree, a glass of something cool in one hand and a book in the other. “So is the Queen going to have a baby too?” Trev’nor asked in eager anticipation. 
Nolan frowned slightly for a moment, and sadly shook his head. “No.”
That seemed very odd to Trev’nor. “But , everyone’s already had babies!”
“Yeah,” Nolan agreed.
“And aren’t queens supposed to have kids too?”
“I think so,” Nolan confirmed with an appraising look. “And she doesn’t. Maybe she doesn’t want any?”
Trev’nor found that notion really hard to believe. Especially seeing how Queen Chaelane doted on Nolan. “Let’s ask her,” he suggested.
Nolan nodded in quick agreement. 
Both boys took off in a quick sprint to reach the Queen’s side. Hearing the rapid approach of their footsteps, she lowered her book and looked up. “And how is my garden doing, boys?”
“Good,” Trev’nor assured her. He liked being in the garden. Garth had said it was probably his earth sense that made living things so comforting to be around. 
“We have a question,” Nolan told her. The expression on his face stated plainly that it was important, and he wasn’t going to be sidetracked until he got an answer. 
Queen Chaelane blinked at him. “And what is your question?”
“Why don’t you have any kids?”
A sad, wistful look passed briefly over her face. “I don’t know, Nolan. I wish I had them.”
A light dawned in Nolan’s mind, and shone through on his innocent face. Trev’nor could practically see the glow from it. He gave his friend a suspicious look, sure that somewhere in his friend’s mind, Nolan was plotting at high speeds. Trev’nor really wanted to know what that something might be, and he wanted to be part of it. 
“I’m sure you will someday,” Nolan promised her earnestly. He leaned over, planted a kiss on her cheek, and then took off running in the opposite direction.
Still confused, Trev’nor took off in hot pursuit, steadily closing the gap. Nolan was almost out of the garden before Trev’nor managed to finally catch up. “Where are we going?” he demanded.
“To Cora,” Nolan explained over his shoulder, as if that should explain everything, still running at top speed. 
“Why?”
“Because I have an idea.”
 ~*~
They found Cora at the Academy of All Magic, as usual. For once, she wasn’t at the stables, but high up in the uppermost part of the Academy in the Aerial Tower, attending to several injured birds. They had to wait, with the impatience of small boys, for her to finish before they could launch into their questions. 
Cora listened with a surprised and bemused look on her face as Nolan pelted her with questions on just how people had children. Why this particular topic had occurred to him, she had no idea. It took a few minutes before Nolan wound down enough for her to get a word in edgewise. She was grateful for that, too—it gave her time to think of a simple and gentle way to answer those questions of his.
Cora somehow found herself explaining the miracle of life to two very attentive six year olds. How this discussion had fallen to her, she had no idea. “Lucky me” she thought, struggling for the right words. 
Still, she managed to explain everything, without going into an embarrassing amount of detail. Half of it, she suspected, had sailed straight over Trev’nor’s head. From the expression on his face, Nolan seemed to follow it pretty well. With his Life Mage insight, she wasn’t surprised. They both went away happy, discussing something between themselves in low confidential voices. 
Cora frowned for a moment, considering the ramifications, as she watched their retreating backs. This wasn’t going to be a repeat of the Meuritta Incident all over again, was it? Although how they would manage to stir up trouble by understanding the reproductive process of human beings was beyond her imagination. 
Shrugging it off, she went back to her duties. 
 ~*~
Nolan and Trev’nor schemed and considered and planned for the rest of the morning, before coming up with the perfect approach. Nolan knew much more about how life started than he had before talking with Cora, but he wasn’t sure if this was a problem that he could fix. And he didn’t want to disappoint his foster mother by getting her hopes up only to be proven wrong later. After all, wouldn’t Cora have already helped, if there was something that needed to be done? So he had to be sneaky. 
Fortunately, this wasn’t difficult for a six year old boy to do.
He waited for the right opportunity. Queen Chaelane had the habit of reading to him in the afternoons, and these reading sessions always involved them snuggling close together. This was perfect, as Nolan had to be in close contact to discover what was wrong and to change anything. He waited for that afternoon story time, and then subtly started reaching out with his senses, while Chaelane read the book. 
He missed about half the story doing that, as he couldn’t pay attention to both at once. Still, by the time the story ended, Chaelane was practically glowing with an inner vibrancy. Nolan felt certain that he had succeeded in finding out what was wrong, and fixing it. She would be able to have children now, just like everyone else. Satisfied, he headed off to his studies at her direction, smiling broadly as he went. 
 ~*~
Nolan ran downstairs the next morning, anxious to see if his efforts of the day before had been successful. The Queen and King were in their private rooms, sitting down at breakfast, as was their normal routine at this hour of the morning. Nolan was barely inside the doorway when he could see the effect of their time together yesterday. 
“YES!” he crowed, punching the air with one fist. 
“Nolan, what has gotten into you?” Guin asked in surprise. 
Nolan ignored him and ran toward his foster mother, with his arms wide open. “Mama Chaelane, you’re going to have babies!”
“What?” she spluttered, with a strangled cough. Catching him by the shoulders, looking searchingly into his green eyes, she demanded, “What do you mean, Nolan?”
“I can see them,” he explained, feeling like his face would split in half with the force of his smile. He couldn’t help it, though, he just felt so incredibly happy that he had to grin or explode. “You’ve got two babies in your tummy.” Lowering his voice, he confided, “I can’t tell if they’re boys or girls yet.”
Chaelane stared at him for a long moment, eyes growing wide. “You…can…see them? Nolan, are you sure?”
“Yup, I’m sure.” He put his hand directly over the right spot. “They’re right here.”
Chaelane looked at her husband with a stunned expression. “Guin…”
To her surprise, there were tears standing in his eyes. “Finally, Chael. Finally.” Laughing, he swooped in on her and scooped her up into his arms, hugging her hard to his chest. She hugged him back just as fiercely. When she eventually regained her feet, she reached out with one arm, dragging Nolan into their embrace. 
Nolan put his arms around them both, beaming with satisfaction. He’d done well. 
 


