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The first time I met the sorcerer called Byrn was
when I caught him stalking about in the lower reaches of Cardamon.
Humans were not a terribly unusual sight in the underground city,
but my mother did not raise a fool and it was plain to see that
this tall human was following me about town. To be fair, I was
being overly cautious of those around me, because I was sneaking
about too and that may have played a role in my success at
identifying my pursuer. I thought I was being particularly clever
with the spell I had draped over me like a coalman’s coat. My
disguise was that of a handsome young dwarf. I suppose it would
have been wiser to pose as a more mature and less striking looking
fellow, but it is the province of those that are very old like
myself to want to relive their younger days and I must admit that I
do enjoy the lingering glance and smile of a young lady sporting a
full beard on occasion.

I digress, this human had seen fit to follow me and
I had to get rid of him before my rendezvous. At first I tried to
lose him in the twisting corridors of the city. I assumed he was a
newcomer to Cardamon and thought that losing him would be easy
among the cramped streets and twisting passageways, but every time
I thought him lost the human turned up a few minutes later.
Finally, I had no choice except to confront him or miss my
appointment and I was not about to miss the magi convocation.

After a few more sharp turns I managed to lose the
human for a minute and circled back behind him. I drew my fisher’s
knife. I had no intention of using it, of course. I just thought to
scare this nosey human a bit and get him to leave me be, but when I
jumped out behind him and shouted, “Ah ha!” he whipped around like
lightning and with no more than a glance at the wall beside us a
small block of stone shot out and hit my hand, knocking the weapon
out of my grasp. My yelp was like that of a ratting-dog and the
human laughed at me, but it was not a cold or callous sound and I
found myself apologizing for coming at him with a knife. He was a
likeable human and I quickly learned that this Byrn was a powerful
sorcerer with a particularly unique ability. He could see magic and
not just the spectacle of a fireball or the shimmer of a ward, but
he could see the subtler magics and its natural flow around him and
in that way he could manipulate that flow to serve his will. That
was how he began following me, because he caught a glimpse of my
spell and it was unlike any enchantments he knew in his homeland of
Aurelia across the Great Sea. It was that ability that prevented me
from losing his tail despite all of my craftiness, because he could
always track my spell even if I was out of sight. As intriguing as
Byrn and his peculiar talent was I still had a commitment to keep
with my magi brethren and had to bid the human adieu, but we agreed
to meet up the next evening at my favorite tavern, The Shaving
Axe.

The next evening could not have come soon enough for
me to meet with this master of magic. The cogs turned in my head as
possibilities danced before me. What could I learn from a magi like
Byrn? He obviously seemed interested in learning more about the
differences between our culture’s magics and I must admit that the
more I thought about it the more I found it difficult to contain my
excitement at the idea of some scholarly discussion with a magi
from another culture.

I had been waiting for no more than a few minutes
when a burly dwarf sat down across from me. He landed in the chair
with a harrumph and demanded a rock-ale loudly from the tavern
matron. My illusion was not active and I drank with my usual aplomb
as a grey-haired, old dwarf, “That seat is saved, friend.”

The burly fellow looked at me with a sidelong glance
and actively ignored me. His fingers strummed on the table as he
waited on his drink and he gladly took it from the matron. “Put it
on his tab,” he said and gestured to me with a cock of his head. I
was about to object when he took a drink of his rock-ale and
immediately gagged on it. “This is awful. How can you drink
this?”

“If you don’t like it, the door can hit your ass
on the way out,” declared the tavern matron, but I thought that I
had the game figured out and told the matron that my friend would
behave himself.

“Byrn?” I asked, incredulous. He nodded. He was
wearing an illusion cloak just as I had done the day before.
Apparently he was able to analyze just about any magic spell that
he saw and replicate it!

For the next week Byrn and I met every day. We
traded stories and discussed magic with such frequency that those
days were a blur of intellectual stimulation. Byrn came to Cardamon
with a group of elves seeking passage back to his homeland, but
with winter being in midseason there were no ships sailing from the
overdocks and as powerful as the sorcerer was he was still going to
be stuck in my fair dwarven city for the next three months. He had
been away from his homeland for nine months already and was
desperate to get back to Aurelia and to his woman. To hear him
speak of her, Alia Necros was a goddess come to earth. It was clear
that he was in love with the woman and that only fueled his need to
get back home.

Byrn also told me of some great troubles facing his
homeland. Human magi were being imprisoned without cause and magic
collars were being used to control them and thwart their wills.
Worse, a friend of Byrn’s called Sane, who was once a royal
sorcerer, was now a slave and in need of rescue.

It was then that I decided to impart some sad news
to my new friend. Aurelia was in a state of turmoil and civil
unrest since he left. Every day until the ships stopped sailing due
to the coming harsh winter there were stories abound of their magi
attacking all over the human kingdom and the populace was living in
terror as the fighting grew worse. If I thought that this news
would dissuade Byrn from going back to Aurelia, then I would have
been dead wrong. If anything the news only served to make him more
adamant about returning as soon as possible.

We also spoke of the troubles facing magi in Ghant
and more specifically in Cardamon. Unlike the human kingdoms that
have notoriously treated their magic wielders harshly, the dwarven
kingdoms generally took a more cooperative approach to their magi.
Our magi were adept at enchantments and used our skills in the
creation of magical goods that were sold all over the world.
However, our noble families and elected representatives wished to
pay us so poorly that we would be akin to slave labor so that they
would get rich from our work while we lived in poverty. They
thought that they could get away with it, because we were such a
small segment of the populace and no one would care, but we went on
strike and not long after they started rounding up all of the
dwarven magi and imprisoning us or slapping the wealthier among us
with hefty fines under the threat of draining their family
fortunes.

I don’t recall how exactly we got on the subject of
myths and legends one semi-drunken night, but I told Byrn and his
elf companion of the firehawk, a dwarven heroic figure from the old
tales. The elf was a tall woman with no chin hair to speak of that
always made me think of a newborn baby, but Sari was congenial
company and never refused a drink. The rest of the elves that
traveled with them had left for their forests, having delivered
Byrn safely to our fair city. Anyway, we got to talking one night
and I told them the story of the firehawk- a bird born of fire and
magic that gave its life to save the dwarven people from our
ancient orcen enemies. It was said that the firehawk would rise
again one day when the dwarves were next presented with a crisis
too great for them to face alone, but that day never came. Byrn
told me that there was a similar bird in Aurelia called the
phoenix, but that they were supposed to have all been destroyed
hundreds of years ago as they were believed to be the servants of
magicians.

Then Byrn had an idea that would change the fate of
magi in the dwarven realms. He spent days studying bestiaries and
going above ground during the daylight hours. When I asked him what
he was up to he would reply that he was “bird watching” or “working
on something new.” Working on something new? I’ll be honest and
admit that I was excited to see what Byrn was planning. It seems so
obvious looking back on it now, but at the time I could only wonder
at what this magician, who seemed to have near limitless energy and
could replicate any spell that he saw, was trying to
accomplish.

Finally, Byrn came to me and announced that he had
something to show me. I watched him with rapt attention as he bent
down, bracing his back for what was to come. It happened nearly in
an instant as a bright red burst of fire shot from his back. I
literally fell out of my chair as I watched the flame grow, then
take shape. The fire spread out to either side of him at twice the
length of a human. At first I thought that something had gone wrong
and his spell was out of control, but the flames began to coalesce
and take a definite shape before solidifying as a fire construct.
Byrn had made himself a pair of fiery wings. He flapped them
experimentally and looked to me with a grin that reminded me of a
child that had just learned his first spell.

“The firehawk,” I stammered,
flabbergasted.

Even having seen it, I did not comprehend what Byrn
was intending, but the full gravity of what he planned became
apparent a day later when he broke into a work camp and freed a
dozen magi that were arrested for peaceful protests. Among them was
my son, Nikare. During their escape Byrn donned his fire wings and
masked his appearance with my illusion cloak before declaring from
atop a building in a most dramatic fashion that he was the firehawk
and that the magi had his favor.

The city was in an uproar over the news and in the
weeks to come Byrn played the role of the firehawk at every
opportunity to promote magi rights. He never set out to hurt
anyone. That was not what our protests were about, but his
appearances brought attention to our plight with the commoners and
more importantly it got the attention of the governing council, but
I always got the feeling that Byrn was always thinking about his
home in Aurelia and the woman he left behind.

-An excerpt from the journals of Tire
Goldennaire, Council Magister


Chapter 1

 


 


 


The common room of The Shaving Axe was
covered in shadows from the quartet of lamps placed one in each
corner. Though it was midday no natural light could reach the inn
located a hundred yards under the surface of the earth in the
bustling dwarven city. The low light was not a factor for most of
the bearded populace, but for the human, Byrn Firemas, and his
traveling companion, Sarianna of the Red Tree Forest elves, it was
still difficult adjusting to the total blackness of living
underground even after the months that they spent in the dwarven
kingdom of Ghant and the seaside city of Cardamon.

Byrn sipped some rock-ale, a nasty concoction
that was a favorite of the underground denizens who had never had
the pleasure of tasting ale made with the wonder of wheat. He
forced the liquid down his throat and did his best not to gag, an
act that would have earned him some good-natured ridicule from not
only Sari, but the two dwarven magicians, Nikare and Tire.

Nikare watched Byrn closely for any sign that
the human was having difficulty with the brew and nodded agreeably
when Byrn’s mug rested on the table and took several large gulps of
his own before slamming his mug triumphantly with a toothy
grin.

“Boys, if you are quite done, the bard is
about to begin,” the elder dwarf and father to Nikare, Tire told
them and they turned as a group to watch the lone dwarf in his
fancy leggings tuning an out of key lute. As bards go, this one was
fairly dreadful when it came to the much vaunted musical talents of
the human kingdoms, but they came to The Shaving Axe for the other
bit of value that bards were known to provide: gossip mixed in with
a bit of news.

The bard scanned the crowd before him with a
thoughtful expression. “I have news that most of you will find
disturbing,” he told them without cheer, “It is no secret about the
trials that have been happening across the Great Sea in Aurelia.”
He strummed his lute lightly as if he were reciting a poem and not
speaking plainly. “For the past year, Aurelia has been accosted by
magi bent on overthrowing their good King Kale. We all know that
the war there has been terrible with much loss of life. Aurelia
continues to struggle against their magi and worse yet our own magi
have been very vocal about seeking what they call restitutions from
the Council.”

“Death to the Firehawk! Death to them all!”
shouted one dwarf who was bolstered by shouts of agreement from a
few others in the common room.

“Aye! Death to the Firehawk!” Nikare repeated
and held his mug for all to see. He gave Byrn a none-too-subtle
wink and they clinked their mugs together though Nikare thought it
far more humorous than Byrn did.

“Death to the Firehawk,” Byrn repeated less
boisterously and gritted as he took another sip of his rock-ale as
Nikare finished off his mug. “I should have left you in that prison
camp,” Byrn whispered to him.

“I was just joking with you. We are friends
just like you and father. Are we not?” was Nikare’s quiet response.
He pretended to take no notice of Tire’s glare.

The bard held up his hands for silence before
continuing. “The Firehawk is nothing more than superstition. It is
an old wives’ tale meant to inspire the dwarven people, but the
magi have sought to turn this legend against us for their own
ends.” The bard continued talking, but Byrn paid him little mind.
He had heard all that he needed to know. Fighting was still heated
in Aurelia. He had tarried for too long in helping the dwarven
magicians, not that he had any recourse to cross the Great Sea
since arriving in the city. The magi protests started with the best
of intentions for equality, but the dwarven magic users were soon
on the brink of defeat due to their own unwillingness to resort to
violence when Byrn arrived and took up the guise of the Firehawk-
an old character from dwarven lore who was said to have been the
one to lead the dwarves underground to avoid a long forgotten
catastrophe at the hands of the orcs thousands of years earlier.
The Firehawk saved them, but more importantly it inspired them to
fight on all those years ago, and it was that same inspiration that
Byrn tried to bring the dwarven magicians.

“Are you sure you want to go back? Think of
all we could still learn from one another.” Tire asked snapping
Byrn from his thoughts. “Nikare will not admit it, but even he
appreciates all that you have done to aid us.”

Avoiding locking eyes with Byrn, Nikare
twisted his head around and hollered for the waitress to refill his
mug.

“I must go,” Byrn told them, “There are
people I care about back home and I must know they are safe. I have
tarried here too long already.”

“Luck be with you,” Sari extended her hand
and they clasped each other by the wrists.

“You can still come with me,” Byrn offered,
“Your bow would be of great help.”

Sari shook her head, “It is not my fight and
I now have a duty to return to my people.” Shortly after being
transported to the Red Tree Forest, Byrn and Sari learned that her
father, Shatala, had grown ill in her thirty-year absence. Though
she would not be the next leader of her clan due to her long
absence, Sari still decided that she wanted to be there for her
father in his final years. “Just promise me that you will find Sane
if he still lives and give him my rune.”

“I will.”

“Then this is the end of our alliance,” Tire
lamented, “but know that you will both always be welcome in my
humble alchemy shop.”

“Enough with the goodbyes,” Nikare cut in,
“Byrn, we have found a vessel that should meet your needs and is
set to disembark within the week, but it will require no small bit
of magic on your part.”

“That won’t be a problem,” Byrn assured
him.


Chapter 2

 


 


 


The incessant bickering of the nobles drove
Prince Janus to distraction. They stood before his father’s court
and pleaded for favors like back alley beggars or tried to position
themselves to improve their social standing, but when Aurelia
needed them to protect their own cities, they could not be counted
on to do even that much.

For a year the Collective magicians had
terrorized the kingdom with great success. They would lay waste to
a fort or a Kenzai outpost, and then disappear as quickly as they
came. Usually they kept their attacks limited to military targets,
but every few weeks they would grow bold and raid a city just to
show that they could. The only advantage that the kingdom held was
the magicians’ lack of manpower. They could attack any place in the
kingdom seemingly appearing from nowhere and disappearing just as
quickly, but they lacked the bodies necessary to occupy and hold
those outposts that they seemed to take such delight in attacking
without spreading their numbers too thin, so the kingdom could
always take them back though there was little left once the
magicians were done.

Worse than the loss of buildings and
resources was the effect that it had on the commoners. They were
frightened for their lives and their confidence in the nobility to
protect them was waning. As sentiments against the nobility grew
the poor sheep would eventually throw their lot in with the
magicians to regain that feeling of safety, no matter how false,
then the crown and its loyal servants would be crushed.

What were the nobles’ responses to these
attacks? What was his father’s response to a danger that could take
his kingdom if nothing were done to stop it? It was to do nothing
and live in fear! They wanted to fortify larger garrisons and
abandon smaller ones altogether in favor of waiting for the
magicians under Janus’ control to complete their training before
considering their next move. It was ludicrous to think that giving
up ground without a fight could be considered anything other than
an admission of defeat and relying on Janus’ collared magicians to
rout the Collective sent the wrong message.

They needed to be more aggressive. That
damned sorcerer had a vision of death coming from Wolfsbane in the
east nearly two months ago. His father should be bolstering his
army by conscripting able-bodied men and preparing to march them
east now, but the old man refused to listen to reason. He believed
that it was too risky to move the army without hard proof, but when
the sorcerer served as the king’s adviser for decades he had no
trouble acting on Sane’s premonitions.

The truth was there, but Janus did not want
to admit it. His father, the king, was soft on the magician threat.
Perhaps it was because the sorcerer had been a trusted ally for so
long or because his second son, Byrn, was a magician, but whatever
the reason it was clear that the old man was putting the entire
kingdom at great risk for his misplaced sentimentality.

Janus had no such notions of weakness when it
came to the wizards. If he were in charge, then he would amass all
of the kingdom’s armies under his banner and march them to
Wolfsbane without a second thought. He would use all of the
collared magicians from the domains against their own kind. Then
when the battle was won and the magician threat was no more; he
would execute the domain magicians too. It was almost too tempting
to keep them as a military force like he kept Kennath Altermas as
his personal bodyguard, but it would be far safer for the kingdom
as a whole to be rid of all of the domain magic users especially
after they had learned so much about the infernal magical arts from
Kennath and the sorcerer.

A portly nobleman from the south was talking…
for how long? He was one of the warlords, so Janus should know his
name, but he could not bring himself to care. The prince watched
with apathy as the man’s double chin jiggled with each word. What
did this one want? He was going on and on about his daughter. She
was a striking girl to be certain, probably around sixteen years.
Her hair was a soft golden color and possessed radiance not unlike
the early morning sun. The silky strands flowed down her blouse
ending just above her ample breasts. Finally, there was someone
worthy of his consideration in the king’s court.

Now the fat warlord was introducing the young
woman. Splendid. “Your highness,” he blubbered, “please allow me to
introduce my betrothed, Lady Chirsten of House Lionfang.”
Disgusting. To think that fat, lecherous windbag would be defiling
such a lovely young creature soon if he was not already. Now Janus
had no choice, but to show the gorgeous thing a night of
satisfaction before she was married to such a grotesque man and
became his forever. The prince was honor-bound to give the girl one
brilliant memory of pleasure before being subjected to a lifetime
of misery.

The fat warlord was still talking. Was it
possible that the man was growing fatter even as he stood there
yammering incessantly? Another woman was stepping forward. She was
not as large as the warlord, but she had the potential for
greatness of girth. “And as you may recall this is my eldest
daughter from my first marriage,” the warlord boasted.

“Yes, the good lady, Gwyneth,” King Kale
stated warmly as if he truly cared. It was a remarkable talent that
the shrewd king had to remember the names and faces of the most
unimportant of his subjects and act as if they mattered. Of course,
it was only remarkable in the fact that it was a foolish talent to
even entertain. His father was the most powerful man in all of
Aurelia what did it matter if he knew the name of some warlord from
the south land’s husky offspring.

Speaking of the cow, she was smiling
expectantly at the prince and everyone was looking at him. “Pardon
my rudeness, dear… Gwyneth. I must have been captivated by your
beauty.” Janus tilted his head deferentially and graced her with a
warm smile that made her blush. That should appease them.

The daily court went on for far too long and
the prince did his best to keep his mind on the matters at hand to
avoid the embarrassment of being caught not paying attention. These
daily gatherings were a joke anyway. Part of the meetings were
devoted to direct edicts of the king and that was easily the most
important part of these sessions, but most of it was taken up by
his father being forced to listen to other people’s ideas,
requests, and grievances as if he were somehow beholden to them
instead of the other way around.

When the court was dismissed, Janus took his
place at his father’s right hand side as was customary at the end
of these meetings. “Do you think anyone caught you daydreaming?”
King Kale asked tersely.

“Not likely, father, and if they did it would
not be their place to say so,” the prince answered coolly. Few
would dare to respond to the king in such a familiar manner, but
being the man’s only heir did afford Janus a little more leeway
than most.

“No, they would say so behind your back and
that is far worse,” the king corrected him, “because it would be
the grumbling of men at their dinner tables to their families or at
a tavern with their friends. It would seem so inconsequential to
them that they would think nothing of saying that Prince Janus does
not listen to the people around him, but that would be the seed of
discontent being planted and in hard times such as we now face that
seed could grow into rebellion.”

“We already face a rebellion, father,” Janus
reminded him, “and to speak ill of the king or a prince during a
time of war would be tantamount to treason.”

King Kale shook his head. “You miss my
point.”

“I guess I must,” agreed Janus.

“The point is that if you do not value those
that serve under you, then you will find yourself one day as a king
with no one to lead.”

“You valued the sorcerer, did you not? And he
still betrayed you.” The words came unbidden from the prince and he
regretted them as soon as they left his lips. “Father, I am sorry.
That was uncalled for.”

King Kale waved off his apology. “Your words
hurt less than you might think. You have spoken with Sane many a
time since his capture. You know it was not me that he turned his
back against. It was you.”

Janus had no reply for that and stood frozen
as his father walked off. Even now his father still considered that
lowborn wizard and confessed criminal to be a friend on some level…
and to make it worse, he blamed Janus for the sorcerer’s
betrayal.

 


***

 


“Everything I have done was in preparation
for this moment!” Janus raved impotently in the seclusion of his
apartments where no one could hear him speak against his father. No
one except for Kennath and he did not matter. As long as the wizard
was under Janus’ control he would be the most loyal of servants.
The magic wielder could not even speak or eat without his prince’s
leave to do so. Of course, he gave Kennath some autonomy for such
menial tasks. It did not take long after getting his slave-magician
before the man fainted from hunger. The wizard had not asked to be
fed, because he was not given permission to speak and although
Janus was ethically opposed to giving magic users any kind of
freedom he did not like the idea of being troubled at all hours
simply to grant his slave permission to relieve himself.

The magician stood by as Janus continued to
vent. “I commissioned the collars that will save our kingdom! I was
the one with the vision to see this uprising coming years in
advance! It was at my behest that the rest of the domains were
closed down and the inhabitants secreted away to form my magician
army when Baj first fell!” Janus picked up a shiny bauble and
hurled it against the wall so that it shattered into a thousand
little pieces. “This kingdom survives thanks to me and do I get any
acknowledgment from my father? No, I get insults and
admonitions!”

A wrap on the door and the call of a guard
asking, “Is everything all right, your Highness?” came through the
door.

“Leave me in peace!” Janus commanded silence
of the guard.

“Sometimes,” Kennath began, but hesitated
thinking better of whatever he was about to say.

“You have something to add?” the prince
wondered. His anger was instantly redirected at the surprise of the
wizard’s outburst.

Kennath shook his head, “No.”

Janus pulled the control rod from his belt.
“Tell me what you were going to say.”

“Sometimes,” the magician started over, “it
can be difficult for a father to see his son as anything more than
the little boy he used to tuck into bed every night.”

“Then his desire to live in the past has
become my cross to bear,” Janus found a seat. The urge to hit
someone was strong, but he poured a glass of wine instead. He could
strike Kennath if he desired, but it would have lacked
satisfaction. The wine presented him with an opportunity to focus
his attention elsewhere and the fine wine glass would require him
to be calm or risk shattering the delicate cup. A little calmer, he
continued, “It is maddening that he sees me as the one at fault,
when I see him failing in his leadership of this war. He does not
see the threat before him for what it is and he is unwilling to
fight the kind of battle that we need to win this war. As armies
go, the wizards are agile and strong, while my father spreads our
forces thin so that they cannot possibly react to a threat in time
or with sufficient force.”

“What would you do differently?” asked the
lanky Kennath.

Janus considered ignoring the slave’s
question, but the magic user was incapable of betraying him no
matter how much Kennath might want to. “I would assemble as much of
the kingdom’s army as I could and march against their base in
Wolfsbane. Then I would destroy them utterly. Once the rebellion
was crushed, I would turn my attention to those of you with control
collars and see that every single one of you was executed until
there were no more of your kind left in the kingdom. Aurelia would
be a land at peace at last.”

Kennath’s face went white in horror. Clearly
that had not been the answer he was expecting. Occasionally, he
would try to strike up a conversation with Janus in an attempt to
ingratiate himself to the future ruler, but the prince was too wise
to fall for such a simpleminded ploy. He knew that if the wizard
were free the first thing Kennath would do would be to kill him
followed by his father.

The king may balk at his son’s attitude from
time to time, but Janus understood that the only way to battle
these rebels was with like force and the only way to combat the
sheer force held by the magicians was to be absolutely ruthless and
never waver from his resolve.

“Do not fret,” Janus said genuinely
downhearted, “my father’s views are not as far-reaching as my own.
Father will likely doom the kingdom to its attackers before I ever
have a chance at the crown… either that or he will be killed.”

“You don’t mean…” the words died unspoken
before they could pass the magician’s lips.

Janus puzzled at his slave’s words or lack
thereof for a moment before he understood Kennath’s meaning and
laughed at the idea. “You thought I meant to threaten my father?
No, fool, I meant he would be killed by your kind when they
inevitably storm the castle. Only a wizard would think of killing
his own father.”

A haphazard knock came from the chamber
door.

“Now what is it?” Janus asked loud enough for
whoever was disturbing him to hear his aggravation at the constant
interruptions.

From behind the door a young boy’s voice
quivered, “Begging His Highness’ pardon, but the dinner party
honoring Warlord Velaren Saberhawk will be held within the hour.
Would His Highness like help in getting ready?”

“What a bother,” Janus muttered. Then loud
enough for the squire in the hall to hear he added, “Yes, come
in.”

The squire was a boy of thirteen who often
helped the prince arrange his dining attire and get dressed. This
was one of those unimportant people whose names his father would
know, but the prince had met with the lad dozens of times and not
once did he ever seem disappointed that Janus did not know who he
was.

To Kennath, Janus ordered, “See yourself out
and go someplace where you won’t be a bother to anyone.” It was
understood that everything that the prince said in private was not
for the magician to repeat, so he did not need to remind the magic
user of that fact. Likewise, the slave did not need to respond with
an affirmative to his master’s command before he left the room. The
collar would see that its wearer did as he was told.

Janus sat on the side of the bed and extended
his booted foot. The squire readily untied the laces and removed
the boot before setting it aside and starting on the next one.

How depraved the wizard must be to think that
Janus would consider killing his own father. Still as he thought
about it Janus had to admit there was a strange logic to the idea.
The king’s actions would certainly lead to Aurelia’s demise and
Janus had it within his power to prevent that from happening if he
was only given the chance to act. Killing his father was out of the
question, but maybe there was another option. The king did not need
to be dead; he just needed to be out of the way for a while so that
Janus could lead the army to victory. Perhaps Kennath would know of
a spell to make his father sick for a time without doing any
permanent damage.

“Squire, when you are finished here, track
down my wizard and bring him back here immediately.”

“Yes, my lord,” the squire promised, helping
Janus remove his tabard emblazoned with the royal family’s coat of
arms- a crow flying against an orange sun.


Chapter 3

 


 


 


The smell of salt was thick in the air as the
Vagrant’s Folly docked in the port of Mollifas. It spent
three months at sea on its journey south from the dwarven kingdom
of Ghant and the ship’s crew was happy to finally reach port. There
were women, fresh food, and fine drinks for the men to partake in;
a well-earned reward for a successful voyage, but Captain Hohite
Farsea had others matters to attend to before he could enjoy such
pleasures. He had to make arrangements for his cargo of precious
dwarven steel to be off loaded and delivered to his clients
throughout the city. He also had to see his passengers safely off
the ship. Most of Hohite’s coin came from the sale of dwarven
metals in Aurelia and a return trip to Ghant carrying spices and
gems that were only found in the southern nation, but it cost him
little to transport a handful of passengers since he would be
making the trip anyway and they paid a king’s ransom to get across
the sea.

His guests filed off the boat each thanking
Hohite for the safe passage and offering other pleasantries until
only three dwarves and their aged human servant remained. They were
members of the Axebeard family and one of their own recently came
into vast sums of money in Aurelia.

“Get the bags, boy,” commanded their
matriarch, Gesela Axebeard. Her beard hung down to her knees, its
length was as much a status symbol as her fine attire, indicating
that she was a woman unaccustomed to working. She wore a fine
silken dress and overcoat cinched at the waist that was fashionable
among the richest of dwarven women and carried herself with the air
of one who was entirely confident in the knowledge that she was
better than those around her.

The “boy” she referred to was the old human
encumbered with baggage to the point of almost being unable to
follow after his masters and nearly tripped over the lip of his too
long and faded traveling cloak. The captain was surprised at the
old servant’s strength. He must have been a mighty warrior or
seadog in his youth to be able to lift so many heavy bags at his
advanced age.

The old man stumbled as he descended the
plank and nearly lost one of the bags over the railing, but managed
to regain his balance and save the luggage slung over his shoulder.
“Coming, mistress,” the old fellow called after the matriarch.

“Do not tarry, boy,” she cautioned him,
“Honestly, I don’t know why my son thought you would make a half
decent servant. You are supposed to be waiting on us, not the other
way around.”

“My apologies, mistress,” the old man said
downcast.

“He came highly recommended, mother,”
answered Eiro, one of the two younger males dwarves and the one who
happened to hire the old human. “If I recall, you were entirely
charmed with the idea of having a human pet. You were plenty
pleased when those old crones you breakfasted with were falling
over themselves with jealousy, because you had a human and they did
not.”

“Old Baryn is useful for fetching high up
things,” added the youngest dwarf, Dinero, with a mischievous grin
and wink at the old human. Baryn did not acknowledge the dwarf’s
joke, but that did not stop Dinero from doing his best to suppress
a smile at his own wit.

“When your whiskers grow in, then you can
make jokes,” complained Gesela, but there was no bite to her words
and she continued down the docks leaving her entourage no choice
except to follow behind her.

They took in the sights of the docks for a
time, but were soon greeted by another dwarf dressed in finery more
in fashion in Aurelia and a retinue of soldiers at his back. He
stood with his hands behind his back and his chest puffed out doing
his best to look as stately as possible.

To the finely dressed dwarf’s right stood a
herald and upon seeing the family of dwarves headed their way began
to bellow. “The esteemed Sir Gilkame Axebeard, regent and hero of
the kingdom, welcomes the venerable Lady Gesela and her sons, Eiro
and Dinero to the great city of Mollifas.”

Gesela showed her approval with a courtly bow
to the herald and a warm hug to Gilkame. “It is good to see you
once more, my nephew. Your parents would have been proud.”

“Thank you, Aunt Gesela. It is good to see
you as well,” Gilkame told her with his eyes filled with emotion.
“Come. You will be staying at the palace with me. The king has seen
fit to give me a workshop and lodgings within the castle due to the
delicate nature of the work I am doing on the kingdom’s
behalf.”

The city was a wondrous place for its sheer
size. The streets were crowded with humans going here and there.
Merchants lined the streets hawking their wares ranging from pies
to clothing to art pieces. However, while the vendors were
aggressively trying to sell to most passersby, they gave a wide
berth to the dwarf and his entourage flanked by bodyguards. The
dwarves were fascinated by everything that they saw. It was a city
far different from their realm where the caste system was more
heavily adhered. In the human kingdom they had their aristocracy,
but a man could rise in rank here through the acquisition of vast
amounts of wealth. To the dwarves no matter how much money one had
a miner would always be a miner and a warrior would always be a
warrior though the wealthier ones could afford the finest in homes
and armors. They were enamored with the city and stopped to gawk at
the sites every few blocks much to the old man’s relief as he
hurried behind them with their luggage in tow.

They could see the castle from the docks, but
that was a pale imitation of the majesty that they experienced as
the Axebeard family stood outside of the castle’s main gate. It
grew high into the sky so much so that the tallest spires looked as
if they were almost touching the clouds.

“We will be staying in that one,” Gilkame
told them with pride as he pointed to the rear spire on the right,
“It has a fantastic view of the sea on one side and the city on the
other. It used to belong to the court wizard until he tried to
hatch a plot to kill the esteemed Prince Janus last year.”

“You are the greatest of fools if you think I
would ever stay in something so high up off the ground!” declared
Gesela. “One strong wind would knock that skinny tower right out of
place!”

“Nonsense,” Gilkame assured her, “You will
see that it is very sturdy- just like a dwarf, but if you insist I
am sure we could find someplace closer to the ground for you to
stay… like the servant’s quarters.”

Gesela was taken back by the suggestion. Her
mouth opened and closed wordlessly giving the impression that she
was attempting to reject the idea out of hand or perhaps even curse
at her nephew, but could not find the words that would properly
express her indignation. Instead she turned her ire to Baryn. “Take
my bags up to that tower, boy, before I have you skinned!”