Chapter Twenty: Responsibility
 
Being a sensible man that well understood how strong a woman’s maternal drive could be, I chose to call by mirror the night before to alert Guin of Vonlorisen’s command to bring his grandson home. He took the news rather well, and promised to break it to his wife. I also alerted him that Vonlorisen had given me an impossible task. 
So when I went onto the earth path that morning, I had every expectation of a smooth trip to Del’Hain. When the mirror started buzzing in my pocket, it surprised me more than it usually would as I didn’t expect anyone to call me. I dug it out of my pocket, praying fervently that this wasn’t an emergency. “Hello?”
“Garth,” it was Kartal and for once he wasn’t being demanding. “King Guin wants to talk to you.”
That could be good…and that could also mean a lot more work. Knowing my luck, it was probably the latter. I sighed, resigned, and nodded. “Understood. Anything else?”
“Yes, will you stop scurrying all over the place? Every time someone wants you, they make me track you down.”
Apparently there was nothing else. I shoved the mirror back in my pocket, dropped back into the earth and shot off toward Del’Hain. I popped up in the main courtyard mostly because people were rather used to me appearing there by now. As I walked into the palace, I tried to mentally ascertain where Guin would be at this time of day. I was really hoping that he was in his study, as I had no wish to track the man down through the seemingly endless hallways of the Palace.
As I went from one hallway to another, people spotted me and stopped me with the exciting news that Queen Chaelane was finally pregnant. I smiled the first dozen times I heard it, then I had to struggle to not laugh. Yes, the Queen had struggled to produce an heir for nearly five years now, but with the way people were carrying on you’d think she was an old maid that was well past child-bearing years or something. 
Fortunately for me, he was obviously expecting me as I’d barely knocked when he opened the doors and waved me inside. 
“You made good time,” he greeted me. 
The moment that I stepped into Guin’s study I knew that something important was up. My King’s expression was bordering on an anticipatory smirk, as if he were a youngster that was just about to pull off a marvelous prank. I stopped in the doorway, hovering, wary about what that expression might mean for me in particular. Perhaps I could still make a break for it. 
“Come in, Garth, come in,” he encouraged, smiling in genteel welcome.
You don’t disobey a King’s invitation. I really, really wanted to, though. Resigned to whatever mischief he was brewing for me, I stepped inside, shutting the door. Still wary, I kept an eye on him as I came to rest uneasily in the chair he gestured me to. 
“I have good news,” Guin started, steepling his fingers in front of his mouth to hide, I’m sure, an unsettling smile. “My wife is expecting.” 
Ah, that was it. I clamped down on a smile before it escaped. “Yes, Sire, I heard on the way in.”
The man actually pouted at me. “You’ve already heard? Everyone already knows before I can even get to them. I wanted to tell somebody.”
It was close, but I managed not to roll my eyes. “Did you call me in to tell me that?”
He glared at me for another moment before sighing. “No, actually I wanted to tell you that Nolan won’t be ready to leave until this afternoon. Chaelane insists on having a few more hours with him. You mentioned last night that Vonlorisen gave you an impossible task. What was it?”
I filled him in on the events of the previous night, in more detail this time. 
“He is planning to build a magic academy in Chahir,” Guin repeated, tone gleeful. “And you’re going to be the Dean.”
I should have known that he’d like this idea. I just groaned, slumping in to my chair. “Why me?!”
“Probably because he likes you; moreover, he trusts you.”
I didn’t buy that for one second. “Seriously, why me?”
Guin shook his head, wryly. “Garth, that probably is half the reason, alright? Don’t underestimate the power of connections. The other half is this—we’ve actually been in correspondence over this idea for the past month or so. Vonlorisen requested that I give him magicians to be instructors in his new school. I couldn’t, of course. I barely have enough magicians to keep track of my country, much less Chahir. What I can do is this—I can release all of the magicians from Chahir to go back and act as instructors. If you’re the Dean of this new academy, a good majority of the Chahiran magicians will follow you back there.”
I thought about that for a long moment. I’d seen for myself how strong the ties of loyalty and friendship ran between me and the other Chahiran magicians. Our bonds had been forged in the fires of the struggle between life and death. I couldn’t refute their logic. I was sure there were quite a few magicians that would follow me back into Chahir. Would there be enough to run a school though? That part I wasn’t sure about. Both Monarchs were basing all of their plans on a big assumption that I’d be willing to set up and run an academy. 
Well, okay, maybe that wasn’t too much of a leap for their imaginations. I didn’t think it was a secret that I was by my nature a homebody, even if circumstances didn’t allow for much of that. If I could stay in one spot, safe and secure to work magic, with my family nearby, life would be perfect. I’d never thought I’d find a way to do it, though, not with the way my magic worked. The very nature of it dictated that I would be required to travel constantly to where my magical talent was most needed. The only thing that made that cold fact bearable was that Chatta would always be with me, as my balance and my partner. 
I tried to picture myself, all of eighteen years old and with only two years of magical experience under my belt, founding an academy. It seemed like an impossible task. “Shouldn’t someone with more experience do this?”
Guin shook a finger at me. “You shall not wriggle out of this. You are the founding Regent and Dean. Get used to it.”
Shrieking hinges…I blew out a resigned breath. “I think you’re both insane to make me of all people do this, but…alright. I’ll go to Vonlorisen and begin hammering out some of the fine details. So who is going to talk to all the Chahiran magicians about going back?”
Guin looked at me expectantly, like that was a silly question.
“Wait, not me!” I protested in panic. “I’m terrible at public speaking.”
“I’m not looking for a Master Orator,” Guin responded patiently. 
“That’s what it will take to convince many of them to go back,” I argued in quiet desperation, feeling the tide turning against me. “Considering some of the conditions we found them in, they have every right to not want to return to Chahir, ever!”
“Yes, but if you ask them—”
I impatiently cut him off. “You’re banking too much on that. These people don’t owe me anything, I helped them reach Hain safely, their lives are their own from here on out.”
“You rescued them from Chahir, you risked your life to go after them.”
“Because you assigned me to!” I felt a headache brewing and repressed the urge to message my fingers against my temples. “And I certainly wasn’t the only one that did so. Your Majesty, I will grant you that I’ve become friends with many of the Chahiran magicians, but they’re not going to go blindly into possible danger on just my say-so.”
He got that smug, irritating expression again on his face again. “You are so wrong on that point, my friend, they would follow you anywhere you decided to go. Garth, please just go talk to them, as a favor to me. If you’re right and I’m wrong, I’ll send someone else to talk them about it later.”
Unhappy with even this small concession, I glared at him. “Fine. Knowing you, you’ve already set up a time and the place when you want me to talk to them.”
“Yes, of course! Tonight, in the main courtyard of the Palace at 7:00. You can take Nolan home after that.” There he sat, my King and my friend, with those trusting eyes and that “you can pull this off” expression. 
I was so glad we were not living in Del Hain. I couldn’t ever say no to that man, and he knew it.
~*~
There were a million and one things to do between planning a wedding and an academy but all I really wanted was to take a moment and read a book. Just sit in my chair, feet up, and enjoy a moment to myself. I had several hours before I was supposed to talk with the mages, I might as well take the chance to relax while I could. I couldn’t remember the last true free moment I’d had. Six months ago at least. I’d just finished settling myself when there was a knock on my door. I groaned. What. Was there some kind of magical sign that said “Garth is trying to relax, please prevent at all costs?”
“Yes?” I called a little crankily. 
“Garth, it’s Cora. Can I talk to you for a moment?” 
I sighed. “Sure, come on in.” She walked in and stood there hesitantly, like she was unsure of herself.
“Please, sit down. Is there a problem?” I coaxed, hoping to get back to my book.
“Um…” She slowly took a seat at my implied invitation. 
I eyed Cora sideways, wondering why she looked so perturbed and unsettled. It was never a good thing when someone hunted me down with “that look” on their face. I inevitably get caught up in whatever trouble was brewing. Nevertheless, I reluctantly put down the book in my hands and gave her my undivided attention. “Is there something bothering you, Cora?”
“Garth…I think I did it again.”
That phrase had such a potential for a myriad of disasters, I didn’t dare start guessing. “Did what, precisely?” I started to grow increasingly unnerved as her silence stretched on and on.
“I think I may have given the boys too much information,” she admitted slowly. “Like the time with the meurittas.”
That…did not bode well. “What kind of information? What went wrong?”
“No, it’s not exactly wrong per se…I’m sure that if everyone knew, they’d throw Nolan a parade and a party. It’s just…” She blew out a breath and slumped forward into the chair facing me, her hands rubbing her temples. “Let me start at the beginning. Roughly five days ago, the boys came to see me with all sorts of questions about human reproduction.”
I felt an ice cold chill go straight up my spine, and explode out of the top of my head. 
“…go on.” I intoned, closing my eyes and mimicking her motions with my hands on my own temples.
“And the very next day, Queen Chaelane miraculously becomes pregnant after years of hoping and waiting,” Cora finished dryly. “You can probably see why I’m jumping to conclusions.”
She wasn’t the only one. “Did Nolan tell you he…”
“Dabbled?” Cora offered. “No. But he was the one who first noticed she was pregnant. That might be a coincidence…I mean, with his abilities, seeing that sort of thing is very easy. I might have dismissed my suspicions if he didn’t look so…pleased with himself.”
Nolan and Trev’nor had already proven that if they saw a problem, then they would try to take steps to solve it. If they knew that Chaelane desperately wanted a child and couldn’t have one… I groaned and rubbed all the harder at both temples with my fingertips, feeling a world class headache coming on. “No, I think you’re right. I think he ‘fixed’ the problem, whatever it was, so she could have children. This isn’t necessarily a bad thing…” I trailed off, not sure just why I felt so uneasy.
“No, it’s not a bad thing,” Cora hastily agreed with me. “I mean, the kingdom needs heirs. And Chaelane and Guin have wanted children for a long time.”
“Right, right,” I agreed just as earnestly, looking for a silver lining. “It’s just…”
“He shouldn’t have been meddling in this,” Cora finished firmly. “His intentions were excellent, I can’t fault him there. But he only had a limited grasp of what he was doing. Working magic of this delicate nature is very complicated, and could have tragic consequences.”
I winced as if she had physically struck me, just imagining everything that could have gone wrong. “I think the only thing that saved us was that magic follows intents.”
Cora nodded wryly. “He intended for the Queen to get pregnant, and so she did. I’ve never been as thankful for that quirk of magic until this moment.”
Neither had I. 
“So will you talk to him?”
I gave her a pained look. “Is that why you’re telling me this?”
“Someone has to talk sense into those two,” she pointed out with ruthless logic. “And they both think that you can do no wrong, and you are the final word on everything in the whole world. If you tell them no, they’re not going to argue with you.”
I hated that she was right. “But why does it always have to be me?” I demanded plaintively, fighting futilely against my fate. 
“I have no sympathy for you. I was the one that had to explain the birds and the bees to two six year old boys. It’s your turn to explain why they shouldn’t have used that information.”
Okay, so maybe she’d had the rougher road after all. I held up both hands in surrender. “All right, all right, I’ll go talk to them about it.” 
Cora nodded in satisfaction. Half-way out of her chair she paused. “Should we tell the King and Queen?” 
I wasn’t sure about that myself. After a moment’s thought, I realized that definitely wasn’t the right approach. “No. I think we should have Nolan tell them, with Trev’nor standing by his side.”
“Nolan and Trev’nor?” Cora repeated in surprise.
“Yes, Nolan and Trev’nor. Maybe if the boys learn that there are consequences to every action, they’ll think twice next time about meddling in someone else’s lives.”
Cora considered that for a moment, rolling it over in her mind. “Genius. That’s pure genius. In that case, can I be a fly on the wall? This is one conversation that I don’t want to miss.”
“I don’t think that’s wise,” I responded blandly, but seeing her point. “But I’ll have Chatta put it into a memory crystal for you so you can watch it later.”
She grinned at me mischievously. “You’re a true friend, Garth.” Cora headed for the door, and then turned back for an instant, reaching for my forehead with her finger. The headache that had been brewing inside my head since she walked into the room was suddenly gone. I love Life Mages! A true friend indeed.
I shooed her off, smile fading as I realized I had to come up with a good argument for a pair of six year olds on why they shouldn’t always poke their noses into other people’s business. Considering my own history…that was going to prove challenging. 
 ~*~
Neither Trev’nor nor Nolan would be out of school until later that afternoon, so I had a little time to kill. Or so I thought. Somehow, I wound up behind my parent’s house with a large bottle of shampoo, buckets of water, and a wet nreesce. Night stood in front of me, soaped up on one side, head dropped in pure pleasure. 
“Garth?”
I turned, hands covered in soap suds. Night gave a squinty glare at whoever was interrupting his treasured bath-time. He was wickedly enjoying every moment of the bath he had conned me into giving him. I was going to need a bath myself by the time I was done with him, probably two. Asla stood just outside the back door, another bottle of shampoo in her hands. “Thank you,” I said nodding toward the other bottle. “I was almost out.”
She smiled and walked forward, putting the bottle near the bucket of water at my feet. “Well, he is a big nreesce, after all.”
She didn’t have to tell me! I’d been scrubbing here an hour already, and only had half of Night washed.
“Every time the team is here, my children are just glued to Xiaolang,” she noted with a slightly perplexed smile.
“Well, I’m not surprised.” I started rinsing the area I had just washed, before the soap could dry on Night’s hide. An itchy nreesce was not something I wanted to deal with. “Xiaolang, as a Q’atalian, is very good with people. And he’s used to children, as he has a lot of nieces and nephews and younger cousins.”
“So he has no children of his own?” That seemed to surprise Asla as there was an incredulous tone to her question.
“No,” I answered casually. “He’s not married.”
“Isn’t that rather odd for a man of his rank?”
I hadn’t thought about that until she asked. “Well, I suppose. But he’s really not very old, despite his rank.” And I doubt he’d marry someone without some kind of precognitive intuition. Xiaolang was not casual in his relationships with other people, and I had never seen him interested in any females at all.
Asla considered this with a slight frown. “How old is he?”
“Twenty.”
Her jaw slowly dropped open. “He’s a year younger than I am?!”
I hadn’t done that particular mental arithmetic, but he was, wasn’t he? “Pretty incredible, isn’t it? He was promoted to Captain at sixteen. He’s due for another promotion later this year, actually.”
Asla had the oddest look on her face. I couldn’t begin to decipher it. “Why is a Q’atalian so adept at warfare?”
“Because he’ll do anything he has to, to protect the innocent,” I answered quietly. I let my wet hands rest on Night’s side and turned to look at her. “I won’t tell you the story of how he became an Ascalon Captain. It is not my story to tell. But I will tell you this—he will sacrifice anything to protect the people around him. That’s what makes him such a good Captain. And that’s why your children are so comfortable with him, trust him so completely. They sense, at some elemental level, how he feels about them. They know they can trust him, and rely on him.”
“As you do,” she noted softly.
“Yes,” I agreed. “I trust him with my life.”
She nodded, satisfied, and went back into the house.
I rubbed my chin with a soapy hand, wondering just what that conversation had been about. It felt like Asla had been digging for something…some sort of reassurance. Surely she knew how much I trusted the man. I wouldn’t have let him anywhere near my family if I hadn’t. So what was it she had wanted? And what answer had I given her, to let her leave with that satisfied smile? 
“So the interest is mutual, eh?” Night twisted his head to stare after Asla, a speculative gleam in his eye.
Huh? Mutual? I felt like someone smacked me in the back of the head with a wet tail. “Wait, Xiaolang and Asla are interested in each other?!”
Night sighed. “It worries me sometimes that you’re so totally oblivious, it really does.”
I started reviewing all of the times I had seen Xiaolang with Asla, trying to figure out where I had missed seeing what Night saw. Now that I was thinking about it, she had always been comfortable with him from the first time they met…and he had been very attentive. “…okay. I guess it was staring me in the face, I just didn’t see it.”
“Yes,” Night agreed dryly. “Why don’t you think and ponder while your hands are scrubbing my shoulder.”
I dutifully resumed his scrubbing, still thinking. Perhaps I needed to have a little heart to heart talk with Xiaolang. 
After my talk with Nolan and Trev’nor, that was. When did I become the neighborhood councilor!? 
~*~
After Night was washed, dried, and brushed, I decided I had put off the inevitable long enough. With marked reluctance, I headed off to the Palace, in search of the two prime mischief makers. It took a while to hunt both of them down, as they were—for once—in different places. When I finally had them both, I escorted Nolan and Trev’nor away from their foster parents. In a dusty, seldom used part of the Palace, where we could have a private conversation, I patiently explained to them why their good deed was a bad idea. 
After a half hour of explaining, and driving home stern warnings, I was finally satisfied that they knew they had interfered where they shouldn’t. They might not completely understand why, and I didn’t really expect them to until they hit about fifteen. When I was satisfied that it was firmly drilled into their heads, I decided it was time for the fun part.
Well, for me it would be fun. Doubtless they didn’t view it that way.
I frog-marched both of my charges into Guin’s personal study. I had sent word to Guin and Chaelane that I would be coming back with both young Mages, and they would need to hear what they had to say. As we entered the study, both Monarchs were sitting, waiting patiently for our return.
I hadn’t explained the reason for our visit, so when we walked into the room, I was met with some very curious looks. 
Both boys froze only a few steps inside the doorway…and stayed frozen, unable to say a word. Perhaps they thought they could bolt for the door, if they weren’t too far away. 
I masked my blatant enjoyment of their discomfort behind a genial smile. “Nolan, why don’t you start, as this was initially your idea to begin with?”
“Um…” he cast me a pleading look, like a drowning man looking for something to hang on to. I had no sympathy for him, and just smiled back in return. Hangdog, his shoulders slumped a little and he said to the ground, “I did it.”
A little too general, there, my young friend.
Chaelane came and knelt in front of him, trying to catch his eyes. “Did what, Nolan?”
“Made you pregnant.”
Guin choked, and sounded like he was going to cough up a lung.
Chaelane’s eyes went very wide, “…what?” looking at me for an explanation.
 I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud. I probably should have stepped in and clarified his choice of words at this point, but…this was far too entertaining.
Trev’nor, being the nice kid he is, tried to help Nolan out. “See, we were talking, and figured that you should have kids. And you said you wanted some, and couldn’t. So Nolan and I went to see Cora—”
“And she explained how babies are created,” Nolan inserted helpfully, catching the spirit of the moment. “Cause I wasn’t quite sure how it worked.”
“—and Nolan saw something was wrong with you, here,” Trev’nor pointed in the general direction of his navel in demonstration, “and fixed it so you could have kids.”
“Two kids,” Nolan clarified, “as I heard that having babies is real hard, and we figured you might not want to go through that more than once.”
Chaelane’s legs gave out at that moment, and she landed on her rump with a soft thump. Judging by the expression on Guin’s face, he was about ready to fall out of his chair too. 
It took a tremendous amount of effort, but I managed to keep my face straight and my voice level, instead of busting out laughing like I wanted to. “I’ve already explained to both of them what the consequences could be for…er…dabbling like this. I’m certain they wouldn’t dream of doing it again. Without permission, that is.”
Chaelane, after a few moments of doing a splendid impersonation of a landed fish, managed to find her voice again. “You said something was wrong with me here?” she pointed at her own stomach.
“Not wrong…” Nolan paused, face scrunched up in a thoughtful way, trying to find the right words. “Just not right. You weren’t glowing like you’re supposed to.”
Guin finally rose from his chair and came to kneel at Chaelane’s side. He put a hand on Nolan’s shoulder, and another on Trev’nor’s, looking them both in the eye. “Boys, I wish you had talked to us about this first. Garth is certainly right in that. But all the same…thank you. Thank you for what you did.”
Relieved at this praise, they lost their hangdog expressions and lit up the room with their in smiles. The smiles grew even more when Chaelane hugged them both tightly to her for a long moment, slowly rocking back and forth with them in her arms. 
Over their heads, Guin gave me a sardonic quirk of the brow. 
“I couldn’t resist,” I admitted to him with an unrepentant grin. 
“I noticed,” he drawled. 
“It was for a good cause,” I pointed out helpfully.
“Which is the only reason you’re getting by with this,” Guin responded dryly. “Are there any other surprises you want to spring on me?”
“Not a one,” I denied cheerfully. Deeming it wise, I gave both Monarchs a bow, and beat a hasty retreat before Guin could think of an appropriate punishment for my teasing. 
~*~
That evening, I went to the appointed meeting with Chahir’s magicians with dragging feet. With all of the distractions I’d had today, I’ve never sat down and really thought about what I was going to say. It was probably just as well. Even as I tried to think about it now, I drew a complete blank. 
I looked at the sea of faces all turned toward me expectantly, recognizing at least half of them as people that I had personally helped bring into Hain. The other half had made it here on their own initiative, trickling in over the border for the last two years. Still, every magician here was from Chahir, and they had all experienced the harsh censor of their government, because of their magical talents. What could I possibly say now would make this request any more easily accepted? 
Why I had been chosen to speak to them, I simply couldn’t understand. I wasn’t a man of many words. I’d never been particularly good with them; they just seemed to get in the way when I had something important that needed to get done. How was I suppose to cobble together something persuasive enough to convince these people to return to the country that had a blanket order for their immediate execution, even a year ago? It seemed an impossible task to come up with anything appropriate. My strength is brawn, not finesse!
One thing I was sure of. I might not be able to summon up the best words, but saying nothing at all made my failure assured. I took a deep breath, found my center place and forced myself to sound calm. 
“I asked you here today to share word of a new development, and make a request of you.”
That got the people’s attention. They might have been paying attention to me before, but they were absolutely riveted now. 
“I’m sure you have probably heard rumors that Vonlorisen’s grandson, Vonnolanen, is a Life Mage. I will confirm that for you now—he is indeed a Life Mage, and one that I personally brought out of Chahir.” I paused, as people were murmuring to each other, a buzz with such startling news. After they quieted down again, I resumed, “I did not spirit Nolan out of Chahir, like many of the rest of you. Vonlorisen summoned me to the capitol, in secret, and entrusted his grandson to my care. The King made me a promise that by the time Nolan acquired his full stature as a Mage, Chahir would be able to accept magic openly once again.”
If hearing that the King’s grandson was a Mage surprised them, hearing this promise stunned them into silence. It was so quiet my own breathing sounded loud. I decided to keep talking, just to break up that unnerving stillness. “He has remained true to his word. The Star Order is no longer officially sanctioned by the government of Chahir, it has been disbanded and its members stripped of magic. The Queen, one of their staunchest supporters, has been sent into exile for the rest of her lifetime. The laws regulating magic in Chahir have been rescinded completely. Now, all magicians are welcomed by the government, and their right to both safety and liberty is the law of the land.”
That had everyone talking again, rapidly speaking at an energetic volume between each other in small groups. Krys took a step forward, catching my attention. “Garth, what about the people? How do the average citizens of Chahir feel about this?”
There it was, the bottom line. “That’s trickier,” I admitted with an honest report. “Some of them are for this change, some of them are not. Most of them are just confused and a little scared about what they’re supposed to think, and feel. Magic has been demonized for so long; it will take some time to change people’s hearts and minds.”
Krys looked down for a moment, frowning as he considered what I had said. 
“And what’s the request you’re making of us?” Jenna slipped around two people so that she could stand near me at the front of the crowd. 
This was the part that was so hard for me to say. I had to say this right, or everything could fall apart before it could even get a fair hearing. The stress was making me a little sick to my stomach. “Vonlorisen is proposing to build a magic academy in Chahir.”
I heard several people shriek “What?!” in the crowd. I tried to hold my face passive, but my lips twitched a little. When you put it like that, it did sound impossible, didn’t it? Vonlorisen and magic, it was almost like saying that the sun was going to rise in the west tomorrow.
“Vonlorisen wants to build a magic academy in Chahir,” I repeated a second time, a little louder. “And he’s requested that King Guin provide him with magicians who can serve as Instructors.”
A strong wind could have knocked every person flat on their face. I charitably allowed them a few seconds to gather their shattered wits. When Guin had told me, I had needed a few moments to let that sink in, and I had already known about the major changes Chahir was going through. “The King has no magicians that he can spare for such a task—but he has given the magicians born in Chahir the option of whether they will return home or not, to answer Vonlorisen’s request.”
“That’s what you’re asking,” Cora breathed, her hand held up to her throat. Her voice was so soft I barely heard her. “You’re asking us to go back.”
The time of reckoning had arrived. I swallowed nervously, and straightened my shoulders, keeping eye contact with my audience. “Yes.” I said simply, no preamble or enforcement to go with that one little word.
Everyone started talking all at once again; some of them were even trying to yell something at me over the din. Their voices overlapped each other so much, that I couldn’t pick out more than a word or two at best. I tried raising my hands, asking them to quiet down, but I didn’t have the lung capacity to shout down forty plus excited people. 
“QUIET!” The word rang out like a shot.
But apparently, Jarod does.
I turned to give him a grateful look—only to freeze when I saw the expression on his face. His eyes were narrowed, intent, but unfathomable. I couldn’t tell if he were simply thinking about what I had said, or enraged by it. “Jarod?”
“Why are you asking this of us?” His voice was hoarse with intense emotion. Was it anger, or shocked disbelief? “You expect us to go back to a country that actively hunted us down, and tried to kill us?”
I couldn’t blame him for asking that question. I couldn’t blame him for feeling furious and betrayed. I didn’t have the words to erase any of the pain he lived through. I had lived through it too. I just had the truth—whether it would be enough or not, I wasn’t sure. 
“Jarod, this is a hard thing that I’m asking you to do. I understand that. But try to see things the way I see them. I escaped from Chahir, with what little bit I could carry, just as many of you did. I was seeking safety for myself, and training for my magic that would keep other people safe, here in Hain. I did not have to go back into Chahir. I could have stayed right here in Hain for the rest of my life, without ever having to face that danger again. That wasn’t the choice I made. I went back. I went back for you because I knew what you were up against. I went back for you, because your life and your magic was more important to me than my own.”
He flinched as if I had hit him in the face. 
I repeated it, looking at everyone else. “I went back for you. I couldn’t abandon you, knowing the fear and uncertainty that you were living under.” I clenched my hands to try to keep them from shaking. “I cannot turn my back on anyone in that country. Knowing what it is like for a young person with emerging magical abilities—knowing what those children and their families will face—can you really stay here?”
“Living in that country, and teaching magic, will not be easy.” Jenna said this so neutrally that I wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Her blank face didn’t give any hints either. 
“No, it will not be easy,” I agreed quietly. “But if you don’t do it, who will?”
A heavy, tense silence fell over the crowd. My words were dried up—I didn’t know what else to say at this point. I couldn’t think of anything more that might convince them. 
“I’ll go.” 
My head snapped around. Cora? Hope rose up so fast and hard that I nearly choked on it. Had she really said…?
“I’ll go,” she said again, more firmly. Her chin lifted in a stubborn manner. “I won’t repay your kindness by deserting you when you need help. And shame on the lot of you,” she added scathingly, “if you do refuse him!”
As happy as I was that she agreed, I didn’t want her to drive people into a corner. I lifted my hands in a placating manner. “Cora, don’t say that. I mean, some of them haven’t even finished their training yet! And some of them have family here. I can understand if some of them choose to remain behind…”
“Having family here didn’t stop you,” she retorted. “And where would most of these people be without you?”
“She’s right,” Krys piped up. There was a fierce light burning in his eyes, a mirror of Cora’s expression. “This is the only thing that you’ve ever asked of us—and it’s something that we should automatically be doing. If Chahir is really willing to change, I am going to be there to help it do so, no matter what.”
From another side, there was a vehement shout. “There better not be one Mage that turns him down!” 
Jarod too?! I had to snap my mouth shut before someone could catch me with an opened jaw expression. 
“Count me in, too.” Jenna moved to stand next to Cora and Krys, looking both young and terribly determined at the same time. 
With that, all of the Mages moved en masse to stand right in front of me, signaling their willingness to go. I was beyond flabbergasted—this was not at all what I was expecting. 
“Why are you only depending on the Mages to go?” Huish demanded, with a demented grin plastered on his face. “Wizards are more dependable than you lot. I’ll go too!” He paused and added ruefully, “Assuming you can wait another month for me to finish my training, that is.”
As I stood there open mouthed, five more Witches and Wizards volunteered to go as well, as soon as their training was finished. That meant I had twelve magicians willing to return to Chahir, thirteen including me. It was more than I ever dared to hope for. 
I looked at the people volunteering to go with me, into what they knew would be a difficult and possibly dangerous world. I felt tears prick the back of my eyes, looking for a way out. I was overwhelmed and grateful and once again, at a loss for words. As inadequate as they were, I could think of only two to say. “Thank you. Truly…thank you.”
 
 
 


Chapter Twenty-One: Plans

 
 