“Yes, of course, mistress,” the old man
agreed as he scuttled off across the castle grounds with the
envoy’s bags still wrapped around his flagging limbs and back.

“Sir?” the herald inquired as they watched
the aging human meander towards the castle.

“Yes, show him the way,” Gilkame answered,
“and make sure the rooms are adequately prepared for my family.” To
the rest of the Axebeards, he added, “You must be starving. How
would you like to taste some of the finest cuisines on the
continent?”

“At once, sir,” the herald agreed hurrying
after Baryn. The servant certainly got along quickly despite his
years. He caught up with Baryn as the old man was entering one of
the palace’s many side entrances. This particular one led to a
narrow hallway that connected the barracks on the right with the
mess hall on the left. Baryn was staring down the hall apparently
unsure of which way to turn. “Let me help you with those,” offered
the herald relieving Baryn of several bags and leading the way. “We
have not yet been introduced. I am Gryte Lordscry, Master Gilkame’s
personal servant.”

Baryn rotated his now unencumbered shoulder.
“Thank you. That was an awful load to bear. I am Baryn of the house
Axebeard- no sir name.” Being without a sir name of one’s own was
unusual although not completely unheard of among humans. Nobility
had their family names and commoners tended to take on sir names in
a complicated system based on their profession and skill. Lacking
any skills of note a human would revert to using their hometown as
their sir name, but to have no hometown would mean that the human
was either born outside of common society or…

“Where are you from?” asked the herald
although he thought he might already know the answer.

“Colum,” the old man answered plainly.
“Across the sea, when I heard what happened I had to come and see
it for myself. Is it true?”

“Then it would seem you have knowingly walked
into a hornet’s nest, my friend,” answered Gryte, “Colum was
destroyed last year along with Baj at the start of the Magician
Uprising. Hundreds of magicians were set free during that massacre,
but the most troubling thing is that it is believed that the
slaughter was caused by one magician according to the accounts of
the few survivors.”

Baryn said nothing, but his expression was
dark.

Gryte continued, “Ever since then, we have
been at war with the demons. One of the domains fell as well and it
was only the quick thinking of our king and prince that kept the
magicians from destroying the rest of the domains and freeing their
kin. They relocated all of the magicians to a hidden location and
are blocking their magic with a special collar developed by Master
Gilkame.”

They reached a staircase and began ascending
without a thought. “That is amazing.” Baryn wondered, “How could
such a device work? Is he a… magician?” Baryn’s voice fell to a
whisper on the last word.

“I do not understand it myself, but the
collars work and Gilkame is no magic user. There are two magicians
in the palace that are collared. One is the former court magician,
Sane. Like you he has no sir name, but for him it is because he is
a sorcerer.” Sorcerers were such a rarity even among magicians that
they were commonly only known by one name throughout history. “The
other is a magical aide to Prince Janus. That one came from Baj a
month or so before the prison was destroyed.”

“Bad luck for him,” Baryn noted.

“Good luck for us,” Gryte jested. The herald
opened a door near the top of the tower, but not quite all the way
up. “Your masters will be staying here,” he said as he led the old
servant into the room. “My master’s room is one above this and his
workshop is above that. It goes without saying, but you will not be
permitted to ascend the tower beyond this point without approval
from Sir Gilkame.

“You will be staying in the men’s servant
quarters along with the rest of us common rabble,” Gryte nudged
Baryn comically and the old man forced a laugh.

Once all of the luggage was carefully
unpacked the servants hurried down to the mess hall to get a quick
bite. Being members of the serving class, they were at the beck and
call of their masters and had to find time to eat while their
masters were concerned with other matters. Right now Gilkame would
be showing his aunt and cousins around the castle and undoubtedly
impressing them with his clout and connections to the royal family.
The servants ate a hearty venison stew in bread bowls that was left
over from the previous night’s dining.

“Having magicians in the castle is
dangerous.” Baryn asked, “What if their collars were to fail or get
removed?”

“I don’t like it,” Gryte agreed, “but it is a
decision from the king and I do not take it upon myself to question
his judgment.” Gryte’s voice grew firm in warning. It was unseemly
to question the motives of a superior. “You have not been a servant
long.”

“Is it that obvious?” Baryn asked breaking
off a piece of the broth-soaked bread and chewing on it. “I only
became a servant to the Axebeards when I heard that they were
purchasing passage across the sea so that I could return home.”

“And now that you have made it back to
Aurelia, what are your plans?” Gryte wondered.

Baryn shrugged. “The food is good. I have a
roof over my head in the royal palace of all places and the coin
doesn’t hurt.”

“There are worse ways to live,” agreed
Gryte.

 


***

 


“Boy, take this message up to my nephew at
once,” Gesela, ordered with her natural air of superiority. She
placed the message, folded into the shape of an envelope at the
edge of the table where she sat. The dwarf woman was against the
idea of handing anything to the servant directly and risking
skin-to-skin contact.

Baryn took the letter and with a bow excused
himself.

“And don’t read it,” she warned coldly.

“No, mistress, I would never presume to,” he
said begging himself out.

It was a short trip up the flight of stairs
to the next landing and the door to Gilkame’s personal quarters.
Baryn knocked loudly as required by the thick wood in order to be
heard. He was about to slip the note under the door when it
opened.

“Greetings, Baryn.” It was Gryte. He eyed the
note, “Gilkame is in his workshop with the prince. You can leave
that with me and I will see that he gets it straight away.”

“My thanks, Gryte.” Baryn told him before
leaving. Gryte had been a good friend showing the older servant
around the castle and making sure he was well schooled in the
proper etiquette of a servant in the last week.

Baryn stood outside of the dwarf’s door. He
knew he should go back down to his own masters and play the role of
dutiful servant, but curiosity got the better of him and the old
man crept up the stairs. What type of experiments was the dwarf
working on? What new surprises did he have in store for the
magicians? Baryn’s footfalls were intentionally light so that
Gilkame would not hear his approach, but at the top of the stairs
he was surprised to see that he should not have bothered. A spindly
looking man in his mid-thirties guarded the door. He had a curly
blonde head of hair and wore fine servant attire similar to Gryte’s
uniform, but with one glaring difference. This spindly, little man
wore a golden collar that the old man was very familiar with. It
was a magician’s collar. He must be the prince’s pet magician,
Kennath.

“I’m sorry. I did not mean to be snooping,”
Baryn stammered, “I was just curious…”

“Curious to see the prince’s prize toy?” the
magician looked angrier than he had a reason to be, but he made no
move to harm the servant. Judging from the look in his eyes it
could only be the collar that kept the man from lashing out at
those around him for the constant indignity he must face on a daily
basis.

“No, I was curious to see the prince,” Baryn
told him apologetically lying. He had not expected to run into the
magician so soon and needed to keep this man on his good side or
all of his plans would be for naught. “I have only been in the
castle for a few days and have not had so much as a glance of a
single member of the royal family.”

“I have had more than my fill,” the pet
magician made no attempt to hide his disgust. He leaned in close to
the old man as if to intimidate him and said, “Let me tell you
something about Prince Janus. He-” Kennath froze, unable to speak.
“If not for this damnable thing around my neck, I would kill him. I
can’t even say anything bad about him as things stand now.” His
eyes locked with Baryn’s, but it was the magician who took a step
back. “Your eyes-“

“Mind your words,” Baryn warned him, “If you
know what I am or even guess, then you must hold your tongue and
give no one any indication that I am anything other than an old
servant.”

“I could help you with whatever you are
planning. Please free me.”

“Perhaps, but not yet,” returned Baryn. “As
long as that choker is around your neck, I can say no more about
what I intend. You cannot be trusted as long as you wear that
collar.”

Kennath only nodded, being fully aware of
that fact. “Good,” Baryn continued, “Now I understand that the
sorcerer is here as well. Where can I find him?”

“Sane is not here. He has been taken
somewhere outside of the city. They are making an army of magic
users to fight against the rebellion. Every magician that was not
rescued by the Collective has been taken there. They make Sane and
I train the domain magicians in how to use magic. We switch back
and forth every few months.”

“When will Sane next be in the palace?” Baryn
asked. Both men were now speaking in whispers in case Prince Janus
or Gilkame was to open the door that they were just on the other
side of.

“I’m unsure, but I think it will be soon.
When he is here, he is held in the dungeons. My imprisonment is
practically idyllic compared to his.”

“Then I don’t have long to plan,” Baryn said
aloud and immediately wished he had not. Anything he revealed to a
collared magician could be revealed to the kingdom’s rulers. All
they had to do was ask the right question and the magician would be
compelled to answer. It was a surprise in and of itself that this
magician was given permission to speak freely, but that was
probably due to the necessity of training the relocated domain
magicians.

“You will take me with you?” the gangly
magician pleaded.

“If you keep quiet about my presence then I
will see to it that you are freed,” Baryn offered, “You will have
to be satisfied with that answer.”

The magician nodded curtly.

Voices came from the other side of the oak
door too faint to hear. Prince Janus was in there with Gilkame
Axebeard. The temptation to eavesdrop was too great to resist.
“Will you warn me if anyone else comes up here?”

“I can do that,” Kennath agreed.

Baryn manipulated his hearing so that he
could clearly understand the voices coming from the other side. It
was the prince’s irate voice that spoke first. “Why can’t you make
any more collars? Soon we will strike against the Collective and
the rats will no doubt flee like the vermin they are. We need to be
able to take some of them prisoner for interrogation so we can
learn their secrets.”

“Your Highness, if there was any way I could
then I would happily make more collars, but my supply of blood has
gone dry since the orcs started patrolling their borders.”

“Then we will empty out the dungeons of the
palace and make some use of the human wastes down there. That
should get us a few more control collars.”

“Understood, my prince,” Baryn could almost
see the dwarf bowing, “your will be done.”

They continued talking, but Baryn had heard
enough. The orc attack at Everec was in retaliation for the orc
lives taken to power the collars. The dwarf figured out how to use
the blood source, as a magician would unconsciously, to bind the
energy into a spell. If Kennath was to be believed there were
hundreds of magicians under Janus’ control. Entire villages of orcs
must have been sacrificed in the creation of those collars.

Baryn crept back down to the Axebeards’
living quarters. He would have to find a way into the dungeons
unnoticed before Sane came back. The sorcerer’s life could not be
put at risk to fuel one of those collars. Baryn did not travel
across the sea just to get this far and fail. For now, surprise was
on his side, but Kennath could change that. He did not expect to be
identified so soon. The eyes were said to be the windows of the
soul and that magician just proved the truth behind that old
saying.

Then there were all of the domain magicians.
Could anything be done for them? It may be too much for one man to
handle. Baryn shook the thought away. He must focus on Sane for now
and worry about the others later.

“It is about time you got back, boy,” Gesela
chastised him upon his return. “Well, where is Gilkame’s response?”
She held out her hand expectantly.

Time to slip back into the role of Baryn,
the faithful servant, he thought. “Pardon my tardiness,
mistress, but Master Gilkame was unavailable. I left the message
with his man-servant and he assured me that he would deliver it as
soon as your nephew returned.”

“Then what took so long?” she demanded.

The berating continued for a half hour until
Gryte returned with an answer to Gesela’s letter, but Baryn barely
noticed as he delivered impeccable agreements to every derogatory
word that came from her mouth. The old man tried to recall what
little he knew of the castle and its grounds from his previous
visit as he tried to guess the best way to reach the dungeons.


Chapter 4

 


 


 


Much had changed in Mollifas since the last
time Byrn visited the capital. The streets were the same, as were
the buildings, but the people were far different from what he
remembered. Nearly two years had passed since Byrn’s first trip to
the city. The Sunshillah Festival was underway and the city was in
a state of celebration, though he admittedly took little notice of
it at the time. Now as he took the time the look upon the capital’s
citizens the fear was plain to see on the haggard faces of everyone
that walked the streets. No one tarried out in public for long,
instead choosing to do their business and return to the safety of
their homes or shops.

Byrn understood their worries. He held them
not so long ago before he became a master magician. It was the same
dread that hung over his head every day in Lion’s Landing as he
secretly worried that the Kenzai would find him and his friends. It
was the not knowing, the constant anxiety at wondering if today
would be the day that their world suddenly came crashing down
around them, that ate at these people just as it had eaten at
him.

It began with Xander Necros destroying Colum
and Baj. In that attack he reminded the non-magical population why
they hated and feared magicians with such fervor. From that time,
Xander built an army of magicians under the banner of the
Collective. It was small by all accounts, but even a small army of
magic users could devastate the kingdom should they put forth a
concerted effort to do so. The only reason the Collective did not
wipe out every last shred of humanity already was that they wanted
to be more than rulers of a dead land. Some wanted to live
peacefully alongside normal people as Byrn did, others like Xander
took a more extreme view and believed that their place was to be
the rulers of men.

Only after the destruction of Colum did Byrn
realize the events he set into motion by freeing Xander Necros.
Instead of rescuing a symbol of hope for magicians, he released a
mad man who if this war did not go his way might instead decide to
wipe out all life in the kingdom and the thought that truly
terrified Byrn was that Xander might actually have that power at
his command.

“Kill him!” The scream roused Byrn from his
thoughts. Instantly, he raised his protective magical armor as he
sought to identify the threat. It did not take long for him to
identify the group of men surrounding someone not far ahead.

“He’s a wizard!” shouted another voice and
Byrn sprinted to see what was happening. He pushed his way through
the crowd with unconscious strength born of the magic hidden within
him until he could see the prone figure of a boy- about ten years
old- taking a kick to the ribs from a grown man. The crowd cheered,
encouraging the man to continue beating the child.

Byrn moved with preternatural speed and
smashed the side of the man’s face with his bare fist, sending him
reeling into the crowd in pain where he was caught and held before
he could hit the ground. A few other men from those gathered around
stepped forward from the crowd, but as Byrn stood ready to face
them and showed no sign of backing down, they hesitated.

“What right do you have to hit this boy? What
has he done?”

“He’s a wizard!” shouted a man in the
back.

Ignoring the insulting term, Byrn asked
again, “What has this child done or do you simply form mobs
and start beating children for no reason now?”

“That is my nephew and I tell you he is one
of them,” the man Byrn had punched spoke up, still wobbling from
the blow. “His parents were killed in Colum, but he survived. How
could he have done that if he wasn’t a wizard? Now he’s with me and
I’ve had nothing but ill fortune since I took him in. You explain
how that can be or maybe you’re one of them too.”

Byrn ignored the accusation. “This boy
survived a horror against all odds and instead of being thankful
you abuse him and make wild claims. You say you’ve had bad luck?
This boy’s parents were taken from him and instead of being sent to
someone who will love and protect him, he is sent to a man, if you
can be called such a thing, who beats him for his own
misfortunes.”

“Do not listen,” the boy’s uncle spat some
blood onto the street, “He’s probably a wizard too, just out to
save his own kind. Let’s get him.”

Byrn braced for an attack, but the mob
faltered. His words had reached enough of them so that they were
regaining some sense of reason. “This is out of control,” he
pleaded with the crowd, “He is only a child. He could have been any
of your children. This boy has been through enough.”

Doubt set into the crowd as men and women who
were screaming for blood looked at one another and started to
realize that they had gone too far. Soon they began to disperse and
Byrn let loose a sigh of relief. There would be no more lynching
for today at least. Byrn helped the boy up and examined his
injuries. He was tall for his age and had the look of a lad
accustomed to working. His face was dirty and bloodied as was his
stringy red hair. The boy was fortunate that most of his wounds
were superficial, though he was likely hurting.

Taking the boy’s hand in his own, Byrn willed
a small bit of healing energy into the lad’s body. It was enough to
ease his pain and promote healing, but would not draw any unwanted
attention. Then Byrn felt for the boy’s magical energy and found no
more than resided in any other normal person. He was not a
magician.

“Give him back to me,” demanded the boy’s
uncle and the child went to meekly obey until he was stopped by
Byrn’s hand on his shoulder.

“He won’t be going anywhere with you. Leave.
Now.”

“And what are you gonna do with him?” the
uncle demanded to know.

Byrn ignored the man and bent down on one
knee. “What is your name, son?” he asked gently.

The boy sniffled and rubbed his right eye
where his uncle must have hit him earlier. It showed small signs of
bruising, but by nightfall would be swollen and purple. “Kaleb,
sir.”

“Kaleb, I’m going to give you a choice, which
I bet is something you haven’t been given in a long time. You can
go with your uncle or you can come with me and I’ll find you a new
home. I don’t know that it will be the best life, but I promise
that it will be better than the one you have now.”

Kaleb looked from Byrn to his uncle and back
again. In answer, he slinked behind Byrn so that his sudden
benefactor stood between him and his former guardian.

“You bewitched him, cause you’re a wizard
too!”

Byrn grabbed the man by the collar and pulled
him in so that their faces were within inches of each other. “I’d
be careful of who you accuse of being a magician,” Byrn whispered
with malice, “One day you might be right and what do you think that
magician will do to you when you reveal his secret?”

The man’s eyes grew big and he stumbled
backwards when Byrn suddenly let go of him. He spun around and fled
clipping several people who had gathered to view the
altercation.

“Are you alright, Kaleb?” Byrn asked turning
his attention back to the boy who tentatively nodded. “Hungry?”

“Yes, sir,” the red-haired child answered
with sudden enthusiasm.

The unlikely pair found a good eatery soon
enough. Kaleb knew his way around the city and took delight in
leading his new friend around. The restaurant was a simple one, but
it fit Byrn’s coin purse well enough and they soon fed on cuts of
beef and beer.

“You’re from Colum? I grew up there too. Were
you in the city when it was destroyed?” Byrn asked. He knew he was
asking the boy to recall painful memories, but could not help his
own curiosity.

“It was awful,” Kaleb looked at his plate as
he spoke, not wishing to establish eye contact as he relived that
day. “The sky grew dark, but it was the middle of the day. I
remember looking up to see this moving blackness overhead and there
was this voice that came from everywhere. It told us not to bother
hiding, because we were all going to die, but I did run. I ran home
and hid under my bed while these black snakes came from all
directions and buried their heads into my parents right in front of
me. My mom was holding my baby sister and they got her too, but I
didn’t do anything. They died and I screamed, but the black snakes
left me alone for some reason like they didn’t think I was worth
eating.”

Then Kaleb did look up into Byrn’s eyes. His
little voice trembled as he continued; “My uncle thinks they left
me alone on account of me being a wizard. Do you think he could be
right?”

“Don’t use the word ‘wizard.’ It’s
offensive,” Byrn told him, but there was no hardness in his tone
and Kaleb agreed before Byrn asked, “Would it be so bad if you were
a magician?”

Kaleb shrugged. “They’re scary and people
hate them, but if I was one then I could stop people from hurting
me.”

“You’re not a magician, Kaleb.”

“But how do you know?” Kaleb’s voice rose and
squeaked.

Byrn did not say anything, but he did not
break eye contact either. Slowly, Kaleb worked out the answer for
himself.

“Are you-?”

“I’m your friend, Kaleb. That is all that
matters.”

Kaleb seemed to accept Byrn’s words with a
nod and did not press the matter further. The magician and boy
finished their meal and found a nice inn to stay at for the week.
Byrn explained that he had business in the city and could be there
for upwards of a month although he hoped to be done with his
dealings much sooner. Then he would be able to see about finding
Kaleb a nice family to take him in. Perhaps a farm that was short
on sons and would be willing to take in a boy who was able to work
for food and board. Kaleb was a city boy, but admitted to liking
the idea of being part of a family again.

Eventually the night grew long and Kaleb and
Byrn retired to their room. Kaleb stared at the ceiling, wide-awake
with nervous energy while Byrn tried to get some rest. “Byrn, can I
ask you a question?”

“Does that count?” the sleepy magician
muttered.

“Why did you help me? I mean I understand why
you interfered when I was being beat up. My dad told me that there
were people in the world that could not stand to see bad things
happen to others. He said that they were rare, but when you find
one you can always count on them to do what was right and I think
that is how you are. I mean afterwards. You didn’t have to feed me
or give me a place to sleep.”

Byrn rolled over in his bed, so that he was
facing Kaleb. “When I was your age I was an orphan too. I lived in
the Colum orphanage until I was eleven or twelve and it was lonely.
I felt like I was out of place there, like I didn’t belong, and
there was no one that I thought could help me, but I was wrong. I
got lucky and was adopted by a loving family. They couldn’t have
children of their own, so I was all they had and it worked out well
for me, because they were all that I had too. I don’t know. I guess
I just want to give you that chance that they gave me. Every boy
should have that chance.”

Kaleb sat up in his bed, suddenly remembering
the black snakes. “Were they in Colum when the snake-magician
attacked?”

“No, my father died a few years ago and my
mother passed last year, though not in Colum. I still miss them
very much and even when I am in the company of good friends there
is still emptiness in me that I can’t seem to fill. Sometimes when
the night is quiet and my mind is still I can hear their voices and
that might sound sad, but it makes me feel better, because I know
that they still love me and are still watching over me.”

Lying back down, Kaleb was silent while he
thought about what Byrn had said. “Do you think my parents are
watching over me too?” he asked.

“I’m sure of it.”

Kaleb fell asleep not long after that, but
Byrn found he could not sleep as worries over the Collective and
their rebellion kept him up. There had to be a solution between the
two extremes that fought for control of Aurelia. He had to find a
middle ground that would put an end to the fighting and the cycles
of subjugation. As the night wore on the call of sleep would not be
denied any longer and somewhere between the realms of waking and
dreaming he heard the voice of his adoptive father, Tannys
Lightfoot, faintly whisper, “It is time to speak with your birth
father, King Kale Aurel.”


Chapter 5

 


 


 


The solid rock walls that protected the
castle were impenetrable to any attack save for the most deadly of
magic or siege warfare, but with a press of his hand against the
cold stone the rock quietly moved to do his bidding as if it were
made of water and created an entrance that any man could walk
through. Once through, the magician returned the wall to its
natural state and none would be the wiser.

There was a hundred and fifty yards between
Byrn and the castle proper and he reached out with his innate
senses to find the body heat of all those who lived in this place.
He could clearly feel the radiant warmth of the guards on the walls
and those patrolling the grounds and determined that none were near
enough to see him sneaking around in the black cloak he now wore.
Then he tried to extend his senses to the palace itself, but the
cold stonework provided enough interference that he could not get
an accurate idea of where anyone was, but it mattered little since
he was reasonably sure of where the king would be at this late hour
and had no intentions of setting foot within the castle.

His neck craned upward and Byrn saw the
central spire that the royal family and their honored guests like
warlords or dignitaries used. How safe they must feel up there as
they looked down upon the world. Did they think that no harm could
befall them from that perch or did they fear the threat brought on
by this rebellion as keenly as the people living in fear in the
city below? For good or ill, he would soon know the answer and
hoped that the king would be willing to listen.

Byrn looked for the magical energies that
flowed from the ground and sky and pulled some more of it into his
body before sending it back into the wall of the palace and
commanded it to form a series of steps along the side of the wall
leading ten feet up before abruptly ending. As he ascended the
staircase to nowhere the steps behind him receded back into the
wall and new steps were formed above him so that as Byrn progressed
a temporary staircase led him ever upward toward the royal
chambers.

The cold bit at his unprotected face and
heavy gusts of wind threatened to blow him free of his little
moving staircase the higher up he went. A sliver of magic was all
it took to warm his body and quiet the nearby wind enough to
prevent him from falling, but a quick glance hundreds of feet
downward cause his stomach to do an unexpected flip as it
remembered a childhood fear of heights that had become irrational
following Byrn’s magical ascension. He quieted the voice of fear in
his mind that he knew could cripple an otherwise able magic user
and continued his climb to the royal chambers.

A half hour had passed since Byrn’s climb
began and he reached the first window of the royal apartments. The
wooden shutters were closed against the cold that was prevalent
even in the warmer months this high up, but Byrn could sense the
presence of two people lying near each other in the room.

He could see the window’s latch clearly in
his mind’s eye and envisioned it unhooking of its own accord. Then
Byrn pulled one of the shutters open and looked inside. He was
unfamiliar with the amply endowed blonde woman that shared the bed,
but he knew the man with her. It was his brother, Prince Janus. Had
Janus known of their familial bond when they dined together years
ago following Lady Tian’s rescue or was he as clueless as Byrn had
been at the time? It did not matter, Byrn told himself as he closed
the shutter and relatched it with a thought. What Janus did or did
not know back then had no bearing on the events that were unfolding
now.

The next room was shuttered as well, but when
Byrn opened them he found who he was looking for. The king and
queen laid side by side, both in a deep sleep. He climbed into the
room and took a minute to enjoy the warmth of the small fire that
was little more than embers in their hearth.

The thought that this was the first time that
he had seen the king and queen since learning of his royal heritage
struck him and he could not help staring at his birth parents,
intently memorizing the lines and curves of their faces. Byrn’s
nose was very much that of the queen’s and his jaw line was strong
like that of the king. When he first met King Kale he had been
hotheaded and rude. When he dined with the both of them the next
night he managed to keep his feelings under control at the urging
of Sane and tried to make a case for the rights of magicians. Now
it would seem that after more than two years apart they would
finally have a chance to finish that discussion. The only
difference was that instead of it being a theoretical discussion,
now the destiny of a kingdom and all of its in habitants would rest
on the outcome of their conversation.

Byrn breathed a deep sigh. No pressure.

He gently shook the king awake and placed his
finger to his lips. “Please be calm, your Highness. I mean you no
harm.”

The king looked ready to holler for his
guards who were just on the other side of the door when Byrn placed
a mild enchantment on King Kale. It would strike the king mute for
a minute, which would be just long enough for Byrn to convince King
Kale to hear him out. He could risk no spell more powerful than
that and still hope for a chance at the king’s aid, father or
not.

“Please stay calm and listen. You are under a
mild paralysis spell to prevent you from calling out. It will wear
off very soon and then you may summon your guards if you wish.

“Do you recognize me? I am your son, Byrn,
and I only want to talk. I have been gone from the kingdom since
before the fighting broke out and am distressed by what I have seen
since returning. I want to end this war between the kingdom and the
Collective without further bloodshed, but I need your help in order
to do it.”

As promised the spell wore off and the king
immediately turned toward the door. Thankfully, King Kale did not
call for his Kenzai guards and after several tense seconds turned
his head back to Byrn. He sat up and said, “Yes, Byrn, I remember
you although we met only briefly I would not forget the face of my
own son. I also did not forget that you betrayed the throne and
joined the Collective. Why should I trust anything that you have to
say?”

“I don’t agree with the actions that the
Collective has taken since this war began, but I still believe in
their ideals of freedom for magicians. I am here, because I desire
an end to the fighting and it is my hope that you do as well,” Byrn
assured him. “If you don’t believe me, then I will leave now
without another word. Just say the word.”

King Kale looked in his eyes, trying to
discern whether or not to trust Byrn. Byrn hoped that he would.
This was the only path he saw to peace and if the king was
unwilling to give him a chance, then it would mean that this war
would not end until one side was completely eradicated. “Hold a
moment. This is not a decision that I can make alone,” the king
finally told him and shook his wife awake. “Darling, we have a
visitor.”

“What could be so important to disturb us at
such an unearthly hour?” Queen Wendi yawned, unaware that said
visitor was in the room with them.

“It is our son, Byrn. He has come back.”

“Byrn?”

“I am here.”

The queen gasped in surprise and Kale grabbed
her hand reassuringly. “If he wanted to do us harm, he would have
done so by now.” To Byrn, he added, “You take great risk by coming
here. So tell us what you want.”

“I want to broker a truce between the
Collective and the kingdom. I want people to once again feel safe
whether they are a normal person or a magician. When I walk the
streets of Mollifas feelings of fear and desperation are
everywhere. Just today I stopped a mob from beating a child on the
street that they decided was a magician. They were wrong.”

“How can we trust him?” Queen Wendi warned
her husband, “He has already turned his back on us once when we set
him up as a vassal to Nightwind. Trust is not so easily earned a
second time.”

“You question my loyalty to you, but did you
ever stop to think that you have not been terribly loyal to me
either.” A sudden rush of emotion surged through Byrn, but he kept
his voice level and in turn controlled the rise of feeling. His
adoptive mother, Marian, would have kept a level head and Byrn
resolved to do the same. “Most of my life I have spent in hiding
with no knowledge of my true lineage. I’ve watched friends die who
wanted nothing more than a peaceful life. I knew children that were
slaughtered in their beds by kingdom-sanctioned assassins. Being
here and asking for your help is not easy for me either, but I am
here nonetheless. I am taking a chance on the two of you now,
because I fear for the lives of everyone in Aurelia, magician and
otherwise, if this war is allowed to run its natural course.”

The king and queen exchanged a glance that
conveyed a secret conversation had just taken place that Byrn was
completely unaware of. King Kale gave a short nod and turned his
attention back to his estranged son. “A few months ago Sane had a
vision of Aurelia being destroyed. I am loath to admit it, but that
vision has kept me up some nights with worry for my people. If you
truly believe that you can deliver us peace, then I am
listening…”

Byrn breathed a short sigh of relief. “The
Collective magicians have two main concerns. One is the
criminalization of magic and its users. Most magicians just want to
live a life without having to worry about being kidnapped from
their homes or murdered in their sleep simply for being born
differently.

“The second thing is the destruction of all
magician control collars and the release of everyone being
controlled now. I have seen the effects of these collars and wore
one very briefly myself. A lasting peace can never be reached as
long as there is the threat of these collars hanging over our
heads.”

“You ask much,” King Kale grimaced at the
thought of free roaming magicians. “In the past when magicians have
been given freedom, they have used that freedom to subjugate
others. It will not happen again, not while I am king.”

“With one concentrated effort Collective
magicians could turn this whole palace to rubble. I don’t have to
tell you that they can mobilize and strike with a speed that is
undreamt of by your armies. Most don’t have my level of skill, but
can you imagine what two or three hundred magicians like Sane could
do. If that were to happen you wouldn’t be king for very long.”

King Kale bristled at the thought. “Is that
some kind of veiled threat? I thought that we were going to have a
civil conversation, not a list of absurd demands.”

“It is no threat and what I ask is the bare
minimum required to achieving peace,” Byrn tried to mollify his
king and father, “I am merely trying to get you to see this
conflict as I do. I have a greater understanding of what a magician
is capable of than you do.”

Kale shook his head, “It’s impossible. The
people are scared. If magicians were suddenly allowed into their
midst, then it would cause a panic. We would have another
revolution on our hands and I do have my enemies. They would see my
capitulation as a sign of weakness and capitalize on that paranoia
to seize power.”

Byrn sat on the windowsill and thought about
the king’s words. It would seem that they were at an impasse, but
he was thankful that they were not pressing him for a solution. The
Collective would never agree to be imprisoned again in domains or
otherwise.

“Then there will be no truce,” Queen Wendi
concluded and neither man uttered a word of disagreement. “Instead,
there must be an alliance.”

Kale grinned wolfishly. “The wheels are
turning. Watch closely, Byrn, this is something that most men do
not get to see. Your mother is content to plot with me behind
closed doors, but she possesses a fierce intellect to rival my most
accomplished warlords.

“What do you have in mind, my dear?”

“Long ago you gave Sane a choice to serve you
in exchange for his freedom. What if we extended that offer to the
Collective as a whole? No one could question their strength as an
army and so taking them under our banner could only be seen as a
sign of strengthening the kingdom. As part of the payment for their
service, we could extend that freedom to all magicians.”