After all of those revelations in Del’Hain, the first thing I did was go back to Chahir, a young prince in tow. Nolan chattered the entire trip, happy to go home. Answering all of his questions actually helped the repeated shocks to my system fade. 
It was much later than it should have been. Vonlorisen had said before dinner, but it was well after it now. I was sure that both he and Audax were fit to be tied by the delay, but really it was a miracle I managed to get him here at all. Queen Chaelane had not wanted to let go of Nolan. I almost had to pry him free. 
We rose in the King’s private garden, as I knew that was the best place to do so. It was both clear of people and close to the king’s quarters. I was relatively sure I could find Vonlorisen’s bedroom from here. Even if I got lost, surely Nolan knew the way. But as it turned out, such concerns were not necessary. Vonlorisen had learned from his previous trip with me. He was waiting in the garden with Audax, clearly anticipating my need for a clear space. 
I didn’t get a chance to say one word. Nolan spied his waiting grandfather and father and bounced forward almost before the earth had properly formed under his feet. “Da!”
Audax took two long strides before kneeling down and catching his son up into a tight embrace. A coil of tension I hadn’t been aware of eased out of the prince’s shoulders as his son fit into his arms. Vonlorisen knelt beside the two, laying an arm around Nolan’s shoulders. The boy squirmed a bit until he could reach out and touch his grandfather too. 
Vonlorisen looked up at me, eyes bright with unshed tears. “Thank you, Garth.”
I gave him a half-bow, smiling, before disappearing back into the earth and letting them have some privacy. 
Satisfied with the day’s work, I went back to Del’Hain for a good night’s sleep. 
~*~
The next day and well into the following morning, it seemed like all I did was run around in mad circles, talking to people. I had to talk to all my new instructors about the academy and have them start creating course curriculums; I had to tell my family about all of the new developments; I had to update King Guin; I had to go to the Sojavel Ra Institute again to dig for information. The vote so far was that since I was the Earth Mage, it would be my job to construct all of the buildings for the campus. I had to admit, it would be a lot faster than the traditional method, but I didn’t know one thing about architecture. I’d have to study up a bit. Besides, they’d found plans for some of the ancient Chahiran academies. If possible, I wanted to carry as many of the old traditions forward as I could. Using Chahiran architecture in the new academy seemed like a good starting point.
I also contacted Saroya and asked for him to put together a list of architects that I could confer with. He promised to do so, or at least have one of his men do so, at first opportunity. I didn’t get to keep him for long as he and the team were still doing a bit of cleanup. The majority of the Priests were not in prison, but a few were still hiding somewhere in Chahir. The team wasn’t really searching for them actively, however. Mostly, what they were now doing were reports. According to Shad, they were endless reports on all of the action that had taken place. Audax apparently insisted that before they could be officially released, he needed detailed reports of everything that happened so that he could make any legal charges stick. Besides, the reports were necessary for historical documentation as well. 
Good thing I escaped to Hain when I did. I wasn’t exactly good at describing things or putting an accurate account down on paper. 
Chatta, bless her, volunteered to start planning the wedding until I could get the initial plans and designs for the academy ironed out. I had gone early this morning and fetched her mother so that she, my mother, and Chatta could all sit down together and dive in. Our respective fathers wisely found other things to do, well away from the controlled chaos of the Wedding Planning Conference Room, or “The War Room,” as I liked to think of it. 
Part of the problem was that our wedding had suddenly become a main focal point of interest for a diverse group of people. Guin and Chaelane wanted to host the wedding at the Palace. Vonlorisen, not to be out maneuvered, now wanted to host it as well, in Chahir. On top of that, the Trasdee Evondit Orra had expressed interest in taking part too. As if blending two culture’s traditions for one wedding wasn’t enough of a headache, we suddenly had to be aware of a lot of political aspects we might be affecting as well. I was secretly relieved that I only had to focus on the academy. Lifting mountain sized slabs of stone into place with my cousin was much more to my liking. Chatta and her talented minions could smooth out all of the rough edges on our pending nuptials. It would make Chatta happy to have everything for our wedding the way she wanted it, and I was content to just show up and say whatever they wanted me to. A happy bride was always a good omen for any marriage, no matter where it took place. 
The day before I was scheduled to go talk to Vonlorisen about being the Dean of the academy, I decided some additional research was in order, and went digging for some more blueprints. I was just coming into my suite at the Palace, arms full of scrolls that I had scrounged up at the Sojavel Ra Institute, when Night’s voice sounded an alarm in my head that made me drop the entire load on the floor. 
“Garth, Chatta is in trouble!”
Out of sheer instinct, I immediately spun for the door, dodging blueprints with my boots, demanding from Night as I ran, “Where is she? What’s the problem?”
“She’s in her mother’s study here in the Palace, with your mother, and they’re having trouble with wedding plans.”
I stopped dead in my tracks. I wouldn’t have batted an eye defending her from a killing attack by a deranged Fire Mage bent on her destruction, but this, this was truly serious and made my blood run cold.
“Garth,” Night said reprovingly. “The love of your life is crying out for your help, and this is going to be your reaction? Coward!”
I could hear the unmistakable laughter in his voice and gritted my teeth. Still, I was intensely reluctant to move. There was no way that I wanted to be in the same room as my mother and soon-to-be-mother-in-law—not to mention my fiancée—with wedding plan problems as the main topic of conversation. Just because I have a reputation for finding trouble, doesn’t mean I actively go looking for it. 
“If you don’t go right now, I’ll inform her you have abandoned her,” he added with ruthless amusement. 
Traitor… “I’m going, I’m going,” I grumbled, with all of the attendant cheer of a condemned prisoner heading for the gallows. 
~*~
When I opened the door to the infamous Wedding Planning Conference Room, I almost felt guilty for my reluctance. Chatta looked so relieved to see me, bouncing up immediately to hug me around the waist, burying her head against my shoulder. I hugged her back, and looked warily at the two mothers sitting at a table mounded over with samples, brochures, pamphlets, and calendars. 
“Night said something was wrong.”
“I’m so glad you’re here,” Chatta sighed, arms tightening. “Garth, can we please elope?”
“Are you trying to get me killed?” I protested instantly in genuine alarm. 
“My father won’t be mad if we do,” she assured me earnestly, looking up with a pleading expression.
“It’s not your father I’m afraid of,” I retorted, “it’s my mother.”
“Wise of you,” Mom murmured with a twinkle in her eye. 
One woman in my life was pleased with me, but the other certainly wasn’t. Chatta was definitely sulking. Things had to be bad for her to react like this. I might as well get to the bottom of the problem, whatever it was, and resolve it before she elopes without me. 
“So what’s wrong?”
“The wedding vows,” L-Nolita informed me with a displeased frown at my mother. “Chahiran vows are not truly legal under Hainian law.”
I blinked at this. “You’re joking.”
“She’s not,” Chatta growled darkly.
“And I do not feel that Hainian vows are…complete enough,” Mom added with a sideways glance at L-Nolita. “I do not feel comfortable with you taking such vows and living with Chatta.”
Great…that was just great. I rubbed at one temple. “So, why are the Chahiran vows not legal?”
“They do not require a witness’s signature, for one,” L-Nolita explained. 
I stared at her blankly. “Why would witnesses be necessary?”
It was L-Nolita’s turn to stare at me blankly. “You truly do not feel that your wedding needs to be properly witnessed?”
Chatta finally turned to face the room again, keeping her arm around my waist. “I told you, to a Chahiran, his word is legally binding. I’ve seen Garth give his word as a Rheben several times, and every single time, it was as legal as any written contract. To a Chahiran, his word is quite literally his bond.” 
L-Nolita accepted this with a provisional nod. “Still, in Hain…”
“It’s not legal, I understand,” I finished wearily. I was beginning to understand why Chatta wanted to elope. “Very well, is there any rule against us just saying both vows?”
All three women stared at me like I had just sprouted an angelic halo. Hadn’t this idea already occurred to them? Or had they been staring at the problem so long they couldn’t think outside of its narrow parameters anymore? 
“Would you be willing to?” Chatta asked me hopefully.
“Of course. I don’t mind being married to you twice over,” I added just to make her smile.
She beamed up at me. “Then let’s do that. Now, next problem.” Taking my arm, she started dragging me to the table.
Wait, next problem? There was more than one? I wanted to dig in my heels. Better, I wanted to run out the door. Chatta’s iron grip on my arm made that impossible.
She guided me into a chair and pointed at a diagram roughly drawn out in front of me. “This is the dimensions of the reception area. We’ve been trying to figure out the proper way of stationing both nations’ monarchs without making any political statements.”
I stared at the drawing in front of me and knew that I was doomed. 
~*~
After spending an entire afternoon “discussing” wedding plans with three women, I thought that talking with Vonlorisen about the site of an academy would be a lark. 
Actually, those three women were downright reasonable in comparison to a stubborn king. 
In the week that I had been absent from Alvacon, Vonlorisen had somehow gotten it in his head that he knew the perfect site for the new academy. In fact, his entire desk was covered in terrain maps, survey reports, and budget proposals for it. I’m used to sitting in this man’s study and not being able to see the top of the desk, but this was ridiculous. I could barely see him over all of the paper! And what I could see was worrying. The man had a smile stretched from ear to ear. 
The problem was, he wanted it built just on the outskirts of the capitol. 
I didn’t. 
Oh, I knew what motivated him. He’d just gotten Nolan back, after all. He didn’t want to have to separate again in a few years so that his grandson could have the training he needed. He wanted to keep him close. And considering how young Nolan would be when his Mage powers awoke, I understood the concerns. But I couldn’t let one child—even a prince—dictate the future for the entire academy’s students. 
But how to convince him of that? 
I blew out a breath and reminded myself to be patient. “Sire, while I grant you the area is large enough for an academy—”
“Isn’t it?” he agreed, beaming. 
“—I have several reasons to refuse the site,” I finished firmly. 
His cheerful smile dropped abruptly from his face with such force that it pulled a frown into place. “What?” he demanded in a low growl.
“We cannot build the Academy so close to the capitol. Any capitol.” I could just see an argument brewing to the surface so I hastily continued before he overruled me with an outright command. “Do you remember the last time that politics and magic mixed? An outright war broke out and nearly decimated this country. I don’t dare put an Academy of powerful magicians near a seat of political power. The temptation would be too much. On both sides.”
“You wouldn’t let that happen,” Vonlorisen refuted with absolute faith. 
“Not my generation, no,” I agreed, a little touched that he had such rock solid trust in me. “But what about your grandson’s generation? Nolan will be the perfect conduit for it. A magical prince. Think about the pressures he will face.”
Vonlorisen opened his mouth to contest the point but then stopped, dawning realization sweeping over his face. “Your point is…well made. Alright.” He slumped a little, casting an irritated look at all of the plans in front of him. “Well, Garth, where do you think we should put it?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted frankly, almost sheepishly. “Don’t frown at me like that, Sire. I’ve barely had a week to think about it.” Actually, with all of the wedding planning, I’d had less than that. “I’m still putting together possible plans and experts to consult. The site has to be out of bounds for any political power base. It must be isolated enough to allow room for expansion, should the need arise.” And with it being the only Academy in Chahir, I expected that need to happen sooner than later. “I want it in a very defensible place as well, considering that most of the citizens of Chahir have mixed feelings about magic. I don’t want to worry about the students’ safety.” 
“Those are all valid concerns,” he conceded with a weary sigh. “You have put a great deal of thought into it. I cannot think of any location that matches your specifications, however.”
I tried not to grin at him. “Sire, if I can’t find a place, I can build it. I’ve already made an island. Surely the location of a school wouldn’t be more difficult than that.” 
He chuckled outright. “I’d forgotten you’d done that. Alright, I shall cease to worry about this. But I want the initial plans done soon.”
“They’re my first priority,” I promised him. “Now, by your leave, I want to go ask some architects a great many questions.”
He shooed me out with a rueful smile on his face. As I stepped out of the door, I heard the whoosh and thump of several armloads of paper hit the floor. The project academy site plans, no doubt. Don’t tell me he does that sort of thing often? 
I felt sorry for his secretary, whoever that was. 
I spent the next several hours with the two architects that Saroya suggested to me. I’d brought along a few plans of Chahiran academies that I’d liked and they looked them over carefully. We debated different methods of construction, materials, sites, and the like for four hours or so. My mind felt stuffed to the rafters with new information by the time I stopped the meeting. They’d answered my questions, but at the same time, given me a whole new set. 
It made me revise some of my ideas and I knew that I needed to go back to my study and rethink my approach on several things. But first, while I was still in Alvacon, I wanted to check in with the team and see how they fared. 
Since everyone was very well established at the visitor’s building on the palace grounds, no one had moved from there, even though they were only writing after-action reports now. I found them scattered throughout the main floor, in every conceivable pose from sitting upright properly at a desk to lounging on the carpet with a pillow tucked under their arms. 
When I entered, they waved in acknowledgement or called out a greeting, but Xiaolang was the only one who actually put his pen down and came to talk to me. 
“How goes it?” I asked. 
“We’re almost through,” he answered with a tired smile. “Hence everyone’s single-minded focus right now. We think we can actually finish this sometime tomorrow morning. And you?”
I gave him a brief overview of the academy planning and the wedding circus that I would be involved in. Actually, speaking of a wedding, I was supposed to ask “You will be in my wedding circle, I hope.”
“Of course,” he assured me, his weariness dropping away for a moment. “I am delighted you asked.”
“It’s more of a demand,” I admitted teasingly. “Someone has to have the skill to keep me from losing my mind during all of this.”
He laughed aloud and clapped me on the shoulder. “You can count on me. Just tell me when to expect the event. I want to take my team home for a few weeks, at least, but I will come in a few days ahead of the wedding and help you with preparations.” 
“And to spend time with Asla.” I didn’t make this a question. 
He abruptly froze, giving me a sharp look. “What?”
I met him look for look. “Well, it’s my sister Asla that you want, right?”
He blinked, in a rare show of surprise, jaw visibly dropping open a little. “I didn’t think you were aware of my interest in her.”
“I wasn’t,” I conceded with a slight shrug, “until Asla came to find me and…well; she was attempting to casually pump me for more than superficial information about you. That’s when it hit me right between the eyes, and I made the connection.” 
I had Xiaolang’s complete and utter attention now. “What information? What did she want to know? And what did you tell her?” It seemed to just spew out of his mouth in one long rapid fire sentence without pause.
If it had been anyone but Xiaolang, I would have enjoyed entertaining myself with a good helping of teasing at this moment. However, he was the one person that hadn’t teased me about Chatta. I felt honor bound to return the favor, and give him a straight answer. “I think she was poking around for reassurance more than anything specific, actually. She wanted to know if she could trust you. I trust you implicitly. You often hold my life in your hands on a daily basis, and I told her so. I also told her that you would always do everything in your power to protect and defend the people around you. That’s what makes you such a great Captain, and an even better friend.” I hadn’t realized it until this moment, but everything I had shared with her could be boiled down to just one crystal clear fact: Xiaolang was the polar opposite of her previous husband. 
Xiaolang blew out a long relieved sigh, and let his head roll forward slightly, as if it were suddenly released by some great burden. “Thank you,” he said simply. “It’s…been difficult, more difficult than I could ever imagine. I’ve known since the first moment I laid eyes her that she is meant to be with me forever. I used to think other men who spoke about love at first sight were weak minded and easily impressed. I can see now that I owe each and every one of them a profound apology.”
I tensed slightly, staring at him. I’m sure my expression was incredulous. “Precognition?” was all I could manage.
“Indeed.” He ducked his head a little, a faint blush slowly climbing out from under his collar, and coloring his cheeks. “I saw it so clearly…I’ve never had an impression as strong and clear as this one. It was as if I was watching something in a data crystal that had already happened. I’ve been fighting the urge to just grab her up in my arms and hold her tightly to me ever since. I’ve been afraid if I ever did, that it would be impossible for me to let her go. But that’s not what she needs right now…not now.” Xiaolang slowly trailed off that last part of the sentence for a moment, as if lost in thought. “After all of the trauma she went through with her first husband, she is not ready to even consider a serious relationship yet, much less a marriage.”
I ran the conversation with Asla through my head again, looking for what I needed. “I wouldn’t leap to conclusions on that subject just yet, Xiaolang. I’m certain she’s more than leery about men, relationships, and marriage in general. But you, you’re a different horse entirely, in a class all by yourself. She would never have had the courage to approach me, and asked questions that she did, if she weren’t just as interested in you as you are in her.”
His mouth opened, paused, and then closed again. “I hadn’t… She seems to have been opening up to me more, recently, but I have been trying to keep a comfortable friendly distance, and not frighten her. I didn’t dare even start to get my hopes up.”
I clapped him on the shoulder in reassurance. “It’ll be fine, Xiaolang. You’re exactly the opposite of that fanatic she was married to, which is precisely what’s attracting her, I think. Besides, Night confirmed that he thought the interest was mutual too.”
“Night said that?!” Xiaolang looked distinctly heartened by this tiny delicious morsel of information, savoring every syllable. “Well. That is very reassuring.”
I tried not to smile. So even empaths needed a healthy dose of reassurance now and again, huh? “I thought it might be.”
“Well.” He shook himself out of whatever fantasy caught his mind for a moment. “In that case, you can expect me a good week before your wedding.” 
I didn’t doubt it. “I’ll let the Wedding Sergeants know. If you want a quick ride, I’ll come pick you up.”
He gave me a very knowing look. “I heartily doubt you’ll have the time to come fetch me, but I thank you for the offer. But now, I sense you need to get back?”
“Too many tasks, not enough time,” I groaned. 
“Good luck,” he offered in complete sincerity. I’d have preferred mocking sincerity at this point, since his sincerity only emphasized that the situation really was that difficult. 
With a casual salute, I turned for the door, and home. 
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Two: Consequences 
 
When I went to my parents’ home that evening, I wanted nothing more than some peace and quiet. I was barely through the door when I saw my sister coming down the stairs. Kaydan was dressed in a Hainian style dress out of some dark blue material that accented her nice figure. Worse, she had her hair done up in soft curls and a cloak over one arm. It was obvious that she was going out on a date. I experienced a moment of sheer panic. What was my barely sixteen year old sister doing dressed like that! What were my parents thinking?!
 “Kaydan, where are you going?”
“Oh, I have a date.”
I wanted to protest that she was too young to date, but I didn’t dare. After all, I had traveled to Hain on my own at sixteen. That was several times more dangerous than a simple date. I side-stepped that possible trip wire and went on to a different question. “With whom?”
At this, she hesitated for a moment. “With Roarke.”
For a moment the name meant nothing to me. And then it clicked in, and landed on my head like a boulder. “Roarke Kartal?”
Her wary expression deepened significantly. “Yes.”
“No!” My protest was instinctual and immediate.
“He’s sweet to me,” she protested.
“He’s an egotistical, self-absorbed, know-it-all narcissist,” I retorted flatly, running out of adjectives to describe him. “Don’t tell me otherwise, I’ve worked with him and I know better.”
“Well, he’s not like that around me,” she maintained stubbornly. “Besides, Mom approves of him.”
Kartal had obviously unleashed a lethal amount of his cloying charm on my mother. I couldn’t picture her letting him in the house otherwise. “And Da?” Surely my father wouldn’t be taken in by his smooth forked tongue.
She hesitated. “Well, he’s allowing Kartal the opportunity to prove his good intentions.”
I interpreted this information without any trouble. Da didn’t like Kartal either, but had been overruled. Well, at least someone was on my side. I scraped the bottom of my meager barrel to scrounge up enough patience to reason with her. Arguing would get me nowhere, and just push her farther in Kartal’s direction. “Kaydan, I’ve worked and lived with the man off and on for two years—”
“And you both have the absolute worst impression of each other,” she interrupted in exasperation. “He’s dating me in spite of the fact that you’re my brother.”
I was actually oddly impressed he was willing to date her at all. “Kaydan—”
“Garth, aside from his personality, do you have anything concrete against him?”
I sighed. Aside from Kartal’s ego, which was big enough to flood large warehouses, he was a pretty good catch. There was no doubt that he was talented, and he was from a good family. My sister apparently knew this. “I’m not going to convince you to drop him, am I?” I wondered what she would do if I opened up the earth and he just disappeared before he could reach the front door?
“No.” She shrugged, a smile tugging at her mouth. “But I promise that the minute he makes a major mistake, I’ll let you beat him up.”
Cold comfort, but I’d take it. “Fine.”
There was a knock on the door at that moment. With the magical aura on the other side, I knew who it was without looking, so I opened the door with a trite, “Good evening, Kartal.”
He eyed me suspiciously sideways, probably to see if I had a weapon in my hands. “Rhebengarthen.”
I matched him look for look. “I believe Kaydan is ready.”
Now he looked wary and perhaps a little confused. “You have no objections?”
“Apparently not my business; I’ve been overruled. Just know that the next time we find an occasion to fight, I won’t limit myself to fists.” I was sure he would understand the veiled threat. All right, so perhaps it wasn’t so veiled.
He gave me a mocking bow. “Understood.”
Kaydan shot me a look that would melt glass as she went out the door, obviously not liking my threatening her boyfriend. Tough. It was my prerogative as her older brother to keep the wolves in line. 
I closed the door behind them, feeling like my headache would overwhelm me soon at this rate. Even my senses were becoming skewed and unreliable, as I could have sworn that Kartal was touched with earth power—
No. Wait. That wasn’t it!
I snapped around and nearly tore the door off its hinges, I opened it so quickly. “Kaydan! Get back here immediately!”
She stopped in her tracks, barely five feet from the door, and turned just enough to glare at me over her shoulder. “I don’t want to hear another word—”
I negated her protest with a chop of my hand. “That’s not it. Kaydan, you’re a Mage!”
She looked at me as if either her ears were lying to her or I’d lost my mind. In her present state of mind, probably the latter. “What did you just say?”
“You’re a Mage,” I repeated, still in shock myself. “An Earth Mage. You’re barely awake at the moment, which is why I haven’t felt it before this.”
Kartal was studying her through narrow eyes, like he was seeing her for the first time. “That magical aura isn’t the result of some potion or spell?”
I blinked. “Is that what you thought it was?”
“Mages usually appear at fourteen, not sixteen!” he snapped defensively. “What was I supposed to think? And why is she awakening now?”
“We can figure that out later. We need to see either Doss or O’danne. Now.”
Neither one of them were arguing with me. I dropped us onto the earth path and took off for the Academy so fast the earth shook in my wake. We surfaced seconds later. The ground was still solidifying when Kartal shot off in the direction of the administrative offices. Kaydan and I were hot on his heels.
Doss’s office door was closed, but O’danne’s was open. He looked up, startled, half out of his chair as we all barged in. Whatever he was going to say changed, when he paused really looked at Kaydan. “Garth, what did you do to your sister?!”
How can this possibly be my fault? “This isn’t my doing, sir. She’s a Mage—an awakening Earth Mage.”
O’danne snatched a box from the top drawer of his desk, and took a crystal triangle from its depths and held it up in front of Kaydan. The triangle glowed a rich brown and green. He had to swallow, twice, before he could speak. “She’ll be as powerful as you.”
Kaydan’s knees buckled, refusing to hold her up any longer. Kartal and I both automatically reached out and caught her by an arm. 
“Why?” she asked hoarsely. “Why now?”
Good question. I started running through everything I knew to see if I could come up with an answer. She obviously had the genetics and the talent for it; otherwise her gift would not have emerged. And obviously she was close enough to strong leylines in Tobadorage as I had awakened there…leylines.
“Leylines,” Kartal and I said at the same time. We gave each other exasperated looks. There didn’t seem to be enough room in here for both of us.
“What?” Kaydan demanded, looking back and forth between us.
Kartal was busting to tell her. Rather than try to talk over him, I motioned for him to go ahead. 
“You know about how Mages are born?”
She nodded impatiently. “Because of genetics and talent. You told me. But why am I awakening so late?”
“You missed one,” he corrected. “The strength of leylines you are near are also very important. You obviously grew up near the right leylines, otherwise your brother would not have awakened. But Kaydan, the effect of those leylines on your development changed nearly two years ago, when you left Chahir and moved here.”
“Hain’s leylines aren’t as rich as Chahir’s,” I offered quietly. “That’s probably why it took a little longer for you.”
O’danne started assuring her that she would begin her training tomorrow morning. She could take care of a lot of classes that didn’t require magic while waiting for her magic to fully awaken. Or we could let her spend a few weeks in Q’atal to speed the process up, those trees would help her catch up in a hurry…I’d offer that option to her later.
Kartal leaned closer to her and started reassuring her that he would be there, to help train and guide her every step of the way. 
I didn’t need Xiaolang’s precognition powers to read the future. Kartal would become her partner for her internship—and then they would remain as partners, working on missions together. 
I started hoping they would break up soon. Yes, I was aware that it was probably a vain hope, but I could wish, couldn’t I? With Kaydan being an Earth Mage, I couldn’t even let the earth swallow him up whole, she would just retrieve him. I felt like I needed to find Cora for a double Life Mage treatment, to beat back the headache that was coming to claim me. 
 


Chapter Twenty-Three: More Planning
 
 
After the events of the day before, I thought I would finally have a chance to sit down and start studying architecture so that I could plan the Academy. 
No such luck. 
Somehow, I was roped into the Wedding Planning Room again. This time, I had a better idea of what I was getting myself into, and I came armed…er, that is, prepared. 
I had also coordinated some of this with Chatta beforehand so that we could handle whatever was thrown at us. 
We walked hand in hand to the room, purposefully dragging our feet. I hadn’t seen her alone for more than five minutes at a time in the past two days, and I was enjoying whatever time I could steal with her.
 “How,” I asked her almost plaintively, “did this turn into such a big hullabaloo?”
“You’re too famous,” Chatta answered instantly. “Everybody wants to throw your wedding.” 
“Including two kings,” I agreed morosely. “Point taken. Don’t they realize that life will be easier on us if we didn’t have to worry about all of the political aspects too?”
“No, or if they have, they dismissed it as not really important.” My future wife rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Personally, I’m not sure which is causing more confusion, the political part of it all or trying to merge two culture’s traditions.”
“True,” I admitted. “Honestly, I don’t see why we have to pay attention to any of it. It is our wedding after all. Forget political and cultural differences, we should just do whatever we want. Make up a new tradition. A Rhebenchattan tradition that pays no heed to anyone else’s wants but her own. We’d be setting a new precedence for future generations.”
“Real funny, Garth. Like we could ever get away with…” she stopped dead, pulling me to a stop with her, eyes wide. “You’re serious!”
I gave her a small enigmatic smile, winked, and pulled her back into motion. I wasn’t kidding with her. I certainly had enough influence to enforce the decision and I was tired of going back and forth on all of this without getting to any sort of resolution. At this rate, it would take two years just to plan the wedding. 
 “I don’t like seeing you this stressed and I’m tired of being apart from you,” I explained simply. 
This was too much for Chatta. She planted both her hands on my face and gave me a loud, smacking kiss. “I love you, too. And thank you. Don’t be surprised if I come up with something really unconventional.”
“I look forward to it.”
I curled around her, resting my head against hers. It was moments like this that reaffirmed everything for me. She was warm and solid in my arms and I wanted nothing more than to drag her someplace that no one could find us and just spend time with her. 
“Garth.”
I blew out a breath and reminded myself, firmly, that I could not kill my best friend. “What, Night.”
“Your mother wanted me to tell you, and I quote, ‘Garth, if you’re not here within five minutes I will tell Chatta all of your embarrassing stories.’ End quote.” There was wicked amusement in Night’s voice as he relayed this. 
Unfortunately, my mother had a lot of material to draw from. Groaning, I let go of Chatta, all except her hand, and accepted the inevitable. I was going to plan a wedding.
Chatta eyed me suspiciously. “What was the threat to get you moving?”
“Not answering that,” I said firmly. 
“Gaaaarthhh…”
“Nope.” I dragged her inside the planning room before she could weasel it out of me. 
My mother and L-Nolita were sitting at the table, and I swear that the amount of brochures, maps, pamphlets and samples had tripled since I had last been in here. My mother gave me a sardonic smile of welcome. I wonder just how much Night told her…no, safer not to think about it. 
As I sat down, Chatta settling in the chair next to mine, I said, “Before we start, I’ve thought of a really simple and easy way to do this. It’s a tradition used in most provinces in Chahir.”
L-Nolita looked interested, but my mother knew me well enough to only look suspicious. I ignored that and kept going with artful innocence. “See, the bride and groom’s hands are tied together and sent to bed. If they don’t want to be married to each other, then at some point in the night they untie the knot. But if the knot is still there in the morning, then they’re considered married. See? Easy.”
“No,” L-Nolita vetoed firmly.
I widened my eyes a bit more, looking surprised. “But—”
“No,” my mother seconded, although she was trying not to laugh. “You cannot steal Chatta away for a night without anyone bothering you. Nice try, son.”
I hadn’t really thought I would get by with it, so I just grinned at her and shrugged. “Had to try.”
“All joking aside, Garth did have a good idea before we arrived, and I’ve decided to take him up on the offer. Forget the politics, forget trying to accommodate both cultures, forget the traditions. We’re going to make a new tradition. A Rhebenchattan tradition.” Chatta looked at me from the corner of her eye. I smiled encouragingly. 
“And how do you propose to do that?” L-Nolita asked with a frown.
“By having fun. Create new ways to do things that best suit our personalities and integrate the experiences we’ve had. The people we’ve met. As Garth said, we’d set a new precedence, which with the whole starting-a-new-school-separate-from-the-two-governments plan, this isn’t a bad place to start asserting that independence.”
I looked at my fiancée in amazement. I hadn’t even made that connection and she’d only had five minutes to think about it. I’m sure glad she’s going to be in charge of the school and not me. 
Our mothers were quiet for a couple of moments, looked at each other, and I kid you not, had an entire conversation with their eyebrows—how do they even do that?—and simultaneously broke into grins.
“Sounds like a wonderful plan to me!” my mother said.
“I agree, dear. It’s the perfect compromise.”
I felt Chatta sag a little in relief, face lighting up in glee. “I’m so glad you think so. Garth, since I love you so much and you came up with the wonderful idea, I release you from planning duty.”
I felt my eyes widen with hope. “Really? I can go? You don’t need me?”
Chatta snorted at my obvious relief. “Yes, Garth. You’re free to go and let us play.” 
I barely restrained a whoop of joy.
“Garth dear, one question before you make your escape. What made you think up this solution?” Mom asked.
The opportunity was too perfect. I couldn’t pass it up. I gave her a deliberately blank look. “Oh, that? I was just following Da’s advice.” 
Mom’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What advice?”
“He told it to me when I was about eight or so….He said that the secret to a man’s happiness is to remember one thing: the wife is always right.”
“Your father and I,” Mom said archly, “are going to have a little talk about what kind of advice he gives.”
“Why?” I just couldn’t leave it alone. “It’s worked wonders for me so far with Chatta.”
For that, my fiancée slugged me in the arm. 
~*~
A triumphant Kartal called me later on that afternoon by mirror broach. “I found it!”
Found…what? It took a second to click, but when it did I felt a matching excitement rise up in my chest. I stopped walking toward my suite and shuffled off to the side of the hallway so I could continue the conversation without distraction. “The instructions to become a Legend, you mean?”
“That’s it precisely. I can’t read much of it, unfortunately—it’s in ancient Chahiran—but we managed to find the Index and get her to talk to us in Hainian and this was this scroll she pointed us to. So. Who do you want me to give this to?”
Good question. I didn’t have an immediate answer for him. I’d talked to Guin about finding people who would be willing to contract with the Gardeners, become Legends, and then join the search in Chahir for budding magicians. I just wasn’t sure how far that idea had been developed in the past few days. My attention had been thoroughly diverted before I could follow up on it. 
“For now, give it to me. I’ll find out who’s heading up this project and give it to them.”
“Fine. Oh, and while you’re here, I want you to deliver something to Kaydan for me.”
I eyed the mirror broach in my hand warily. “Kartal, if it’s something of a lovey-dovey nature—”
“I’m not stupid,” he snapped at me, “I know you’ll never deliver that kind of present! No, I found an old manual for Earth Mages. I want you to give it to her.”
“Wait, wait, wait,” I felt the world spin a bit. “They had textbooks for Mages?”
“Well of course they did, what kind of question is that? How can you teach anyone anything without an instruction book of some sort—”
“If you’ll recall,” I interrupted a tad testily, “they didn’t have textbooks while training me. Kartal, I want every textbook in that library and I want it yesterday.”
“Now wait just one moment! First one demand and now another?! Just what do you think gives you the right to—”
“I am the newly appointed Dean to the new Chahiran Academy for Magic,” I nearly snarled into the mirror. “As the Dean, I need textbooks for my students who, by the way, have no clue how to use their magic. I need textbooks. You have them. What is so surprising about this request, Kartal?”
There was a lengthy and digestive pause. “You’re the Dean?”
It was my turn to pause. “You haven’t heard about this yet?”
“Not one word. When you get down here, why don’t you give me a proper update of what’s been happening?”
I suppose I better. “Find my textbooks,” I requested with a sigh, “and I’ll tell you the whole story.”
“Deal. Get down here.”
~*~
After meeting with Kartal, updating him, and getting the instructions for how to create Legends, it was coming on late afternoon. I figured I had time enough for one more stop and from there went straight to Chahir. It was time that Chahir stopped depending on everyone else to produce people that could find magicians. A good first step to transferring the responsibility to the right shoulders was handing these instructions to Saroya or Vonlorisen. 
I did glance through the instructions on the way there. It mostly involved a list of ways that one could contact a Gardener, which I made note of. I didn’t think they would have much to worry about at the moment, though, not considering that the Gardeners were obviously keeping a close eye on Chahir. I mean, I’d run into them four times now which I think was a record for the history books. 
As it turned out, Saroya was the easiest one to track down. I handed the instructions off to him with a wry, “Good luck.” He acknowledged it with a sour nod. Finding Chahirans who would be willing to become a Legend would be far more difficult than finding a Gardener to contract with at this stage. 
While there, I decided to get an update. “So how are things progressing?” 
”Well. The Red Hand finished their reports and left for home this morning. Captain Riicshaden we convinced to stay a little longer, as he is the best training sergeant I’ve ever seen. He’s having a great deal of fun beating up on the new recruits,” Saroya informed me. “We are hoping to convince him to stay permanently, but I haven’t persuaded him to sign a contract yet. He keeps making noises about this being ‘temporary’ and that he’s thinking about living in Ascalon.” He sounded quite peeved at this last point. 
“Ascalon was very welcoming for Shad, and gave him many challenges, which he enjoys,” I explained. “I doubt you’ll win him from them.”
He didn’t look pleased to have that confirmed. “On the other hand, every Dom that we found harboring Priests has been stripped of his lands and titles and exiled, along with his family. Who is going to replace them is another headache. In some cases the Dom’s family had preempted another family. Vonlorisen is re-instating those other families as the Doms. But that’s only in a few cases. He’s not sure what to do about other areas.”
I had no solution for him, and it wasn’t my place to mix with politics anyway. 
“Vonlorisen wanted to know when you would start building,” Saroya added neutrally. 
“How about when I actually know what I’m doing?” I responded, trying not to roll my eyes or groan. “I’m still coming up with ideas, ironing out problems, and communicating with the architects on how to actually build the monstrosity.” At the rate it was taking to plan my wedding, it would take another five years before I was ready to study anything.
“Give him a time estimate,” Saroya advised. “Kings like schedules. It makes them happy.”
Guin was the same way… I thought about it for a moment, trying to give him a reasonable time frame that wouldn’t put me in a corner. “Within the next three months.” 
“That long?”
“It has to be done right the first time,” I pointed out patiently. “If he starts getting nervous about the time frame, remind him that with my power I can build the frame for buildings within a day. Also remind him that we still need to find a site or find a place where I can build a site.” 
Saroya smirked a little. “I will tell him.” 
It was probably about time I left. I had learned through experience that if you stayed for more than a few minutes around busy people, they’d start thinking of things you could help them with. I had other things I needed to attend to. “I need to get back to Hain. If you have any further questions about Legends and the like, either ask Raile or Wizard Kartal at the Sojavel Ra Institute. They’ll both be able to help you.”
Saroya looked relieved that he had experts he could ask questions of. “I will. Thank you, Garth.”
With a nod, I retreated back into the earth and went home to work some more. 
 