The king paced the room as he considered the
ramifications of such a course of action. Would setting the
magicians free end this war or simply make it easier for the
Collective to take over the kingdom? “I am not so sure about this.
What assurances do I have that once they have their freedom they
will not seek to take over the kingdom either through force or more
subtle magics?”

“If an agreement can be reached with the
Collective, then I will be the first to swear my loyalty to you and
will serve as your personal magician as Sane once did. I can detect
even subtle uses of magic and will not allow you to be manipulated
through enchantments,” Byrn suggested.

The queen chimed in, “Having the ‘infamous
magician-prince’ back in the fold and serving faithfully would go a
long way toward showing that all is forgiven with this recent
rebellion.”

“And what of the collars?” an intrigued Byrn
asked. Janus was behind the collars and few knew of the cost of
life to make them. He really wanted to ask how much they knew about
the magician collars, but feared knowing the answer.

“They will be destroyed and the policing of
magicians will fall to the Collective in accordance with the Kenzai
Order. Will the Collective agree to this?”

Byrn did not take long to think on it. “I
believe that most will agree to that.” His only question was would
Xander agree? Besides being supremely powerful, he was also well
regarded among the Collective unless things had drastically
changed. Convincing him would be key to this negotiation’s
success.

“So you do not have the authority to speak on
their behalf?” King Kale’s mood sunk. His brows furrowed in
aggravation. “How long will it take for you to speak with the
Collective and return with those required to make this covenant a
reality?”

“I have not been in contact with them for
some time, having only recently returned to Aurelia. Two months
should be enough for me to reach them and return with an envoy to
discuss an alliance in more detail.”

“Two months,” mused Kale, “Are they in
Wolfsbane as some believe?”

Byrn hesitated. His gut told him not to
answer that question, but there had to be mutual trust between them
if there was to be any hope of success. “They are.”

Stroking his chin, King Kale murmured with a
wry grin, “Janus was right, but I doubted… or perhaps I did not
want to believe…” He banished his train of thought with an abrupt
shake of his head, “It does not matter now.”

The night was growing dimmer, reminding Byrn
that his time was growing short. He would be missed soon. “Before I
go, I’d like to ask for one more boon to make my journey to
Wolfsbane a little bit safer,” he lied. The truth was that Byrn had
not felt truly threatened by another individual since he left
Aurelia and any stray bandits he might come across on his way to
Wolfsbane would be little more than an annoyance. Even if he were
attacked by other magicians he had grown beyond such concerns, but
he had already made up his mind and would not be leaving the
capital without him. “I would like to take Sane with me as a
representative of the kingdom.”

“Out of the question,” Kale teemed with
anger, barely held at bay, at the idea, “To his credit, Sane
cleared your name as a usurper shortly after his capture, but he
did plot against my son, your brother, and has been punished
accordingly. It pains me, but I cannot overlook that. If you truly
wish aid, I could send a Kenzai or two with you. I know you are
familiar with Kellen-”

Byrn cut him off, “I’d rather take my
chances. Until next we meet.” He headed for the window and was
about to make his exit when he felt the soft hand of the queen on
his shoulder. He turned and she leaned in to hug him.

“It would be unseemly to admit it, but your
father loves Sane like a brother. He is scheduled to return to the
palace within the week,” she whispered in his ear, “If he were to
somehow escape and join the Collective, then when an alliance is
formed your father would be able to pardon his crimes in good
conscience as part of the agreement.” Byrn looked on her with new
appreciation. She truly held a sharp mind that could rival even the
most talented strategist. How much of the king’s notoriously shrewd
cunning was the product of conversations held with his wife in
private?

“Thank you,” he told her sincerely and held
her tightly for a few moments more before creating a magical
staircase to lead him back down.

“Wait.” This time it was Kale that stopped
him. He held something in his hand and taking Byrn’s hand placed a
ring in it. The ring was gold with a crow etched on it. “If you are
going to do this, then you must do it as a servant of the crown.
This signet ring will signify to all that see it that you act at my
behest and have my favor.”

“Thank you, your highness,” Byrn said and
stepped out onto his rock staircase.

So these are my birth parents as they
truly are without court politics or posturing for the masses,
thought Byrn. They were practically strangers, but he felt
connected to them and wondered if he could regain with them what he
lost with the deaths of Tannys and Marian Lightfoot. Then he
immediately felt guilty for thinking that anyone, even a king and
queen, could replace his parents.

“Good luck, son.” He heard the queen’s
parting words on the wind.


Chapter 6

 


 


 


Whispers were circulating throughout the
palace. King Kale had suddenly fallen severely ill in the last week
and spent most of his time in seclusion leaving Prince Janus to
rule in his stead. The castle’s residents were tense as speculation
ran rampant about the fate of the king and by extension Aurelia.
Some attributed the king’s sudden turn to his old age and the
stress of dealing with the rebellion. Others believed he was under
the effects of a spell orchestrated by the Collective. Whatever the
reason, the result was the same. King Kale was slowly dying and no
matter how much the healers prayed he was not getting better.

The king’s rapidly diminishing health was a
troubling subject, but there was another rumor going through the
servants’ quarters that was of particular interest to one old man.
Sane was back and he was being held in the castle’s dungeon, but
what made this return something to talk about was that for the
first time in months both of the castle’s collared magicians were
under the same roof even if said roof was by itself larger than a
small village.

Baryn had achieved an uneasy balance between
fulfilling his duties as a humble servant of the Axebeard family
during the day, skulking about the palace at night, and checking in
on his unexpected charge when he could. This schedule left very
little time for sleep, but sacrifices had to be made and in this
case the luxury of resting would have to wait.

A guard passed at the far end of the hall. He
would make his way back around in four minutes and another guard
would pass by in half that time. Baryn slipped into the shadows and
followed the guard down the corridor from a safe distance. He
passed a flight of stairs that could be used as a back entrance to
the western wing where most of the nobility lived without a second
thought.

There were better people for this kind of
work. He could think of two off the top of his head that were more
inclined to the arts of moving unseen and hiding in plain sight,
but neither of them was here. He missed them terribly, but it would
not be long before he would see them again. First, he had a promise
to keep.

Baryn turned a corner into a dark hallway.
This was the dangerous part, because there was nowhere to hide if
someone was to unexpectedly come down this way and there was no
reason to be going down the hall except for one: to enter the
dungeon.

The door was locked at all times and at least
one guard was posted in an antechamber on the other side. The old
retainer pulled a key from a pocket on his servant-grey vest and
inserted it into the lock with great care. Even a sound as small as
a tumbler sliding into place would echo in the deathly silent
corridor. The key turned effortlessly and the door swung open
smoothly indicating that the dungeons were visited often enough to
require regular upkeep.

Baryn followed a flight of stairs down into
the antechamber. It was well lit with sconces going down the hall.
At the far end the antechamber opened up just before another door.
Baryn could make out the edge of a table at the opposite end where
the guard would likely be sitting. There were no shadows to hide in
here. He would have to take a more direct approach to handling the
guard. As he got closer, he could tell there was a pair of dungeon
keepers sitting at a table drinking and arguing over whose wife was
the bigger nag. Both men believed that their own wife should hold
the less than lofty title, allowing Baryn to get far down the hall
before he needed to act.

“Sleep,” Baryn whispered as he felt the magic
flow from his lips and pass into the cell guards. Their heads hit
the table in unison with a pair of gratifying thuds. A quick search
of the men’s uniforms granted Baryn a set of keys to the
dungeon.

The cells were damp and cold and the lighting
was poor, but it took little effort to find the sorcerer’s cell. He
was held separately from the more common criminals in a cell all
his own. He expected this, but Baryn was not prepared for the sight
before him. He remembered Sane as being someone who held himself
with a self-assured attitude and quiet power, but this creature
before him was a disheveled mess. This Sane was covered in dirt and
laid on the floor wrapped in his tattered cloak for warmth. His
skin hung from his bones from malnutrition and there were bruises
on his face and hands… and he wore a patch over one eye.

“What have they done to you?” Baryn whispered
to Sane though he knew the sorcerer was not near enough to hear. He
opened the cell door and unchained the sorcerer. Sane’s flesh was
cold as death causing Baryn to flinch away in surprise for a
moment. His life force was so weak that it was almost a wonder that
he still lived. Left to these conditions, the elder magician would
probably be dead within a few months or weeks. Certainly, he would
not make it through the next winter. “It is time to leave this
place, old man.” Baryn told him cradling the sorcerer’s too light
body. He placed a hand to Sane’s chest and channeled healing
energies into the prisoner causing his complexion to improve from a
deathly white to a sickly off-white color over the course of
several minutes.

Sane’s good eye fluttered open to behold the
old visage holding him. “Who are you?” he asked the old man.

Baryn helped Sane to his feet. “Don’t you
recognize your old student?”

Sane looked closely at Baryn as if he was
trying to see beyond the wrinkles that adorned his face to find
someone that he might know. If Kennath could figure out that Baryn
was someone other than who he appeared to be, then surely Sane
could do the same. His lone eye grew wide as the answer came to
him, “Byrn?”

Baryn nodded. The old servant’s body
shimmered and the glamour faded away revealing the twenty-three
year old sorcerer. His wrinkles receded and his grey-white hair
darkened to a deep brown. His grey servant’s attire transformed
into travelers’ garb and a vibrant dark red cloak once more.

Sane absently tugged at his control collar.
“I cannot leave this cell as long as I wear this collar. Do you
have the key?”

Byrn examined the collar. “This is new. They
did not used to have locks. Gilkame Axebeard must have been hard at
work on the new and improved version over the last year.” He shook
his head. “I wasn’t able to get into the dwarf’s workshop without
exposing myself, but I don’t think I’ll need one. To the wearer
that collar is an unbreakable cage, but it does have a significant
weakness. To anyone on the other side, it is just a hunk of metal.
Hold very still.” Byrn placed two fingers on the gold plated
collar’s lock and clasp and flash heated the metal in that one
spot. The lock fell off and Byrn removed the collar from around the
older sorcerer’s neck.

Sane rubbed at a spot where the collar had
worn into his flesh at the point where neck met chest and his
haggard face smiled broadly. “Let us get out of here. I don’t want
to be a here a minute more.”

“We will,” Byrn agreed, “but first we need to
rescue the other magician, Kennath Altermas.”

“Kennath is dangerous without his collar. Are
you sure he can be trusted?”

“Is there something I need to know about
Kennath?” asked Byrn.

“He was in Baj for a reason. The details
aren’t important. He is a man only interested in his own welfare,
but under the circumstances he may be willing to follow your lead.
Just watch him.”

“Then we will get him and escape before any
are the wiser. Whatever he may have done in the past, he deserves a
chance to redeem himself.” Byrn admitted with some pride, “I have
remained undetected as the servant, Baryn, long enough to learn my
way around the palace inside and out.”

 


***

 


Byrn’s healing powers had reenergized the
aging sorcerer at least for the moment, but he knew that magic was
not a true substitute for the sustenance provided by real food.
Over the last year he had suffered greatly at the prince’s hands.
Sane knew that Janus had resented him. He resented anyone that held
his father’s ear especially when that someone was not of noble
birth like Sane, but it was the depth and form that hatred
manifested itself in that came as a shock. Janus saw to it that
Sane was given just enough food to keep him alive and capable of
training the conscripted magicians from the domains to form the
magic branch of the kingdom’s army who were already under the
direct command of the prince.

It was also Janus who took Sane’s eye. It
happened during the first month that Sane was returned to the
castle, as a prisoner pressed into the service of the kingdom
against his will. He had hoped futilely that his failed plot to
kill the prince would be largely ignored since it ended before it
even began, but the reality of the situation was worse than Sane
could have imagined. Instead of being forced to serve in a similar
fashion to the role he played as a free magician, he was treated as
the traitor and slave that he truly was. Janus had smacked Sane in
the face with a short billy club one day and the wood splintered at
the impact causing small splinters to become imbedded in his eye,
which became infected and lacking any treatment eventually had to
be removed or Sane would have died.

Guards were stationed outside of the prince’s
room. Byrn was fairly certain that Kennath’s quarters would be
somewhere nearby. The younger magician cast a spell of sleep with
just his bare hands upon the guards causing them to collapse
against the wall and slide down. He then twisted his head this way
and that as he read the flow of magic that was invisible to
Sane.

Byrn pointed to one of the doors. “That one,”
he said and went to the room placing his hand against the door
checking for magical wards.

Sane was forced to admit that Byrn had
surpassed him in every way. He was younger, stronger, and more
adept at magic. Byrn could do things that the older sorcerer could
barely even comprehend. If only for a moment, a pang of jealousy
stabbed at his heart, but he was also very proud of the young man
and all he had accomplished. This is my prince, thought
Sane, not Janus or anyone else. Byrn would be the next ruler
of Aurelia if Sane had anything to do with it.

Sane followed Byrn into Kennath’s room and
they found the magician asleep in a posh bed. While Sane was
subjected to torture in the dungeon, this man was living a life of
luxury! Byrn was already waking the other magician and telling him
of their plan to escape.

Kennath’s staff was leaning against a
dresser. It was long; coming to a man’s shoulder and had a gnarled
curl at the top with a crystal imbedded in it. It was a common
belief that staves containing jewels especially at their head were
more powerful, because the shiny stones could be used to focus
their powers. In truth, it was an eccentricity with no real value
harkening back to a time long past when magicians ruled the land
and such extravagancies were commonplace. Sane picked it up and
felt the comfort of once again being able to draw magic and command
it to his will without the need of opening up one of his
veins.

The sorcerer left the room and stepped over
the still sleeping guards. He stood before the prince’s door and
turned the knob. Locked! He pressed a palm against the wood and
pushed pure energy into it causing the door to explode inward in a
hail of splinters and wooden chunks. The pain of the club crushing
his face flashed in his memory as he watched the door explode.

Janus jumped in his bed. The prince was on
his feet with a drawn knife from under his pillow before he was
even sure what had awakened him. The guards at Sane’s feet were
also startled awake, but appeared much slower witted than Janus
whose eyes, glimmering in a dying candle’s glow, confessed fright
as they centered on Sane standing before him.

Sane leveled his staff at Janus and shot a
blast of fire at him that the prince barely managed to avoid by
diving behind his bed. No simple thing of feathers and linens would
be enough to stop Sane’s rage as more memories of abuse surged
forth and held him in their power. He remembered the bite of knives
and scalpels into his flesh by Janus’ hand or at his command. His
head was held underwater in a bucket at times for almost as long as
he could hold his breath. There was no point to it. The collar
would have forced Sane to answer any question he was asked without
the need to hurt him. Janus just loved causing him pain. Sane was a
traitor to this man who would be king and there was no point to
pretending otherwise. It was long in coming, but now Janus would
die at the sorcerer’s hands. Then maybe Aurelia would have a chance
and Sane would have his final vengeance.

Janus’ knife faintly glowed blue as he popped
up from his hiding place. Sane should have known that the prince
would have been trained in the ways of the Kenzai considering his
fear and loathing of magicians. “Come at me, Sane, and we will end
this!” shouted Janus, but there was more bluster than bravery in
his howl. His knife shook unsteadily and its luminescence faded in
and out.

Another flame blast roared at Janus from the
sorcerer’s staff, but this time it caught his right arm engulfing
it in fire and causing him to drop the knife. Janus screamed in
pain as the fire ate away first his nightshirt’s sleeve and then
danced along his arm.

The prince’s guards were coming at Sane from
behind with their glowing swords drawn, brilliant blue lights
shined and they were determined to protect their prince. While
Janus was just a novice at the skill, these men were masters. All
of those who guarded the royal family were known for their
abilities as Kenzai and were on par with Kellen in that regard.
Facing two of them at close range should have been devastating to
the sorcerer and may have been in his weakened state, but Byrn
intervened with a hefty gust of wind that caught the men off-guard
and threw them skidding halfway down the hall. He was once more
wearing the disguise of Baryn.

When Sane turned back to finish off Janus, he
was gone and a hidden door built into the wall was sliding shut
behind him.

Sane slapped his hands against the wall
looking for the lever that would open the prince’s escape route.
Try as hard as he might, he could not find it. Janus was getting
away! “No!” the sorcerer bellowed his disbelief. He could feel the
stone’s stoic essence and commanded it to clear a path with such
rage that the wall shattered as if it was made of thin glass.

A horn sounded the alarm from somewhere
nearby.

“A hundred Kenzai warriors will be upon us in
a matter of minutes,” Kennath told them.

Byrn nodded. To Sane he said, “We have to
go.”

“I can still catch him! He has to die, not
just for me, but for you too,” Sane pleaded with Byrn for
understanding, “Go without me. I don’t care if I die, but Janus has
to as well.”

“If you kill Janus, then you doom us all,”
Byrn grabbed him by the shoulders and held him so that Sane could
clearly see his eyes. “I have risked everything already just to
guarantee your freedom. Do not throw it all away in a moment of
rage.” Everything? What did Byrn mean by that?

Janus’ guards returned, blocking the
magicians’ only way out. Sane’s body ached from exertion and the
prolonged torture sessions that had become an inevitable part of
his life, but he was loath to give Kennath back his staff. He could
not be defenseless again. “We will fight our way out,” he told the
others and was shocked by the weariness that came from his own
voice.

Byrn created a barrier that blocked the
doorway. “Go to the window,” he commanded and Sane and Kennath
readily obeyed. The stone around the window shifted away at the
young sorcerer’s command until there was a gap in the wall large
enough for all three men to jump out of… and straight to their
deaths two hundred feet below. “No time for the stairs, but I have
another way for us to get down. This is a variation on the fire
golem spell,” Byrn told them and then added under his breath, “I’ve
never tried this with two people before.”

Sane expected to be surrounded in a cocoon of
rock or dirt, as he had been when Byrn whisked him away from the
orcs in Everec. Instead Byrn grabbed him tightly around the waist
and did the same with Kennath. “Jump!” he shouted, but neither man
obeyed, failing to understand the logic in their savior’s command.
Instead, Byrn hauled them both over the edge and into the open
air.

Kennath screamed in fright, but Sane managed
to hold his fear at bay, trusting that Byrn knew what he was doing.
By the gods, he hoped Byrn knew what he was doing.

Wings of flame, each one twice the length of
a man, sprang from Byrn’s back and he flapped them in an attempt to
gain altitude that was only marginally successful. Heat gusted
below them with each flap providing extra lift as their descent
slowed and they began to chaotically fly like a wounded bird.

A fortuitous gust of wind swept them up into
the air and the trio of wizards soared on the wings of fire even
higher. Flying was a simultaneously liberating and terrifying
experience and Sane found himself looking down on the castle
grounds as they quickly flew overhead. A mad laugh burst from his
lips and he wondered if this was some fantastic dream. They began
to descend towards the castle’s protective wall and sailed over it
easily before coming to a landing some distance away. Byrn’s wings
evaporated into the air and the streets suddenly seemed very dark
for their absence.

“You’re the Firehawk,” Kennath pointed at
Byrn. “I had heard rumors from across the Great Sea that the
Firehawk had returned to save the dwarven magicians, but put no
faith in it.”

“I helped the dwarves,” Byrn admitted, “just
as they helped me to get back here. There will be plenty of time
for that later, but first we need to get out of the city.”

Byrn led them for some time until Sane was
well lost within the warehouse district of Mollifas, but the older
sorcerer followed his younger counterpart without question in part
because he feared that if he stopped to think or rest even for a
moment he would not be able to get his old bones moving again.

“Are you alright, sorcerer?” asked Kennath,
but there was a hard edge to his tone that warned Sane that
Kennath’s concern was more for himself than for Sane. If he were to
slow the younger magicians down, then Kennath would not hesitate to
abandon him. “Perhaps I should hold that for you,” he reached for
the staff and Sane pulled away reflexively.

“Back off, Kennath,” Byrn told him
flatly.

“Not to be ungrateful, but, Firehawk or not,
why should I listen to you, Baryn?” Kennath asked. After clearing
the castle gate Byrn had done away with the old man disguise, but
Kennath knew the young sorcerer by no other name.

Byrn smirked to himself, “Feel free to go
your own way,” but Kennath decided to follow the sorcerers, at
least for a little while longer.

Soon, they reached an old, abandoned
warehouse and Byrn led them inside. The building was mostly empty
except for a small pack of supplies that Byrn had stashed there a
few days earlier. The pack contained some fresh fruits and jerky
along with several changes of clothes. Byrn gave out the clothes to
his companions and some of the fruit to Sane.

“Eat up,” he said, “We need to be on the move
soon before anyone realizes that we are no longer on castle
grounds.”

Sane thanked him and hungrily took a bite of
an apple. He nearly wolfed it down to the core. Something seemed
wrong. There was something missing, but Sane could not put a finger
on what that might be. Sari! His heart skipped a beat in worry.
“Byrn, where is Sari? Is she alright?”

“She is well,” Byrn told him, “but Sari
decided to stay with her own people. She said it was time that she
remembered how to live as an elf. Our war is not her war and her
people need her now. Shatala is ill.”

Sane nodded. “Sari was young for an elf when
I first met her and that was nearly forty years ago when she
decided to follow me to the world of humans. She has spent more
time among our kind than she has her own people. Perhaps it was
time for her to return.”

Byrn pulled a wooden rune from one of the
packs and placed it in Sane’s open hand.

“This is the rune that I made for her long
ago so that she could return to the Red Tree Clan,” Sane said
eyeing the wooden chip.

“Sari asked that I give this to you once you
were rescued,” explained Byrn. “I can finish things in Aurelia. I
even have the backing of the king and queen to find a peaceful
solution assuming your attempt on Janus hasn’t change their
minds.”

“That is what you meant when you said that
you risked everything to save me,” deduced Sane. Byrn nodded.

The old sorcerer felt spent beyond his years.
He was in his mid-sixties now and only had another decade or two if
he was lucky. Byrn did not truly need him. Perhaps he should retire
to the elven kingdom and live out his days-

Kennath snatched the wooden rune from Sane’s
open palm and grabbed the staff at his feet. “If you’re having
second thoughts, I’ll be glad to take it,” Kennath laughed and
vanished from sight before either of the sorcerers could react.

For a long time nothing was said, then Sane
smiled wanly, “I guess the decision has been made for me. For a
moment, I seriously considered using it, but in a way I am glad. It
would be a shame not to see this through to the end.” He stood up
and stretched his weary bones. “We should purchase passage
east.”

Byrn pulled a short stick from a pack and
gave it to Sane. Power pulled from the sorcerer into the object and
he looked at Byrn, “What is this?” It was like a traditional staff,
but so much smaller that it could be hidden up a magician’s
sleeve.

“It is a wand used by the dwarves. Can you
imagine them using a staff as a human would? The thing would be far
too cumbersome to be properly wielded.”

Sane flicked the wand with his wrist and an
icicle appeared at the end and fell to the floor. “It will take a
little getting used to, but I thank you nonetheless, Byrn.”

The younger man nodded in appreciation and
fished around for a few coppers from his pocket and cast an
illusion on them so that they appeared to be gold coins instead.
“This should get us far from the city, but first I have a friend to
collect. He should have been here by now.”

“Who is this friend?”

“A boy by the name of Kaleb. He is an orphan
from Colum who I crossed paths with recently.”

“Is he a magician?”

“No, just a boy in need of help.”

After collecting up the packs, they headed to
the inn where Byrn and Kaleb had been staying. The plan had been
for Kaleb to meet them at the warehouse, but he never showed. Byrn
was worried, but he did his best to hide his concern.

After a few minutes Sane asked, “What do you
think the Red Tree elves will do to Kennath when they find him in
my place?”

“They do not take well to surprises or
unexpected visitors. He is probably already dead,” Byrn answered
showing no concern. His thoughts were still with the boy.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Sane told
him in agreement.


Chapter 7

 


 


 


The inn was completely dark when Byrn and
Sane arrived. It was to be expected since the moon still ruled in
the sky and morning was hours away, but the quiet and overwhelming
darkness left Byrn with an ominous feeling. The door was barred at
night, but it was of little concern when he could move the bar on
the other side with a thought.

The door opened without complaint and the
sorcerers entered to find the common room in complete darkness. The
growl of Sane’s stomach as he looked longingly towards the kitchen
broke the silence in the otherwise empty night. He sheepishly
grinned at Byrn who was unsure whether to be annoyed or humored by
the old man at the moment.

The second floor was no different and Byrn
held his breath as he turned the knob to his room. Kaleb could have
overslept. It was very late after all and he was a young boy. No
doubt he was not used to waking at odd hours or staying up late as
an adult would be. It was in a magician’s nature to be untrusting
and paranoid, especially in these difficult times. It was how most
of them managed to survive outside of the kingdom’s control. Still
even knowing that it was probably all in his head, it was difficult
for Byrn not to trust those instincts. He was about to tell Sane to
be ready for anything when he noticed the wand held at the ready in
the old sorcerer’s hand. They nodded to each other and Byrn pushed
the door open.

The room was as dark as the rest of the inn
had been except for a few rays of moonlight that made their way in
through the windowpanes. Kaleb sat facing the door and a man
wearing a brown traveler’s cloak stood above him. The boy was bound
to the chair, but the man held a knife pointed downward where
Kaleb’s neck and shoulder intersected.

“Byrn Lightfoot, it is an honor; an honor to
bring you to justice that is. You don’t remember me? That is ok.
You were asleep the last time I saw you. My name is Donovan Pommel
and I was once a ranger captain under the service of your mother in
Everec.” His voice was even as his Kenzai masters would have taught
him. He took the sir name of Pommel as an apprentice to the Kenzai
Order. Their names were determined by their mastery within the
Order similar to magician titles with Pommel being the title of an
apprentice up to Bladepoint or the master rank.

He continued, “I thought it was you that day
in the streets when you saved this boy, but I couldn’t be sure
until now. You hadn’t used any magic, but I could feel the energy
coming off of you then just as it does now. It is
unmistakable.”

“This is the man who stabbed your mother,”
Sane whispered.

Byrn nodded, but made no action. Donovan was
too close to Kaleb. Byrn could not react quickly enough if Donovan
decided to kill the boy and any rash action could prove to be
deadly. “What do you want?” Byrn asked.

Donovan pounded his boot on the floor in two
quick strikes and several doors flew open in response. Kenzai
flooded out of the rooms until the hallway on both sides of the
magicians were thick with them. “I want your immediate surrender
for the boy’s life. Throw down your staves.”

Byrn removed his cloak and let it fall to the
floor. Holding his arms out to the side so that Donovan could see
clearly in the dim light, Byrn told him, “I am unarmed.” He looked
to Sane and the elder man held out his arms in the same fashion,
but did not remove his cloak. The wand was safely tucked back into
his sleeve while all eyes were on Byrn.

“I am as well,” Sane told Donovan.

“You have done well,” a voice behind Donovan
told him in approval before stepping out from the shadows. “I would
expect no less.”

“Kellen.”

Sane pushed his way past Byrn into the room
to confront his former friend. For three decades Kellen and Sane
had been among the closest of friends. They fought together during
the Magi Rebellion in the Mainor Mountains and were instrumental in
securing a peace with the dwarves that lived there, but their
friendship ended when Kellen chose to side with the kingdom over
Sane and delivered the sorcerer into the hands of Warlord Nightwind
who then sent him back to Mollifas and Prince Janus. Ever since
then Sane lived as a slave and served the kingdom as a seer and
trainer of Janus’ magician army in between the prince’s torture
sessions. “Would you put me back in chains so soon, Kellen, after I
just escaped them?” He made no attempt to hide the indignity that
could be read in the shine of his one good eye in the sparse
moonlight, the way he held his chin high in defense, and the
tensing of his muscles in the baggy clothes Byrn had provided. The
old sorcerer was ready to fight and may have even welcomed the
opportunity.

“Sane? By the goddesses what have they done
to you?” The knight’s hand reached out to the gaunt figure that
stood before him as if he were a ghost or some twisted dream
brought to flesh and blood, but he pulled away at the last moment
unable to touch Sane and confirm that what he was seeing was
real.

“They did what you allowed them to do when
you handed me over without a second thought.”

“You were planning treason- murder of Prince
Janus,” Kellen sought to explain, but the words were hard to find.
“I was honor-bound-”

“Do not speak to me of honor! Any honor you
held was bastardized long ago. Or is it honorable to take a little
boy as a captive to use as bait?”

“Lord Kellen is a great man,” Donovan
protested putting himself between his master and the sorcerer, “He
owes no explanation to the likes of you, old man. You complain
about your treatment, but you admit to being a traitor as if it is
a matter to be proud of. You deserved death for plotting against
the prince and you may have had it if not for this man.” He nodded
to Kellen over his shoulder. “He spoke on your behalf to Warlord
Nightwind and again to King Kale and begged that they keep your
head off of the chopping block.”

A gentle hand was placed on the Kenzai
apprentice’s shoulder. “That is enough, Donovan,” Kellen told him
kindly, so that Donovan would know that the fault was Kellen’s and
not his, “Set the boy free. He has no place in this.” To Sane, he
inquired, “What do you intend to do from here?”

“I will follow where Byrn leads.”

“And I will be going to the Collective to
entreat them for peace on the kingdom’s behalf,” Byrn answered
without waiting to be asked.

“An easy enough story to verify,” Kellen
responded. “Send one of our couriers to the castle-”

“If you do that, then Sane will be a slave
again before the sun rises,” Byrn warned him, “I have my father’s
backing. Sane does not. His only hope is to join the Collective and
treat with the king for peace.” Byrn entered the room slowly and
held his closed fist out to Kellen. The crow signet ring could be
clearly seen in the light from the window.

“I would sooner die than go back to that,”
Sane called magic to him. Whether or not he was doing it
consciously was difficult to tell.

No one spoke as Donovan untied Kaleb and the
boy ran to Byrn’s side. More than a dozen Kenzai stood on either
side of the magicians with their swords held at the ready. They
only awaited Kellen’s command to act. Byrn squeezed Kaleb’s
shoulder to reassure him that all would be well.

“If you truly want to help Sane, then he must
come with me,” Byrn told him sincerely, and hoped that the knight
would agree.

“Do you have horses?” Kellen finally asked
and the sorcerers breathed a collective sigh of relief.

Byrn shook his head, “We would be
appreciative for any assistance.”

Donovan was unbelieving, “Lord Kellen, we
can’t just let them go. They are magicians! They probably killed
Sari too!”

“Sari is fine, you dolt,” Sane told him
unkindly, “She is back with her people.”

“Follow my orders, apprentice. The
consequences will be mine to bear.” Kellen called forth one of the
other Kenzai and told him to make ready with three rested mounts.
Then he turned his attention back to Byrn. “Get out of Mollifas now
before I change my mind.”

 


***

 


Grass was trampled under hoof as Byrn, Kaleb,
and Sane rode towards the rising sun. Kaleb was an impressive rider
for such a young lad and Byrn caught himself wondering if he was an
apprentice courier as Byrn had once been for what seemed like a
lifetime ago. There were more than a dozen towns and cities between
Mollifas and Wolfsbane. Surely Byrn could find a caring home for
the boy in one of them. Mollifas was no place for a ten year old to
be left to fend for himself.

“What do you think will become of Kellen?”
Sane asked tearing Byrn away from his thoughts of his little
friend.

“It depends on the story he decides to tell
and whether his men will back him up,” Byrn guessed, “If he leaves
you out of his report, then he may not be punished at all. However,
if he admits to letting you leave, he could end up in the palace
dungeons in your place.”