Chapter Twenty-Four: Plans that Go Awry
 
“Garth!”
I knew that tone. Chatta only sounded like that when someone was in serious trouble and she was about one second from flaying them alive. I just hoped it wasn’t me. I put down the plans I had been looking at, coming
around my desk and out of my study with quick steps. I rounded the corner and came into the living room with all the caution of a man stepping into a pit of agitated snakes. 
Chatta stomped towards me, braid swinging like a pendulum. Her teeth were bared in a feral snarl. 
Crap.
“Um…Chatta, sweetheart? What’s—”
“I’d like it very much if you would help me plan the murder of En-Nelle of Tain.” 
I froze in my tracks, not sure whether I should be conciliatory or angry on her behalf.
“What happened?”
“We knew there would be opposition to doing things our own way, but she barged in this morning demanding to know all of our plans for the wedding and started going on a rampage when she learned what we are planning. Saying, how dare we disregard and not consult the council, that that’s not the way things are done. That all of our plans are inappropriate.” Chatta paced the length of the floor, hands flying through the air. “To top it off she said, no insisted, that everything be redone properly according to how they think it should go. That we have no choice in the matter.”
Chatta whirled around to face me. “So, hence the murdering. Will you help? Because I’ve had it up to here with the lot of them.”
Anger it was. I was tired of being yanked around, and this was obviously the time to put a stop to it as they were overstepping their bounds in a large way. But first, to keep my fiancé out of prison.
“I agree. How would you like me to do it? Drop her into the earth path and leave her there? Pitch her off a cliff?” Chatta eyeballed me hostilely for a moment to see if I was serious, before her whole body just slumped in, anger draining. She scrubbed a hand over her face.
“You’d do it for me, too. Alright, fine. Maybe not murder, but certainly a good thrashing wouldn’t hurt.”
Hmmm, now that I could do easily….I took my weary bride into my arms. “I’ll take care of it. One thrashing coming right up.” Chatta’s laugh was garbled against my chest. “You just keep planning the wedding like how we decided, and I’ll take care of En-Nelle. And on the bright side, in comparison Guin will only pout and act like we’re taking away his cookies.”
I felt the rest of Chatta’s anger drain away with her laughter. I gave her a lingering kiss before shooing her out the door. My own anger surfaced as I watched her walk out of the room. 
Enough was enough.
 In quick jerks I put my boots on and headed for the door. It was about time I had a little chat with the Trasdee Evondit Orra, starting with a certain annoying woman that served on that council. 
The old adage that juicy news will grow wings, and outpace any man running, proved to be true. As I headed down the halls of the Academy, more and more people fell into step with me. News of En-Nelle’s demands had flown indeed, and now everyone was interested in the blowout sure to come. It seemed it wasn’t only my toes she had been stepping on.
I was most gratified to find that the Council was actually in session. Perfect! I was pleased that I didn’t have to waste time looking for them and corralling them together into one room, so I wouldn’t have to say this more than once.
With no regard for protocol, or waiting to be announced, I threw the doors of the Council Room open with a deafening bang that almost blew those carved twin doors off of their hinges. Everyone started, jerking around to stare at the door, looking like startled peacocks. I ignored all of them but one. I headed straight for En-Nelle, sitting in frozen amazement, at the head of the large U shaped table. I slammed both of my hands down against its gleaming surface, and leaned forward to stare eye to eye with the Head of the Trasdee Evondit Orra. 
 “Let me clarify something, so there is no room for error or misunderstanding.” My voice rang throughout the dead silent room with all the threat and promise of a sword being withdrawn. “This wedding is my wedding, mine and Chatta’s, and you will not interfere.” 
She bristled like a stepped on cat, eyes wide in outrage. “Your status is such that—”
“My status, Madame, is such that I can have you removed from this Council in a heartbeat, if it suits my purposes,” I interrupted harshly. “I invite you to look around the Council Hall. I have enough members of the Magical Community at my back, right here and now, to bring that very matter to an immediate vote. Imagine how many I could have had if I had actually asked for any of them to come here with me?” Almost as if on cue, several more Magicians squeezed their way past the doors and into the Council Chambers so they could get a better view of what was going down. “My status is such that if you push me any further, I will do that very thing.”
That shook her. For a moment, she looked like a petrified rabbit in front a ravening wolf. Then her spine snapped ramrod straight, shoulders squaring back into her ceremonial robes. “You are beholden to obey us—”
“Guin released all of the Chahiran magicians who wanted to go back to Chahir, remember?” I reminded her sweetly. “I am the Dean of the new Chahiran Academy for All Magic, and will most likely serve on our own Magical Council.” The blood visibly drained from her face with every word that left my mouth. “I continue to help him out of the strong bond of friendship that exists between us, not because I am beholden to him. I will say this again. You have no business interfering with my wedding. You will not do it again.”
O’danne was the only one that dared clear his throat and speak up. “Garth, I’m sure you realize how important your wedding is, on various levels. We are a little concerned about the precedent you are setting. Other magicians are likely to use your wedding, whatever you do, as a standard from now on.”
“Yes, we realize that,” I answered, gaze never leaving En-Nelle’s. “And a poor example it would be if I let all of you interfere in mine, giving you tacit permission to meddle in theirs as well. No. We will do it our way and set that new precedent. This power game ends now. You will stop.
“I will not take it lightly if you cross me again.”
I held her gaze a moment longer before I turned and strode back out again, the spectators drifting apart to form a pathway. There were smiles and nods of approval from my friends and fellow magicians as I stalked back through the ranks. The silence behind me was oppressive and all encompassing. The Chamber felt more like a wake than a council meeting. I could feel En-Nelle’s gaze burning into my back, but I ignored her. There wasn’t one thing that she could do to me and if she tried to retaliate through one of my friends or family I’d retaliate with all the force of an earthquake.
~*~
When I entered the War Room I was met by three beaming women. I resolved right then and there that no matter what plans were made, I’d smile and say that it was fine. It would be suicide to say otherwise with them in this jovial mood. 
“So what have you come up with?”
Chatta waved me closer, gesturing to a large piece of paper that had a rough sketch penciled on it. “Here’s what we’re thinking. We’ll have the guests sit here,” she gestured to a huge blocked off area near the bottom, “and both of us will come in from either side, you coming from the direction of Chahir, and me from Hain. We’ll both be escorted by our parents.” 
So far, I liked it. “Alright.”
“And behind us will be both monarchs, who will be leading the other twelve.”
Now she was starting to lose me. “The monarchs I understand—that’s clever to bring them in together like that—but the twelve people?”
“The twelve are going to be a mixture of our closest friends and family.” Chatta gained momentum and enthusiasm as she explained, nearly bouncing on her toes. “When they get to the center, everyone will spread out into a circle around us, and some from each side will exchange places, symbolizing how we are blending both of our heritages.”
Now, that I really liked. My friends and family were so much a part of my life that I couldn’t imagine not having them as part of the ceremony. “Which twelve?” I asked curiously.
“Well, for my side I have Shad, Aletha, Kartal, Roha of Del, my parents, Small Rider, Trev’s parents, Asla, Jenna and Hayel D’Auch.”
That seemed like a pretty interesting mix. “Only about half of those people are from Hain.”
“I know,” she sighed, expression a bit vexed. “But for them to exchange places and stand with the right partner, it has to be this way.”
Right partner? But there were at least two couples that would be mixed up in her list…it took a moment for the light to dawn, but when it did, I gave her a suspicious look. “Are you playing matchmaker?”
“I have to give Xiaolang a boost somehow,” she defended herself primly. “Besides, most spouses meet their future wife or husband at a wedding. Maybe Asla will get in the right mood this way.”
I tried not to gawk at her, but it took a second to scoop my jaw off the ground and reattach it. “And how did you know about those two?”
She gave me quite the look for that. “I have two eyes, Garth. They both work quite well. I’m a little surprised that you noticed, though.”
“Yes, well, I had some rather interesting conversations with both of them,” I admitted a tad ruefully. Did nothing escape her notice? 
“And you didn’t tell me?” Chatta demanded, flinging both hands up in the air.
“Or me?” my mother added mildly.
I spread both hands in front of me in a gesture of surrender. “Not my business.”
My mother and Chatta exchanged a long suffering look. “He’s hopeless,” my mother observed to my future wife with a groan.
“I know. Don’t worry, I’ll take him anyway,” Chatta soothed her. 
Great. Now they were comfortable enough with each other to tag-team me. When did that happen? I cleared my throat and gave them both a sour look. “Moving on…so have you decided who’s on my side?”
Chatta picked up a list and read them off quickly, “Your parents of course, Xiaolang—I assumed you still wanted him as your best man? Good—Kaydan, Cora, Raile Blackover, Sallah with her husband Aral, Don, Helen, Krys and Jarod.”
Some of those people were closer to Chatta than me, but then she had people on her side that were closer to me than her. I assumed that the right people would exchange places and make that more evenly balanced. 
“I like your choices. Judging from your sketch, though, do we have a big enough building to host the wedding in?”
“Well…there’s a bit of a problem with that,” she admitted. “Nothing in Del’Hain is going to be large enough.”
I’d been afraid of that. We’d run into that problem earlier, before En-Nelle of Tain had stuck her nose in, and they’d been searching for a solution for the past few days without any good results. 
“But I’ve thought of the perfect building,” she continued, giving me a set of puppy eyes. 
I had a bad feeling. “And where is it?”
“Coven Ordan.”
I blinked at her several times, just sure she was pulling my leg. “You mean that amphitheater they have?” 
“That one,” she agreed readily, not losing her pleading look.
“Chatta, it’s not wise to take the whole wedding party to Coven Ordan by earth path,” I protested in growing alarm. 
“No, I mean, can’t you borrow the amphitheater and bring it here?” Hastily she added, “Sallah can take it home with her after we’re done with it.”
As absurd as the idea initially seemed, I had to admit that dragging a building to Del’Hain was a lot easier than taking the guests to Coven Ordan. After all, buildings don’t panic. “I think I’d better talk to Raile first before we start planning that part.”
“Oh, that’s fine, I already asked him,” Chatta answered airily. 
Of course she had. Why wasn’t I surprised. “Alright, since you’ve clearly worked out the details already, when am I supposed to go pick it up and where do you want it?”
She grabbed the front of my shirt in both hands and gave me a quick kiss. “You’re wonderful.”
“You always tell me that when you get your way,” I responded dryly, trying to suppress an idiotic grin. I liked it when she kissed me. 
She laughed and didn’t refute it. 
L-Nolita was shaking her head, more in wonderment than anything else. “I can’t believe you’re willing to do it. My husband would have told me that I had to think of another solution.”
I just shrugged. Buildings were better than people in my book. Besides, it would probably be another weird story that got blown out of proportion to add to my already ridiculous reputation. “I don’t mind, really. When do I need to go get it?”
“Tomorrow?” Chatta gave me hopeful smile. “I need to start decorating. If you get it to me by tomorrow, I’ll leave you alone for three days so you can actually plan the Academy.”
“Deal.” One building, coming up. 
~*~
The next morning, I went to Coven Ordan to pick up the amphitheater. I tried to time it so that I wasn’t too early but early enough to talk to a few people, check up on a few things, and still get the building back in plenty of time for Chatta to start decorating.
I went straight to the amphitheater first, wanting to get a feel for how difficult moving it would be. Moving anything on the earth path was easier, granted, but it was still a pretty large building. It was going to take some effort on my part. 
When I reached it, I got my first surprise for the morning. Sallah was waiting for me, standing near the entrance, and the amphitheater was already separated from the bedrock and ready to be moved. It had to be her handiwork. “Sallah, you didn’t have to go to the trouble,” I protested and waved a hand to indicate what she had done. 
“Nonsense, I needed to get a good look at how it was put in there since I’m the one putting it back,” she responded with an easy smile. “And good morning to you too, cousin.”
“Good morning,” I returned dryly. “Well, since you know about the building, I assume that Chatta contacted you at some point or another to tell you about the wedding.”
“She certainly did. Yesterday, actually. We’re all quite excited to be part of the actual wedding party.” Leaning forward slightly, she lowered her voice to a confidential tone. “I’m glad that she’s pairing up Hayel with Don. He’s had an unholy crush on her for ages but has never made a move. Chatta got to know Hayel quite well this past winter, and she said the interest is mutual, so we’re hoping the wedding will get those two in motion.”
Ah-ha! So that was the other couple that Chatta was matchmaking. She never did explain why I had Don on my side. Now I know. “Leave it to my fiancée to use her wedding to match up other people…. Actually, question for you. I know it’s been a couple of months but with everything else going on I’d put it out of mind. How’s the exiled queen doing?”
“Noisy,” Sallah answered with a roll of the eyes. “She’s completely pinned, powerless, and she doesn’t like it one bit. It’s not a challenge to keep her locked up here, though. A few of us put our heads together and made an automated system that delivers food to her three times a day and cleans up after her. At first she had an absolute fit with all of the magic but she’s gotten used to it by now. Don’t look so troubled by this, Garth. We prefer to have her here whining than in Chahir stirring up trouble.”
That…was a definite point. 
She inclined her head toward the amphitheater. “We can talk more later. I think you need to get this building to Chatta. She gave me an idea of what she wants to do to decorate it, and frankly, I’m not sure if all of that can be done in one week. She needs all the time she can get.”
So her decorations were that extensive, eh…somehow I wasn’t surprised. “Right.”
“Tell her I’ll come later today to help,” Sallah added as I gathered up magic around me, preparing to move the building. 
I gave her a casual salute in acknowledgement as I sank into the ground, the amphitheater coming with me. The first few minutes, I had to focus, as I wasn’t accustomed to going down the support pillar of Coven Ordan. There were some major ley lines in the pillar that I had to dodge and dodging anything with a building in tow was not an easy task. It was like trying to hop rope with a fifty-pound ball and chain attached. 
It wasn’t until I was well clear of Coven Ordan, on the familiar path through Chahir, that I realized I was going to get more than I bargained for. Part of the stone built into the amphitheater, as I had learned previously, was connected to a stone monument on the Isle of Strae. The first time I had touched it left me reeling and a bit dazed. 
The sensation was magnified times ten when it was in the earth. 
I wasn’t even touching any part of the stone, and already I felt the effect it was having on me. It was like I was being drawn in two different directions at once. Part of me answered the native stone from Coven Ordan. The other part was pulled toward the Isle of Strae, where the majority of the stone had been harvested. I was constantly being bombarded by strange sensations and odd power fluctuations. To say it was disorienting would be a vast understatement. Embedded in the fabric of that stone were…impressions, faint echoes of the past. In this quiet space under the world’s surface, I could feel those echoes clearly. What was frustrating was that I could only feel, not see those faint impressions from the stone. It probably had something to do with how I sensed magic. It felt like I was trying to identify something by touch alone in murky water. I was torn between trying to focus on it harder, or ignoring it altogether for my sanity. 
Finally, about the time I reached the Blackover Mountains, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to surface and take a break. 
I walked away from the building, giving myself a little distance, rubbing at my arms and shoulders in an effort to still the tingling sensation in my skin. What was with that stone? I knew that Raile had explained that it was altered by all of the magic it had soaked in during the last great battles on the Isle, but still…! The stone reminded me somehow of the Jaunten genetic inheritance. There wasn’t any true memory associated with it, but I could feel the age and vibrancy, as if it were somehow alive. If stone could talk, I was sure it would reveal quite a history to me, but even Earth Mages couldn’t chat with rock. I wondered idly if the Gardeners could. 
This wasn’t good. At this rate, I’d be distracted at a critical moment and bumble right into a ley line, which would get me fried. If that happened, my fiancée would be really mad at me. 
The only thing that I could think to do was to put up a shield around it. I turned and went back to the building, putting up the most dense and tight shield that I could manage around just that section of stone. The shield half-worked. It wasn’t nearly as distracting as it was before, but I could still clearly sense it. Worse, I was still above ground at this point. Would the shield become even less effective as soon as I was back on the earth path? 
Moving the amphitheater had sounded so easy this morning. So why was it so much harder now that I was actually doing it? 
Deciding that I really didn’t want to risk it, I left the amphitheater where it was to head back to Coven Ordan. I had friends and family there, and I was not too proud to ask for help.
Instead of building a bridge for myself to get back into Coven Ordan, I went straight back up the support column. I headed for Sallah and Aral’s house as soon as I broke the surface of the street. Aral was the one who answered my knock, genuinely puzzled to see me.
“Garth, what are you doing here? I thought Sallah said you already left with the amphitheater over an hour ago!”
“I did,” I responded wryly. “I ran into some trouble, and I am going to need some help getting that beast back to Del’Hain.”
Aral nodded as if he understood exactly what was happening, and opened the screen door to let me in. He turned over his shoulder and called out, “Sallah, Garth is back and he needs our help.”
Sallah emerged from the kitchen, carrying baby Anna in her arms. She was a perfect miniature image of her mother, with her beautiful black curls, and those transfixing green eyes. She smiled at me, and held out her chubby little arms indicating she was all in favor of being held by another one of her army of adoring fans. It wouldn’t be very many years before the boys would be knocking on the Bender front door. “Garth, what happened, is everything alright?” Sallah looked worried, as she handed the baby to me.
“That building packs a real punch above ground, but it really hits its stride when you get it down on the earth path. I only made it as far as the Blackover Mountains before I had to resurface. I tried putting a shield around it, but you can still feel the emanations above ground, which means it won’t be much help underground. So, I thought I’d come back here to get some help.” I looked questioningly at them.
Aral and Sallah exchanged glances, and nodded together at the same time. “Of course we’ll help you, Garth!” Aral gave me an easy smile, as if I had asked to borrow a hammer instead looking for help wrangling a rouge building. “Why don’t we sit down and have something to eat, and you can fill us in on what happened.”
As we ate lunch, we discussed what we were facing once we got the building underground again. Aral listened intently, then commented, “It makes sense that the emanations would increase once the stone was in more direct contact with the earth. Did you notice if there was any difference when you passed closer to any ley lines in the area?”
“To tell you the truth,” I admitted, ”I really didn’t notice, I had my hands full just trying to stay on course and keep the noise in my head down to a dull roar.”
“I bet if all three of us were to wrap it up, and layer our shielding, we could move it more comfortably between us, and still get it safely to Del’Hain before midafternoon,” Sallah stated with a confidence I wished I felt. She hadn’t been underground with it like I had. 
“Sounds good to me,” I said.
“Alright, let me drop Anna off over at Don’s and we can head out.”
Aral and I waited in the front lawn chatting about shielding techniques while we waited for Sallah to come back. Ten minutes later she came back, and with barely a “ready?” for warning, I felt Sallah reach out with her magic and take us down. It was an odd sensation for me. It was the first time I had ever traveled the earth path as a passenger. It was nice. I could definitely get used to having someone else chauffer me around for a change.
The time seemed to pass quickly as we talked and caught up with each other’s lives. About an hour into the journey I felt us slowing, and looked at Sallah as she brought us up about a stone’s throw from the building.
“Well, what do you think?” I asked, open to anything they had to say. We walked around the structure, trying to find the best way to transport it, without getting ourselves too beat up in the process.
“I think we should try securing it from three separate points,” Aral ventured. “It would be like a triangle, if we each overlapped our hold on it. We could overlap our shields too; with them touching they would be stronger than if we put them in a single layer.” He looked at us to see if we had any other thoughts to add.
“One of us will have to steer, while the other two hold, but it should work alright,” Sallah said. “Let’s try this slowly, until we get a feel for how it is going to handle, and if the echoed harmonics of the stone are going to be a problem with concentration.”
“You steer, Sallah, and Garth and I will hold the interval of the linked power webs. We should try to make our shields as dense as possible, so less of the residual power will leak through to us.” Aral shot his wife a kiss, and headed off to position himself on the far side of the building.
“I think he’s right,” I added my vote of confidence in her abilities. “I’ll go pick out my spot and be ready to link up with the two of you. Because we will have our magic woven together, we shouldn’t have any problems talking back and forth. Let me know when you are ready to begin.”
I wasn’t really nervous, just excited at trying out something new. This was different a different type of merging than what we had done weeks before. Then it had been more a channeling of power. But this, this was not so much giving power as sharing and linking. The power flow between the three of us would be equal. I bet there were accounts of Mages working together to solve a problem like this in the books we had found hidden under the Library in Chahir. I would have to look that up when I got a few minutes I didn’t know what to do with. For now we were on our own, and the three of us would have to rely on each other to get this done. I could feel Sallah and Aral starting to draw on their powers, so I reached within to summon mine. I had no trouble matching my output with theirs, and the shield began to form around the building. When it was all meshed together we slowly began to sink into the earth.
“Is everyone alright?” I heard Sallah’s voice as clearly as if she were standing right beside me. “Fine,” I called, with Aral’s response almost in tandem with mine. “Okay,” she replied, a little tension bleeding though in her voice. “Here we go, next stop Del’Hain!”
I braced myself, waiting for the stone to take up its attempt to talk again. To my relief, while I could still feel it, it was much more tolerable than when I tried it by myself.
“Wow,” called Aral, “I can see what you were talking about, Garth. That stone is definitely projecting some pretty strong impressions.”
“This is nothing Aral; with the two of you here it is almost bashful and retiring. I can take this level all day long. What about you, Sallah? Any problems coordinating and steering?”
“It is different to be sure, but I am getting the hang of it. I can’t believe how much is still getting through our shielding at this level of power, and with all three of us projecting against it. My hat is off to you, Garth, for getting it as far as you did.”
“I would say it was nothing, but that’d be lying through my teeth.”
 I heard both of them laugh before our conversation returned to where we had left off. The rest of the trip flew by, and then Sallah asked where she should raise us up to the surface.
“Can you hand control over to me, without it causing problems?” I asked, knowing it would be easier to do it myself than to try and talk her into the right place.
“Sure thing,” she answered immediately. “Let me know when you are ready to assume control.”
I reached out with my senses, and felt her aura there in the mix of our shared powers. I eased in next to her, and felt her gradually withdraw to let me take over. She was right; this was a very different sensation from anything else I had experienced before. 
”Hey Aral,” I called out amazed, “You should try this, this is really incredible!”
“I’m right here next to you, Garth, I am experiencing the same thing you are. I never even dreamed this was possible before. I will definitely write a few lines about this trip in my journal tonight!”
~*~
Chatta waited expectantly at the drop sight, nearly bouncing on her toes from excitement. “How was it?”
“Tricky,” I answered dryly, exchanging a chaste hello kiss with her. “Remember the part of the building that’s directly connected with the stone monument on the Isle of Strae?”
Her eyes flared wide. “Busted buckets, I’d forgotten about that!”
“Yeah, me too,” I admitted sourly. 
“That stone put you in a daze the last time you were around it,” she said in concern, studying my face. “How bad was it carrying the building here?”
“Bad isn’t the right term…” I answered, trying to think of the right way to phrase this. “It was just really distracting. I felt like the stone was trying to communicate with me.”
Chatta blinked at me, expression blank for a moment. “Garth. Stone doesn’t talk.”
“Didn’t stop it from trying,” Sallah said as she and Aral came around the corner, arms linked.
“Sallah! Aral! What are you doing here so early? Was the building really that difficult?” Chatta went over to give them hugs.
“It was really talkative,” Aral said dryly. 
“And it wasn’t really ‘talking’ as it was…you know how the Gardeners talk? It’s more impressions than actual words,” I told her.
“So the stone has such deep impressions in it that you can feel it?” Chatta asked, trying to follow my explanation.
“I think that’s it exactly. Whatever it is, it’s very distracting.” We stood there studying the glowing structure, the sunlight streaking through the columns and arches setting it aflame. 
As we all stood contemplating the troublesome building, King Guin and Val Haben rode up next to us. 
“What a magnificent structure!” Guin chortled in unabashed delight. “I have never seen such a splendid piece of architecture and art all rolled into one! This will be quite a setting for your wedding, Garth and Chatta. I don’t suppose you would consider building something similar for Del’Hain, when you take this jewel back to Coven Ordan?”
The beginning of an idea started to poke around my brain. I wondered if Raile would allow us to leave the Amphitheater here in Del’Hain, and build a duplicate for Coven Ordan. It would save us all the headache of carting this thing again. I exchanged looks with Sallah and Aral, and by the grins on their faces, I could tell they were entertaining the very same notion.
“We will see what we can do, Your Majesty,” I assured Guin with heartfelt sincerity. If the Amphitheater never moved again, that would suit me just fine. “For right now I think we’d better stabilize the foundation and construct a wide sweeping staircase up to the entrance. Then Chatta and her minions can set to decorating this place.”
With a synchronized nod of our heads, we set to our tasks. I could see my favorite King rocking back and forth on the soles of his boots, lost in some elaborate plans for this massive new toy. I felt confident that he had most likely already added it to his collection; he didn’t worry about the details. The only thing that was needed to make the scene complete was a handful of cookies and a glass of milk. I wondered if Val Haben might just happen to have such a snack for the King in his saddle bags. Jaunten were famous for their long memories and experience; it wouldn’t surprise me to find a cookie hiding somewhere in those bags. 
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Five: Inheritance
 