“I am truly unsure how I feel about that.
Tonight I saw some of my old friend in him, but that doesn’t erase
what he did to me,” said Sane. Changing the subject, he wondered,
“If we would have been forced to fight, do you think we could have
won?”

“Kellen was the only real threat and I could
have handled him easily enough once Donovan stepped away from
Kaleb.”

“Then why didn’t you do something? Why let
the conversation play out?”

Byrn rode a while longer before answering as
he relived his adoptive mother’s final moments and his own rash
actions afterwards. “Years ago before Avelice died, she taught me a
spell to summon a person’s spirit from the underworld. When Sari
and I escaped from Silvering with my mother’s body last year, I was
consumed with my own grief and drunk on the vast power that I
suddenly found out my disposal. My brain seemed to be working on
its own and I knew that I could weave several necromancy spells
together to bring her back to life. I summoned her spirit and was
about to reanimate her body when I saw the look of sadness on her
ashen face and couldn’t go through with it. It was then that I
understood that magic should not be the crutch I had made it into
and that it should serve a greater purpose than fulfilling the
desires of its wielder. For years, I spent so much time focusing on
being a magician and living that life that I forgot how to be a
man. Somewhere along the way all of the lessons my parents had
taught me about how to live honestly and doing the right thing got
lost in my desire to live freely. It was selfish of me and I think
I lost myself for a time, but I know now that what I need to be
doing is helping to bring about an Aurelia where we can all live
together in harmony and I think that can be better done through
talking than by throwing around fireballs.

“As extreme as Janus is, there are people on
the other side that are just as bad or worse. For a time I thought
that I had to be like them or that I had to pick a side, but I do
not. I will forge my own path and let it take me where it
will.”

Sane considered Byrn’s words for a while and
decided there was much wisdom in this young man. He wondered if he
was using his own power for the greater good or was he simply
consumed with the need for vengeance for his sister’s murder. He
already killed the assassin who took Avelice’s life and that had
not made him feel any better. Before that he had served the kingdom
willingly as a free magician and sentenced many of his own kind to
imprisonment in Baj or a domain, and that did not feel right
either. “I am too old to find a new path,” he muttered.

Kaleb, who had been riding near Sane, perked
up at the old man’s comment. “No need. We are heading the right
way,” he told the sorcerer and pointed to the road ahead.

Sane smiled, “Right you are, Kaleb.”


Chapter 8

 


 


 


All of the guards in the palace were trained
in Kenzai anti-magic techniques. A third of them were masters in
the discipline. Yet not one, but three magicians managed to escape
from the palace without any serious resistance. The only proof of
their attack and escape was a gaping hole in Prince Janus’
bedchamber and the accounts of his personal guards who were nearly
useless in protecting their charge.

The sun rose in the east, illuminating the
prince’s room with morning light. The calmness of the day did
little to settle his nerves following the attack that nearly
resulted in his death.

The rotund Warlord Velaren Saberhawk surveyed
the damage along with the prince and a retinue of generals. “We
must strike back,” the warlord told Janus. “If this assault goes
unanswered, then it will only embolden the magicians to strike
again with more force.”

Janus could not help smiling. Perhaps the
large warlord was more useful than he had given him credit for at
their last meeting. “Yes, of course,” Janus agreed. “I need you to
send word to the warlords of the south. Tell them to assemble their
armies and begin marching towards Wolfsbane within the week.
Together we will ensure that the magician threat is put down
swiftly and with extreme prejudice.”

“At once,” Warlord Saberhawk answered, “only…
and I hesitate to bring this up, because I do not wish to show you
any disrespect, my lord, but to assemble all of the kingdom’s
forces and move them across the country will leave many of the
warlords’ territories unprotected. Such an act will require the
word of the king.”

“Then we will speak with my father. Surely he
would not allow an attack against his only heir to go
unpunished.”

 


***

 


King Kale was gripped by another coughing fit
as Janus and Saberhawk waited patiently for it to pass. It was
common knowledge that the king had become very ill over the last
month and seemed to be continuously hovering near death. However,
only a few men knew that Janus had been using his personal wizard,
Kennath, to poison the king in order to keep him weak and infirm so
that Janus could take command of the kingdom’s forces in his stead
and do what his father was unwilling to do- crush the magician
rebellion, but that was all over now that Kennath was gone. Kennath
had to reapply his spell on a daily basis to maintain the desired
result of keeping the king bedridden, but not putting his life at
risk. King Kale was already starting to recover after missing the
magician’s last treatment this morning.

“This attack within our walls is surprising,”
King Kale said once the coughing had passed. He dabbed at his chin
to wipe away some spittle. “But I believe that we have the
situation well under control.”

“Then what would you have us do?” Janus
complained, “If we do nothing, then we wait for their next
assassination attempt and the one after that until they are
successful and you and I are both dead.”

“Sane will be dealt with for his attack
against you,” his father assured him, but the words were slow in
parting from his dry lips. Kale sipped some water and let out a
short cough. “Likewise your personal magician will have to be
found. He is still a criminal, after all.”

“And what of the third magician?” demanded
the prince. “I believe it was Byrn Lightfoot that freed them.”

“Your own guards said that the third magician
was an old man,” Kale reminded him.

“And some of the Kenzai who were supposed to
capture Byrn Lightfoot last night also said that there was an older
magician with him. One that Kellen let go. Who could that be if not
Sane?” Janus crossed the room to stand at his father’s side and
looked him in the eyes. “They also said that he had a signet ring
of the crow.”

“Byrn Aurel is now working to aid the
kingdom and his family. He has been granted leave to pursue a
peaceful solution to this rebellion.”

“You have met with him in secret,” Janus
guessed and his father nodded. “Father, how can you think of
believing that magician’s lies? How can you be sure that he is not
using his magic to manipulate your thoughts?”

“Because Byrn is my son and a parent can
forgive much when it comes to the failings of his children.” Janus
ignored the barb and let his father continue. “Succeed or fail in
his endeavor, if he returns to us and wishes to be part of our
family, then your mother and I have decided to welcome him and
acknowledge him as a member of the royal line. What we did to him
as a baby- it was not right.

“I have not been blind to the toll this
conflict has taken on you either, son. Your mood is often dark and
your methods have grown brutal. You always carried a dislike for
those who could use magic, but as this conflict has escalated so
has your hatred. This war threatens to destroy Aurelia and you
believe that only through the obliteration of our enemies can we
stop that, but that is not true. There is another option and it is
one that I have great hope for its success.”

“There are no other options!” Janus shouted
angrily.

The king’s personal guards who stood on
either side of his bed stiffened. They were too disciplined to go
for their swords, but stood ready to act if things should get out
of hand.

Warlord Saberhawk put a restrictive hand on
Janus in an awkward attempt to calm him, but the warlord’s efforts
were brushed off.

“Take your hands off of me, you fat bastard!”
Janus shouted and struck the man with his full fury. He thought of
his father as he delivered the blow to the warlord and was
simultaneously horrified and gratified by the thought of hurting
his father.

One guard positioned himself between the
warlord and prince to prevent further violence while the second
guard grabbed Janus from behind and restrained him. Janus tried to
strike at the guard, but his blows and kicks were weak since the
king’s guard held the prince in such a way as to prevent him from
getting any leverage.

“Enough of this!” King Kale bellowed and the
room itself nearly quaked in fear of the command in his voice.
“Janus, you are acting like a spoiled child throwing a tantrum! I
expect better of the man who will one day rule Aurelia in my
place.”

“What will you do, father? Give the pretender
my crown?” Janus shouted. “It’s ok to give the kingdom over to them
as long as an Aurel sits on the throne, is that?”

“Janus, I am your father and your king! You
will show me the respect I deserve in both of those roles or you
will soon find yourself without a crown or anything else. Is that
clear?”

The prince went limp in the guard’s arms at
his father’s threat. “Let me go,” he told them forcefully keeping
his tone even. The king’s man looked to his lord and Kale nodded.
Janus landed on his feet nimbly and straightened his shirt that had
gotten twisted in the struggle. “Forgive my… passion, father. I
just cannot believe that you would be willing to deal with these
devils. Why would you give them the kingdom without a fight?”

Kale slowly rose from his bed with the
determination of a man who was long accustomed to carrying the fate
of a nation on his shoulders and stood before his son. Though he
felt fevered and his strength waned, King Kale stayed on his feet
and stood tall. “Aurelia is as much my child as you or Byrn and I
will not give her up either. We will offer the magicians amnesty in
return for their loyalty and make the kingdom even stronger. When
you rule you may do as you please, Janus, but for now you will
support me in this as a prince must support his king. Perhaps in
time you will see the wisdom of my decision.”

Janus bowed low to his king and father. “As
you wish, father,” the prince said solemnly, but privately his
blood boiled. He was so close to ending the magician threat and now
his own father was ripping victory from his grasp just to gain
favor with his unacknowledged, magician son and there was nothing
the prince could do about it.

 


***

 


A secret door silently slid open in the
bedchamber of the king and queen. Few knew of the honeycomb of
secret passages that littered the castle and even fewer knew how to
find the sleeping place of Aurelia’s king among them. Leading up to
Kennath’s escape, the magician had been using this passage to sneak
into his Highness’ room and use his magic to keep the king
perpetually sick, but now that subterfuge would no longer be
possible.

Guards were posted outside of the room at all
times causing the man who entered to be doubly careful not to make
a sound. Everything hinged on the next few minutes. If he was
discovered, his life would be forfeit and the kingdom would begin
its first steps on what would undoubtedly be centuries of darkness,
but if he were successful, then Aurelia would be saved from that
fate and the people would know who they had to thank for it.

The would-be assassin did not like to dirty
his hands with such acts preferring to send underlings to take the
risks on his behalf, but this was too important and there was no
one else he could trust to kill the king. His hand trembled as he
slipped a vial of black liquid, given to him by the dwarf, Gilkame,
out of a small, brown pouch. The dwarf never asked the reason why,
he was happy to help his patron with any task set before him. That
willingness to serve combined with his inventive genius is what
prompted the prince to take the dwarf into his home and make him a
member of the royal court despite the fact that he held no noble
lineage to speak of.

Janus stood over his father and watched as
the bed sheets lifted with every rise and fall of his breath. It
was his father’s fault. Why would he choose to back Byrn Lightfoot
instead of his true son? Was he always so misguided or had he grown
soft in his later years? I am your son, not him. Why would you
choose him over me?

His mother lay next to Kale and slept as
deeply as the dead. He did not need to do this, warned a quiet
voice of compassion… or perhaps it was cowardice. No one saw him
come in and no one would see him leave if he turned around and
walked back through the secret passage. Just turn back-

No, there was no other way around this and to
think otherwise was a weakness in and of itself. His father was too
weak to do what needed to be done and Janus would not be like that.
The rebels would not be defeated through half measures and
superficial alliances that would make it seem all right to give the
kingdom over to a group of mad men with magical powers. Janus could
not sit back and let his birthright be destroyed before him.

He could not afford to think on it any
longer. If he waited even one more moment, then he might lose his
resolve. Janus poured the liquid down his father’s throat and
watched the smooth, black concoction slip out of the vial down to
the last drop.

King Kale coughed in his sleep as the poison
choked his lungs. Janus returned to the tunnel and did not dare to
look back. The door slid shut behind him. The king’s coughing
continued for a minute more and Janus stood there listening with
his forehead pressed against the false wall. He fought back the
tears that threatened to overwhelm him. How foolish he was to think
of crying for his father when he was the one that put the poison to
his lips.

The cold, calculating voice that often drove
the prince told him that he should leave. He should be in his room
in case anyone was to show up there and they surely would within a
matter of minutes of discovering the king’s death to tell him the
tragic news. However, he could not go. On the other side of the
wall he could hear his father gently dying in his sleep while his
mother lay beside him blissfully unaware that anything was wrong.
This was Janus’ dark act and he would be a witness to his own
actions. King Kale gave the prince life, and now Janus was taking
his father’s life in return. The least he could do was be there for
the old man in some small capacity even if he was the only one that
knew it. He wanted this memory burned into his brain, so that he
would always carry this moment with him no matter how much it hurt
or how much he would always hate himself. This would be a reminder
when dealing with the magicians of the lengths that he must be
willing to go to ensure the future of his kingdom and his
crown.

The coughing slowed after a minute and
eventually stopped completely. Queen Wendi was never roused and
continued to sleep peacefully beside the body of her husband. Janus
had expected that she would wake near the end when her husband’s
death throes were at their worst. She would discover her husband
dead and call for the guards. Janus would have to race back to his
own chambers to beat the guards there and feign being awakened
abruptly, but the king’s death was thankfully a peaceful one and
that never happened.

Instead Janus had the time to return to his
room at his leisure and think on what he had done. He murdered his
father. The thought seemed abstract as he repeated it time and
again in his mind. Hours passed and Janus tossed and turned in his
bed trying to find a comfortable position that would allow him some
semblance of sleep, but the blessed release never came. Guilt kept
his brain active and would allow him no measure of serenity that
night. “Please forgive me, father,” Janus whispered into the
emptiness of his posh apartment. Gods, please let his decision be
the right one, because the cost was too high to consider that his
choice might have been wrong.


Chapter 9

 


 


 


Alia held her daughter and rocked the sweet
six-month-old gently soothing her back to sleep. Since the baby was
born the enchantress’ life had been filled with sleepless nights,
colicky bouts of crying, and dirty, smelly diapers that were in
constant need of washing. At times Alia was driven to frustration
by the tiny person she and Byrn had created, but as she sat and
silently watched her little girl sleeping in her arms she was
overcome with a sense of contentment that had eluded her for most
of her life and wondered if this was how her own mother felt when
holding her so long ago.

Perhaps that was why she chose to name the
child Avelice after her mother. When Alia was fourteen she ran away
from home after they had a falling out. Alia was a headstrong girl,
who eventually grew into an equally stubborn woman, and got it into
her head that they could rescue her father from the magician
prison, Baj, but her mother would not even consider the idea. She
said she would not allow her daughter to risk her life on such a
foolish notion and forbade the girl from even speaking of it any
further. Alia failed to understand her mother’s reasoning then, but
now she was beginning to.

Alia put baby Avelice in her crib and tucked
her in snugly before taking a short nap of her own. When she awoke
Alia found that her daughter was still sleeping quietly and began
to pick up around the small house she now lived in within the town
of Wolfsbane. It was not an easy decision to make, but in the final
months of her pregnancy Alia ceded her waning role as Collective
leader to her father and decided to live with the newcomers from
Ilipse within the town proper to spend more time with her daughter.
Over the last year, she relinquished more and more power to Xander
until it was only a formality. She still sat on the council of
masters, but with so many new masters from Baj joining their ranks
Alia could not help but feel like her voice was no longer heard as
it once was. It was a sad thing to give up so much control over an
organization that she built and put her heart and soul into, but
she would be the first one to admit that she no longer held the
burning desire to avenge the tragedies of her life. Her father was
free from prison. She had a child to care for. That was all the
family she needed or could hope for, and she was content with that.
Still it was difficult for her to accept a diminished role among
the Collective even if it was mostly self-imposed.

It was no small task for her to take control
of the castle and make it a home for the Collective before such a
group ever existed. It required some sneaky enchanting and old
fashioned guile to wrest this hold from its previous owner without
the kind of bloodshed that would have brought the kingdom down upon
her before her dream of a unified group of magicians ever began. It
was even more difficult to keep the fact that the castle was filled
with magic users a secret from the citizenry as their numbers grew,
and once the magicians’ numbers swelled following the rescues at
Ilipse and Baj it became impossible. Rumors flowed like water
throughout the town and it was Alia who eventually decided to make
the announcement that she and those who resided in the castle were
all magicians. She stood on top of a stage in the town’s square and
talked to the people as the woman who had protected them from the
threats of bandit raids that the former lord did nothing to stop
and made them prosperous for the last four years by using her magic
to enchant favorable deals with many traders and merchants in
neighboring cities. She assured them that no harm would come to
them from the Collective and that she and her fellow magicians only
wanted a place to live in peace.

Half of the townsfolk left that first day,
but she knew such a thing was a possibility and the Collective was
ready. Their enchanters made quick work of altering the memories of
those leaving so that they no longer recalled Alia’s announcement
or had any inkling that there might be magicians in their midst.
Then more decided to leave not long after even as more magicians
trickled into Wolfsbane of their own accord and once the magicians
outnumbered the non-magic users the rest of the original townsfolk
left the town altogether. It was a blow to Alia’s ego as a ruler.
She had done everything right. She used her magic to help them and
protect them, but it was all for nothing. It was the rightful place
for magicians to rule over the “lessers,” but that did not mean
that they had to be cruel. It was a natural fact of the world that
those with power rose above those without. Whether that power was a
keen intellect, a warrior’s battle prowess, or magic it should have
made no difference as long as the people felt protected.

If they had stayed it would have meant
something. It would have meant that an eventual peace could be
reached and maybe her own daughter could grow up in a world where
she would not be hated for simply being born. She did not want
Avelice to have to fight as she had. Gods willing Avelice would
never need to know what it felt like to kill a man, nor ever grow
so detached that she took pleasure in the act as Alia once did.

Now her days were spent caring for little
Avelice or tinkering with her enchantments. The magician control
collar that had been in her possession for nearly two years still
eluded her ability to solve. There was a component that was
different from any magic that Alia knew, but she knew that it was
only just escaping her comprehension and once she understood how it
worked, then she would be able to break its hold over
magicians.

A knock at the door broke her away from her
thoughts and she raced to open it before the unwary knocker woke
Avelice from her nap. If whoever it was woke her baby, she would
rip-

She hastily opened the door and was greeted
by the wizened face of her father. “I hope I am not disturbing
you,” Xander whispered, “but I had some free time and wanted to pay
my two favorite girls a visit.”

“Not at all, father. Please come in,” Alia
stepped aside so that Xander could enter, “but you may be
disappointed to learn that Avelice is taking a nap right now.”

Xander sat at a small table while Alia poured
two glasses of wine in her narrow kitchen. He did not understand
why she would choose a house of such modest size when there were
larger ones available to her, but he never understood her desire to
move out of the castle either. She tried to explain it to him once,
but it was difficult to put into words. The castle and its grounds
were so large that it felt impersonal. This place felt like it
should be someone’s home. “You are looking well,” the old man
observed amicably as he sipped his wine. “Motherhood seems to suit
you well.”

“That is kind of you. We are getting along
nicely although sometimes I miss the comforts of the castle. Here I
do everything for myself.”

“You can always come back,” Xander offered.
“I have kept your quarters purposefully vacant although that
apprentice of yours has been vying for the larger accommodations
aggressively… and convincingly.”

Alia laughed abruptly. “That does sound like
Tomlin.” She took a sip of wine and swirled it lightly about the
cup out of habit. “Let him have the room and if I ever decide to
move back into the castle, then I will kick him back out.”

“You are a shrewd one,” Xander told her
good-humoredly, “I must admit you get that from me.”

“So how are things going with the
Collective?” Alia asked and she was surprised at how frankly
curious she really was. She may have handed the reins of leadership
over to another person, but there was a part of her that still
wanted to be the one that everyone looked to for guidance. A part
of her wanted to know that no matter how capable the hands were
that held the Collective together that they were not as good as
hers. She knew it was a vain desire, but could not help herself
from feeling it.

“We were visited by spies recently,” Xander
took another drink and his normally smooth brow became furrowed as
his expression shifted to one of concern. “Two Kenzai of modest
ability. We dealt with them harshly, but not before taking the time
to interrogate them first. Unfortunately, they didn’t know where
the intelligence that led them here came from, but it is clear that
someone in the kingdom knows or at least suspects that we are
here.”

Alia stopped herself from speaking for a
second, but decided to ask the question that came to mind. “Do you
think Byrn has anything to do with it?” she asked and immediately
feared the answer she might receive.

Byrn had disappeared more than a year earlier
with the Kenzai knight, Kellen, and had not been seen since. The
last Alia had heard of Byrn’s whereabouts was from the former orc
commander, Zakux Doombreaker, who tried to kill Alia and Tomlin
when they went looking for the missing fire master. The orc had
told them that Byrn was a demon-sorcerer and that he turned into a
terrible fire monster and destroyed most of the city. It was
unclear what happened to Byrn after that and her sprite friend,
Alphene was only able to track him to Silvering before losing the
trail of his essence, but from Zakux’s description of events Byrn
was nobody’s prisoner. Her own father, the most powerful
necromancer in the world, had tried repeatedly to summon Byrn’s
spirit from the underworld without success meaning that he still
lived. So why had he failed to return to her? When she first met
him, Byrn was a knight-magician under the service of one of the
warlords in the west. She did not want to think that Byrn had once
more chosen to side with the kingdom over the magicians, but who
else knew where the Collective was located? Even Kellen who had
been their prisoner had no idea where he was being held. Sadly, the
only thought that gave her hope that Byrn had not betrayed them was
that he was rotting in a dungeon somewhere while his captors
tortured him for information. A chill ran up her spine at the
thought.

“I don’t know, but fear the worst,” was
Xander’s answer. He did not care to expand on what he meant by “the
worst,” but Alia did not press the matter.

It was Xander who changed the subject as he
finished off his glass of wine. “Sending spies here shows that the
kingdom fears us already. It may be time to strike against the
noble families and cut off the heads of the hydra as it were. Our
numbers are still too small to stand up to the full might of the
kingdom if it was arrayed against us, but without unified
leadership we can bend them to our will in small patches of
territory at a time or crush them into the dust if need be.”

“No matter the size, the body cannot act
without the head driving it,” Alia agreed as she poured some more
wine. The body cannot act… Wine poured out over the rim of
Xander’s glass as she filled it.

“Alia?”

“The body cannot act without the head!” Alia
blurted uncontrollably in her excitement. “I thought it was an
enchanting spell. A powerful one beyond my ability to understand
like an ancient secret of some long-dead grandmaster, but maybe it
is something different altogether! I need to speak with one of our
manipulation masters.”

“Alia, try to calm yourself and tell me what
you are talking about,” Xander pleaded. He rose to meet his
daughter who was bundling Avelice in her blanket for a trip to the
castle. The baby was rudely awakened by her mother’s sudden
movements and began to cry loudly, but Alia was so distracted that
she took little notice.

“The collars,” she told him barely able to
contain the exhilaration that had so suddenly energized her, “I
might know how they work.”

Xander opened the door for Alia and they
hurried to the castle as fast as the old man’s bones would take
him. The Collective knew that most of the domains had been
evacuated long ago and the collars were believed to be what was
being used now to hold the domain magicians captive in some as yet
undiscovered location. If there was a way to break the spell, then
the numbers of the Collective would swell and they could demand the
surrender of the kingdom by whatever terms they set.

 


***

 


“A spell that could sever the mind from the
body-“ Ryonus mused at Alia’s query, “Yes, there is such a spell. I
am well aware of it, but it is no master level skill. Anyone with a
fair degree of talent in the manipulation discipline could cast
such a spell with relative ease.” To Xander he added, “I used that
very spell on Mantellus in Baj to make him appear dead.”

“Yes, I remember,” Xander darkened as he
recalled the failed prison break in which the only one to escape
was Mantellus Firekin who was thrown into a mass grave, believed to
be dead.

Avelice had settled somewhat since being so
impolitely disturbed from her sleep, but she threatened to begin
her crying anew at any moment. It was only the rhythmic bouncing of
her mother’s knee that kept the child happily entertained.

Ryonus explained, “That particular spell
weakens the connection between brain and body to the point where
all voluntary functions cease completely and non-voluntary ones
like breathing and the heartbeat are slowed to the point of being
nearly undetectable. The effects are slow moving to prolong the
effect. The spell takes a long time to activate and wear off, but
there are other versions of it that can paralyze the body in an
instant, but wear off much sooner.”

Alia absorbed Ryonus’ words, which rang true
with her own ideas regarding how the collars worked. She had seen
the collar work several times on test subjects and the effects were
not that much different than what Ryonus was describing. “But the
collar that we have has been active for at least two years. How
could such a spell work indefinitely? I find it hard to believe
that the kingdom has a magician that powerful on their side.”

“It would require either a group of very
powerful magicians or…” the master of manipulation fell silent.

“Or what?” Xander demanded.

Ryonus shook his head; “It would require a
tremendous amount of source energy from humans or other members of
the higher races.” His eyes inadvertently shot to Xander, who
nodded. “That would mean the siphoning of the magical energies-
either directly or through the blood source- of several people to
power one collar. If there are hundreds of these collars as we
believe-”

“Then it would require the genocide of a
small city,” Alia finished for him, “but that is not the kind of
news that could stay hidden for long.” Everyone had heard the
stories of Xander’s destruction of Colum from the magicians he
freed there. Alia didn’t want to admit that a part of her feared
her father for those actions and that was perhaps part of the
reason that she felt safer outside of the castle’s walls.

“Ryonus said ‘higher races,’” Xander
corrected her, “He did not say it had to be humans.”

“The orcs,” Alia stated showing that she
understood her father’s meaning. When she interrogated Zakux he
said that entire orc villages had been disappearing along the
border with the kingdom. “Did we cause this to happen? Could it be
that in an attempt to better control the magician population the
king would risk war with the orc tribes to power the creation of
their own magical weapons?”

“Not precisely,” Ryonus examined the collar
he held closely, “This one was made before the war started; before
anyone in Aurelia even knew the Collective existed.” He looked at
Alia in that way he had of casually analyzing things, “It is
fortuitous that you created the Collective when you did or the
magicians of Aurelia would already be doomed.”

“Then you can thank me by helping me figure
out how to disable this paralysis spell,” She took back the collar
and placed it inside of her coat’s pocket.

“It would be my pleasure,” Ryonus sincerely
assured her.

 



Chapter 10

 


 


 


It was the third town that they came across
since leaving Mollifas and was no less promising than the ones
before. The largest cities in Aurelia were the ones most often
attacked by Collective soldiers, but the hysteria was an even more
palpable sensation in the small towns that had no Kenzai warriors
or any sort of a military presence to even pretend at being
protection. They had a militia of farmers and shopkeepers to defend
their homes, but they were little more than a collection of men
with pitchforks and old, dull swords. If the Collective was to
attack one of these towns, there would be nothing left and these
people knew it. That was the lesson that Xander Necros taught the
kingdom to great effect when he destroyed Colum, a city boasting a
populace of ten thousand, single-handedly in the course of a single
day. So it was little wonder that they were distrustful of
strangers, but knowing that did not make it any easier for Byrn to
stomach the looks that people gave them as they rode into town or
walked the streets.

During his years as an apprentice, Byrn grew
used to the hate that the normal people held for his kind. It was a
common thing for most of them to spit insults without so much as a
thought for what they were saying. The fact that most people had
little to no contact with magicians only made it easier for them to
feel comfortable in demonizing them, but those times, as bad as
they were, were almost pleasant compared to the anti-magician
sentiment that was now ever-present wherever they want.

They rode into the main street of the town,
if it could be called that. It was a main street in that most of
the shops and the lone inn were on this street, but was in truth
not much more than a dirt road with a handful of buildings on each
side.

Money in these smaller communities was tight
compared to the coin that changed hands in the heavily populated
cities. People who lived in small towns often bartered their goods
and services rather than relying strictly on money to get what they
needed. It was for this reason that Byrn was able to purchase fresh
supplies and a large room at the inn for a handful of copper coins
when similar purchases in Mollifas would have required coins of a
golden hue.

When they sat down for the evening meal Kaleb
ate like a ravenous wolf gulping whole chunks of meat with every
rip and bite. At one point, he suddenly stopped eating, realizing
that his steward sorcerers were staring at him in surprise as he
fed his face. He smiled at them causing some meat juice to drip
down his chin and said, “Mmssgood,” before going back to his
rending and tearing of beef using only his hands and teeth.

Sane’s meal was eaten more purposefully, but
with equal relish. Since being freed from the bonds of the control
collar the sorcerer’s pallet took on a healthier pink tone and
though he was still incredibly thin he started to put on a few
pounds already. He swore that food tasted better since regaining
his freedom and shared the same eating habits as Kaleb for the
first week of their journey since they left the capital.

Byrn also noted that the food tasted less…
stony, there was no other word for it, than the flavors he had
grown accustomed to for much of his time in the largely underground
kingdom of Ghant as he spent a little more than a year traveling
the world to get back to Aurelia.

“Any luck finding a family that would be
willing to take Kaleb in?” Sane asked in passing. At hearing his
name, Kaleb stopped chewing and looked to Byrn for the answer.

“No luck, I’m afraid,” Byrn answered and
noted that Kaleb had gone back to eating. Not for the first time,
Byrn questioned if Kaleb truly wanted to leave them. The young boy
seemed content to travel with the men, rarely uttering a word of
complaint and he was always quick to help with cleaning up their
campsites when they couldn’t find a town to stay in. Byrn had to
admit that Kaleb had grown on him as well and he did not look
forward to the boy’s leaving, but there was too much at risk to
keep the boy with him for any longer than was necessary. Byrn was
unsure of the reception that he would receive in Wolfsbane and knew
there was a chance that they were riding into danger. They would
need to find someplace for Kaleb to stay before they reached the
home of the Collective, but it would not be in this little hamlet.
“The people are too suspicious of strangers. They fear that anyone
they don’t know could be a magician.”

Sane nodded, “It is obvious that we have been
regarded with mistrust since coming here. Even now, I have caught
more than a few gazes flickering to our table and away just as
quickly. They like your coin and know that we are just passing
through. Those are the only things keeping them from running us out
of town.”

“This is harder than I thought it would be,”
Byrn confessed, “Some families were willing to take in a stray
child, but they weren’t the type of families I would feel good
about leaving him with. They were the kinds that seemed not much
different from his uncle.”

“I don’t mind traveling with you,” Kaleb
chirped between mouthfuls. He took a long drink of ale to wash his
food down. Marian would have said that he was all stomach and
Tannys would have commented on his strong work ethic. They would
have liked this boy… Byrn let the thought and the sudden sadness
that accompanied it go as if it could be picked up by the wind and
carried away like smoke. His parents would not want him to wallow
in grief. He had done enough of that already.

Byrn poked at his beefsteak without thinking
for a time. Eventually he looked up to see his companions staring
at him, visibly concerned. “Nothing to be worried about,” he gave
them a smile and hoped that they believed it, ”I was just lost in
thought considering the rest of our journey. We should leave
tomorrow morning.” He would say no more there. The people dining in
the inn were more subdued than most tavern and inn goers and were
clearly suspicious of the three travelers. It would be best to
leave this place as soon as possible. Besides the uncomfortable
feelings of this place, every moment that they lingered they
increased the likelihood that a band of Kenzai would catch up to
them looking for Sane or a courier would deliver a wanted poster
with the old sorcerer’s face on it and Byrn wished to avoid any
needless confrontations.

In another week they would be in Wolfsbane
and Byrn was more worried about how he would be received there than
he was about sneaking into the king and queen’s bedchamber. When he
visited his royal parents, he half expected them to call the guards
immediately, but if that had happened he would have been able to
escape with ease and he personally wouldn’t have been any worse off
than he was before.

However, now he was on a diplomatic mission
to convince the Collective magicians to agree to journey to
Mollifas to discuss peace. He should have been excited at the
prospect of returning to Wolfsbane. He was well known and respected
among the Collective before he left and he considered many of them
to be friends, but it was Xander and Alia Necros that gave him
pause.

What must Alia think of him to be gone for so
long? Did she hate him for not coming back or did she even care at
all? She might think him dead or that he had abandoned her. There
could be another man in her life by now and where would that leave
him?

Then there was the question of Xander Necros.
When Byrn last saw him, he was taking over leadership of the
Collective. Byrn considered him a friend at the time, but his
brutality in Colum caused Byrn to reassess that summation. Xander
killed more than ten thousand people and destroyed Byrn’s hometown.
However, he would have to treat the necromancer with respect
despite his personal feelings. As the most powerful member of the
Collective, Xander would be integral to seeing that an agreement
was reached with the kingdom. Not for the first time, Byrn wondered
if he was up to the task of uniting these two groups.


Chapter 11

 


 


 


The enchantress cursed under her breath at
the simple gold choker that sat on the worktable. The last few rays
of sun shone in through her workshop’s window. She briefly wondered
how long she had spent trying to break the enchantment with no
success. Its clasp seemed to stare at her like an ever-present
golden eye.

Ryonus had done his best to help. He tried
explaining how paralysis magic worked and in theory Alia understood
the concepts he presented, but there was something holding her
back. Something that prevented her from being able to cast the
spell in its basic form and without that knowledge she was unable
to break the collar’s enchantment.

“It is frustrating, I know,” Ryonus placed
his hand on her shoulder. His touch was gentle, but did not hide
the strength that he commanded. Ryonus was a handsome man with a
straight jaw and broad shoulders who commanded the attention of
many of the ladies throughout the castle. His good looks were of no
surprise considering that he was of noble birth even if his claim
was unrecognized as the bastard son of some forgotten southern
warlord. “You will get there,” he added confidently.

Alia turned away so that his hand would fall
from her shoulder without her having to be so callous as to remove
it herself and risk insulting the man. He was only here to help,
she reminded herself. Ryonus came to her home at her request. It
was easy to see that the master of manipulation magic was attracted
to her. Most men were. It was common knowledge among magicians that
with mastery of a magical discipline came inherent abilities. Just
as Byrn was resistant to the elements and Ryonus, who was a master
of manipulating the physical world, had enhanced senses, enchanters
had a special talent all their own. People were naturally more
attracted to them and liked them. It was a discovery she made years
ago as a teenager and had proved to get her into trouble almost as
often as it got her out of it.

In later years, she used that ability to draw
the attentions of people of influence and to put herself in a
position of power outright when she married Duke Astom Snakeshield
of Wolfsbane and became the Lady of Wolfsbane. Astom was a not a
very kind man to his people and was slow-witted to boot, but he
treated Alia like she was a princess for the brief time they were
together. It was believed that the duke died in a hunting accident,
gored by a wild boar. There were witnesses to the tragic event, but
it was all a lie. Alia had enchanted the minds of the duke’s
hunting party and placed the memories in their heads. She had done
that so that she would become the ruler of this land without a
fight. Astom had no children and there was no other with a rightful
claim. If there had been, Alia would have found another noble to
make her husband.

The truth was that Duke Astom was not dead at
all. Alia had altered his memories as well, so that he no longer
knew who he was and left him in the care of priests several days’
travel away. He would awake with no memory of his former life and
nothing except for the considerable coin in his pockets. It would
have been easier to kill him outright, but he had been generous to
her and it seemed wrong to repay that kindness with death.

Byrn fell victim to her inherent
attractiveness as well, but Alia viewed their relationship as more
of an equal partnership. She had cared for the elementalist, even
loved him. At first it was the power that he wielded that drew her
to him, but it did not take long for her to begin to care for him.
He was full of passion and determination, and soon it was no longer
his power that she coveted, but his heart. He gave her a child, but
vanished in a misguided attempt to protect her before either of
them even knew the seed had been planted.

“Controlling a man’s mind is easy,” she
frowned at the memories of lost loves, “but controlling his body is
a decidedly more difficult task.”

“It depends on your point of view, I guess,”
Ryonus spoke dispassionately. Alia had a hard time imagining him as
someone who would give in to his desires at a moment’s notice. He
was too cold, too rigid to be motivated by pure passion. “The brain
is as much a part of the body as an arm or leg.”

The enchantress clenched her fists, and then
slowly released them before facing Ryonus again. “We should take a
break for the night and try again tomorrow. Maybe a fresh
perspective in the morning will make a difference.”

Ryonus collected the grimoire he had brought
with him to help Alia learn about paralysis magic, but stood in her
workshop for a minute without moving, lost in thought. Finally he
said, “A different perspective may be just what you need.”

Alia was about to ask what he meant, but
Ryonus had already reached out with his free hand and cast a spell
on her. Her arms would not raise and her feet became rooted where
she stood. She could not move! “What do you intend? I’ll personally
castrate you if you so much as even touch me.” There was no fear in
her voice, only a promise that chilled Ryonus to the bone and
caused his expression to change from its normally stoic façade to
one of utter shock.

He placed the book back on the table and held
his hands as if he was the victim. “Do you think so little of me
that you believe that I would try to take advantage of you? Gods,
the thought of your father seeking vengeance is enough to keep most
men away.” He did not wait for answer before trying to explain his
action. “The spell you are under is a fairly simple paralysis
spell. Focus on your body and feel it coursing through you. Try to
wiggle your fingers or turn your head. It holds you from within and
won’t let go.”

Alia tried to move her arms to strangle
Ryonus, but could not. The spell held her firmly, but it was an
internal feeling. She thought that it would be more external like
invisible hands grabbing her and holding her in place, but it was
more like her body was in a state of rest and her mind could not
galvanize it to take any action.

“It feels like your mind is separated from
your body, doesn’t it?”

She would have nodded if she could have. This
feeling was similar to the descriptions given to her by the few
magicians who had worn the collar briefly during her earlier
attempts at disrupting its enchantment. Slowly, she calmed down and
focused on the effects that the spell was having on her as Ryonus
had instructed.

As Ryonus had promised the spell had worn off
a minute later. She took Ryonus’ book from the table and made as if
she was going to hand it to him, but used the opportunity to place
her hand on his chest to cast a spell. She released a jolt of magic
into the manipulation master’s body and caused him to stiffen.

“I think I have the handle of it,” she told
him. Her voice sounded dire to his heightened ears.

Ryonus struggled against the spell and was
able to move his arms, but it was a slow and difficult thing to
accomplish. A moment later Ryonus regained control of his body. The
spell had not lasted as long as Alia expected and had not been
complete in its hold, but it had been successful on a basic level.
“I think that you do,” admitted Ryonus who looked relieved that
Alia did not take the opportunity to repay him for his momentary
lapse in common judgment.

“You should leave me to my work.”

“That may be best,” agreed Ryonus and showed
himself out of the workshop.

Alia went back to her examination of the
collar and the magic bound to it with a better understanding of
what she was looking at. Ryonus should have asked her before doing
something like that, but she was forced to admit that his little
stunt had helped her. She pushed a sliver of magic into the item
and watched as the bound spell flared around it in a shifting of
colors from red to purple to blue before becoming translucent
again.

Hours passed like minutes and it was now
moonlight that came through the window. A pair of candles, one in
each corner was lit giving her light to see by though she could not
recall taking any time away from her study to light them. It was
only the crying of Avelice that started as a whimper, but soon grew
into a full scream that would tax any adult’s lungs to reproduce
with the same intensity and longevity that finally pulled her away
from the collar. The enchantress suddenly realized how tired her
body was and was surprised at how long she had been working without
a break. With each moment she came closer to a breakthrough and was
compelled to continue on, but now her daughter commanded that Alia
take a break whether she wanted to or not.

She opened the door to find the crying baby
being held to Ryonus’ chest as he gently bounced Avelice and
whispered calming words to her. “That’s a good girl,” he told
Avelice as she started to settle down, but he continued his routine
of bouncing and holding her to him so that she could feel the beat
of his heart. Then he seemed to take notice of Alia and smiled at
her politely. The lines of tiredness were written on his face as
much as Alia guessed they were apparent on her own.

“I thought I told you to leave,” her voice
was somewhere between a threatening hiss and a low whisper while
she tried to make up her mind whether or not to be angry with
him.

“You said to leave your workshop. I thought
you wanted me to stay close by in case you needed more help, so I
stayed in the living room.” Ryonus told her sounding confused and
maybe a little hurt.

“Ryonus,” Alia exhaled his name unpleasantly
as if she were dealing with a child, “I know you have some…
feelings for me, but now is not the time to be exploring such
things.”

“Why don’t you come down off your high
horse?” Ryonus scolded her, but stayed at a whisper so as not to
disturb Avelice. The question was shocking enough to command
silence from Alia for the moment- a feat rarely accomplished. “Yes,
you are attractive. I won’t deny that, but what we are doing
here is important. We could be deciding the fate of the kingdom
right now, so yes, I decided to stick around to help in any way
that I could even if that means doing something as simple as
quieting a baby or lighting a few candles.”

The enchantress stammered as she tried to
apologize, but finally settled on a short, “Thank you,” as she
backed out of the nursery.

Ryonus stopped her on the way out. “How close
are you to breaking the enchantment?” he asked once more using that
almost clinical tone of his.

“Very close. I am on the verge of solving
it.”

“So there is no more confusion: Do you want
me to leave?”

Alia thought about it for a moment and shook
her head. “You may stay. As you said may have need of you.”

 


***

 


The ripples of color faded with the last
influx of Alia’s magic into the collar and the enchantress breathed
a sigh of mixed relief and exhaustion. She was unsure of how much
time had passed since her last break and it was becoming hard to
maintain focus on anything, but she thought the enchantment was
finally broken.

Another touch of her magic pulsed into the
collar and the telltale kaleidoscope of color that indicated an
enchantment failed to activate. Next she held the collar between
her hands and pulsed a steady flow of magic through it. A slight
touch of the collar’s enchantment should have pulsed into Alia’s
hands allowing her to identify the spell bound to it by touch.
There was nothing! The control collar was broken!

The desire to tell someone of her success was
overwhelming. Before she knew what she was doing Alia was in her
living room looking for Ryonus. He was asleep in a chair with his
head tilted back. Avelice was sitting up against him and playing
with his fingers. A low snore chortled from his nose and Alia had
to suppress a smile. Maybe she misjudged him and Avelice liked him
so he could not be all that bad.

She carefully took Avelice from the sleeping
magician. The baby pulled at Alia’s hair and smiled that goofy grin
that was all her own. Alia went into her bedroom and lay down with
Avelice against her.

She could tell Ryonus the good news in the
morning.


Chapter 12

 


 


 


Byrn reined his horse in shy of the outskirts
of Wolfsbane.

“Why are we stopping?” asked Sane. The last
leg of their journey was a swift one as the magicians along with
their young companion decided to continue on to the Collective
without further delay. It became clear that they were not going to
find a suitable home for Kaleb in any of towns they passed through.
People were just too scared to trust strangers, even young boys
since any child could be a magician and after some conversations
with both Kaleb and Sane, Byrn decided to take Kaleb with them to
Wolfsbane, believing that he could protect the boy if things did
not go as planned.

Sane’s coloring improved dramatically since
their journey began thanks in part to the rests in inns and hearty
meals along the way. His skin was still sagging, but it was a
remarkable improvement from the state Byrn found him in. In another
few months he would be back to his old self, excluding his missing
eye. That would always be a reminder of his time as a prisoner to
Prince Janus.

“Kaleb, can you ride ahead a short way? I
need to speak privately with Sane.” Byrn’s serious expression was
enough to convince Kaleb to do as he asked without question.

“Before we go any further, I have to be
completely honest with you about something.” Byrn exhaled heavily.
He had thought long about what he wanted to tell the senior
magician and just how he wanted to say it. “When I was unconscious
after our escape from Everec I dreamt that I was having a
discussion with a boy called Warrior and an old man called Wise. In
my dream, Wise showed me a vision of the destruction of Colum-
possibly as it was happening. It is no secret that that was done by
the Collective and you may have heard the stories that it was done
by a single magician. You need to know that is true. A very
powerful necromancer called Xander Necros did it. He may be the
most powerful magician in the world.

“He is also one of the leaders of the
Collective and we will need his support if we are to make this
alliance happen.”

Sane hung his head and shook it, “I know
Xander. He was married to my sister after all.” Byrn looked
surprised for a second, but he did his best to cover it. Avelice
said once that she had a brother and he knew that she knew Sane,
but he never guessed that they were related. That also explained
why the massacre at Avelice’s school affected Sane so deeply that
he would turn against the kingdom that he had served faithfully for
decades. Sane continued once that revelation had a minute to sink
in, “My experience with them was limited, but Xander was a loving
husband and father to his family. However, he had a darker side. He
was driven and zealous in his beliefs and his desire to protect
them. Simply put, once his mind was made up there was little that
could be done to change it. We must tread carefully around him.

“There is one other thing as long as we are
being completely honest. First, you need to know that I never told
you this before, because I did not believe it was true.” Sane’s
hands twisted the reins tightly. “In Everec, the orcs could have
killed me, but chose not to, because their lead magikan had a
vision of Kellen, myself, and several other humans standing against
an encroaching darkness that threatened to overwhelm the continent.
When you were captured and they tried to burn you at the stake it
was because that magikan recognized you as being the master of that
dark power.”

Before Byrn could respond, Sane held his hand
up asking for silence. “There is more,” warned Sane, “A few months
before you rescued me I had a vision of that same darkness
enveloping the continent. You were not a part of my vision, but the
source of that darkness came from Wolfsbane and the imagery was not
that different from what the magikan described. It may be that some
challenge awaits you there and if you fail to act or act too
rashly, then you could lose yourself to that darkness.”

“That is incredibly vague,” Byrn told him, “I
thought visions of the future are supposed to be helpful.”

“They rarely are,” Sane admitted wryly,
“Setting this possible future off course may be as simple as
passing on this warning to you, but I doubt that is the case. We
better head to the castle. Your destiny awaits and it appears that
Kaleb does too.” The sorcerer urged his horse forward toward the
town ahead and the castle looming in the distance. Byrn kicked his
horse into a run to catch up to the older rider.

Soon they were on the outskirts of Wolfsbane
where farmers were planting crops for the coming spring when they
saw a most amazing sight. It was a subtle sensation, but Byrn felt
the pull of magic around him as a dark haired young man with an
equally dark tan was turning soil as he walked his field using
earth magic. He was followed behind by a young woman of about the
same age and likeness who was planting seeds and covering them by
causing the dirt to shift back into place.

The three travelers pulled up their horses to
watch the farmers at work.

“This is what magic was meant for,” said Sane
in awe of the straightforwardness of the scene before them, “not
for the fighting and death dealing that it has evolved into over
the centuries. This is the ideal. Magic being used to make people’s
lives better.” Kaleb stared in fascination. It was his first sight
of magic in use.

Just then the young people noticed the three
riders watching them and ran back to their farmhouse.

“That is amazing,” said Kaleb. Any discomfort
he may have felt about seeing or traveling among magicians was a
thing of the past thanks to his present company.

“Let’s make sure they understand that we are
magicians too,” Byrn suggested. “This could be a valuable
opportunity to learn about how things have developed with the
Collective since the rebellion began.”

They rode up to the farmhouse slowly to show
the farmers that they meant no harm if they were looking out their
windows, but it also allowed the travelers a more cautious arrival.
Byrn knocked at the farm door with Sane at his side and Kaleb not
far behind them. There was no answer, but Byrn could sense them in
there.

“You have nothing to fear from us,” Byrn told
them through the door, “We only wish to speak with you.”

A sudden flare of magic was all the warning
Byrn had and it was all of the warning that he needed to erect a
shield before the barn door exploded outward toward the sorcerers.
The broken shards of wood spread out across the shield leaving them
unharmed.

“Sane, stay with Kaleb.” Byrn entered into
the farmhouse without waiting for an answer. He was confident that
these young magicians could do him no harm, but Kaleb was another
matter.

“As I said, ‘we only wish to speak with
you.’” He held his hand at eye level and summoned forth a flame
from his fingers in an attempt to convey with actions what worlds
failed to do.

“You are magicians?” asked the young man in
surprise. “I-I am sorry. We are not supposed to use our magic when
travelers are nearby, but we did not think you were close enough to
tell and then we saw you staring at us…”

“If we were not magic wielders, then I doubt
we would have been able to tell what you were up to from so far
away.” The young sorcerer extended his hand in greeting. “I am Byrn
Firemas,” he waved for the others to come in, “and this is Sane and
Kaleb.”

“Byrn Firemas? I’ve heard that name before.”
The young farmer thought for a minute before he remembered what he
knew of someone named Byrn. “Are you the same fire master that
saved Lord Xander from Baj?” the young man asked warily.

“I am,” Byrn answered both surprised that he
was known by the farmer and a bit cautious at his cagey
attitude.

“Please leave this place,” the dark haired
young man said firmly. “I don’t know if the rumors about you
betraying the Collective are true, but I don’t want to be seen
speaking with you all the same.”

“I never betrayed the Collective,” Byrn
assured him, “Who is spreading these rumors?”

The farmer shrugged. “It is common knowledge
passed on by the magicians that were here before I arrived. Now go…
Please.” The teens could not hope to make Byrn or Sane leave if
they decided that they wanted to stay, but the sorcerers agreed to
leave willingly on the condition that Byrn’s arrival was kept
secret so that he could clear his name willingly and the young
farmers gladly agreed.

Sane told Byrn as they mounted their horses,
“This does not bode well for us.”

Byrn shook his head unable to believe that
anyone would think him a traitor. Surely Alia knew where his heart
lied if no one else did.

“It certainly does not,” Byrn admitted to
himself as much as his companion, “Keep that magic wand handy.”

Sane patted the thin wooden wand that rested
within his cloak’s pocket. It was remarkable in its simplicity and
small size, but with testing Sane learned that the small wand was
as effective as a grimoire, but far easier to conceal.

To Kaleb, he offered, “If you want to turn
back, now would be the time to do so. I will send Sane along with
you for protection until you can find someplace safe.”

“There hasn’t been much luck with that so
far,” the boy admitted.

The sun would be setting soon causing shadows
to grow long and stretch towards the group as they drew ever nearer
to Castle Wolfsbane. Byrn’s stomach was twisted in knots as they
passed through the town and arrived at the castle’s main gates,
because if anyone truly believed that he betrayed the Collective,
then the success of this mission may be nothing more than wishful
thinking on his part.

“Halt!” boomed the voice of a gate guard
brandishing a long staff with a sharp blade. “Who seeks entry to
Castle Wolfsbane?”

“I am the sorcerer, Byrn Firemas of the
Council of Masters.”

The second guard gasped involuntarily at the
admission, but with a nod from the first guard both magicians aimed
their staffs at Byrn. “You will come with us,” the second guard
stated hesitantly. Whatever else these men had heard about Byrn it
was clear that they feared him and they did not even know about
what he was truly capable of doing.

Sane looked to Byrn with an expression that
indicated that he would follow Byrn’s lead whatever that may be. It
was not the first time since they started their journey that Byrn
realized that Sane was relying on him heavily to lead the way.
Whatever torture he experienced at the hands of the prince and his
men carried scars far deeper than the ones on his back and
chest.

“That is what I intended,” Byrn agreed
holding up both hands to show that he was not touching a staff or
cleverly concealed grimoire. These men did not know that Byrn had
transcended the need to use such devices and relaxed at the sign of
the unarmed sorcerer who followed them into the castle as their
prisoner.

 



Chapter 13

 


 


 


The Council of Masters assembled as word
traveled fast that Byrn Firemas had returned to the Collective.
When Byrn was last a member of the Council there were only six
members including himself. Now as he looked at those members
assembled before him that would soon be passing judgment over him
he counted fourteen magicians. There were familiar faces: Alia,
Xander, Ryonus, Skynryd, Levak, and Riona, but the majority were
unknown to him. From his own experiences with the magicians that
once lived in domains, magician communities set up in areas where
magic could not be practiced and kept under the watchful eyes of
the Kenzai, he knew that they tended to be inexperienced in the
magical arts meaning that the nine new members were rescued
prisoners from Baj.

Byrn and Sane stood before the masters. Their
hands were bound behind their backs with rope. It was worth noting
that neither sorcerer was bound by the control collar that Byrn
knew was in the Collective’s possession giving him a ray of hope
that he was ultimately still trusted despite what the farmer-boy
had told him.

It was Xander who spoke on behalf of the
masters. Until this moment none of Byrn’s former friends had been
given a chance to speak with him either privately or before those
assembled now. Only two hours had passed since the sorcerers gave
themselves up, but Byrn had hoped to get a little individual time
to speak with Alia before the proceedings. He wanted to tell her of
all he saw and did on his trek back to Aurelia. The world was a
much larger place than most of the inhabitants of the kingdom
believed it to be, but above that he needed her reassurance that
she did not believe these false rumors that were born from his
disappearance. Instead he found a woman who was careful not to look
him in the eye.

“Byrn Firemas and Sorcerer Sane, you have
both been accused of colluding with the kingdom against your fellow
magicians,” Xander’s voice carried throughout the master’s council
hall giving it an imposing quality that it may have otherwise
lacked in his timeworn body, “What say you to this accusation?”

“It is true that I came here on behalf of the
kingdom,” Byrn told them with confidence. The masters whispered
among themselves at what they believed to be a confession of guilt.
“Do not misunderstand me. I have done nothing to betray the
Collective. My loyalty has ever been with you and your goal of
freedom for magicians. To be called a traitor without reason or
proof is an insult and one I do not take lightly. I would like to
hear just what exactly the claims are that have been placed against
me.”

Xander nodded approval as if to say, “Well
spoken.” The grandmaster turned his attention to Sane. “And what
say you?”

Sane was frank in his answer. “I cannot deny
that I faithfully served the kingdom for three decades,” again
several of the masters whispered at this. One began to pull magic
to his staff in the back, but someone else must have convinced him
to wait, because the energy dissipated safely almost as rapidly,
“but I have broken ties with them and got this as a result.” He
pointed to his eye patch. Then he looked to Xander and caught his
eye, “Last year my sister was killed in a Kenzai attack. After that
I could no longer serve the kingdom and spent my time since then as
a prisoner until Byrn rescued me only recently.”

The grandmaster gave a short nod and placed a
hand on Sane’s arm. In a voice low enough that only Sane and Byrn
who were standing within a foot of Xander could hear, he said,
“Family is the most important thing. I’m glad that you have finally
learned that, though the cost was too high.”

Then he spoke loud enough for all to hear.
“Byrn, let us start with you.” Xander rubbed his chin as he
contemplated the best line of questioning to press Byrn with. He
was unsure what Xander was playing at, but for now he had no choice
except to go along with it. “Just after your disappearance certain
information came to light that I was hoping you could expand upon.
Through our interrogations of Baj’s dungeon master shortly before
you disappeared with him we learned that you are a prince of the
kingdom. How are we supposed to think that your loyalty could
possibly lie with us?”

Byrn shrugged and said, “I am standing before
you when I do not have to be. I have allowed myself to be taken
captive when I could have fought for my freedom.” He caught Alia’s
eye this time if only for a second before she looked away. The fact
that she refused to meet his eyes worried him more than anything.
“This is my home as much as any place could be.”

“Then where have you been for the last year?
Why did you choose now to return?” Xander’s tone was measured, but
Byrn thought it sounded somehow standoffish.

“When I transported to Everec with Kellen,
the dungeon master, I was thrown into a war zone. The city was
overrun with orcs and I was taken prisoner.” Byrn considered how
much he would reveal at this… interview and decided to be vague
about just how much his magic had grown since his abrupt departure.
“I managed to escape with the use of some powerful magic, but was
so drained that I slept for days while Sane, who had also been
taken prisoner, and Kellen carried me through the forest toward a
human city.

“I awoke in Silvering, but was soon betrayed
by Kellen who sided with the kingdom. Sane was collared and I was
forced to flee. Among our company were my mother and an elf. My
mother… died in that battle, but the elf had a transportation rune
and we escaped to her homeland a half world away across the Great
Sea.

“Kellen took my own runes earlier and I had
no way to come back home except through more mundane, and lengthy,
means of travel. I only returned to Aurelia recently.”

Alia stood up and addressed the council. “I
would like a word with Byrn Firemas in private.”

Xander went to her and placed a comforting
hand on her shoulder. “Be patient, daughter, this will not take
much longer. We must be sure.” He turned to face Sane and took in
the measure of the one-eyed sorcerer. “It has been a long time,
Sane. The last time we saw one another was shortly after you became
the king’s magician. You were a much younger man then, as was
I.

“What did you do for the king that bought you
your freedom that these other men and women failed to do?” Xander
waved his arm to encompass the council behind him who would pass
judgment over the sorcerers. It was a leading question and there
was no truthful answer that Sane could give that would not evoke
some kind of ire from those sitting before them.

Sane opened his mouth repeatedly trying to
speak, but he could not find his voice. Finally he managed an
answer, but Byrn quickly found that Sane would have done better to
continue to hold his tongue. “The king had heard about my ability
to predict the future. It was a talent he greatly wished under his
employ and so he recruited me to that end. I swore allegiance to
the king and before long he began to make use of my other talents
as well. Working alongside the Kenzai, I would investigate rumors
of rogue magician activity and was responsible for the relocation
of many magicians to domains.”

“You rounded up other magicians and put them
in domains!” It was the burly magician with a long, red moustache,
Levak, who burst out.

“String him up!” shouted another master. This
one was a woman in a blue robe that Byrn was unfamiliar with.

“I thought I was doing the right thing,” Sane
pleaded, but sounded as if he was trying to justify his actions as
much to himself as to anyone else, “If I could show the king that
we could be trusted, then maybe he would loosen the restrictions
placed on magicians, but Prince Janus hates us for our power; power
that he does not possess.”

Xander nodded. “A noble goal, but a foolish
one as the situation has only gotten far worse since you took up
with the nobility and became their servant.”

“Enough of this. I bring a request from King
Kale to parley with a delegation of Collective magicians. He
understands that through this war we only ensure our mutual
destruction and wished to come to an agreement. One that would give
all magicians the freedom they desire,” Byrn announced, fed up with
this whole farce.

“And how are we to know that this offer is
genuine?” countered the grandmaster, eyes narrowing on his young
counterpart.

“Because I have never lied to you or because
I was the one who freed you from Baj and you owe me the benefit of
the doubt for that if nothing else. Take your pick. However, if you
do still believe that I have joined the kingdom and know that I am
a prince, then you must also admit that I have the backing to come
here and make this claim. Believe whatever you want, but it makes
my offer no less genuine.” Byrn started to sear through the rope
binding his hands with an absent thought, but resisted the urge. He
reminded himself that he needed Xander on his side.

Xander’s laugh was dark and humorless as he
said, “I tried to live at peace with the lessers for years and all
they did was show their cruelty. Don’t delude yourself, Byrn, this
will be a bloody fight. The kingdom will not simply lay down their
arms and parley with us so that we can beg for our own land and
freedom as a street urchin begs for some spare coin.”

“Father, if what Byrn says is true, then we
must consider this,” Alia spoke regally as she made her way to
stand between the two men and their egos, “Byrn is still a member
of the Collective and he will be treated as such until a final
decision has been made. For now he and his friend will be treated
as guests, unless anyone has another suggestion.” The last words
took an ominous tone that dared defiance.

“My child, you are often the voice of
reason,” Xander admitted, “Very well, Byrn and Sane will be allowed
to roam the castle grounds while we come to a decision, but for now
let us take a break. I would like the pleasure of speaking to each
of these men privately once they have had a chance to rest from
their trip.”

 


***



“This is my niece?” Sane asked looking over
the young woman before him, “I thought that all of Avelice’s
children had passed on. It does my old heart good to see that I was
mistaken.”

“Many thanks, uncle, but you will have
to forgive my surprise. Neither mother nor father ever mentioned
you.” Alia sat across from Sane and Byrn in the dining hall where
they ate an informal dinner. Xander took a seat next to Alia and
Kaleb, who sat beside Byrn, joined them for the meal of chicken,
bread, and an array of fruits in a basket.

“I can only assume that she was ashamed of
me,” Sane said looking at his hands. “If I had known then who you
were...” He shook his head. “It does not matter now.”

“You two have met before?” Byrn asked
curiously.

Sane exchanged a glance with Alia who stared
back at him blankly. She had no idea what he was referring to.

“What is going on?” Byrn asked. This time he
was more concerned with what he was not being told.

Sane looked from Byrn to Alia and back to
Byrn. “Perhaps that story is best left for another time once we
have all gotten settled in. This should be a time to celebrate. We
are on the verge of peace between magicians and the kingdom.” The
sorcerer held up his glass for a toast, but when no else raised
theirs, he set his mug back on the long table.

Byrn turned to Alia, “What is he talking
about?”

Alia started to shake her head, to deny
having ever met Sane, but stopped as the memory came to her and she
realized she and Sane had crossed paths once before. “It was a long
time ago,” was all she said.

“You do have some exciting news to tell him,”
suggested Xander. “Why don’t you start with that?”

“Tell me what?” Byrn asked knowing that he
was being excluded from some silent exchange.

Kaleb watched them all silently as he took in
the adults’ steadily tensing moods.

Alia caught Byrn’s stare and held it as she
told him what he wanted to know. “Six years ago I came up with a
plan to free my father from Baj. This was before the Collective. I
was on my own for the six years before that, getting by on my
magical talents to trick and manipulate people. Know that I wanted
to tell you this for a long time. I almost told you a half dozen
times, but feared your reaction.”

Byrn waited expectantly for what was to come
next.

“I was the one who enchanted the ogres and
sent them to Colum to attack the city. I did it in the hope that I
could use the confusion to sneak into Baj and rescue my father, but
Sane stopped me before I ever got close to the prison.”

“How is that possible? I was with Sane at the
time.”

“Not the whole time,” Sane explained, “You
rode after Kellen and Tannys just before Sari and I caught up to
Alia.”

Everyone could see the moment when Byrn came
to the full realization that everything that happened to him since
that day, the death of his father, his imprisonment in Baj, were
the results of Alia’s actions back then. A sudden fire that he
thought was long extinguished welled up from inside him. “Hundreds
of people died that die. How could you do that?” Byrn’s voice rose
in anger. He barely managed to stay in his seat.

“When I realized the connection- what I had
done to you- I wanted to tell you a dozen times, but was afraid of
how you might react.”

“You lied to me!” accused Byrn.

“No, I didn’t lie. I just- how was I supposed
to tell you in a way that wouldn’t make you hate me? What could I
have said or done that would make that right?” Byrn did not answer
immediately and Alia sought to fill the silence. “I was alone. It
was before the days of the Collective and I had been on my own
since I was fourteen. It seemed like there was nothing else I could
do. You don’t know what it was like to be alone like that. You had
a family that loved you and took care of you. What would you have
done in my place?”

“You went too far. I never would have put so
many innocent lives at risk,” Byrn answered.

“And you’ve never done anything that you
regret,” Alia said defensively. “Byrn Firemas never had to lie or
steal to get by.” She added knowing full well that Byrn had lied
repeatedly and even stole a horse during his escape from Baj and
later Ilipse.

Byrn wanted to yell at her in response.
Alia’s accusation was completely unfair and she was just trying to
deflect blame away from herself, but before Byrn could say anything
else a knock at the dining hall door gave Alia an opportunity to
rise and step away so that she did not have to look into his eyes
that at that moment held back a simmering rage.

Her apprentice, Tomlin, entered the room
holding a baby and gave it to Alia. “I think you better take the
little pooper,” he said amiably, “She is giving too many ladies
around here the crazy idea that I might be father material. Not
that I mind the attention, but it sends the wrong message.”