For several days, I spent every waking moment thinking about an Academy. Sometimes I drew out plans for it, made notations, or conferred with experts. Never had my drawing talents been so useful to me. But when I wasn’t creating lines on paper, I looked with careful consideration at a map of Chahir. 
It took me a ridiculously long time to realize that the perfect site of the Academy already existed. Better yet, no one would ever think to build on it. 
The Isle of Strae. 
When the thought hit me, I snagged a surveyor and one of the architects and dragged them both to the Isle. They spent several hours investigating, computing, and measuring but eventually came to the conclusion that the land would be a good place to build and that with some minor modifications, the plans I’d already drawn would work well on one point of the Isle. It was enough confirmation for me. 
I took them back and then went directly home myself. 
The site, to my mind, would be perfect. But the Isle had a funny sort of reputation to it. Too many people thought of it as cursed because of the terrible battle that had been fought on it. Others thought of it as a prison because that’s where the King had chosen to exile the magicians. I didn’t know how Vonlorisen would take my proposal of the site. It was just a gut feeling that told me he wouldn’t react well. Not initially, at least. 
All of the political meetings, manipulations and power plays that I’d been forced to participate in the past several months had taught me a few things. If I wanted to propose something that I was relatively sure my King would not like, then I had to present it right. 
And to do that, I needed backup. 
~*~
Early the next morning, I dove into the hated formal Mages robes before going directly to the courtyard where we were supposed to meet at. Fortunately, all of the Mages were ready when they were supposed to be, dressed in formal Mage robes as I’d requested, so I rounded them all up and went straight to the Chahiran palace. 
On the way there, I took the opportunity to run everyone through the plans I had tentatively formed and got their input. Each of them needed specific land and spaces to be able to teach, after all. If they needed something I hadn’t thought of, I wanted to know about it before I started building. Jenna took notes for all of us, sketching out ideas as they were thrown out. We’d barely scratched the surface when we had to stop. 
I brought us up in the throne room. There was the usual screeching from the lords and ladies present, but no one bolted for the door, so it was an improvement over the last time that I’d been here. 
When they got a good look at everyone that was with me, I think they’d wished they had bolted, though. Too bad. 
I stood facing Vonlorisen, my head held high and confidence in every fiber of my being. In that moment, I could see in the mirrored wall behind his throne. I stood at the center of the room, but arrayed behind me were six Mages—all of them but one brought out of Chahir by the team. Cora, Jenna, Jillian, Jarod, Krys, Helena—all of them my friends. With us in the official, formal robes of a Magus we looked very formidable, and powerful. I could almost believe us to be invincible in that moment. 
“Magus.” Vonlorisen stood, eyes intently scrutinizing each individual person behind me. I think he recognized that I was very serious and that he probably wouldn’t like what I had to say. After all, I’d woken this man in the middle of the night before without hesitation. If I wanted to make a proposal I thought he’d like, I wouldn’t be doing a formal presentation like this one. But he was an old hand at politics and didn’t call me out right there. “You apparently have a proposal to make to the court. I will certainly hear you. First, will you introduce your companions?”
 I played along in the same polite tone. “Certainly, Your Majesty. With me are Life Mage Hevencoran, Elemental Mage Rheijennan, Life Mage Deijillian, Elemental Mage Lonjaroden, Fire Mage Haikrysen, and Water Mage Sinhelenan.”
I think half the court started hyperventilating. I couldn’t exactly blame them—I had enough firepower with me, so to speak, to wipe out the capitol if we felt like it. 
Vonlorisen, to his credit, only looked like a landed fish for a split second. “I see. Mages, you honor us with your presence.”
Everyone gave a polite bow in response. 
Since Vonlorisen was clearly wondering why he had seven Mages in his court, I decided it was time to talk. “Your Majesty, these are the Mages that will serve as instructors for the new Academy. They are not the only instructors, of course, but they do stand as a representation for the others.” I had to fight a smile as I said this and keep my face appropriately smooth and solemn. Vonlorisen made this a difficult task—he looked so much like a giddy boy with a new chest full of toys that I just wanted to grin. “We wish to return to our homeland to teach and guide the rising generation. We just have one condition.”
Vonlorisen’s joy faded, tempered a little by the idea of having to pay some outrageous price. “And that would be?”
“We will have all of the Isle of Strae for our use. We will build an academy there, as there are academies in Hain, to teach.”
“But that’s too far!” he instantly protested. “Surely you can find some place on the mainland that is suitable.”
I shook my head firmly, denying this idea. “Every possible site is too close to a political seat of some sort. Or it is in an area that is not…accepting of magic at this point. The Isle of Strae is perfect for our needs because it is so far removed.” 
His mouth closed on another hot protest, and for several moments he regarded me thoughtfully. “An excellent point, Magus. And you believe that being anywhere on the mainland is simply too dangerous at this time?”
“Yes,” I confirmed. “I have discussed this with the others and they agree.” 
“But the Isle…” he protested with a wince of dislike. “The history of that place is not a pleasant one. Surely you can create another island instead?”
“It is because of its history that I want it,” I corrected him gently. “I do not want anyone forgetting why we have been forced to build a new academy. This generation will learn from the mistakes of the Magic War, and we will not repeat them.”
Vonlorisen was silent only a moment more, and then he snorted in amusement. “Guin told me that you were a man of few words. I’m not sure if I believe that right now. Very well, Garth, you have made your point. If you will come and guide Chahir back into the world of magic, you may certainly have the Isle of Strae.”
“Thank you,” I said simply. “King Vonlorisen, we are at your service.”
~*~
It took five more days of cramming, crumpling up paper, consultations, and far too many calculations, but I eventually finished the final draft of the Chahiran Academy – the yet to be named Chahiran Academy. Ye gods, but that would start a whole new headache, now that I thought of it. Everyone and their dog would want to tell me what the academy should be named. 
I wondered if I could get by with arbitrarily naming it myself…?
No, probably not. 
Letting out a sigh, I rolled up the blue prints and took a quick trip to Chahir. I stayed only long enough to hunt down Saroya, hand over the draft, and then I quickly left again before I got embroiled in whatever current problem Saroya wanted to draft my help for. 
When I was back in Del’Hain, I decided it would be wise to go to the amphitheater and see what my fiancée and all of her helpers have gotten up to. 
Chatta had chosen the temporary sight of the amphitheater rather well. It was on the outskirts of Del’Hain, but it was right near one of the main streets, so it was very easy for people to get to it. My only contribution to the decorating for the wedding, aside from bringing the building there, was creating an elaborately curved staircase leading up to the main doors. I hadn’t seen the building since I put the stairs in place. I was curious to see what Chatta had done in my absence. 
I popped up right in front of the main stairs, noting as I came up that at some point in time, someone had added some very elaborate material of blue and silver silk that draped along the balustrade. I nodded in approval as I took in the overall effect. Very nice. So, her theme was blue and silver? 
Opening the door, I stepped inside, eyes taking in the whole area. Wow. They’d outdone themselves. Chatta’s theme was indeed silver and blue. There were touches of it everywhere— swept along the aisles, on the banners hanging from the walls, the sheer swags that dripped from the ceilings to wrap around the columns, to the decorative twinkle lights captured in iridescent globes all around the cavernous room. Stunning without being overwhelming. It made the pale blue marble of the building seem to glow with inner light, a twilight dream turned reality.
I barely took in the overall impression before Chatta caught sight of me and called out in excitement. It took a second for me to spot her. She was buried in packing paper and crystal thingamabobs. Really, I had no idea what she was planning to do with those. 
“Hi, sweetheart,” I greeted, weaving my way down the stairs. “It looks incredible. You’ve outdone yourself.”
“Outdone, I just feel overdone and done in,” she groaned, struggling futilely to free her legs from some stray packing material. As far as I could tell, she only succeeded in entangling herself even more. “I forgot how huge this building is,” she complained, as she concentrated on the fugitive debris that seemed to take on a life of its own.
I had too, until I’d had to move it. Funny how the mind played tricks on us. Reaching her side, I helped untangle her, or tried to. She was so wrapped up that I finally gave up, picked her up by the waist, and simply lifted her free.
“Thank you,” she huffed in relief, beaming up at me. “So? Is the academy all planned out?”
“I just gave the final draft to Saroya,” I answered cheerfully. “If he doesn’t like it—or Vonlorisen doesn’t—they can hire their own architects and build the thing.”
Her smile widened so that it bordered on an outright grin. “So it’s a take it or leave it kind of deal?”
“Yup.”
“I don’t blame you,” she responded with a shrug. “I wouldn’t give them any room to argue with you about how it should be built. People can be sticklers on the strangest details.” 
“I’m not delaying the construction of the academy any more than I have to,” I agreed with a stubborn set to my jaw. “If there’s something that we need to change, it can be changed later.” 
“Couldn’t agree more,” she assured me brightly. “Now, if you’re free, that means you’re here to help me decorate this monstrosity, right?”
I looked around and couldn’t imagine what else there was left to do. “Well, sure, but…aren’t you pretty much finished?”
From behind me, there was the muffled laughter of my mother and Sallah. I had the feeling I had just asked a dumb question. “…er, forget I asked. Alright, so what do you want me to do?”
~*~
I spent the next day and a half embroiled in wedding preparations. In fact, I probably spent more time fetching this and that for any of the Wedding Sergeants, as I had come to think of them, than I did actually helping with decorations. Well, that was only to be expected. I was a man. Men were not genetically predisposed to understand how to decorate rooms for weddings. That was the stuff nightmares were made of, and we didn’t want to understand it. Our sanity hinged on the concept that ignorance was bliss.
I did manage to find use for my Mage talents when Sallah asked me to help her with her contribution, a finishing touch sure to please Chatta. By that time most of the empty boxes and packing had been removed from the arena floor, and I could see how the wedding processions would arrive here from their staging areas on either side of the building. Sallah looked like she was trying to figure something out in her mind, and started calling over every available person she could lay her hands on.
“What’s up, Cousin?” I asked, curiosity peaked.
 “The circle,” came back her distracted reply. “There should be an actual circle for the wedding party to take their place on.”
I immediately understood what she was saying, and went to round up more bodies so she could get a better idea of how large the circle would have to be to accommodate all of our couples comfortably.
“Don’t forget Night takes up a lot more room that a normal sized person,” I added, mentally adding three more bodies to the circle.
Sallah nodded and started moving our group of confused volunteers farther apart. Satisfied with her spacing, she turned to the matter of how wide the edges of the circle should be, so that everyone’s feet would fit completely on top of it.
“I see what you are doing, that is good right there. Well for everyone but Night, he will just have to stand out a little bit. He likes to stand out anyway!” Sallah laughed, knowing exactly what I meant.
“Okay, Garth. Let me set down a couple of markers, so we are at the exact center of the arena, and I think we can start.” Sallah closed her eyes for a moment, and I could feel her reach out to the stone beneath our feet, sizing it up in her mind. She opened her eyes and strode confidently for the point she had decided on. She turned and looked over her shoulder at me, the question obvious on her face.
“I agree that is where I would place the center point of the arena too.”
“Thanks for your help everyone, you can go back to what you were doing now.” Sallah called out in a loud voice. At her dismissal our living measuring device moved out of the way, but they didn’t go back to work. They wanted to see what we were going to do, having no intentions of leaving until they watched us do it. 
Sallah walked to one side of the circle, while I took up my position of the outer edge of the other side of the circle opposite her.
“With Chatta’s colors silver and blue,” I called over to her, “What do you think?” I waited while she looked around and thought it over.
“Have you heard of a metal called platinum?” Sallah asked.
“It sounds vaguely familiar, but I don’t think I’ve ever had any contact with it. Why?”
“Before the Magic Wars the river Semanai held a mineral called platinum in the soil. If enough heat was applied the impurities left a pure silvery-white metal that was even more lustrous than silver. I heard it used to be extremely popular to get wedding bands made of the metal because it was so pretty and didn’t wear down over time.” She glanced fondly at the ring on her left hand, then held it up for me to see. “Aral and my rings are passed down from our multi-great grandparents and are some of the very few pieces we have left. Transforming the marble into platinum will be hard due to the composition, but I thought it might be a nice symbol. Do two bands in platinum with a thin band of sodalite in the middle.”
I’d never seen platinum, but sodalite was a common stone used in jewelry, a dark blue with white veins running through it that gleamed when polished correctly. 
 “Sounds perfect. You start so I can get a feel for the platinum, then I’ll join in. Go in layers?”
Sallah nodded in agreement. We knelt down on the floor together, and placed the palms of our hands on the edge of the markers. I carefully extended my magic towards her, merging with it for the second time. After fifteen minutes Sallah finally produced a patch of platinum. Now knowing what it felt like, I withdrew to start on my side of the circle. 
It was very slow going. This wasn’t usually the kind of work Mages were known for, detail work. Combined with the difficult nature of the metal, it would probably have been easier to just turn the whole building into one big block of platinum. I enjoyed the challenge of fine tuning my powers and working in concert with my cousin. It took us close to forty-five minutes to make the two bands and thinner ring of sodalite. I released my powers, and sagged back with a plop on my bottom, spent and moistened with sweat from the effort. Sallah grinned back at me, exactly imitating my own graceful pose. That had been harder than defeating the Star Priests!
All of a sudden there was a thunderous eruption of applause from all over the arena and I blinked stupidly, suddenly remembering that there were probably more than a few people watching us. An ear splitting whistle carried far above the din on the floor, and I looked up to spot my lovely future bride grinning from ear to ear, with Aral on one side, and our teammates on the other.
“Hey Garth, that isn’t a very dignified position for the Advent Mage to receive his loyal minions,” Shad hollered out. “Do you need me to come down there and help you get to your feet?!”
“At this point I would be glad for any and all help, even from a senior citizen with white hair!” I grinned back at him, but made no attempt to get to my feet just yet.
“Did you hear that, Beautiful? He is already starting in with the old folks jokes,” whimpered Shad, holding his hand over his heart, and gasping for air.
“You started it, Grandpa!” laughed Aletha, with a good jab in the ribs. “At least you can get a haircut!” 
Laughing, the team started heading for the floor, as I continued my well-deserved rest. Xiaolang was the first to reach me, and offered me a hand, before Shad could hoist me onto my feet. I decided it was better to take his offer than for Shad to try and organize a combined team rescue.
“Not that I’m not happy to see you all, but what’re you doing here?” I asked.
“Bored, bored, bo~red,” Shad sang, draping himself over my shoulder. “Plus we missed your pretty face.”
I snickered. “Bored, huh. I bet I can fix that. Hey, Chatta! Shad says he’s bored!” I called.
I couldn’t decide which was funnier. The glare Shad sent my way or the maniacal grin that stole across Chatta’s face.
“I can fix that problem immediately!” she called back.
“You two are already married,” Shad grumbled under his breath while the entire team laughed. 
~*~
Probably the most productive thing I did with the remainder of my day was to go get fitted for my wedding clothes. Chatta and I had discussed our options at length, and sensibly decided to veto going with the traditional clothes from either Chahir or Hain. There were just too many political innuendoes and ramifications we couldn’t foresee that could be misconstrued from our attire. In the end, we chose to go with the most formal version of our respective robes, done in extremely elegant material with the finest embroidery. 
Elegant material directly translated to mean cumbersome, bulky, hot, and uncomfortable. 
Ah well, it was a worthy sacrifice to make my bride happy. Besides I only had to wear them for a few hours. A bargain at twice the price!
There was just one more piece of business before I could think about a really long, hot bath. Sallah and Aral and I had been talking about the circle, and concluded that there was still something missing. We needed to mark the midpoint in the circle somehow, where the couples would exchange partners, and take their place on the circle. The three of us sat halfway up the seating on the south side of the arena, staring down at the floor. 
“I’ve got it,” Aral piped up, inspiration written on his face. “We have two processions heading toward each other from opposite sides of the building. Each direction happens to be the direction one country is located in relationship to the other, right? How would it look if we placed a big seal in the middle of the circle? The seal would contain the two different countries crests, all interwoven the appropriate magical symbols. The merging of nations and magic.”
 “Honey,” Sallah reached for Aral’s neck and pulled him over to her for a well-earned kiss. “That is so simple, but it is exactly what we need! Garth, when you and Chatta reach the seal, you can stand on it and face Raile to exchange your vows.”
“I like it,” I added, amazed that a member of my gender had come shining through in a decorating pinch. “A seal is going to be a little trickier than a circle; we are going to need some help.”
“Not necessarily,” ventured Aral, “We could make up a bronze cast of the seals, and form the stone to it. It shouldn’t be too hard to add some highlights to the prominent parts of the cast to make it stand out better.”
Jenna was passing by and heard our conversation, and stepped over to offer her help. “I can make the brass mold for you, no problem, but I would need some help setting it up.”
The last voice I expected to hear sounded from behind me, and my first impulse was to drop into the earth, without hearing the next words I was sure would doom me to another errand.
“I can help Jenna set up the form for the seal, they have copies of both Chahir’s and Hain’s seals in the library at the Academy. Relax, Garth,” Kartal added, as if he had added mind reading to his list of skills. “I am not here looking for you, I am helping Kaydan set up the reception area. I have been working too hard at the Institute lately, and I need a break. The seal shouldn’t take very long; coming, Jenna?”
“Thanks Kartal,” I managed to get out. “That is really decent of you.”
“Think nothing of it,” Kartal dismissed with a wave of his hand. “Besides, you never can tell when you might need a seal with both the crests of Hain and Chahir on it.” He shot me a wicked smile, and I felt like scooping up a piece of the floor and hurling it at his head.
Sallah, trying to avert a murder this close to the wedding, changed the subject. “While we are waiting, we need to decide how big it should be, and what to make it out of.”
 Her diversion worked, as I thought about what she said. “The circle is platinum and sodalite, in keeping with the color scheme,” I said, thinking out loud “How about if we make the seal azurite, and get the natural points of fire in the stone to migrate to the prominent raised areas of the seals, instead of using highlights?”
“That sounds gorgeous,” added Sallah, with a faraway look like she was trying to visualize the finished product in her mind. “How about you two go figure out how big you want this thing, and let me take a crack manipulating the azurite.” 
Sallah started experimenting with samples of the stone from the floor, while Aral and I paced off the area for the seal. By the time we were agreed on the size, Jenna was back with the mold. Thankfully she was alone; I would find it easier to face Kaydan if I wasn’t tempted to put her boyfriend in the hospital. Kartal, to his credit, had thoughtfully provided a charm for the mold, so we could easily adjust it to the size we had decided on. If he kept this up, I might have to let him live.
“Okay, let’s see if we can get this to turn out right the first time.” Sallah seated herself comfortably on the stone. She glanced at the markers that Aral and I had set, to indicate how far she should morph out with the azurite. Slowly the center of the marked area started to change hue, beginning its transition. It gradually grew, until it completely covered our markers. She nodded when she was ready for the mold, and the three of us carefully maneuvered it into place.
There was a long pause, and from the lines on Sallah’s face, I could tell she was concentrating on moving the natural fire of the azurite into the best locations. I was starting to get concerned when she finally said, “I think that has got it, go ahead and retrieve the mold.” 
The result was well worth the time and effort; it was breath taking, and something you would not see anything like it again. I took a moment to just stare at it in admiration. 
“Garth,” I heard my Mom’s voice from the direction of the stairs, “How did you ever think of putting in a seal? That is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.” We all turned around, to find we had more of an audience that we expected. Chatta was standing next to my mother, with her head on Mom’s shoulder, and L- Nolita was standing next to her, with both hands against her cheeks, and tears in her eyes.
“Mage power,” I grinned, with a, I’m sure, goofy look on my face. Chatta just came straight to me, and hugged me to her; I didn’t struggle to free myself.
“I think you should marry me.” Chatta smiled up at me with tears shining in her eyes.
“Well I am going to find a crystal and record this,” replied Jenna, with a no nonsense tone in her voice. “I am betting I can get some major extra credit for this!” Jenna headed off looking for a crystal to record our triumph.
“That is amazing,” Sallah whispered and pulled Aral into a bear hug. “It almost seems to glow from the inside. I think we need one of these at Coven Ordan.”
“We might be able to work something out,” Aral said, an adoring look fixed squarely on his wife’s face. 
“What do you say we call it a night?” I smiled in satisfaction. “Let’s go get a decent meal for a change.”
“Excellent idea,” replied Chatta.
I came back to my suite after dinner to find a message waiting for me. The simple seal on the front was that of the relay station in central Del’Hain. Now, who would be messaging me long distance? Curious, I opened it, eyebrows rising as I took it in. The message was from Vonlorisen. So, the relay stations between Chahir and Del’Hain must be finally finished. 
The message was exactly two words: Build it. 
So he wasn’t going to stick at trifles, eh? Then again, the man had so many projects and problems going on, he was probably eager to have one less thing to worry about. Regardless, I wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth. 
Well. Looked like I’d be building an academy tomorrow. 
~*~
I spent the rest of that evening tracking people down and notifying them that we had work to do the next day. My building party was to assemble early the next morning. I had asked only the people I felt were necessary to build the academy with. There was Cora, for the gardens and her expertise on the stables and meurittas’ housing. I had only a vague idea of what to do in those areas – her job was to stand at my elbow and direct me. 
I’d snitched Jenna from her internship to deal with all of the metalwork. I wasn’t sure if she was excited or terrified by this sudden switch. When I was talking to her by mirror, I’d suggested cheerfully to think of it as “a class project.” If I had been within reach, I was positive that she would have hit me for that suggestion.
For the main structures, I didn’t think I needed any more help than that. I almost left the building party at those members but some instinct had me calling up Raile instead of going to bed. 
“Garth!” he greeted in genuine pleasure. “How are things going over there?”
“Very well, I think.” I sank further into my comfy chair, settling in. Raile would no doubt be asking a lot of questions, so I was undoubtedly going to be here a while. I filled him in on the status of my wedding, the overall plans people were making to move soon to the academy, and the general situation. “Raile, the reason I’m calling you is because I had this notion you might want to help me build the Chahiran academy.” 
There was a long silence. When Raile did speak, his voice sounded a bit hoarse. “Vonlorisen…he approved your plans?”
“This morning, actually.” I frowned slightly, trying to figure out what emotion was making his voice so rough. 
“Garth. I never thought I’d live to see this day.” There was a choking quality to his words that spoke of unshed tears. “I would be very glad to help you. What time should I be there?” 
Infinitely glad now that I had called him, I couldn’t help but grin. “Well, we’re leaving here fairly early. I think we’ll be at the Isle about mid-morning.”
“I’ll be there. I’ll bring some help, too. We need to do some proper burials before we break ground.”
“Yes,” I agreed quietly. “We do at that. See you tomorrow, Raile.”
 