Alia nuzzled the child to her chest where it
cooed loudly. Then she poked the baby girl in the nose with her
index finger causing the child to reveal a toothless grin and
giggle. “I was hoping to make this introduction under better
circumstances… Byrn, I would like you to meet your daughter,
Avelice.”

Alia handed Avelice to Byrn before he had a
chance to even think about what Alia had just announced. She was so
small in his arms that he feared she might slip from his grasp. He
looked down on the baby. “This is my child?” he asked and the
little girl smiled at him.

“You don’t believe me?” Alia asked, sounding
offended.

“No. No. It is just that I never
expected-”

“If you don’t want to have anything to do
with us,” began Alia, but Byrn interrupted.

“Alia, enough! Can I have a moment to take
this all in?” Byrn held his daughter and was surprised at how light
she was. Avelice stared at him intently and Byrn hugged her close
to him. He was struck with the knowledge that his child was
completely defenseless and it was his job to protect her and teach
her how to live as his parents did for him. For all of his trials
and tribulations, Byrn felt completely unprepared for fatherhood.
“I can control the very elements around me, but this little child
scares me.”

He looked to Alia who was watching him with
interest. How was he supposed to deal with her? His heart was torn
between the love he felt for Alia and disdain at her for starting
the ogre rampage that killed Tannys. No, I killed him, Byrn
reminded himself. It took a year in prison for Byrn to stop blaming
Sane for those events. If prison had done one thing it gave him
plenty of time to think about his role in that event and to come to
terms with what happened. He would not blame others for his
actions, but he could not deny the role Alia played either.

“I don’t know what to do,” Byrn whispered to
the little baby that had no clue what he was saying to her, but
pulled at his finger, her grip was so strong for one so tiny.

A calloused hand gripped his shoulder. “There
is no need to rush to a decision now. There will be plenty of time
for that.” He had almost forgotten that Sane or anyone else was
still in the room.

“I need to think about what I have learned,”
he told Alia, “Can we talk later in private?”

The enchantress took back Avelice, “It seems
that we have much to discuss. I hope that you will choose to leave
the past in the past… for Avelice’s sake.” She left the others in
the dining hall.

“You should find it in your heart to forgive
her for your own sake too,” Xander told Byrn in a tone that was
both frank and threatening, “If for no other reason than Colum is
nothing but a memory now and that was done by my doing. By the man
that you have come to seeking aid.”

Any other magician might have cowered at a
threat from Xander Necros, but Byrn felt no such fear. Xander had
no clue just how powerful Byrn had become and if the gods willed
it, he never would, but Byrn would not shake in fear of this or any
man. “I am well aware of what you did and it sickens me. Rest
assured that you do not have my forgiveness, but I need you in
order to bring this war to a peaceful end.”

Impossibly, Xander laughed. “You are still a
stubborn idealist. Welcome back home, son.”

The grandmaster walked away leaving Byrn to
calm his spirit that had been raging almost of its own accord. He
had been gathering magic about himself so that almost all of the
ambient energy in the room flowed around him. Byrn wondered if
Xander had the ability to see magic too. Could he see the vast
amount of magic that Byrn had effortlessly called upon?

“So… that was awkward,” Tomlin decided and
offered Kaleb a beer. “Do you want to see something, kid? It’s
called a hand-cannon.”


Chapter 14

 


 


 


The small one-story cabin was the kind of
home that was large enough for a small family with only a child or
two and that was enough, but it was a surprising choice for a woman
who was accustomed to living in more lavish accommodations. Maybe
he was wrong about her. Maybe she had truly changed. Maybe…

“Are we going in?” Kaleb asked. Spring would
be upon them soon, but the night still held a chill that bit at his
uncovered arms and face.

Byrn tried to remember the last time he felt
like that. Winter’s chill and summer’s heat no longer touched his
skin in the same way it did other men. At times that
invulnerability proved to be a blessing, but the downside of no
longer feeling the gentle warmth of a spring day or the cool breeze
blowing in off the Great Sea only served to remind him that he was
something not quite… normal.

He knocked lightly, almost tentatively.
Avelice might be sleeping and he did not wish to disturb her. His
daughter could be sleeping; it was a strange thought to try to get
used to. A few days ago he was just another man making his way
through life with no one to answer to or for, but today he was
suddenly a father. He had a responsibility to care for someone
else- to protect, feed, clothe, and raise- to put someone else’s
needs before his own and to love her unconditionally. He exhaled
deeply and forced a smile at his own foolishness, because the
thought of doing that, or rather not doing that, scared him more
that the largest ogre or the deadliest Kenzai. Were his own parents
this nervous at the prospect of adopting him?

The door swung open and Alia greeted her
visitors warmly. Her raven hair was down and draped over her
shoulders. She wore the blue robe of an enchanter instead of the
black necromancer’s robe with the red skull on the back that she
used to wear in remembrance of her father. Her smile was disarming
and Byrn felt that familiar skip in his heart that he used to get
whenever their eyes met, but just as quickly, he felt a stab of
pain when he remembered what she did, turning the ogres loose on
Colum.

It almost seemed foolish to worry about that.
Xander had killed nearly everyone in Colum last year. If Alia never
would have attacked the city, they would all still be dead now. So
why blame her? Why hate her when all he really wanted to do was
kiss her?

She asked him in and he entered offering some
off-hand pleasantry. Kaleb followed not far behind, unsure if he
was welcome or not. “Come along, Kaleb. It’s all right.” Byrn spoke
the words of reassurance, but thought they sounded hollow. He
didn’t feel entirely comfortable being there either.

Alia took Byrn’s cloak and her hands lingered
on his shoulders a little too long, but she said nothing and took
it into another room. When she came out a minute later she held
Avelice who was fast asleep.

“Can I hold her?” Kaleb asked. He stood on
his tiptoes so that he could see her face that was nestled against
Alia.

“How old are you?” Alia asked him
sweetly.

“I’m ten,” Kaleb announced proudly.

“Practically, a man,” the enchantress nodded
her approval. “If you sit in a chair, then you can hold her.”

Kaleb picked a rocking chair near the small
living room’s shuttered front window and gladly accepted the
baby.

“Keep her head up,” Alia told him, “That is
good.”

The boy rocked gently and watched the little
girl fast asleep. He smiled at her with a grin that stretched
across his face though Avelice never noticed. Byrn wondered if it
could really be that easy. Kaleb certainly played the role well
enough.

“You’re an excellent helper, Kaleb,” Alia
told him, but he barely noticed. His attention was fully on the
bundle in his arms. “What kind of magician do you want to be? I bet
a fire magician like Byrn.” She looked at the man as she said his
name and their eyes locked for a few seconds before he turned to
look out a window. She was trying and Byrn knew that. He should be
trying too. He wanted to try and make this work and it would be a
lie to say that he was only doing it for Avelice, but something
held him back.

Kaleb looked to Byrn with a question in his
eyes and Byrn shook his head. “Kaleb is not a magician. He is just
a normal boy.”

“Then why do you travel with him?” Alia asked
in surprise, then realizing how her question sounded, quickly
added, “I didn’t mean it like that, Kaleb. It is just unusual for a
magician and a… normal human to travel together.” Kaleb would not
have noticed that she substituted the term “normal human” in place
of the word “lesser” to spare the boy’s feelings.

“Maybe that is part of the problem,” said
Byrn, but his words held no malice or judgment, “We stay away from
the normal people and they stay away from us. It makes it easier
for us to hate each other and dehumanize one another.”

“It is a pleasant idea,” admitted Alia trying
to sound neutral, “but alliance or not we are a long way from that.
When the magicians started coming to Wolfsbane I told the normal
population and let them make up their own minds. They chose to
leave. It didn’t happen all at once, but they all left
eventually.”

“At least you tried,” Byrn told her. Would
the woman who attacked his hometown all those years ago have done
that or was he just looking for excuses to forgive her? He wanted
to believe that she truly regretted what she had done and learned
from that, but how could he know for sure?

“When will she wake up?” Kaleb asked of
Avelice.

“She is still very little,” Alia told him
with a smile, “Most of her time is spent sleeping and eating right
now. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

“No.” Kaleb’s answer was short and did not
lend itself well to a continued discussion on the subject. Judging
from the expression on Alia’s face she knew that she was treading
on dangerous ground that threatened to ruin this little visit and
chose to move on to preparing the evening meal.

They ate dinner together and talked of
meaningless things, because talking about how or even if they could
move forward together was too difficult of a subject to broach.
Neither of them wanted to ask the question, because that would have
meant that they could not dance around the subject any longer and
they both feared having to make that decision.

Hours after dinner, Kaleb slept curled up in
the rocking chair. A blanket was draped over him and his head
rested on a pillow placed on the chair’s arm. He looked like he
should be uncomfortable, but his sleep was sound and his face
revealed pleasant dreams lurking behind his fluttering eyes.
Avelice rested in Byrn’s arms and stared up at him while Alia
watched them intently. A great deal of hope rested in that
stare.

Finally when it seemed that they could avoid
it no longer Byrn raised the subject, “For over a year, I spent
every day thinking of you and working towards getting back here,
but now that we are finally together, I don’t know if this is where
I should be. I want to forgive you for what you did in Colum, but I
don’t know if I can.”

Alia poured them each a cup of coffee and
took a seat next to him. “I felt much the same at times when I was
pregnant and felt so alone. Some days I wanted nothing more than
for you to show up on my doorstep just like you did tonight and
others I wished that you were suffering as I was. In truth I didn’t
know how to react when I heard that you had returned, but when I
saw you I knew that I still loved you and I want us to be a family.
We could be happy together.”

No words came and Byrn was forced to stare
into her stunning blue eyes as he wrestled with his tongue to say
something- to say anything to fill the silence that hung between
them.

Seeing his hesitation, Alia added, “There is
only one thing that truly matters.” She placed her hand on top of
Byrn’s that held Avelice against him. “Do you still love me?”


Chapter 15

 


 


 


For the first time since his capture in
Silvering, Sane slept deeply and restfully. The sun warmed his face
gently waking him to the day. The pains of the past year felt like
a distant memory as he dressed and prepared for the morning meal.
Following the Council of Masters’ vote of confidence for the
sorcerers, Byrn and Sane were now allowed to move freely through
Castle Wolfsbane and Sane decided to join the ranks of the teachers
and begin instructing the lesser skilled magicians today. It was
the least he could do to help make up for all of the magicians that
he rounded up under the king’s banner.

The dining hall was nearly empty when Sane
arrived for his morning meal. It was the third hour for breakfast
and most of the other castle residents would have eaten by this
time. He fixed a plate from an assortment of eggs, sausage, and
fruits native to the region and found a seat near the former priest
and council member, Skynryd. The two older men became fast friends
in the days since Sane arrived and he found Skynryd’s theories on
magical healing to be truly intriguing. Byrn who had more skill at
healing than most priests had confirmed much of what Skynryd said
already, but it was still interesting to hear from someone who was
an authority on the subject. If healing was a true discipline of
magic, then what other disciplines had been lost to the halls of
time and history? Were his visions some latent form of magic or
something else entirely? It got the mind of the old sorcerer racing
with possibilities. If the magicians were able to practice openly
whole new worlds of magic could be opened in time.

“Looking forward to your first day as a
teacher?” Skynryd asked between mouthfuls.

Sane nodded eagerly, “I have trained a few
magicians over the years, but this will be my first opportunity to
train more than one pupil at a time,” excluding the time he spent
training the magicians under Janus’ control, he thought, but did
not add. Hundreds of magicians were collared and forced to learn
just as Sane was forced to teach. It made for a strange dynamic, as
no one actually wanted to be there. The one saving grace was that
any truly gifted students like Byrn would be lost amongst the
throngs of mediocre students so that Aurelia’s magician army would
not reach its true greatness, but that was a small consolation if
it came to a battle of Collective and kingdom magicians that would
cost many lives.

Who would be the next to take over their
training now that Kennath and Sane were both gone? There were a
handful of other free magicians in service to Aurelia prior to the
widespread usage of the control collars. Sane wondered what had
happened to them. They could have been taken captive as Sane was or
they might have fled, fearing the collars. It was also possible
that some continued to serve the crown willingly, but that seemed
unlikely.

A bell rang ten times in the courtyard and
Sane shoved the rest of his meal in his mouth. “I take it your
class starts at ten?” Skynryd smirked as Sane begged his leave. The
old father waved him off and said, “Go on. You don’t want to be
late. It sets a bad first impression.”

“Well, we can’t allow that, can we?” joked
Sane through a mouthful of sausage as he rushed for the central
courtyard.

A dozen students were waiting eagerly for
Sane when he burst through the castle door leading outside. He
recognized Tomlin who lounged in the back of the crowd against a
tree, but most of the students were unknown to him. They were made
up of former Ilipse citizens ranging in age from ten years to
forty.

“I am the sorcerer, Sane,” he introduced
himself hoping that he sounded formal, but not quite believing it,
“for those of you who do not know- a sorcerer is a rare type of
magician who has mastered two or more magical disciplines. My
masteries are in elementalism and manipulation. I am also skilled
in enchantments and, to a lesser degree, necromancy.

“Each of you has been recommended to work
with me, because you have shown an aptitude in more than one
discipline and I can offer you a method of training that most of
your previous teachers cannot. What I will be teaching you is how
to combine different disciplines of magic to increase your overall
effectiveness as a magician. This extends beyond combat situations
to common daily tasks, so there is something for everyone to
learn.” Sane nodded to a boy of ten at that, who seemed out of
place among the older students.

“Now you all know who I am, so tell me who
you are along with your primary disciplines.”

 


***

 


The aging sorcerer plopped down on his bed
and watched the sun setting outside his window, but he did not feel
overly tired. His students were all fast learners except for Tomlin
who excelled at anything involving enchanting, but struggled with
basic spells in other disciplines. Tomlin’s presence was an odd
choice to Sane’s mind, but several other masters assured him that
“the bard,” as Tomlin likened himself, was one of the most
accomplished magicians among the pupils when it came to success in
the field. Tomlin’s biggest drawback was his inability to learn the
transportation spell that made him reliant on others to travel
swiftly throughout the kingdom and that was why he had been
assigned to Sane’s special class in the hopes that the sorcerer
could help him overcome that hurdle.

The youngest student was a boy by the name of
Jin Tanner. His father was a leather crafter in Ilipse before the
Collective broke into the domain and freed most of the citizens.
The ones that did not leave with the Collective stayed behind
willingly believing that a lifetime of safety was better than
freedom in an otherwise dangerous world. Now those same people
would have been forcibly removed from their homes and conscripted
into Prince Janus’ magician army. Jin’s father died years earlier
of an infection that spread from his arm to his heart leaving the
young Tanner in the care of a family friend. Since coming to the
Collective, Jin showed a knack for magic that few so young, save
those from a gifted bloodline and raised in the ways of magic from
early on show.

A light knock at the door broke the
sorcerer’s mental review of his students and he sat up. He wasn’t
expecting anyone.

“Come in,” Sane bid the knocker.

It was Xander Necros who entered his room and
closed the door behind him. The grandmaster took a seat in the open
chair nearest the window without waiting for Sane to offer. “How
was your first day?”

The sorcerer exhaled, but could not suppress
the smile that creased his face. He did not want to. “It was
different from my usual one-on-one teaching, but rewarding too.
They are a talented group as promised.”

“Good. Good,” Xander nodded, “It pleases me
that things are working out so nicely- with you and Byrn.” The
grandmaster’s eyes drifted off to the town below them. It was still
early in the evening and Wolfsbane was abuzz with activity as
magicians of various professions traded or hocked their wares to
one another. Some were offering magical devices or charms beside
others displaying more traditional items like food and
clothing.

“This is an amazing city to behold,” Sane
followed Xander’s gaze across the crowd, “I never thought I would
see so many magicians living together free and in peace.”

“It is a fragile thing,” Xander regretfully
admitted, “Peace. You know as well as I do that Aurelia will never
truly agree to peace. It may last for a week, a month, a year, or
even decades, but it will break eventually. Some like Byrn may
condemn me for what I did in Colum, but it was that act that got us
this offer of an alliance that Byrn has been championing since his
return. We must either be their slaves or their masters. There is
no middle ground.”

“After my sister’s death, I would have agreed
with you.” It pained the old sorcerer to say those words, but he
knew it was the truth. “But I think that Byrn could finally change
that. He has the king’s trust.”

“Do you trust Byrn?” Xander asked abruptly,
but continued to stare at the people below, “Given that he is a
prince.”

“He is a magician first and a prince second.
That is why I trust him and more. It is why I now follow him. If
the alliance is successful, then I must accept that Janus will one
day become king, but as an acknowledged prince Byrn will have some
sway in how the kingdom treats us. Through his bloodline he can put
an end to our suppression.”

Now he had the grandmaster’s attention that
looked Sane squarely in the eye for the first time since his
arrival in Wolfsbane. “Word came earlier today from some of our
members abroad; Kale is dead and Janus is now king. If everything
you have said about Janus is true, then he would never agree to an
alliance with us and it now falls upon him to acknowledge Byrn as a
legitimate member of his household.”

Sane’s knees suddenly felt weak and he had to
take a seat. King Kale was dead and with him died any chance of
ending this war quietly. “Has Byrn been told?”

“There will be no truce, Sane. So I must know
where do your loyalties lie?”

“You needn’t ask. My time with the kingdom is
done unless we can put Byrn on the throne.”

Xander gripped his staff so that his knuckles
turned white. “You need to give up that dream. Byrn will never be
king. The people would never stand for a magician king just because
of his parentage.”

“Then it would be a civil war. If Janus was
out of the way some would follow Byrn as the rightful heir out of
loyalty to the bloodline or an opportunity to improve their own
houses’ ranks, especially if we could convince the queen to back
him. That along with the Collective providing their support would
make a formidable force. It may take time, but a future in which
magician and non-magic user live in peace would be possible.”

Once more, Xander turned his attention to the
town below. “You are too old to be so naïve,” he whispered under
his breath, “We can rule them or they can rule us as it has always
been for as long as I can recall.” He stood suddenly, or at least
as suddenly as any man over seventy years can stand. “You raise
some interesting ideas, but how can I trust him when I know he is
hiding something from me. Byrn is far more powerful than when we
last met. As angry as I was at the way he spoke to Alia in the
dining hall, I would not miss something like that.”

Pursing his lips, Sane thought for a moment
before framing his answer. “Byrn is slow to trust… as are you. You
have more in common than either of you might care to admit at the
moment: Firm in resolve, natural leaders…”

“He could one day lead the rebellion if I
were not around,” Xander added looking to Sane for confirmation
that the sorcerer did not feel comfortable giving. “You doubt that
or are you just trying to be diplomatic? We shall see.”

The grandmaster went to leave, but stopped
when his hand turned the knob. “I have not been honest about my
reason for coming to see you. There is a part of me that still sees
you as a lackey of the crown, but I am trying to look past that,
because I need to extract a promise from you,” his head shook like
he was trying to remove dust and cobwebs from an addled brain, “I
am not long for this world, Sane. I don’t believe that Byrn has any
intention of taking Alia as his wife and therefore cannot be relied
upon to protect her. As her only living relative besides myself,
promise me that you will do all within your power to keep her and
my grandchild safe after I am gone.”

Seconds ticked away as Sane stood dumbstruck
in front of his brother-in-law. “You are dying,” he whispered in
surprise. Of all the things that he could have expected this man
who was well past his prime to say that was one thing he thought he
would never hear. Finally he managed an answer. “Of course, Xander,
it is the least I can do in Avelice’s memory.”

At that Xander clapped Sane on the shoulder
in thanks…

…And the sorcerer’s world was shattered.

A vision of growing darkness overtook him
once more. Byrn’s hand reached out to grab Sane as black energy
flew off him in waves. His touch was like ice on Sane’s shoulder as
Byrn grabbed him and death oozed from his very essence. The
sorcerer tried to push him away, but Byrn gripped all the harder
for his struggles.

His eyes were as cold as his grip and
conveyed no sign of life. This Byrn was a soulless abomination of
the man Sane knew. Slowly, inevitably, Byrn pulled in Sane until
the husk of a man’s lips were almost against the sorcerer’s
ear.

“Don’t let him take me,” Byrn’s whisper was
hoarse and raspy not unlike a dead man who refused to accept his
fate.

“Who?” Sane begged for an answer.

The husk turned his head to look behind him
and Sane followed his dead eyes to the countenance of Xander
Necros.

Light swirled around Sane as he fell to the
floor of his room. Xander was standing over him in surprise. Sane
recoiled as the necromancer offered him a hand, and Xander’s face
changed from one of concern to open hostility.

“You had one of your famous visions.” It was
not a question. “What did you see?”

Sane’s mind raced as he tried to find a way
out of this situation. For all of his experience and talent, Sane
was little more than an annoyance to the grandmaster of necromancy.
He had to get away and he had to warn Byrn, but before he could do
either of those things he had to buy some time.

“I think you have a good idea,” Sane said
getting to his feet carefully. He tried to act indignant to mask
his fear. “I saw you and Byrn…”

He let the rest linger hoping that Xander
would fill in the blanks while Sane tried to edge his way toward
the room’s open window and his staff. It leaned against the wall
barely an arm’s reach away, but Xander already had his own staff in
hand. He could kill Sane in an instant with a number of simple
spells before Sane could reach the device and cast a protective
spell if the grandmaster guessed what he was up to, but as long as
Xander thought Sane might know something of value he would hold off
on killing the sorcerer.

“I take it things did not end well for your
former student,” Xander smirked; already believing victory was in
hand. “We don’t need to be at odds in this. I meant what I said
about you taking care of Alia. Surely you must know that once I
have taken Byrn I will never be able to see her again. My
daughter’s feelings are too strong for him and it would be too hard
to put her through something like that.”

Dust flew as Sane lunged toward the staff,
but Xander was too quick. A bolt of dark energy flew from his cane
and shattered Sane’s staff as if it were made of glass, but Sane
ignored his weapon and dove out the window.

Gods, protect me, he thought as he
hurtled toward the ground that rushed for him. He reached into the
left sleeve of his robe and pulled out the wand Byrn gave him.
Summoning as much wind as he could, Sane barraged the ground below
him. He only meant to slow his decent to a speed that he could walk
away from, but over-corrected and threw himself back into the air
at an angle that left him on a collision course with a castle
wall.

A ball of magical energy enveloped the
sorcerer and he filled it with water to absorb the impact as the
ball crashed against the wall and bounced off. Sane spun around as
the bubble rolled to a stop and he released the magical barrier,
causing the water that had surrounded him to pour out in all
directions. He wished he could lie there for a few minutes more,
but Xander would not be far behind.

Small hands helped him to his feet and Sane
found he was face to face with the young Jin Tanner. “Is that how
you use multiple disciplines to complement each other?” he asked
Sane, referring to their lesson earlier that day.

Sane nodded and ruffled the boy’s hair. “Have
you seen my friend Byrn?”

Jin pointed at the gate and asked, “When will
I be able to do that?”

“If you’re lucky, you’ll never have to,” Sane
told him as he ran off.

The boy turned to where Sane had almost
smashed into the ground and saw a second shock to his young life as
Xander Necros came floating slowly to the ground. He rested
comfortably in front of Jin and asked, “Which way did he go?”

Once again Jin pointed at the gate and the
grandmaster followed after.

 


 



Chapter 16

 


 


 


The first clue that something was amiss in
Wolfsbane was when Byrn saw his old master throwing a pair of
magicians down the street with a flick of his wand. The sorcerer
stopped for a moment to catch his breath and that was when he
noticed Byrn and Kaleb. From his vantage point Byrn could see magic
pooling around the sorcerer and infusing his body with energy, so
that the old man could sprint to Byrn’s side.

“Whatever this is, it cannot be good,” Byrn
muttered to his young companion and Kaleb agreed as Sane met up
with them.

“Xander…” Sane panted, “He means to take
control of you. It all makes sense now: Korok’s vision of you as a
manifestation of dark power and my own of darkness spreading out
from Wolfsbane. They were warnings about this event.”

“How?” asked Byrn, “Alia told me the control
collar in the Collective’s possession was disabled.”

The sorcerer’s head shook. “I don’t know.
Perhaps she lied or Xander has another collar that no one knows
about. To make matters worse, he told me that he is dying. I think
he intends to take all of the non-magic users in the kingdom with
him before he passes.”

Further discussion would have to wait as
Xander came into view. He boiled with power and anger that only
seemed to intensify when he saw Byrn and Sane together.

“You need to go,” Byrn told Sane firmly,
“Transport away from here and take Kaleb. He means to destroy
us.”

“No, we will fight him together,” Sane took
up a position beside Byrn and held his wand like a rapier pointed
at the approaching necromancer. “Besides, I don’t have a rune on
me.”

“Sane, listen to me and get out of here. I
don’t know what he plans for me, but he plans to kill you. Wherever
you end up, it will be better than here.

“I can protect myself,” added Byrn.

“You have saved me twice, now,” Sane told
him, “and you are my prince. Kaleb, you need to get out of
harm's way.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy answered, showing more
sense than Sane and ran down the street, hopefully to someplace
safe.

A strike of tendrils surged from Xander
towards the sorcerers cutting off their exchange and Byrn raised a
wall of protection to withstand the onslaught of magic that
desperately tried to reach them and drain their energy or their
very lives- it was difficult to tell which Xander intended. The
battle would have to be ended quickly before Xander used up enough
of his own energy that he would find it necessary to take strength
from the other citizens of Wolfsbane as he did in Colum.

The air became superheated as Byrn forced a
fiery flare into the mass of tentacles consuming them as it bore
down on Xander Necros, who summoned a wall of earth at his feet to
turn aside the massive fireball.

From behind the wall a dozen war wraiths
swarmed out and charged the sorcerers. Byrn was the first to act
with a wall of fire meant to destroy the wraiths, but only
succeeded in destroying half as the others veered out of the way.
Sane answered with a Moran’s Circle, a wind based spell that acted
as a personal whirlwind providing protection on all sides, that
held the others at bay while Byrn conjured another fire spell.
Byrn’s next spell created a constant rush of fire into the circle
transforming the whirlwind into a tornado of fire.

“Let loose the circle,” Byrn shouted over the
raging wind that surrounded them and Sane did as he was told. Then
Byrn pushed out the tornado until the remaining wraiths were
consumed before he allowed the spell to dissipate.

A sudden surge of energy rushed from behind
Xander’s earthy barrier. Byrn silently cursed. The wraiths were
just a ploy to keep them occupied so that Xander could summon
something much more powerful. This time a pair of molten creatures
that Byrn had never seen before emerged, one on each side, from
behind the wall. From their size and form they could only be fire
elementals.

Shrieks of fear came from several onlookers
who had gathered some distance away to watch the battle unfolding
before them. The fire elementals were grotesque creatures of a
substance that could only be described as liquid fire whose faces
oozed into elongated approximations of what human faces should be.
They slithered forward like snakes on their bellies and were nearly
as quick. Byrn wondered if his invulnerability to fire would extend
to these elementals, but decided not to take the risk. His mind
raced as he mentally catalogued the non-fire spells in his
repertoire that might hurt the creatures.

Water shot past Byrn’s head as Sane engaged
the elementals, causing steam to fill the air as the liquid touched
their flesh. Byrn followed with a torrent of waves that shot forth
from the air, but the elementals were barely slowed in their
advance.

Dread passed over the young sorcerer as the
elementals surged past him and went for Sane. He reached out with
his mind and grabbed the elementals willing them to halt their
attack. If I can control fire, then I can control these
things, he told himself and miraculously he held them against
their wills, but it required all of his concentration. Unlike a
natural fire that bent willingly to his thoughts, the elementals
were sentient beings and preventing them from moving required his
complete focus.

“I can’t hold them for long,” Byrn grunted at
the exertion.

Sane showered the elementals with water and
ice, but the damage he was doing was negligible against their
molten hides.

Searing pain surged up Byrn’s spine forcing
him to his knees and releasing his hold on the fire elementals,
which immediately went after Sane. He gasped; as the air was sucked
from his lungs- no, not air… his magic… his very life force was
being drained by Xander’s deathly tentacles lodged into his
back.

“Go!” shouted Byrn through the excruciating
pain as the elementals backed Sane against a wall. If he did not
flee now, then he would be dead. Sane blinked out of existence
before Byrn’s eyes.

The last sounds he heard were the footsteps
of the grandmaster and his words: “You have power to match my own-
perhaps even more, which is astounding enough in its own right, but
I have something that you will never possess: Four hundred years of
experience and the will to do what must be done.”

 



Chapter 17

 


 


 


Avelice tugged at Kaleb’s finger as he made a
valiant effort to keep her entertained while the grown ups
discussed matters that most would consider too weighty for the boy
to understand. Alia knew better. He was a bright lad and proved not
only his resourcefulness and quick wit by choosing her of all
people to come to, but his bravery as well. There was little reason
to suspect that she would side with a ten-year-old lesser over her
own father, but he came to her anyway and she had listened to his
tale.

It was a month earlier that he was banging on
her door with enough gusto to set Avelice to crying at the sound
that must have been frightening to little ears that recoiled from
such loud, abrupt noises. Alia had stormed to the front door and
swung it open determined to give whoever was foolish enough to do
such a thing a verbal beating that they would not soon forget, but
when she saw the terrified face of Kaleb hurriedly wiping the tears
from his eyes and cheeks, his chin quivering as he fought to be
brave in front of her all she could do was bid him to enter and
offer him a seat while he told his story.

He told her of the confrontation between
Byrn, Sane, and her father. At first Kaleb thought that it was some
kind of joke when he saw Sane running towards them like a
jackrabbit all soaking wet, but soon he understood that something
very bad was about to happen as the sorcerer kept telling Byrn
about how Xander intended to use him. When the fighting started
they made Kaleb run away, but didn’t tell him where to go. He ran
and ran without thought to where he headed, but when he stopped he
was standing outside of Alia’s door. It was one of the places that
he knew best in Wolfsbane and she was the only person that he ever
saw stand up to Xander Necros besides Byrn.

Alia left Avelice with Kaleb and went to see
her father immediately who admitted to the confrontation, but swore
that he was the innocent party and that the sorcerers tried to kill
him upon hearing of their king’s death. Sane fled like a coward
once it was clear that Xander had taken the upper hand, to hear the
grandmaster tell it, but Byrn was determined to take the
necromancer’s life. It took a considerable amount of Xander’s
strength to subdue him and he was held in a safe location that was
known only to Xander. He swore that he would not let Byrn pollute
the minds of anyone else until he had gotten to the bottom of
Byrn’s trickery.

It was a compelling story and Alia guessed
there was some seed of truth to it. There had to be considering the
number of witnesses that saw the clash, but she could not deny the
sneaking suspicion that she was being lied to. Byrn loved Kaleb
like a little brother. He would never provoke a fight with Xander
while the boy was around.

There was also the little known fact that the
goddess of life, Ashura, cursed Byrn years ago so that he could
never kill without sacrificing his own life in the process. For
that reason alone, he was unlikely to aggressively try to kill
Xander or anyone else on his own.

She longed to trust her father, but her
belief in him had waned since his rescue from prison. The man he
was did not measure up to the memories she held of him as a child.
She remembered him as being a larger than life figure who could do
no wrong, but now she saw a man who was flawed by his own lust for
vengeance and whose sole focus was on sating that desire no matter
the cost. Perhaps her mother had been right all along to never try
and rescue him. Had she known this side of him or was this
something he had kept hidden from her too during their
marriage?

After that day, Alia knew she had to discover
what her father intended to do with Byrn. He could have executed
the sorcerer at any time if that was his wish, or asked Alia to
delve into his mind to find out why he would want to kill Xander
and she would have done so willingly, but neither of those things
happened and it was for that reason that she decided that it was
necessary to begin spying on her father.

Ever her faithful student and friend, she
asked Tomlin first who agreed to help without a moment’s
hesitation. Tomlin joined her when he was only a little older than
Kaleb and became the second member of the Collective. Despite his
often-lackadaisical attitude and penchant for bravado, he could
always be relied upon when she needed him. He was possibly the
Collective’s best man when it came to finding information that no
one else could and for this reason Tomlin was invaluable for her
needs.

The only other person she had included in her
search for the truth was Ryonus Southsun. He had proven himself
reliable with the breaking of the control collar and had earned her
trust as one who was able to look at the bigger picture and act
accordingly. Though he was a friend of her father’s, Ryonus was
also a friend of Byrn’s going back to Baj and she hoped that would
be enough to convince him to help her in this. Being one that
always tried to consider all sides before acting, Ryonus did not
agree as swiftly as Tomlin did, but soon came around to Alia’s way
of thinking.

Now, as they all met in Alia’s home and
talked in a hushed discussion, the first bit of good news came
forward. “Byrn is being held in the northern tower,” Tomlin told
them, “Xander declared the tower off limits to all save himself for
his own needs about two months ago, shortly before Byrn showed up
and well before last month’s attack.”

“You think that Xander planned this?” Ryonus
asked incredulously, “To what end?”

“That is the question,” Tomlin agreed. His
usual aloofness barely masked the seriousness of his reply. Few
would notice the difference except for those lucky enough to say
that they knew him well.

“What you are suggesting borders on treason,”
Ryonus warned, “If anyone outside of these walls heard you.”

Tomlin’s face became flushed at the
implication. “I’m stating facts, Ryonus, and nothing more. It is
common knowledge that that tower is off limits to all except
Xander. It is also commonly known that Xander holds Byrn; he
admitted that openly, but no one knows where. No one put these
together before now, because the tower was closed off well in
advance- that and no one outside of this cabin really cares that
much what happens to Byrn enough to push the issue with
Xander.”

“Then how can you be sure? My father could
have easily taken Byrn anyplace in the kingdom. Would he really
keep him so close?” It was Alia that asked this time. Another
person might have viewed the question as a sign of doubt, but
Tomlin knew it for what it was- a leader collecting as much
information as possible before making a potentially deadly move.
Alia could openly defy her father on small matters and council him
against certain actions privately, but this was the first time she
had ever gone behind his back and there was no way of knowing how
he might react if he found out.

“Because he has been taking his meals in the
tower. He gets them delivered to the base of the north tower and
takes them up himself.”

Ryonus shook his head dismissively, “That
doesn’t prove that what you say is true. He could just be hard at
work on some secret project and finds it convenient to eat his
meals there.”

Tomlin got that grin on his face that
reminded Alia of a cat that had just trapped a mouse. Whatever was
about to come next would prove why he was the best in the
Collective at finding out what others did not want anyone to know
and when he spoke he did not disappoint. “I might agree with you if
I had not observed him taking meals in the dining hall as well and
since he does not appear to be putting on weight, then someone else
in the tower must be eating the food he brings up.”

After a minute when he was able to find no
flaw with Tomlin’s reasoning, Ryonus admitted, “You might be right,
but we should remain cautious. There could be someone else in that
tower and for that reason we should proceed carefully, but what you
are suggesting is the most logical conclusion.”

“Then we must find a way into the tower,”
Alia decided, “and we should do so quickly. I don’t want to drag
this out.”

“There is more news,” Ryonus added, “and I
think it is of greater consequence than finding out what happened
to Byrn. Some of our men on the outer regions of our territory
reported seeing a kingdom army- perhaps the entire kingdom army-
headed this way. They estimated ten thousand troops including
Kenzai and what looked to be collared magicians. Tomorrow morning a
decree will come down from the council to call everyone in the town
and the outlying farmlands to the castle in preparation for a
siege.”

“How long do we have?” Alia asked in
surprise. The timeline didn’t make sense. To move such a large
army, they would have to have set out almost immediately after Byrn
left Mollifas.

“Less than a week.”

“What about the magicians? Can you de-collar
them?” Tomlin asked voicing genuine concern at the potential for a
massacre of magicians on either side.

“From a distance? Maybe I could deactivate
one or two with enough effort, but the spell is best applied at
close range. I would need to fight them hand-to-hand.”

Ryonus stood up suddenly, “That would be
suicide!”

“Agreed,” Alia assured him. Under other
circumstances it would be possible to deactivate the collars, but
not so many at one time while being harried by Kenzai and a vast
kingdom army.

“It is getting late. Perhaps we should all
sleep on this,” Ryonus suggested once more taking on a calm,
pragmatic guise, “However, the arrival of the kingdom army changes
things. Perhaps we should wait until that crisis has been dealt
with before trying to make contact with Byrn. If Xander is up to
something, he will put it on hold to deal with the kingdom army and
I think we should do the same thing. If Byrn is in league with the
kingdom, then it is in everyone’s best interest to stay away from
him and if he is not, then he is in the same ship as the rest of us
and it ultimately won’t matter.” Ryonus did not add, “because we
will all be dead.” He did not need to. They were all thinking
it.

Alia sighed in resignation. “We will deal
with the kingdom first as if nothing is amiss and gods willing we
are victorious, then we will deal with whatever concerns are
between my father and Byrn.”

“This could be for the best. If we defeat the
kingdom army, then Xander would have no reason to keep Byrn hidden
away, right?” Tomlin asked hopefully. He looked between Alia and
Ryonus waiting for agreement, but neither of them offered it.
Instead Alia shared the thought that the two masters probably
shared.

“And if he does not share his secrets at that
time, then it means that he does not trust us enough to know
them.”

Tomlin and Ryonus left Alia’s home before
Kaleb offered his opinion. “Byrn is my best friend. You have to
trust him.”

Such an easy thing for a child to
believe, Alia mused, that is the same conviction I once held
for my father. “I would like to,” she told him and took a
sleepy Avelice from him. She motioned for Kaleb to follow him into
the nursery. “The kingdom is sending an army here, Kaleb. I can’t
guarantee your safety once they arrive. If you wish to leave I
wouldn’t blame you. I could take you anywhere in the kingdom in the
blink of an eye and be back before anyone noticed.”

Kaleb shook his head. “Byrn would not leave
me behind if I was in trouble.” What could Kaleb do? thought
Alia. He was just a boy. He could not fight or use magic, but he
refused to run away. He was either very brave or very foolish; or
maybe he was both.

 


***

 


Below the northern tower a hooded figure
dressed in black approached. Xander watched the man skulk about
outside and look over his shoulder more than once to make certain
that he was not followed. It was a wasted effort fore such
suspicious movements would surely alert any passersby that the man
in black was someplace that he was not supposed to be. If anyone
had been following him, then he would never know it.

“Is he coming?” asked Riona who sat near the
hearth that went unused since the end of winter. Riona was a
necromancer like Xander. However, unlike Xander she was only a
master. She was his servant now ever since learning that the
grandmaster was over four centuries old. All magicians at one time
or another dream of extending their life- of becoming immortal- but
few ever learned how to accomplish that lofty aspiration. She
longed for that secret too and would serve Xander in whatever way
he desired to become privy to it. That was good, because he needed
servants that he could trust without question especially when those
he should have been able to count on were conspiring against
him.

“He will be here shortly,” Xander told her,
but did not look away from the window. He would watch a little
longer to make sure that the man in black was not followed after
all. His plans were progressing smoothly, but he had not expected
to have an open confrontation with Byrn. It would have raised fewer
questions if Byrn had just mysteriously disappeared considering his
long absence.

Over the past year, he spent much of his time
looking for the proper candidate: A man that was young, but also
had great potential for magic. There were several likely candidates
among the Collective, but none of them really stood out. Never the
less he was dying and time was running out. A decision had to be
made and certain events needed to be manipulated to guarantee that
he maintained control of the Collective. So he took possession of
this tower to make his plans ready.

Then Byrn returned. He was like a gift from
the gods. When he tasted Byrn’s power, not just his potential, but
true fully realized power he knew that there was no better
candidate in all of Aurelia. There were complications to overcome.
Alia loved him and they had a child together. That relationship
would have to end and there was no way to do that without hurting
his daughter, but time has been known to heal matters of the heart
before and Xander was confident that given time she would forget
about Byrn. Still even knowing that Alia would be hurt was not
enough to dissuade Xander. The opportunity to have that much raw
magical energy at his command was too good to ignore.

Sane nearly ruined that when he tried to warn
Byrn. Xander had intended to make Byrn into a hero, but following
their altercation in the town pulling that bit of theater off would
have been impossible if not for the arrival of the kingdom’s
army.

The man in black ascended the stairs and
greeted the necromancers. Xander took the man’s hand in greeting,
“What have you learned?”

“Alia knows that Byrn is within this tower,”
Ryonus removed his hood and took a seat next to Riona. “Tomlin
figured it out.”

“He is a sly one,” Xander admitted irritably.
However, his frustration was with being found out at all rather
than that it being done by Tomlin, who held an unwavering loyalty
for Alia ever since she rescued him from the streets. He would have
encouraged that kind of genuine loyalty if it had not been turned
against him. “Does she intend to bring this information to me and
demand to see Byrn or will she try to circumvent me?”

“Neither for now. I told her of the kingdom
army approaching and convinced her to wait until after the battle
had been won, but if I had to guess her mood, then I’d say she
would try to go around you to hear the tale from Byrn’s lips. She
has not said what, but there is something about your description of
Byrn’s capture that does not ring true to her.”

Xander took the third seat by the hearth. To
hear that his child did not trust in him was discouraging. It may
be best that once this war was over he would never see her again.
“Excellent, you have done well in postponing her.”

“If I may make a suggestion, whatever you
intend to do with Byrn, you should do it and then get rid of the
body as soon as possible,” Ryonus proposed the idea politely. He
had just the right combination of loyalty and fear after witnessing
the destruction of Baj. “Then when Alia comes to the tower and
finds nothing she will have no further recourse but to accept your…
version of events.”

“Do not presume to know what I have planned,”
Xander snapped, “Byrn is not going to die. He is far too valuable
to simply be killed. Is there anything else I should know about
Alia’s plans?”

“No, sir.” Ryonus bowed his head in
submission.

“Good, then let us prepare for war.”

Ryonus and Riona left Xander alone in the
tower. Ryonus did not like being left in the dark, but he
understood the reason for it since he was working so closely with
such a skilled pair of enchanters and his own knowledge could be
turned against him. Perhaps Xander was too hard on Ryonus, but the
man should keep his opinions to himself on subjects he knew nothing
about. No, Byrn Firemas would not die anytime soon. Everything was
fitting together quite nicely. Even the kingdom had played a part
in that by sending their army here and win or lose it will be the
grand necromancer who sits on Aurelia’s throne when all is
done.


Chapter 18

 


 


 


A heavy wind blew through the tower and the
magic-worked stone cage that Xander had imprisoned Byrn in. Then
another and another, as he slowly lurched awake. It was always
windy this high up and he wondered if Xander thought he was doing
Byrn a favor by leaving the shutters open during the day so that he
could get some natural sunlight in here. The view of the tower’s
uppermost ceiling greeted his still groggy eyes.

His fingers traced the outline of one of the
anti-magic runes that lined the stone cell. It had no door. Xander
said there was no need for one yet. Byrn conjured up ideas
to break free, but all of them were useless without magic. Xander
knew how difficult the cells in Baj were to escape from personal
experience and he clearly used that knowledge in the creation of
this room. How long had Byrn been held here? It was long enough for
him to lose track, but guessed it had been a month or more.

If they were going to kill him, then why not
do it already? The council of masters must have some reason for
keeping him alive up here. To Byrn it seemed that there were only
two viable options: Kill him or let him go. Keeping him imprisoned
served no one. Perhaps it was by Xander’s will that he was spared.
That would explain why the necromancer was the only person to visit
him since he woke up in here, but that didn’t seem right. Alia
would have come at some point by now either to console or condemn
him. She was not the type to sit idly by.

Sane said that Xander planned to control him
or steal his power. That was why he lived. It was an unsettling
thought, but again why wait? Why not just do whatever he was going
to do without hesitation?

The sudden sound of explosions could be heard
coming from all directions. Byrn wished that his cage extended out
to the windows on either side so that he could look out and see
what was happening. A second round of explosions soon followed. To
the south and west of Wolfsbane stood farmlands and forest. To the
north and east of Wolfsbane the sea rolled in.

The Collective was under attack by Aurelia’s
army and their navy.

 


***

 


Alia sat at her old workbench and held the
now useless collar in her hand. Hundreds of magicians were arriving
outside of the castle’s walls wearing these collars and there was
nothing she could do to help them. Many of them would die. Many of
the magicians inside the castle would die too.

The kingdom army was allowed entrance into
the town without a struggle. Everyone had already evacuated and was
now holed up in the easier to defend castle. Let them burn the town
if they desired. Everything of value had already been moved inside
the castle’s walls.

They knew the army was coming and had
prepared for that. There was ample warning, but the surprise was
the arrival of the navy coming from the eastern shore. Their
spotters had been watching to the north, but saw nothing. It was
clear now that the navy took a very circumspect course to keep well
out of view and approach from the side that they had not expected.
Perhaps if they knew that before, the council would not have been
so sure of the Collective’s superiority despite the disadvantage of
numbers. Then again maybe it would not have mattered. Her father
single-handedly killed ten thousand people in Colum. Maybe he could
do so again. Of course the circumstances were different. These were
soldiers ready for a fight and backed by Kenzai and other
magicians, not unprepared shopkeepers and city folk.

Elementalists, necromancers, and
manipulationists would be up on the walls and ramparts preparing to
rain down whatever power they could to squash the kingdom soldiers.
Enchanters like her held little value in a fight like this. There
were some traditional defenses, trebuchets and the like pointed out
to sea, but nothing of the caliber needed to repel a whole
navy.

The Collective boasted four hundred magicians
and many of them were versed in magical combat with the power to
take out a dozen men with ease, but still Alia could not help
feeling troubled. The addition of the naval forces would mean that
they would have to stretch their forces thinner than expected.

She could hear explosions all at once and
they seemed to come from everywhere. Avelice began to cry and Kaleb
tried to calm her, but soon regretfully handed her back to Alia.
Another round of explosions came and she fished the rune to Lion’s
Landing out of her pocket for comfort. If it became necessary and
it looked like they would be defeated every magician that could
cast a transportation spell was given a rune that would take them
to a safe location so that they could regroup and begin the fight
anew. Sane told them before his unexpected departure that the
collared magicians were never taught that spell, because their
jailers did not want them to have any spell knowledge that would
make it easier for them to escape should something happen to their
collars, so any runes found on a dead body would be useless to
them.

The battle of Wolfsbane had begun.

 


***

 


Wind elementalists did their best to repel
the iron balls that flew at Wolfsbane Castle, but for every one
that got past them another hit the magical barrier of a
manipulation magician, driving them to their knees from the
impacts, or smashing into the walls.

That was on the land. On the sea the
magicians did not fare much better as cannons fired across the
water. Some of their cannons struck the walls in an attempt to
cause a breach, but other soared much higher so that they would
land somewhere within the castle grounds in an attack that was
clearly an attempt to cause panic as much as genuine
destruction.

Elementalists more suited to the nature of
water attempted to manipulate the sea itself to wash away the
warships or at least throw off their aim. They were backed by a
retinue of the most powerful necromancers the Collective had at its
disposal who summoned water elementals, spiritual creatures that
took the shapes of giant half-men and were composed of water. Each
one required tremendous energy to manifest even for a master, but
there was no creature better able to withstand a cannon’s fire and
do massive damage to a ship than one of those beasts.

Xander watched the battle unfold in all
directions from his tower. His soldiers were outnumbered at greater
than twenty-five men to one, but they fought bravely. Refusing to
give any ground whether on land or sea. He did not want this fight
yet. Apprentices and journeymen that still required much training
made up two thirds of his army and were not ready force a conflict
of this scale. He would have preferred another year or two to
complete their educations, but the gods were rarely so kind to
magicians. Never the less, he felt a sense of pride as he watched
them do battle.

He descended the tower and made his way to
the front lines. Riona was summoning an earth elemental and sending
it out into the midst of the kingdom’s front lines to join a host
of other spirits and magical creatures summoned by her fellow
necromancers and bolstered by magicians using fire and lightning
from the walls.

Kenzai were dispersed throughout the army.
Their glowing weapons and anti-magical talents were wreaking havoc
among the spirits they faced. War wraiths were being pushed back
and dispelled almost as fast as they were summoned. Minor spirits
and spells would not so easily defeat the ancient enemies of
magic.

The grandmaster longed to attach himself to
one of these young men who fought at either side of him and absorb
their essence to fuel his most powerful spells, but it would be
foolish to attempt such a thing with so many witnesses. Instead he
would have to rely on his own weakening powers for a little bit
longer. Dark tentacles loosed from his fingertips and snaked across
the open field where arrows, magic, and cannon balls flew seeking
unwary soldiers that he could use to fuel his magic.

The tentacles latched onto several of the
soldiers and for an instant Xander felt a surge of power rush
toward him before it was immediately cut off and the black feelers
could not find a new host to attach to. He extended his vision and
looked more closely at the soldiers and cursed aloud. From each man
who a tentacle touched a blue flare of light burst from his chest.
He looked even closer and could make out the familiar symbol of a
magic absorbing rune etched into each of their armors. If he had
been closer, then he would have been able to overpower the rune or
mar it enough to render it useless, but from across the battlefield
the runes had won out. Those damnable runes would weaken every
spell that came near them. Every ball of fire or magical spirit
would be drained of some of its energy. Many of those soldiers
would still die, but they would be that much more difficult to kill
and the runes would act as an erosion to the Collective magicians’
reserves of power.

Kingdom magicians sent balls of flame and
water toward the castle walls and main gate. They were stationed at
either side of the regular battalions away from the rune-guarded
soldiers, but were already beginning to suffer heavy losses. Xander
noted that the commander of this army did not seem concerned with
protecting his magical units as expected.

Xander was about to check on the magicians
defending against the warships when several blasts of blue flame
broke through magical barriers and seared some of the magicians on
the wall to his far right. All magic ceased in that area and a wave
of cannonballs came crashing into the wall at that point scattering
the magicians stationed there. He ran to their aid even as he
ordered others to move into that area and reestablish a
defense.

“Are you all right, son?” he asked the first
magician that he came to- a young man in his teens. He had dirty,
brown hair and wore a brown apprentice’s cloak. He looked in pain,
but no injuries were immediately apparent.

The young man coughed and allowed Xander to
help him to his feet. “I am unharmed, my lord. Just feel a little…”
He was unable to give words to the way he felt, but Xander had a
guess of the cause. He reached out to feel the subtle flow of magic
that all magicians exuded as naturally as they drew a breath and
felt nothing from this young man. It was as he feared.

“You’re magic has been expended by a Kenzai
flame. Go and get some rest,” Xander told him. “You’ll be fine by
morning.” To the others he shouted, “Don’t allow the blue fires to
touch you. They will burn away your magic in an instant.” Several
nearby men nodded and passed on the message even as more Kenzai
attacks came interspersed from the captive magicians and
traditional siege weaponry.

The magicians became stretched thin as their
numbers lessened from the Kenzai magic and the occasional attrition
over the next hour and the kingdom’s army pressed closer crowding
into the town’s streets and hiding behind buildings to avoid the
magicians’ assaults. Explosions could be heard from the streets
below to Xander’s surprise. These were not the explosions of the
far off warships or the army’s cannons, but something much closer.
A look to the streets below revealed the mystery as men jumped out
from behind homes and shops with a stick in hand and pointed it at
several magicians along the wall. A loud series of bangs was
followed by smoke wafting from the holes of those sticks and one of
the magicians fell over clutching at his chest. He knew these
things. Tomlin carried one around with him like a trophy. It was a
hand-cannon and as the name implied it could be easily transported
in one’s hand and fire little metal balls wherever they
pointed.

“Those are hand-cannons!” It was Alia. She
must have gotten fed up with waiting in safety. The role of damsel
was one that she was not accustomed to playing and it would seem
that this time would not be any different. “Remember what you have
been told and don’t get rattled. Elementalists make a priority of
targeting them. It takes a minute or so for them to reload, so they
are slow and their weapons can be easily disabled with your spells.
Fire and lightning will ignite the weapons’ powder causing them to
explode prematurely. Water can douse their powder and wind can blow
it away. You have nothing to fear from them.” Their eyes met from
across the wall and Xander nodded in approval. She nodded back, but
quickly returned to the task of directing these men.

The magician who was struck in the chest was
quickly dying when Xander made it to him. The iron ball was lodged
near his heart and his valuable blood source was pouring out. “You
will soon be dead,” Xander told him matter-of-factly, “but your
death does not have to be in vain. I could use your life energy to
lay waste to the men who did this to you.”

“Do it,” said the wounded magician in a
hurried gasp and Xander placed his hand to the man’s wound. He
pulled the dying magician’s energy into his own body and felt the
surge of power course through him. He would make this man’s death
count for something.

Black energy emitted from him in waves as he
formed the power into a terrible spell. His staff shook in his
elderly hands as he pushed the energy out and created a dark ball
of magic about the size of a man’s fist. The last time he had used
this spell was at Baj when he laid waste to the prison. Then it was
a far more impressive spell powered by the lives of thousands of
people. However, it would still serve his needs well and give the
kingdom a reminder of why they feared magicians the same way that a
rabbit knows to fear a hawk.

He pushed his staff downward in the general
direction of the hiding kingdom soldiers who were in the middle of
reloading their hand-cannons. The ball pulsed its black energy as
it slowly made its decent, but Xander did not wait to watch the
effect. Instead he made his way a little further down and took aim
at another group of soldiers, this time with Kenzai in their ranks
and sent another black ball in their direction. Some of the
magicians that were with him at Baj saw the small black orbs making
their way to Xander’s intended targets and warned those around them
to get down.

Then he saw an even more appealing target.
Far off beyond the town and in the middle of the farmland stood an
array of command tents. They were far out of range of most spells
and so the men there who orchestrated this conflict surely felt
safe from the deaths they set into motion on this day.

Xander gathered the last of his power for one
more energy ball and sent it floating over the battlefield. It was
halfway towards the command tents when the first black ball of
energy exploded a short way from the castle’s main gate. The ground
rocked at the force and several magicians had to grab the wall to
keep from inadvertently falling over though most had listened to
their fellow magicians’ warnings and were already braced for the
impact. A dozen buildings of wood and clay were ripped asunder by
the blast at its core along with any living creatures caught in the
immediate area.

The second blast occurred only a half minute
later and the effect was no different to Xander’s pleasure. More
buildings and bodies were thrown outward from the violent release
of magic and Xander thought he could feel the dark countenance of
his goddess, Kassani, smiling at him. He had given her many new
souls on this day and would give her more if she willed it.

Already kingdom soldiers and Kenzai were
falling back to the outskirts of Wolfsbane. Only the magicians with
their control collars remained, because no one had thought to tell
them to retreat. Fortunately the Collective did not want to hurt
their collared brethren any more than necessary and they were left
relatively unmolested.

The third energy ball was now descending on
the command tents and the nobility that lead their foot soldiers
here to die were scattering like cockroaches. The ball was going to
fall a little short and it appeared that many of the kingdom’s
leaders would have enough warning from the first two explosions to
get out of the blast radius. It was a shame that he would fail to
remove the military’s head this day, but he took some solace in
watching their personal tents, the luxuries that were always within
such places, and a retinue of Kenzai masters who thought they could
drain the energy from the spell get ripped apart once the explosion
triggered.

Now someone had finally had the sense to pull
back the collared magicians and the kingdom forces began to regroup
at a distance. A series of horns blew out in the far off field and
soon the sounds of cannons firing ceased as the warships moved out
of range. There would be no more fighting this day while the
kingdom generals figured out how to deal with this latest
development.

Xander had to use every bit of his will to
stay on his feet. That final blast took not only the last of the
young magician’s energy, but all of Xander’s personal reserve as
well. He suddenly felt the press of disease on his ailing body as
the magic he devoted to keeping himself alive had been spent for
the moment. Maybe it was time for him to claim Byrn’s power for his
own. The thought of what he could do with that kind of power behind
him was almost too much to imagine, but it would have to wait at
least one more day, as he was too weak to perform the ritual
now.

Alia put her arm around her father and helped
him down to the castle grounds. Half of the remaining magicians
would have to stay at their posts while the others rested before
trading off, but with a temporary break in the fighting the council
would have to take a tally of their losses and plan their next
move.

By the time Xander and Alia arrived most of
the other council members were already there and waiting. Xander
took his seat at the head of the table. “It seems that most of us
are here,” he said as he looked across their familiar faces. The
old masters: Alia, Riona, Skynryd, Levak, and Ryonus were all
present and only a few of the newer ones were missing. They were
either overseeing the men still on the walls or were dead.

“That was an imposing bit of magic,” said
Riona, “I look forward to learning such a spell, grandmaster.”

Xander smiled at her like a doting father,
“In time you will, but sadly not today.” To the council, he asked,
“How have we faired?”

It was Ryonus who answered. He would have
already collected all of the information that Xander would want.
“We lost nearly a hundred magicians today.” Under most
circumstances the loss of a hundred soldiers would be considered a
small thing and even a victory on the battlefield. Xander killed
that many alone in the last few minutes of the day’s battle, but
when your army only had four hundred troops to begin with that kind
of loss was more difficult to take.

“And the kingdom?”

“They lost close to two thousand men by my
estimation. Their magicians were used like fodder and lost half of
their numbers. Like us they are down to three hundred.” Ryonus
announced solemnly. No one here wanted to be fighting others of
their own kind. In another day or so, the kingdom magicians would
be obliterated in a war they were forced to fight against their
will where victory only meant more death or subservience to the
lesser humans. “Their Kenzai were relatively unscathed although it
is difficult to tell since they are mixed in with the regular
soldiers. The rest of the losses came from the general
infantry.”

“And the warships?” asked Xander.

As overseer of the naval battle, a master of
water magic by the name of Tantellus Marimas answered, “ We dealt a
strong blow to their navy. They came with twenty warships and we
sunk nine of them along with a number of smaller vessels. Of our
magicians, we only lost twenty, but the wall took extensive damage.
However, if they breach the sea wall and try to board the castle
docks, we can wipe out the piers fairly easily.”

“That is good news,” admitted Xander, “It
seems that we can safely move some of our men from the sea walls to
bolster the flagging magicians on the land side.”

The healer Skynryd suggested, “We should
consider retreating and regrouping. We have lost a quarter of our
army. Our forces are not large enough for this kind of warfare. In
a few more days we will be completely wiped out. We should be
focusing on the hit and run tactics that have worked so well up to
now.”

“What of Xander’s magic?” asked Levak
Altermas. “If you did that kind of magic a few dozen times, you
could annihilate their army almost on your own as grouped together
as they are now.”

“I could,” agreed Xander, “but that required
the sacrifice of a magician’s life. He was dying in front of me and
told me to take his power. Otherwise I would not have done that.
Taking the life of a lesser is one thing, but I won’t take a
magician’s life and break our code. Of course, if there were
volunteers…” Xander looked around the room and few of the masters
were even willing to meet his gaze at the suggestion. “It is as I
thought. There are few people so noble as to sacrifice their lives
with certainty. Fighting for your life in the heat of battle is one
thing, but to give up your life, knowing that there is no chance of
survival, is another matter entirely.

“The source of that power is not to leave
this room. Tomorrow when we are fighting and I am walking the
ramparts I do not want to be looked on as some carrion vulture that
is waiting on his next meal.”

The council agreed to that, but Old Father
Skynryd was not entirely satisfied. “We should still consider
evacuating the castle while the most lives could be saved.”

“We stand at a point where we could cripple
the kingdom’s army and usher in a new era,” said Xander,
“Evacuation may be necessary, but not yet.”

“Evacuating now would lead to the loss of
nearly a hundred apprentices,” added Ryonus. “We only have enough
magicians that can do a transportation spell to save two hundred of
us. The rest would have no chance of fighting off the army on their
own. If we were to leave, then it would be like we were the ones
killing them.”

Skynryd was not happy with that, but had to
agree with Ryonus’ point. “Then we will fight on, it seems.”

Tomorrow it would be time for Byrn to make
his appearance and the kingdom’s soldiers would be destroyed to the
man, thought Xander, then you will see, Old Skynryd. I just need a
little more time to rest.
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The kingdom attacked with their cannons on
land and at sea with the rising sun the next morning. The display
of Xander’s magic from the day before was enough to cause them to
rethink their strategy of rushing the Collective despite their
advantage in numbers. Tomlin could not blame them for their
cautiousness, but he could not help wondering if Xander was capable
of such awesome magic, then why did he not use such spells at the
start of the kingdom’s attack and drive them off from the very
beginning? Maybe there was a limit to what he could accomplish.
Only Xander knew the full length of a grandmaster’s abilities and
the rest of them were left to wonder at just what was possible for
a magician who had surpassed all others.

Tomlin had not expected to be put on the
front lines. His magic was nearly useless in such a battle. His
silver tongue and subtle magic gave him a leg up when it came to
getting out of trouble, but in a battle of armies and titans he was
out of place. He could not throw a fireball like Byrn or summon a
monster like Xander or create a shield like Levak, but their
numbers were weakened and every magician needed to do his part and
so Tomlin stood on the rampart aiming one of the Collective’s
trebuchet’s into the mass of soldiers along with some of his fellow
enchanters that could not serve as directly as their brethren
did.

The trebuchet flung stones taken from broken
pieces of the wall from the day before into the nearest soldiers
that would have been out of range if not for the aid of an
elementalist that made sure that the wind was at their backs and
carried their payload a little farther.

He knew that he should have been glad to man
the catapult. Every little bit helped to defend the castle, but at
times like this he couldn’t help feeling inferior to many of his
fellow magicians. Six years had passed since he began his training
under Alia and although he was nearly a master at his own
discipline he could not manage any other type of magic while many
apprentices could perform basic spells from any discipline. The
funny thing was that so many others looked up to him. They thought
he was brave and quick witted and he let them believe that he
thought so too, but underneath his cocky attitude and jokes, when
he lay in bed at night he wondered if he was really good enough and
if he could rise to the occasion when it mattered.

“Loose!” yelled another enchanter and Tomlin
looked around, but realized that the man was talking to him and he
pulled the lever sending more rocks through the air. Tomlin hoped
that volley would kill a few more soldiers, but would never get the
opportunity to see where his stone landed.

The wall suddenly shook underneath Tomlin as
it was hit with a cannonball. The top of the rampart began to
collapse inwards to the castle courtyard below and Tomlin leapt
from his spot beside the trebuchet to the nearby safety of the
walkway. The enchanter who had yelled at him a moment earlier to
loose his payload had made the leap as well, but hung from the
rapidly deteriorating edge of the parapet. His grip was slipping
and he was about to fall when Tomlin grabbed a hold of his arm and
struggled to pull him up. Another man who had been loading stones
fell beside them. Tomlin wanted to reach for him, but could not
without letting the enchanter go. His grimoire was in his cloak’s
pocket and he used it to tap into his magic. The image of a
protective ball of magic around the falling man flashed in his
mind’s eye and he willed it into being with all the mental effort
he could muster, but the power did not obey. Tomlin watched
helplessly as the other magician fell to his death.