Chapter Twenty-Six: Academy
 
The next morning, I went to the academy to pick up Jenna and Cora. Neither of them were students any longer, of course, as both of them were done with school. This assignment would be Jenna’s last before she was officially done with her internship. But the academy was a central location for the three of us, as we lived in different parts of the city, and it seemed the best meeting place. 
They were waiting by the central fountain in the main courtyard, and were so wrapped up in their conversation that for several minutes they’d didn’t realize that I’d arrived. Cora was in the official work robes of a Life Mage, and the deep red color looked good on her. She had her fair hair in a braid wrapping around her head, as she usually did when working on a project. On one shoulder she had a large bag filled to bulging. Since Mages never really needed any tools to work with, I had to wonder what was in there. 
Most of my attention was drawn to Jenna. This was the first time I’d seen the robes for an Elemental Mage, and I had to admit, they weren’t quite what I was expecting. Most Mage robes were solid in color: brown for Earth, blue for Water, white for Air, etcetera. But an Elemental Mage could use all of the elements, so I had no idea what color they would choose for the robes. 
Actually, they didn’t make a choice at all. 
The main body of the robe was blue, the sleeves were white, there were panels of burnished gold and brown down the front and the whole robe was edged in red. It should have looked chaotic but somehow didn’t. 
Jenna spotted me first and looked up with an excited smile. She bounced up from the fountain’s edge, her bobbed hair flying about as she moved. “Garth! You’re late, what happened?”
“Kartal caught me,” I answered dryly. For a girl who was nervous about this assignment only a few days ago, she was displaying some pretty amazing enthusiasm now. “Are we ready to go?”
Jenna hefted her bag a bit higher onto her shoulder. “We certainly are.”
“Good.” I took them down onto the earth path and for once, I didn’t go at breakneck speed. This morning, I just wasn’t in the mood to break any personal speed records. 
“Can I see the finalized plans?” Jenna asked, looking pointedly at the rolled up blueprints in my hand. 
I gave them to her, watching as she unrolled them and then tilted them so that Cora could look on as well. Both girls studied the design in silence for several minutes. “This is what Chahiran academies used to look like?” Cora finally asked. 
“Well, mostly. I admit I stole a few ideas from Coven Ordan. What do you think?”
“I’m not getting a good sense of scale,” Jenna admitted while frowning at the paper in her hands. “Just how big is this thing?”
I went over the plans with them, letting them draw in a few revisions as we travelled up to the Isle. I had to focus more once we reached the Hahn Gulf, as I had to cross under the water at that point. Still, we reached the very eastern tip of the Isle in short order and I brought us up on the shoreline. 
Raile I expected to see, but not Aral. Both men had clearly been waiting for at least a few minutes for our arrival and they turned to us with a smile of welcome on their faces. “Are we late?” I asked, crossing to them. 
“No,” Aral responded with a pointed look at Raile, “we’re early.”
With a snort, Raile ignored the statement. “Garth, let me see those plans of yours before we get started.”
“Jenna has them,” I said with a nod of the head in the right direction. “Have you met either Cora or Jenna?”
“No, don’t believe I have.”
“Ah. In that case…” I introduced everyone all around. I’d mentioned Raile often enough to both girls that they recognized him instantly. He seemed pleased, as all men did, to have a chance to work with pretty women. 
I made an earth table so that we could spread the plans out and let everyone have a chance to take a good look at them. Cora made some adjustments to the stables, gardens, and meuritta’s houses. Raile had several suggestions on improving the overall glamour that I wanted put on the Isle, as well as a few ways to make the campus more Chahiran in feel. I didn’t worry too much about the changes they were making. I was fairly positive that Vonlorisen didn’t really care what the campus looked like, as long as it was functional. 
When the blueprints had been hashed out to Raile’s content, he turned away with a sigh. “We actually came early for a reason. Garth, no one has ever come back to the Isle to properly bury the dead. We have a lot of fallen ancestors here.”
A point that I had considered many times while drawing out these plans. “I know. I want the Academy to the far east of the Isle. The west will have a graveyard and memorial. Before we start building, we need to put the past properly to rest.”
Raile met my eyes for a long moment and then dredged up a sad smile. “Let’s get started.” 
~*~
It took us most of the morning, even with all of our considerable power, to carefully excavate the fallen magicians and give them proper burials. It was hot, grim, depressing work and no one said a word during most of it. When we were finally done, I escaped to the shoreline and took a moment to just let the sea breeze wash over me. Here, the past seemed more distant and acceptable. Hopefully I wouldn’t have nightmares about this tonight. 
I don’t know how long I sat there before Raile came to join me. He didn’t sit on the sand, as I did, but cast his levitation spell so that he could rest on thin air. For several moments we just looked out over the ocean, not speaking. 
No part of me wanted to talk about the grim task I’d just completed, so I brought up something else I wanted to know instead. “Raile, Shad told me something interesting. He said that there used to be another class of Mage—a Weather Mage.”
“He’s right,” Raile answered with a long sigh. “Chahir…it doesn’t look right anymore. It’s changed a great deal. If the Weather Mages had survived the war, I’m sure that things would be very different now.”
“What happened to them, exactly?”
“I don’t know,” Raile admitted heavily. “No one does. When the order was passed down for all the magicians to leave Chahir for the Isle of Strae, they weren’t able to leave it as a well-organized voluntary evacuation. It was total chaos. Everyone with magic was forced to evacuate immediately, at sword point if necessary. There was little time to even attempt to gather most of their belongings. Even the children were force marched to the Isle. It wasn’t until we were all assembled on the Isle, and they started doing a headcount, that we realized we were a few magicians short. One Earth Mage was missing—I figured he used the earth path to leave on his own, but that’s just a guess—and both Weather Mages. We only had two at the time; an older man that was semi-retired, and his young grandson, who wasn’t old enough yet to be trained. We never heard what happened to them.”
“They weren’t part of the battle on the Isle?” The very thought made me a little queasy. That battle was a pointless massacre, in my opinion, and to risk two irreplaceable Mages in that unholy conflagration….I let the thought stop right there. 
Raile shook his head immediately, silencing my fears for the moment. “No, impossible. All of the children were taken to Coven Ordan. If they made it to Strae, the older Weather Mage might have chosen to go join the battle, but his grandson, because of his age would have been taken straight there.”
So it was safe to assume that they had never made it to the Isle. If they’d been caught or killed, someone would have heard about it. If no one had… “Maybe they went into hiding; two people might be able to disappear in all of that confusion.”
“If they had, we’d have surely seen another Weather Mage appear in Chahir by now,” Raile reasoned. “We’ve had at least two of every other class of Mage emerge.”
“But by contrast, there’s never been as many Weather Mages as any of the other classes,” I pointed out. “There’s still hope that one will appear, that blood line had to be very narrow.”
“That’s if they escaped, and survived the purging, or if the grandson married and passed along his genes.” Raile’s voice fell to a low, troubled whisper. “I don’t think they did, Garth. I think we’ve lost that class of Mage entirely.”
I was very afraid he was right, but clung onto my shred of hope in spite of reason. Even obscure side branches of families were capable of producing Mages. I was proof of that. Besides, I would rather go on looking for a Weather Mage that may not even exist, instead of abandoning all hope. I was a great proponent of hope. After all, look at the long odds I myself had faced to complete my destiny as an Earth Mage. 
“Well.” Raile slapped both hands against his knees. “Shall we get to work?”
Blowing out a breath, I stood and brushed sand from the back of my pants. “Might as well. Where did my blueprints get off to?”
 “I believe Cora had them last,” Raile suggested. 
According to my magical sense, Cora was on the far east side of the Isle. Well, at least she was in the right spot to start building. 
The Isle of Strae was a very narrow spit of land roughly two miles long, but it was by no means flat. The south-west end had the largest section of level land, but from there it gradually went up so that the far eastern section was elevated a good hundred feet above sea level. I’d debated where to put the academy several times, but I instinctively felt that the east side would better suit my purposes. No matter what warfare you wage, it’s easier to defend a place if you have the high ground. I didn’t want any more battles on this land, but I was not naïve enough to think that just because we’d sent the Star Order into shambles, we were completely out of danger. 
There being no paths, I scrambled around rocky ledges and stunted trees to get to the build site. Roads. We were definitely going to have to build roads. This was ridiculous. 
“Garth, where are you?” Aral called from somewhere up ahead. 
“Coming!” I climbed up the last slope, boots sliding a bit on the loose soil. 
Aral, Jenna and Cora all stood looking expectantly at me. “How much are we doing today?” Aral inquired. 
“Basic structure,” I responded. “We’ll do the decorating, furnishing, and finishing touches later. Aral, your earth sense is strong enough to help me level this area, right?”
“It certainly is.” 
“Excellent. Let’s get the foundation down first. Jenna, I need lots of metal rods about the length of my arm to strengthen the foundation.”
She nodded understanding and started working on the nearest earth at hand, changing its properties into metal. 
Aral and I tackled the upper courtyards first, as well as the compound that would be behind the school that would hold all of the teachers’ homes. Then we did the main level. Whatever excess stone we moved, I set aside for later use. When Jenna started handing me her metal rods, I put them into the foundation at even intervals. 
“What does that do?” Raile asked me, sitting on his air chair again. 
“Strengthens the foundation,” I answered almost absently, my eyes never wavering from what I was doing. “I learned from an early age that the strongest things we have are never made from purely one element. Jenna, I need about twenty more rods.”
When the rods were in place, Aral and I took the stone we set aside and covered the entire area with flagstones that fit snugly against each other. As this took precision on our parts, it took longer than doing a simple foundation did and a good hour slipped past before we were done. 
I stepped back to admire our handiwork and take a breather. 
“Garth, if you can set up the garden walls next, I can get started on the plants,” Cora suggested. 
Well, that would be a better use of her time than have her just stand here watching me work. “Sure. Actually, Aral why don’t you and Cora put in the gardens? I’ll start on the main structure.”
“And me?” Jenna inquired. 
“You’re going to have to wait on me,” I answered with an apologetic shrug. “But not for long. Do you remember the hall of windows? And the greenhouse on the top of the roof? You’re going to need very long strips of metal to frame those windows.”
She nodded understanding. “I’ll get started on those, then.” 
“I suppose you want me to deal with the windows themselves?” Raile didn’t sound as if he were truly asking. 
I blinked up at him. With Jenna’s ability, she could certainly handle the glass as well, but if he wanted to conjure them… “If you want.” 
With a satisfied nod, he floated off to the shore, probably hunting for sand. Glass was easy to conjure from sand. 
With a shake of the head, I started working on the outer walls. 
Every inch of the stonework on the academy came from the land all around me. At one point, worried that I might be stealing too much stone from the slopes, I went back and built a road leading up the hill. The stone I cleared for it became my new building material and I hauled it all along back to the main site. 
Parts of the academy I built just for aesthetics. The rectangular tower that extended out of the academy, resting along the water’s edge, had no real functional purpose. The walkway leading to it would no doubt become a favorite spot for sightseeing, but I didn’t have specific plans for it. The very top of the tower was just one of the many roosts made for meurittas. The same could be said for the tall tower with the round top on the other side. The walkway would probably become a favorite lookout point, but the only ones to get any real use of the place would be the meurittas. 
The other two towers that flanked the main entrance did serve a purpose for us humans. Chatta had assured me as I was planning this thing that I did not want the potions labs connected to the main building. Barring explosions, she testified that there could be some very bizarre, and often smelly, accidents. We would want a way to shut the area off in those cases. Since she was clearly remembering several such accidents from her student days, I didn’t argue with her about it but just designed the towers so that they were not connected to the main building. 
The light failed us at that point, as it had taken me the entire day just to come to that point. We went home for the night, got a good night’s sleep, and came back early the next morning to tackle the building again. I admit, seeing it in the morning light like that gave me a proud feeling. I had no idea I could build so much in just one day. 
With renewed enthusiasm, I built the main hall. Everyone else scattered and went back to the tasks they had abandoned the night before. I lost track of them as I concentrated on building everything stone by stone. The section next to the twin towers was twenty feet tall with an angled roof, and held all of the professor’s offices. Then the next level was twice that, with a greenhouse on the very top for all of the odd plants that potion making seems to require. I was very thankful that Cora was in charge of starting that place. My only contribution was limited to the building. They didn’t want me planting anything anyway. I was notorious for planting seeds and forgetting to water them. 
Since this section of the building was so much taller, I had to put in support buttresses on all sides. Once I felt it was solidly in place, I went to the tall, cylindrical part of the building that acted as the main entrance. 
Aral walked in from the side, looking all around with a smile of approval. “You’ve done a fair share of work.”
“Are the gardens in?”
“Well, the part that I can do, yes. Cora’s still fussing with all of her seeds.”
“Seeds?” What seeds?
“Sure, didn’t you know that her bag was just full of seeds?”
“I hadn’t, actually.” But now at least I had an explanation. Still, considering the size of most seeds, just how many plants was she putting in? “I’m on the cylindrical section of the main hall, if you want to pitch in.”
“Love to.”
We finished that part and started on the base section of the glass hall when Raile came back, large panes of glass floating in his wake. Jenna wasn’t far behind him, hauling along very long, narrow strips of metal. Between the four of us, the hall snapped together in a fraction of the time I thought it would take. 
The basic structure was up. We still had to go inside and build the individual classrooms and offices, but once again we were out of daylight. It amazed me, how time could just fly by when I was embroiled in a project. We once again went home for the night and returned at daybreak the next morning to do the last structural work. 
We all had our specialties that we focused on. Aral and I played tag by putting up the walls for the classrooms, offices and hallways. Jenna and Raile went through and put windows wherever the designs called for them. Since the stone frames were already in place, all they had to do was fasten the glass in. This apparently wasn’t a difficult task—I heard them laughing and teasing each other as they worked. It seemed a good omen, to have echoing laughter be the first sound in the academy. 
Cora, once the garden was planted, seemed intent on landscaping the rest of the academy as well. She disappeared into the greenhouse for a very long stretch at one point and we didn’t see her until noon. 
With all of the magical assistance, the building just seemed to fly together. The sun was just starting to sink over the horizon when I stepped back, double checked the plans in my hands, and realized there was nothing else to be done. 
We were finished. Oh, there was still the professor’s homes that needed to be built, but I wasn’t about to tackle that now. I’d wait until the teachers actually started arriving and then build according to their wishes. After the main structure was up, the rest I could leave to them. 
We’d been so focused on the nitty little details that came with building that none of us had really paid attention to the overall structure. But now with it done, we all stepped back and really looked at it. 
A feeling of immense satisfaction filled me. Yes. This was what it was supposed to be like. 
“What will you name it?” Cora asked, her voice almost hushed. 
“Strae Academy,” I answered promptly. For some reason, every person gave me a dumbfounded look. Why was I getting this response? “What?”
“Not Rheben Academy?” Jenna asked in disbelief. 
Rheben? I pointed my finger at it. “I’m not the founder, I’m just the builder and the dean. There’s a difference, Jenna.”
Raile snorted. “Nonsense. You should at least name it Advent Academy.”
“Absolutely not!” I protested vehemently. 
“Balancer College,” Aral suggested, eyes dancing with impish delight. 
“All of your opinions are automatically rejected,” I told them firmly. “Come on, let’s go home.”
Cora, caught up in the enthusiasm, snapped her fingers and said, “Garth’s College.”
This was going to be a long trip. 
 


Chapter Twenty-Seven: Wedding


 
The day of my wedding dawned clear and crisp, fall hinted in the air. The craziness and stress and waiting were over. Chatta and I would finally be starting our lives together. I put off getting dressed until the last minute, partially because I wasn’t wearing something that hot and stifling until I had to, and partially because I had no desire to run around like a crazy man in elaborate dress robes. Turned out it was sound judgment on my part. At least three people in the immediate wedding party were late, my mother had me run back for some forgotten but vitally important thing twice, and Night completely destroyed the staircase entering the building so I had to fix that before the guests arrived. 
Yeesh.
By some miracle, everyone finally arrived. The amphitheater had two different side entrances with dressing rooms off in the wings. It was there that we all met and finished getting dressed. Well, okay, I finished getting dressed. Everyone else arrived in full finery. 
I very carefully ignored the large audience of people that were gathering out front. 
Finally, by some hidden signal, it was agreed that it was time to start the ceremony itself. We all gathered in our respective wings, Night acting as our coordinator as neither side could see the opposite end of the stage because of the thick dark blue curtains. 
I stood off in the wings, everyone from my side gathered behind me. It felt more like some sort of theater performance than a wedding, but this was what everyone had agreed on. More importantly, this was how Chatta wanted it, so I wasn’t about to say one word against it. No, I just stood there in very formal, and hot, velvet robes, waiting for my cue. 
It took a second for me to realize that Xiaolang was giving me a puzzled look, as if something wasn’t quite what he expected. I couldn’t figure out what I was doing or not doing to get this reaction. “What?”
“You’re not nervous,” he said bemused.
“All I have to do is walk forward, say two different sets of vows, and then go party,” I pointed out dryly. “Why should I be nervous?”
“I’m not talking about the actual ceremony,” Xiaolang denied with a slight roll of his eyes. “Most men are nervous when they think about living with one woman for the rest of their lives. The responsibility usually starts to kick in about now.”
“Xiaolang,” I said patiently, “I’m the Dean of a not-yet-completed Chahiran Academy, which will soon be filled with rambunctious teenagers who have little to no control over some pretty powerful magic. Living with Chatta will be a cake walk compared to that.”
He laughed outright, trying to smother it with one hand to avoid drawing attention to us. “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” he choked out, trying to get back in control again. “Alright, point taken.”
From my right side, my mother poked me in the ribs. “Garth, start walking.”
Whoops, I’d apparently missed my cue…good thing someone else was keeping tabs on me. I started walking forward, my eyes automatically searching for Chatta. Ah, there! 
For the second time in five minutes, I lost focus on what I was supposed to be doing. Chatta looked simply stunning. When she told me that she’d decided we’d both wear formal robes for the ceremony, I had assumed that her robes would be just that…robes in a more elaborate material. Mine had been tailored to fit me better, but they hadn’t been all that much different. 
Hers were different. Very different. It emphasized her very nice figure, and the black set off her hair and eyes in a particularly enticing way. I wanted to just stand there for a moment and appreciate the view. Fortunately, Xiaolang must have sensed it when my mind went blank and he put a hand on my back, pushing me forward. There were definitely pros to having an empath as your best man. 
Chatta smiled at me, a smile I knew very well. Everything was going perfectly to plan and she was ecstatic. I relaxed when I realized everything was going well. If she wasn’t worried, I had no cause to be. 
Finally, we reached each other. I took her hands in both of mine, and I’m sure my smile looked giddy. All I could think about was that in ten minutes or so, we’d be married, and I wouldn’t have to let go of her again after that. 
People switched places as they were supposed to, moving very gracefully after all of that practicing that Drill Sergeant Mom had put them through, but I didn’t really notice it. I caught out of the corner of my eye when Asla came to stand next to Xiaolang, though. I probably wouldn’t have if I hadn’t heard Night’s voice say dryly, “Focus, Xiaolang. You can ogle Asla later.”
I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing when Xiaolang shot Night a dirty look. 
“What’s funny?” Chatta whispered, bewildered.
“I’ll explain later,” I whispered back. I didn’t have time to explain it now. Straightening, I gave her a nod. Chatta nodded back, saying she was ready. I touched the amulet hanging around my neck, activating it so that my voice would be broadcasted to every corner. “On my honor, and by the name of my family, I will take L-Chattamoinita Delheart under my name, and swear to cherish and love her for the rest of my life. L-Chattamoinita Delheart, will you accept this oath?” 
“I will.” She dimpled at me before continuing. “Rhebengarthen, under the Ordinances of Hainian Law, will you be my consort and accept me as yours?”
“I will.”
“Witnesses, do you hear and bear witness?” Raile asked formally of the people surrounding us.
“We do so witness,” everyone chorused, more or less in sync. 
“Under law and by their will, I declare Rhebenchattaan and Rhebengarthen to be lawfully married,” Raile continued. “Let no one separate them.”
Everyone in the audience burst into clapping and cheers. Some even stood and called out congratulations. It was all very nice and heartwarming; I just didn’t like being the center of so much attention. There was a part of me that really wanted to escape. 
“And no, Garth, you can’t take your bride and disappear somewhere,” Xiaolang added wryly. 
Those in the audience that knew me well laughed at this statement. Actually, practically everyone laughed. It was my turn to give a dirty look to Xiaolang. “Thanks for that.”
“Hey, I’m just breaking the ice,” he protested innocently. “Now, let’s go party, shall we?”
~*~
What followed, of course, was a whale of a party. 
The ceremony itself had been a completely original creation by Chatta, but the reception afterwards was an interesting mix of Chahiran, Hainian and, somehow, Coven Ordan customs. We had food everywhere, it seemed, and the center of the main floor had been cleared for dancing. 
I led my new wife and consort out onto the floor as the music started, falling into step with her with practiced ease. Chatta was right earlier, she was a good dancer, and I enjoyed twirling her around the floor. 
After a few beats, other couples started joining us. When I was sure that not all eyes were on us, I relaxed a little and slowed the pace a bit so I could talk. 
“So, are you satisfied with how things turned out?”
“Ecstatically so,” she assured me with a gamine grin. “And you? I know I kept throwing in additions without a lot of forewarning.”
I could have done without the huge crowd, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. Another pearl of wisdom my father taught me was that a good husband knew when to shut up. “I think it turned out fine. I was a little worried because some of the ceremony had a lot of choreography to it, but it went off without a hitch.”
“Now if we can manage to escape in a few hours without someone catching us…” she added with a lecherous waggle of the eyebrows.
I laughed outright. “My thought exactly.”
“You did set up the honeymoon cottage for us?” she asked, as if she had just realized she hadn’t followed up with me about that.
“Xiaolang did,” I assured her. “He even had the foresight to stock it with easy-to-prepare food. We should be set for about a week.”
“Speaking of…don’t look now, but he just led Asla out onto the floor.” 
I was really tempted to look, but knew that if I did, I might make things awkward. “And how does she feel about this?”
“She’s blushing,” Chatta informed me smugly.
Blushing was a good sign. “I really hope that she gives him a chance.”
“Oh, I think she might,” Chatta assured me in this I know something you don’t manner. 
I gave her a slightly suspicious look. “Clearly you know something. Spill.”
“We were having a nice little chat while decorating.” Chatta’s eyes were sparkling with repressed humor. “Xiaolang’s had more of an impact on her than anyone’s realized. The fact that her children both adore him has softened her considerably.” 
That was good news all around. I spun us both around so I could sneak a peek at them. Asla was smiling up at Xiaolang, looking completely comfortable within the circle of his arms. Xiaolang was nearly glowing in sheer happiness. No, I didn’t think we needed to worry about them any longer. 
As I turned, I spied something completely disturbing. I blinked several times, but my eyes insisted on maintaining what they were seeing. “Chatta…is that Professor Doss and En-Nelle of Tain dancing?”
She turned to look, steps slowing. “…and she’s blushing…”
I wasn’t sure if I was happy about that confirmation or not. “That’s a little…
…disturbing,” Chatta finished. “I think we need to dance facing the other direction.”
“Couldn’t agree more.” 
We wisely shuffled off and danced elsewhere.
I couldn’t keep dancing with her the whole time, of course. Other people insisted on dancing with the bride too. I got caught up in dancing with other people as well and soon lost track of her entirely.
My bride had disappeared somewhere. Now, the question was who had absconded with her while I wasn’t looking? I started wading through people, trying to sort through all of the people surrounding me, with limited success. I had so many people stopping me to say congratulations and say a few words that I couldn’t seem to move more than two or three steps at a time. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of a short body with bright blond hair darting off toward the entrance. Trev’nor? I turned automatically, trying to track him. It was impossible, of course. I quickly lost him in the crowd. Giving up, I went the easier route. Night, where is Trev’nor going?
“Wait, I’ll ask.” There were a few moments of silence. “He says there’s a strange feeling to the building near the front doors and he wants to see what it is.”
Strange feeling near the front doors? It abruptly hit me what Trev’nor was sensing. The stone! Ack, what if he touched it? I had no idea how that stone would react if an untrained Earth Mage started messing with it. A little worried, I started going after him. 
Trev’nor beat me there easily. Of course, he didn’t have two dozen people stopping him constantly. Still, I could easily tell when Trev’nor reached it. 
The stone started talking. 
Well, to be precise, it started broadcasting. On a mostly blank wall, the stone displayed images in a slightly jerky fashion, the sound thankfully too soft to be heard over the general crowd. I picked up my pace and managed to get through the crowd by ruthlessly ignoring anyone trying to get my attention. 
I got there right after Kartal did. The Wizard was standing there, watching the history that the stone was displaying with outright greed on his face. “Garth, this is fantastic! Why didn’t you tell me that this stone is a living memory crystal?”
“Because I had no idea it was,” I drawled in response, resigned. “Trev, did you really have to play with the stone?”
Trev’nor blinked up at me with innocent blue eyes. “But it was trying to talk to me!”
At least I wasn’t the only one that had gotten that impression… 
“Forget that,” Kartal ordered in exasperation. “I’m going to start conjuring crystals. I want direct access to all of the information stored in this thing, and I can’t do that if it’s locked in this stone. Garth, as I make the crystals, start transferring everything.”
Did he seriously think he was going to set me to work at my own wedding? Ha! Shaking my head, I ignored this directive and quickly disappeared into the ground. It was only under the surface that I could feel everything above my head more clearly. From this vantage point, I could tell precisely where Chatta stood. Popping up again, I came up right behind her, sliding an arm around her waist and pulling her close to me. 
My mother and Asla blinked at me, startled by my abrupt appearance. I ignored them too, looking only at Chatta. “My pretty bride, if we don’t leave now, they’re going to set me to work again.”
She opened her mouth to ask something, only Kartal’s bellow cut her off. “GARTH! GET BACK HERE!”
“I was going to ask who, but that rather answered my question,” she drawled with an annoyed glance in Kartal’s direction. “Well, in that case, let’s run away.”
“Brilliant plan,” I approved. I beamed at my mother and sister. “Bye.”
Before anyone could try to stop me, I disappeared again, Chatta in tow. 
 


Epilogue
 
I formed a pillar of stone under my feet, lifting myself several hundred feet in the air, and sat down to take a good long look. My temporary monolith gave me an excellent vantage point of our newly completed Academy below. 
The site for the Academy was breathtaking, sitting high atop the pale cliffs dramatically forming a lazy ring around the azure blue harbor below. I could see our student body, in my mind’s eye, as they took full advantage of its warm waters and gentle waves. Shifting my gaze farther to the horizon, I could just make out the beginnings of a very real and fearful set of obstacles that now ringed the Isle of Strae.
I turned slightly, facing the south. Somehow, and even after an elaborate explanation, I wasn’t sure how, the Isle of Strae had a glamour on it similar to Coven Ordan. To the naked eye, it looked like there was a gap between shore and ocean. The water appeared to cascade into an endless abyss a hundred meters before it could ever touch the Isle. It was a formidable and impressive barrier, meant to protect the new Academy from outside attack until we could strengthen its defenses enough to protect itself. There were far too many rogue Star Order Priests about for our peace of mind.
 I was satisfied with their finished product, and the only way anyone would be coming to Strae would be in the company of an Earth Mage or an Air Mage.
Eventually we would return the ocean to its original state. For now, with things still so unsettled in Chahir, it was going to have to stay that way. Like it or not, we were too tempting a target for those who hated us, and I had no intention of leaving my students and staff vulnerable.
Chatta and I both liked cities, and I could envision a thriving city and port someday, sharing the island with us. There would be houses for growing families, and cafes, and entertainment. All of the things that would make this massive stretch of earth and rock in the ocean a real home. In fact, I might very well have to make good on my promise to Vonlorisen at some point to expand the Isle or make another island nearby. It was only two miles long, after all—eventually, we were going to run out of room.
I stood up, and stretched my legs, looking behind me at the main body of the island, not able to see the end of it from here. In the few months since I had first set foot on its forbidding shores, it seemed to me as if it had softened somehow, and was actually starting to look greener and more inviting. That first day had left a lasting impression, as a group of us gathered to scry and walk the immediate grounds for the campus. Raile Blackover had paused and offered a simple prayer for those who had died in the fighting here, over two hundred years earlier.
Raile and other magicians from Coven Ordan harvested stone from the area to replace the Amphitheater they had given to Hain. I found time in my busy schedule to help them remove and transport it, with far less trouble than the original stone had caused.
The Sojavel Ra Institute was still working at the original structure in Del’Hain, just barely scratching the secrets it had to share. Trev and I had triggered something they still didn’t completely understand. I suspected they had a long road ahead of them, expending a great many memory crystals before it was done. 
I was still standing on my enormous foot stool, lost in thought, when the Head of Administration floated into my line of sight.
Chatta sat cross legged in front of me, already dressed in her new Academic robes for the dedication. She had sensibly designed a shorter version of the Witches robes for the staff and the formal version of that was just as short, if in nicer fabric. Every time I saw her I was continually amazed at how beautiful she was and how fortunate I was that she couldn’t possibly see as well as I could. 
“It wouldn’t look very good for the Academy if you showed up looking like that, Dean,” my enchanting wife informed me. “It is important to put our best foot forward; we never get a second chance to make a first impression.” I held out my arms to her, and was glad that I had made this a very wide pillar, when she exuberantly launched herself at me, knocking me to the stone surface, not far from the edge.
 “Talking about making a good impression,” I laughed at her, trying to catch my breath. “What would they think if they saw the Head of Administration and Academics making such unseemly and suggestive advances to the Dean of the Academy?” I fluttered my eye lashes at her, in mock horror. With that she really gave me the works. I found it completely unfair that she had mapped out all of my ticklish spots the first week we were married. I’d yet to find half of hers! 
 Chatta was right; I needed to get dressed in my new Dean’s Robes. They were even hotter and more uncomfortable than the robes I had worn for our wedding. It seemed tailors were always striving to surpass their own bench marks for hot and miserable.
 I gently returned my pillar into the earth, while Chatta got a last few kisses in, before we needed to look respectable.
 “Oh, by the way,” Chatta continued, almost as an afterthought as she handed me my robes to shrug into. “Nolan has experienced his first Magical accident. Vonlorisen didn’t tell me exactly what happened, he just said that every flower in his garden was suddenly the size of a horse.”
 “Horse-sized flowers?” I asked, laughing at the image.
 “That must have been a sight.” She started to laugh too at the image I had planted in her mind. “Vonlorisen said it didn’t last long—barely a day—but he thinks we should start training Nolan now.” 
 “I think we should pick up Trev’nor too. Granted, he hasn’t had an accident yet, and he is a little younger than Nolan. Still, Xiaolang was very specific about his premonition that Nolan and Trev’nor should meet, and whatever is coming, they need to be kept together.” Another thought occurred to me and I added thoughtfully, “Strae is part of Chahir, and I am betting the increased power from the ley lines here will help Trev close the gap, just like Kaydan. Living in Del’Hain didn’t stop her from evolving into a Mage, it just slowed her down.”
 “I’ll add Nolan’s name to the Class Roster,” my Head of Academics said, making a note to herself. “I am sure Trev would be delighted to be your assistant, until he turns a building upside down.” 
I hoped she was kidding. 
 ~*~
It was a perfect day for the dedication; the sun was warm, but surprisingly not stifling. There was a gentle breeze coming from the mainland, and the pleasant smell of the ocean. I greeted Raile and the Magicians from Coven Ordan. From the number of them there today, I couldn’t imagine there was anyone home minding the store. It made sense, since all of them had at least one ancestor buried here in the cemetery.
We were just starting to catch up with the events of the last week or so when Raile stopped speaking abruptly, and just stared over my shoulder. I looked at him for a moment, wondering what had him so distracted, and then I felt it too. I didn’t have to look to know what I would be seeing when I turned around. Gardener!
I slowly turned my head to confirm what my senses had told me, but I was still in for a shock. There was more than the Gardener. Standing next to him was a young man of perhaps twenty-five or so, obviously Chahiran with bright blond hair and a deep tan that spoke of many hours outdoors. He looked vaguely familiar to me, but for the life of me I couldn’t figure out why. 
The Gardener extended a hand to me, gesturing me closer. 
I smiled in return, and reached out and took his hand. It seemed to become easier each time I took a Gardener’s hand. I didn’t know if I was becoming more adept at this unique form of communication, or they were getting better at holding back. I suspected the latter was probably closer to the truth.
Once again, I was linked directly to another’s mind. This time, it was to the young man standing uncertainly before me. I looked into his eyes and saw a brief flash of his history. He’d been found by the Star Order when he was very young and incorporated into their Order. He worked with them diligently, never questioning the orders he was given or the tasks he accomplished, no matter how difficult it sometimes was for him to follow through on those orders. I blinked in surprise when a scene from the battle at the pool, nearly a year ago, flashed through my mind’s eye. That’s where I knew him from?! 
Then another scene replaced it, of being in a struggling landscape with a Gardener by his side, patiently teaching him how to cultivate the ground and restore it to full health. I had the feeling that time passed for this young man before the Gardener gently withdrew the link until he was the only focus I had. 
“This one is ready,” the Gardener stated with calm assurance. “He has learned all that he needs to. You must take him as your student.”
I swallowed hard at that. A former Star Order Priest...as a student. My mind boggled, but I knew better than to question the Gardener’s judgment on this. If he said this young man had learned the error of his ways, then he had done exactly that. I managed a nod. “I will.” 
“This will be the last task that we will give you.” He did not smile, but his face seemed to soften. “Balancer, you have done the work we gave you, and you have done it well. With the redemption of this man, the balance has been restored.”
For a long moment, I couldn’t wrap my head around what he was telling me. “You mean...I’m done? That’s everything? The balance has been completely restored?”
This time he did smile, a small enigmatic curve of the lips. “There are other tasks that must be accomplished still, to keep the balance, but your part is finished. Garth,” the emotional overtone in his voice became very parental, like a doting parent, “you have brought joy to many people. Now it is time to enjoy the happiness you have won for yourself.”
I was too flabbergasted to form a response to that. 
With a last, fond pat of his hand against mine, he released me entirely and stepped back. He touched the hand of the young man again, briefly, but I did not hear what last message he left with him. With a last nod of farewell to all of us, he disappeared into the earth as if he had never been there at all. 
“Well.” Chatta came to stand at my shoulder, pulling me to my feet. She looked as thoroughly dazed as I felt. “I guess I don’t have to worry about you racing all over creation at the Gardener’s bidding anymore.” 
Night perked up, tail swishing in an excited movement. “So does that mean I can finally go by my true name?”
I looked at him, a little startled by this sudden question. True, we had avoided using “Trivoxor” simply because we didn’t want power-hungry loons trying to bond as his Rider. Now that the prophecy was fulfilled... “Oh, you want recognition for your portion of the prophecy?”
“What portion?” Doss inquired of us with deep suspicion in his voice. 
I smiled genially at Night. He’d started this. He could finish it. 
Night drew himself up in the most formal pose I’d ever seen from him and stretched out one leg in an elegant bow. “I am the last son of Advent Eve, Mount of the Balancer: I am Trivoxor.”
A profound, shocked silence froze every magician in their tracks. They stared stupidly at Night for long moments, some of them forgetting to even breathe. Doss especially seemed to have trouble staying upright, mouth working but no articulate sounds coming out. 
Night lifted his head again with a slight toss of his mane, nearly prancing in place with wicked delight. “Pleased to meet you,” he added impishly. 
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