He helped the enchanter he had been holding
onto to the walkway. “Thanks be to you, Tomlin,” he said through
heaving breath.

Tomlin nodded, but words escaped him as he
replayed the other man’s death in his head.

The wall shook again as it was hit with more
cannon fire. Their magicians were stretched too far to adequately
defend from the kingdom army’s superior weaponry on all fronts.
Tomlin climbed back to the top of the wall to get a lay of the
land. Soldiers were moving closer to the castle near the front
gates, but moved cautiously in case Xander loosed another of his
spells. Tomlin suddenly understood that they were preparing for an
attack!

“Cannon fire at the main gate!” he shouted to
anyone that would listen, but no one seemed to take notice. All
around him magic and weapon fire was being exchanged and his fellow
magicians were far more concerned with their own little pieces of
the battle. All about him there were a hundred small battles taking
place making up one giant war.

He ran across the walkways before he knew
what he was doing. The booms of the cannons, so far away, suddenly
felt like they were right on top of him. The cannons were adjusting
their aim and firing as they went to keep the Collective from
figuring out what was going to happen. At least twenty magicians
were stationed near the gates and when the cannons across the
battlefield all focused on that one spot the gate would be breached
and the soldiers would be in position to rush in.

Levak was in command at the gate directing a
group of elementalists to lay down suppressive fire against the
advancers. Tomlin yelled his name, but was drowned out by the
sounds of fighting. The bard rushed ever closer.

“Ashura’s ass! Levak! Shields!”

The magician with the fiery red whiskers
turned in Tomlin’s direction with a questioning look. He mouthed
the word, “What?” though Tomlin could not hear him.

Tomlin drew in his breath and shouted as loud
and as long as his lungs would allow. “All men to shields!” For a
moment, Levak only stared at him, but another round of cannon fire
snapped the strongly built magician back to the battle and he
looked up to see a dozen cannonballs flying directly for him.

“All magicians to shields!” Levak ordered and
his voiced boomed with enhanced volume thanks to his physical magic
so that all nearby could hear. Half a dozen shields, in addition to
Levak’s own, were immediately thrown up in a patchwork attempt to
protect the wall, but it was not enough as the cannonballs
shattered much of the gate and portions of the wall where magicians
stood mere moments before.

Tomlin’s ears rang and he tried to find Levak
amidst the bloodshed. The bodies of magicians littered the entrance
to the gate and the walkways leading down. Those that fell were
surely dead, but some of the people who were still on the wall
might only be stunned. “Levak!” he shouted in desperation as he
made his way through the carnage. “Levak!”

Then he saw the bloodied face of the
warrior-magician as Levak got to his feet. His knees seemed like
they were about to buckle as he stood up using his staff as a
crutch. Levak wiped blood away from his forehead before it could
run into his eyes.

The sounds of hand-cannons firing came from
below and were answered by the crack of lightning and the roars of
rushing water. Voices called for reinforcements frantically. Tomlin
scaled down the walkway with the agility of a cat. His dagger was
in one hand and his spellbook was in the other without him even
thinking about it. The scene that was playing out before him was
one of complete chaos as soldiers with their special armor glowed
brightly while they struck out with swords and axes against magical
barriers that wavered with each new attack and true Kenzai warriors
caked their weapons in blue light while they threw around their
anti-magic fire.

“Ashura, protect these men!” Skynryd called
out with his staff raised high and a green light shined on the
harried magicians, closing up minor wounds and restoring their
vigor. It was the first time that Tomlin had ever heard the man
affectionately referred to as “Old Father Skynryd” swallow his
pride and invoke the goddess’ name to infuse him with healing
strength. Though it seemed that the old father and the goddess had
been on the outs for many years, in this instance she had chosen to
answer him in his moment of greatest need.

Tomlin weaved an illusion of darkness over
the soldiers eyes, the Kenzai would be largely immune to such a
spell, but the men at the front of the struggle began to flail
wildly so that they occasionally hit each other, but more
importantly left themselves open to more focused attacks from other
magicians who were trying to regroup and drive them back beyond the
castle’s entrance.

Levak and a few other magicians who had been
on the wall when the cannons fired caught up to Tomlin and ran past
him. Levak drew his sword and jumped into the fray. He fought like
a man possessed as he was driven on by his magical affinities that
served to make him a warrior that any man in his right mind would
fear. Tomlin watched and it almost seemed like everyone else was
moving at a slower speed as Levak ducked under one soldier’s wild
swing and buried his sword into the side of a man on his right. As
he pulled the blade free one of the Kenzai tried to strike him, but
Levak erected a small shield with his staff and deflected the
sword. Then he dropped the shield and brought his sword down on the
Kenzai’s head with an overhead slash. His left arm jutted out and
he caught a third soldier in the gut with the bladed end of his
staff.

More cannon fire could be heard in the
distance, but it was directed toward either side of the now
contested gate, drawing away potential reinforcements and allowing
the kingdom soldiers to clash with the vastly outnumbered magicians
in an attempt to gain a foothold within the castle’s walls. If that
were to happen then Castle Wolfsbane would be lost before the day
was out. Tomlin joined the fray and prayed to Ashura to give him
protection. He doubted that she would heed his call, but hoped that
the goddess would have some pity on his soul.

Cutting through the soldier’s armor was
proving to be an impossible task as Tomlin’s dagger did little more
than scratch their iron plates when he slashed and ringlets of
chain at the joints deflected his strikes at the usual points of
weakness. His spellbook proved to be a formidable weapon when he
used the thick tome to bludgeon a man in the face and bury his
dagger into the helmet’s eye slit as the soldier was momentarily
stunned. The soldier stumbled back and screamed in pain and rage as
he tried to separate Tomlin’s head from his neck with no luck.
These were no ordinary soldiers. The fine armor and swords were a
dead giveaway. These men were warrior caste. They were the type of
men who grew up literally fighting for their next meal. That meant
that the kingdom was putting a great deal of faith in the ability
of these men to break the magicians’ lines.

Kenzai hellfire erupted from somewhere in the
back and cascaded over all of the men fighting. Only a few
magicians nearer the back like Skynryd and a few that had their
magical barriers up were spared. Tomlin’s body felt strangely numb
and he recognized the feeling for what it was. His magic along with
most of those around him had been drained. What had been a hotly
contested battle moments before quickly translated into a slaughter
as magicians found that their greatest weapon had been taken away
in the moment that they needed it most.

Levak was one of the lucky ones. His shield
had spared him the complete loss of his magic, but the blue flame
also dissolved his shield and the tip of a sword kissed his forearm
causing him to drop his staff. He moved back holding his sword out
in front as did Tomlin and managed to grab the staff of a fallen
magician. In all there were ten magicians, half with no magic
reserves, left to defend the gate and they were being methodically
forced away by the dozens or perhaps hundreds of Kenzai and
warriors that came through. The sound of a squeaky wheel spinning
followed by the abrupt crash of the rest of the gate being opened
only served to confirm his fears about the kingdom’s intention to
form a rallying point within the castle yard.

A horn was blowing, but this one came from
within the castle. Xander had hoped to hold the castle, but he had
a back up plan in place in case it looked like things were not
going to go their way. It was time to retreat and regroup. Then
they would take the fight to Mollifas while the capital was largely
undefended.

It only lasted for a second, but Tomlin saw a
familiar face among the kingdom’s ranks. How long had it been since
that tall man with the dark hair had been held in their dungeon?
Kellen had finally found his way back and it seemed that he was
about to get his revenge. “Finish them!” Kellen commanded in his
deep baritone voice and the men moved as one trying to box them
in.

Some of the magicians fought to their last
breath and some ran instead, but Tomlin was frozen in place, not
out of fear, but failure. So much death… People he knew since he
was a boy… If he had done something differently, maybe he could
have-

“Get out of here, fool!” Skynryd stepped in
front of Tomlin and roughly shoved him away from the soldiers.

Levak was a dirge of destruction as he held
off the entire company of soldiers. His combination of swordplay
and staff combat was like a deadly dance that kept the soldiers
from advancing. At some point his magic would falter and then he
would fall like the others, but for now he was giving Tomlin and
Skynryd a chance to escape. Tomlin wanted to fight at his side, but
he knew that he would only get in the warrior-magician’s way.

The old father’s hands clutched at Tomlin’s
cloak and tried to push him away again, but Tomlin would not be
moved. Instead Skynryd pulled him close. “Do not let his sacrifice
be for nothing.”

“I hate to ruin this touching moment,” Levak
grunted with every strike and parry, “but I don’t plan on dying.
I’ll be right behind you.”

It was all Tomlin needed to galvanize him
into movement and he ran for the castle’s double doors. They were
barred, but there was a smaller door within the larger one that
should still be unbolted. Hand-cannons fired behind him and Tomlin
instinctively dove to the ground. He rolled on his side so that he
could see behind him. Skynryd was lying face down on the ground,
motionless.

No! Tomlin’s mind reeled.

Tomlin got to his knees and scurried to the
old priest’s side. He was not moving. As Tomlin crawled closer he
noticed blood beginning to pool underneath the former servant of
the goddess of life. There were bloody circles on Skynryd’s back
where he was shot and the blood soaked into the green fabric of his
robe.

Tears clouded his vision and Tomlin tried to
wipe them away as he fumbled for his own hand-cannon and the bag of
powder that he carried at his side. He shoved the ball into the
barrel. Levak was being forced back even as the massive figure of
Kellen in his shining armor and brandishing his warhammer came to
the forefront of the battle. The last time these two men faced one
another it was in a fistfight and Kellen had cleaned Levak’s clock.
Of course Levak had not used magic in that altercation, but with a
hundred men at his back the advantage was decidedly Kellen’s.
Tomlin unsteadily poured dwarven powder into the weapon’s pan, not
caring that he was using too much or that some of the precious
powder spilled on the ground. He inhaled a long breath as he took
aim. Now he forced himself to calm down making his movement slow,
deliberate. It would take a half-minute to reload the weapon. This
would be his only shot.

He exhaled slowly and pulled the trigger. The
hammer ignited the powder in the pan; Tomlin held the gun steady
for a few more seconds before the miniature cannon went off and a
tiny lead ball flew towards Kellen and hit his shoulder plate.
Kellen fell to the ground, but he still lived to Tomlin’s
disappointment. Levak must have found that disappointing too,
because he shoved his staff’s blade down into the knight or so it
seemed until a stream of blue fire traveled up the length of the
staff and caked over Levak. Then the rest of the men swarmed over
Levak and he was gone from Tomlin’s view.

“No!” This time the word escaped Tomlin’s
lips. He was still on his knees beside Skynryd’s body when Levak
went down. When the soldiers were done with Levak they came for
Tomlin and only then did he run to the relative safety of the
castle’s door within a door. He yanked at it and it did not budge!
Again he pulled, this time more frantically and it still did not
open.

It is barred! It can’t end like this with
salvation just behind a closed door.

His head banged against the door in defeated
frustration and it gave just a little, but it was enough to bring
him back to his senses. Tomlin pushed on the door and it opened
easily. He skated inside and slammed the door shut behind him in
one motion. His head whipped around looking for the hefty wooden
bar that would barricade the door and hold off the soldiers at
least for a while. There it was propped up against the double
doors. He jammed it into position just before bodies started
crashing into the door from the opposite end.

Tomlin laughed and he thought he might break
into hysterics if he did not stop himself. Skynryd was dead; Levak
was dead; and Tomlin almost died because he forgot how to open a
door. He laughed again and wiped away fresh tears that began
rolling down his cheeks.

For a second time the castle’s horn calling
for retreat blew. Magicians would be transporting out to locations
all around the kingdom. Their positions were being abandoned even
now.

The sound of a child crying bounced off the
walls in the empty hall. Alia’s old study and workshop were not far
and he guessed it was Avelice. He hoped that Alia would be there
too. Not because she would save him. She could not. He hoped to see
Alia there, because the alternative would mean that she was outside
somewhere and could be among the dead too.

He opened the door to the workshop and found
Kaleb trying to quiet Avelice. They were alone. “Where is Alia?” he
asked, afraid of hearing the answer.

“She said for us to stay here. She said she
would come back for us.” The boy was fighting back the urge to
break into tears.

“Be strong. It is going to be all right,”
Tomlin urged him with a hint of magic laced into his words to calm
Kaleb’s nerves. If only it was that easy to calm his own.

How many magicians were left in the castle
that could use transportation to escape? Half would have evacuated
at the first horn and the rest would have begun at the second. That
was only moments ago, but he expected that the castle would be
mostly empty except for any apprentices and magicians with… limited
talents like him. There had to be another way out. There was always
another way out, if one was willing to look hard enough for it.

“Tomlin, thank goodness. I thought-“ the
voice came from behind him and he spun around, but was in Alia’s
embrace before he fully registered who it was. She held him tightly
for a moment before letting him go. “I am glad you are alive.”

“As am I,” he agreed.

“The kingdom is swarming into the castle
grounds now that so many of us have fled. We need to do the same.”
It was Ryonus just behind Alia. “Alia will take Avelice for the
child’s safety. It will be a rough trip transporting three, but I
will take Tomlin and Kaleb.”

A rush of relief rolled over Tomlin. He had
seen the effects of trying to transport three people before, but it
was better odds than a guaranteed death at the hands of the
kingdom. He was about to agree to that, but Kaleb had another
concern.

“We can’t leave Byrn behind,” he pleaded.
“You said he was in a tower. We should get him.”

“There may not be enough time for that,”
Ryonus warned, “We must go.”

Kaleb was about to protest, but Tomlin
stepped in. “It is okay, Kaleb. You go with Ryonus and I will get
Byrn.” Alia looked like she might argue, but seeing Tomlin’s
resolve, decided to let his plan go unchallenged. “If one of you
can spare a rune, then I will rescue Byrn from the tower and he can
in turn save me.”

“It is too risky,” Ryonus began, but ceased
his rebuttal when Alia handed Tomlin a rune. His face was always
serious, but somehow seemed more earnest that usual as Ryonus
reminded the bard, “If things don’t work out as you plan with Byrn
just remember to try and picture yourself as being lighter than
air. Then imagine yourself translucent like a ghost. Finally,
picture yourself not being there at all and you won’t be.”

Tomlin nodded. He had heard the absurd
instructions countless times before. It seemed impossible for him
to imagine not existing and so he was never able to weave the
spell. He would make the attempt again if it became a last resort,
but held little hope of success. His chances were much better to
save Byrn and have the master magician use the rune to get them
both to Lion’s Landing and reunite with the others.

Alia wished him luck before vanishing with
her daughter in her arms. Ryonus and Kaleb did the same a moment
later, leaving Tomlin alone in the workshop. A loud pounding at the
large double doors that was reminiscent of how an ogre would knock
interrupted the sudden silence. He had to find Byrn in a hurry
before the castle was overrun.
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The second horn was sounding as Xander’s
spell preparation was nearing completion. He had spent most of the
morning in his tower outside of Byrn’s cell meticulously drawing a
symbol on the ground and assembling several Atmari stones around
the room in preparation of this spell. He had hoped for more time.
His plan had been to use Byrn to finish off the kingdom army before
they could penetrate the castle’s defenses and save the Collective,
but it seems that now he would just have to settle for slaughtering
all of the kingdom dogs instead. Most of the Collective that would
escape would begin heading toward Mollifas and he could still meet
up with them there and lay claim to the throne, but it was still
disappointing to lose so many Collective members when their
ultimate victory was almost at hand.

Byrn sat impatiently on the floor of his
cell. He had ceased asking questions after the first hour or so
when it was clear that he would be getting no answer. The young
sorcerer’s eyes burned with hate as he tried to figure out Xander’s
plan. Xander almost told him. He wanted Byrn to know the truth
before the master stroke was delivered, but he knew from experience
that it was so much more satisfying to wait for the moment when he
could look in Byrn’s disbelieving eyes at the utter horror and
surprise in that moment.

The grandmaster stood up and took a step back
from the coal rune he had drawn and looked it over for
imperfections. It took up half of the floor and was positioned as
close to the wall opposite Byrn’s stone cell as possible to limit
any negative effects from the anti-magic runes that blocked Byrn’s
ability to regenerate magic. “It is complete,” he told Riona who
stood nearby watching him. “Finish sketching it out in your
grimoire quickly. We must make haste if we hope to destroy our
enemies this day.”

Riona did as she was instructed and showed
the drawing to Xander to make sure she had not missed anything. She
did not. “Very good,” he admitted, “Now you will learn the secret
to my immortality. Are you ready, my dear?”

“I am, my lord.” Riona stood proudly ready to
accept Xander’s dark touch. She had agreed to this in order to
learn his secret and with a little luck she would survive the
experience. A fat tendril sprouted from his hand and, almost
tentatively, embedded in Riona’s chest. She let out a soft sigh as
the sudden icy touch of his death magic slowly absorbed her life
energy and transplanted it into Xander, bringing her closer to
death with every passing second even as Xander grew stronger. Her
heart was slowing and she would have fallen if not for the tendril
holding her up. Finally, Xander withdrew from her and caught her
before she could fall. She was still conscious, but tired.

“Do not sleep,” he told her quietly, “You
must be awake to bare witness if you wish to learn this magic and
this is literally a once in a lifetime spell.”

She nodded, but was too tired to answer.

“What are you planning?” Byrn asked as Xander
approached his cell. There was still defiance in his voice. It was
a shame that things did not turn out differently. Byrn could have
been his son-in-law and the grand necromancer would have seen to it
that he was the one to sit on Aurelia’s throne as its rightful
heir; instead he will be just another fool to give his life for
Xander’s immortality.

Xander placed his hands on the stone bars of
the cell and willed them away so that they sunk back into the floor
and ceiling. Byrn attacked with his bare hands the moment the bars
were gone, but Xander batted him aside with a tentacle throwing him
into the wall. Four new tentacles sprouted from Xander’s hand, each
one grabbing one of Byrn’s limbs and lifting him into the air. He
hung like a pig on a stick, but as Xander examined him for injury
Byrn began to kick and punch the air in an ineffective attempt to
break free of the magic binds. Byrn’s blood was already beginning
to regenerate its source magic, but Xander sucked the energy from
him as quickly as it came.

“You look unharmed,” said Xander clinically.
His black energy pinned Byrn down in the middle of the giant rune
with each of his limbs and his head lined up with one of the
focusing crystals. To Riona, he said, “Pay close attention to his
placement in the rune and the alignment of the crystals with the
body. By passing my own magic through the crystals I can alter the
effects of the spirit tentacles so that instead of draining all of
Byrn’s power I can infuse him with mine.”

Riona watched in anticipation, though she
could still barely move. Her eyes shimmered as she took in every
detail. She was an apt pupil.

For a split second Byrn was released as
Xander’s tendrils were adjusted so they could pass through the
crystals, but they held him back down before he could move. The
tendrils turned from a deep black to blue where they passed through
the crystals and into Byrn. His arms and legs took on a
bluish-purple tint as Xander’s power infused every sinew of his
muscles all the way to the marrow of his bones.

“His body is becoming attuned to me and my
life-force as my body is becoming to his,” he explained to Riona.
“For a brief instant will be as one.”

The deep blue energy grew more intense and
Xander could feel his energy flowing out. His legs felt weak and he
let his body fall to the ground. He would not need it anymore.

Somewhere he could hear screaming and knew it
was Byrn. The pain was nearly unbearable and it passed into Xander
as well as his spirit was ripped from its body. When a woman
brought new life into the world she suffered an insufferable agony.
Why should this act be any different, because as Byrn and Xander’s
souls became intermingled they were both being reborn?

Now Xander was screaming with Byrn’s voice.
The pain suddenly ceased and that in itself was a welcome relief.
His muscles were empty of strength and magic, but he rolled from
his back onto his hands and knees. He felt like he would vomit, but
there was nothing in his belly, causing him to dry heave for a
minute.

“Grandmaster?” Riona asked.

“I am fine,” he said with a youthful voice
far different from his former elderly tenor. He stood, grabbing
onto one of the crystal stands and looked at his hands; so young,
so full of life. The grandmaster looked at the body lying outside
of the runic circle; a body that Xander had occupied for the last
sixty years.

Xander rolled over his old body and looked
into the eyes that now belonged to Byrn. There was the utter shock
that Xander had expected to see when Byrn first saw his former face
staring down at him. “What?” he asked as he tried to come to grips
with what he was seeing.

“What happened?” Xander guessed, “You took
part in a soul transference. I could get into the intricacies of
what just happened, but you will not live long enough for it to
matter. Know that you have given me not only the power to destroy
the kingdom’s army at our doorstep, but also made me the heir to
Aurelia’s throne once Janus has been taken care of. Your sacrifice
will bring about an era of magician rule in the kingdom and your
name will go down in history as the greatest king to ever sit the
throne.”

Xander held Byrn’s feeble neck in one hand
and began to squeeze the life out of him. Neither of them had any
magical strength left to speak of following the transference, but
Xander’s new body recovered far more quickly than Byrn’s aged
husk.

Byrn tried to pull Xander’s arm away, but his
own limbs were like wet noodles trying to move an oak. He gurgled
as he tried to speak. The words croaked from Byrn’s constricted
throat, but his message was clear. “Kill me and you’ll die too,” he
said.

At first Xander ignored his words, but as he
considered them, he had to know what Byrn meant. He dropped the
sorcerer to the floor. “Those are strong words from one who is in
no position to be making threats. Explain yourself.”

“You remember when I woke up in Baj and we
first met?” Byrn asked. He rubbed at his throat, trying to massage
away some of the soreness. “I got tossed in there, because I killed
a bunch of people on holy ground.” Xander remembered, but said
nothing. Byrn continued, “During that time while I slept for
several days I was visited by the goddesses of life and death. They
punished me for my sacrilege with a curse that if I ever take a
life, Kassani will claim mine as well. Now that curse belongs to
you, necromancer.” The title was almost like a slap to the
face. Byrn’s body was a source of unrivaled power and combined with
Xander’s knowledge of ancient magic he should have been
unstoppable, but death was either the fuel or the result of his
most powerful spells without them...

“You’re lying,” hissed Xander.

“I’m not,” Byrn assured him, “Ask Alia. She
knows the truth. She has known it since we first met.”

Xander stood from his crouching position over
Byrn and kicked him in the ribs. The satisfying crunch of bone and
Byrn’s gasp of pain made Xander feel a little better, but not much.
“You’re lying,” he said again, but his voice lacked conviction even
to his own ears.

“What about the army?” asked Riona. It had
been Xander’s plan to use Byrn’s raw power to destroy Aurelia’s
army, but if he could not kill, then that would be impossible.
Riona was just now recovering to the point where she could stand.
Normally the transference requires the sacrifice of a third person
to fuel the spell, but Riona was a potent master in her own right
and could spare the necessary energy and still survive.

“We must retreat for now until I can
determine my next step. There are some runes on the third floor
below us.”

“And what of him?” she asked, nodding at
Byrn.

“The Kenzai will take care of him soon
enough. He doesn’t have the strength to defend himself right
now.”

They left Byrn weakened and bruised as they
made their way down to the third floor. The sounds of occasional
fighting, apprentices who were unfortunately left to defend
themselves, still roamed the interior of the castle in a last ditch
effort to throw the kingdom and the Kenzai out. They took all of
the runes Xander had in the tower, not wanting to leave anything
behind that Byrn might be able to use should he manage to recover
enough to escape the tower.

Footsteps echoed from somewhere down below
and quickly grew louder. The necromancers prepared for whoever
might be about to come up the stairs and Xander made an effort to
think of a spell that could incapacitate without killing. Then
Tomlin dashed past their open door without a look in their
direction.

“Tomlin!” called Xander and ran out into the
hall after him.

“Byrn, is that you?” asked Tomlin returning
to meet up with Xander at the third floor.

“It is,” lied Xander, “and Riona is with
me.”

“What happened to Xander?”

“He died fighting the Kenzai,” Riona told
him. She looked to Xander and he gave a short nod of approval.

“So you came back to get Byrn? So did I,”
said Tomlin, “Great minds and all that.”

“Yes, well, it is time we left,” Riona told
them.

“Riona, do you feel well enough to transport
and take Tomlin with you?” Xander asked. “I have something else to
do on my own first.”

“Alia and Avelice have already left,” Tomlin
assured him. “Ryonus did as well, taking Kaleb.” Xander almost
asked who Kaleb was and why he should care, but then he remembered
the little “lesser” boy that Byrn took around with him like a stray
dog.

“That is reassuring, but not what I had in
mind.”

“I can transport us,” said Riona, answering
Xander’s question, “I just need a few minutes more.”

They waited for Riona to recover and Xander
marveled at the sheer energy that Byrn had held. None of Xander’s
previous bodies had this kind of untapped power except for his
original one. It was instantly maddening to have this kind of sheer
strength and not be able to use it to its full potential. If there
really was a curse, then there was only one being that could tell
him how to break it: his patron, Kassani, the goddess of death, and
there was only one place near Aurelia where a mortal could beseech
her to speak with him directly. She only had one temple and it
resided beyond Dragon’s Peak, the last sanctuary of the dragon
race.

Once Riona and Tomlin had safely vanished
into the void. It was Xander’s turn. He chose the rune that would
get him closest to the fabled dragon home, held it tightly, and
disappeared.
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The exhausted desire to sleep was almost
overwhelming, but the pain in his broken ribs kept his mind from
knowing any sort of rest. It was a small kindness, because Byrn
thought that if he were overtaken by weariness he would never rise
again. He felt so tired in this body. It was a wonder that Xander
was able to function at all, let alone wield the most deadly magic
that anyone had seen in centuries. How much of the grandmaster’s
energy had been devoted to keeping his body functioning since his
escape from Baj?

A sharp sting pierced his side when he tried
to stand, causing Byrn to double back over. He had to get up and
move. The cannon fire he heard earlier had stopped. That could only
mean that kingdom soldiers were in the castle. If they found Byrn
now, they could easily run him through just as Xander had hoped
when he left Byrn here to die.

Byrn dragged himself to the stairs leading
down and out of the tower. His vision swam from the exertion and he
thought he might faint, but magic was slowly starting to flow
through this old man’s blood once more. He held his hands to his
ribs and pressed gently. Even that light touch was enough to garner
him a fresh wave of agony, but he concentrated on the source of
that pain and channeled what little energy he had into a healing
salve that found the injury and set and mended the bones. Then he
focused the power to heal the worst of the bruising and internal
injury. Up until then Byrn’s breathing had been shallow, but he
took a deep breath and found that he could do so without wincing.
Progress.

His legs were wobblier that those of a
newborn horse, but the sorcerer found that he could stand with only
limited assistance from the chilly wall that his left shoulder
rested on after a few minutes. He slowly worked his way down the
stairs as he became more accustomed to Xander’s body and its
limitations. Magic was returning to him and he found that by
channeling a good portion of that energy into strengthening the
muscles and bones, an action that would have given the young Byrn
increased strength and speed, he could walk without assistance and
move with some semblance of being in a hurry.

The third floor from the bottom was empty, as
Byrn had guessed it would be. By now Xander and Riona could be on
the other side of the kingdom and they had taken all of the runes
with them. There had to be more transportation runes within the
castle. Perhaps in the private quarters in the east wing, but that
would require going through much of the castle undetected. He could
make it, but it was a long shot and he truly did not know if Ashura
and Kassani’s curse was tied to his old body or to his soul. Before
it would not have mattered. He could easily have subdued a whole
battalion of men without killing them, but now the actual power
residing within him was much weaker and a good portion of that
energy went to keeping his feet moving.

Alia’s old workshop! It was much closer and
he could be there within a matter of minutes. Byrn moved as fast as
his legs would allow, which was about the speed of a brisk walk. He
made it through several adjoining hallways before he heard the
sounds of dozens of men marching through the castles. They would be
looking for survivors, but if their intention was to take prisoners
or not was the lingering question and whatever the answer Byrn did
not wish to find out.

He pulled magic from the world around him.
The method that he used was only slightly different from the one
that Xander used. Unlike Xander who absorbed great flows of magic
from the life-forces of individuals, often killing them, Byrn took
a little bit of the ambient energy that flowed from the world and
its inhabitants, so that instead of robbing one person of their
very existence he took a small bit from thousands of sources in
amounts that were so small that the effect was barely noticeable.
This energy was transformed into an aura of invisibility. It would
not last for very long, but Byrn hoped it would be long enough to
get him past these men.

His feet moved as quickly and quietly as they
could, but it was still an infuriatingly slow pace and Byrn had to
give his full attention to the invisibility spell to keep it from
dropping too soon. He held it close to him, but it was losing form
and Byrn had to constantly work to keep the framework of the spell
from falling apart.

Four soldiers rushed past him to one side and
he pressed up against a wall so that they would not run into him.
Three got by without incident, but the fourth’s foot collided with
Byrn’s own causing him to stumble forward. Byrn barely stopped from
crying out in surprise, but he thought he was discovered when the
soldier turned around and looked right at him for a moment before
he realized that the man was trying to figure out what caused him
to trip. One of the other guards commanded, “Hurry up already! What
is the matter? Walking on your own two feet too hard for you?”

“No, sir,” replied the one who had tripped
with a barely contained flare of anger in his tone, but he fell
back in line.

Byrn let go of his held breath and hurried
his way to the workshop. The door was open, but no one was inside.
Making sure that no one was looking from the hallway, Byrn shut the
door and released the invisibility aura.

He scavenged the room and looked for any
runes that Alia might have left lying around. She always had
magical devices and trinkets scattered about, but there were none
of the little wooden runes to be found. Now what was he to do? He
was too tired to use the invisibility spell all the way to the
private quarters and there was no guarantee that there would be any
runes there either. Sneaking out of the castle and past the army
outside was even more ludicrous. He paced the room back and forth,
trying to figure out what to do when he caught the gleam of
something gold out of the corner of his eye. It was the control
collar that Alia said she had deactivated. Byrn looked at it with
his special vision for traces of magic and found none before
snapping it closed around his neck.

The door flew open and a quartet of soldiers
entered the room. Upon seeing Byrn the first two raised their
swords to strike him down, but another commanded them to stop.
“Look at the collar,” he said, pointing at Byrn’s neck. “He’s one
of ours. What are you doing in here?”

Byrn stammered as he tried to come up with
something plausible. “I- I was ordered-“

“All right. All right. We know you were
‘ordered.’ Just get back to your unit. The rest of the wizards are
outside.”

The soldiers parted for Byrn and he walked
past them without a word and purposefully kept his face turned down
to avoid eye contact, guessing that this was the way the other
collared magicians might act after all of the mistreatments they
must have endured.

The main doors of the castle had been broken
down with a battering ram. Most of the heavy wood lay on the
ground, but clumps of it were still attached to the massive hinges
that the door swung on. Outside there were staging groups of
soldiers, Kenzai, and magicians. Byrn headed over to the magicians
and was almost stopped a few times, but was allowed to pass without
being questioned once the soldiers took notice of his collar.

It was only the other magicians who ranged
from children to the elderly that paid him any mind and recognized
him as an outsider, but no one said anything. Whether that was
because they were ordered not to speak or because they did not wish
for any of the normal humans to take notice was unclear.

There were about forty magicians among his
unit who stood at attention in case they were ordered to go in.
Byrn was the only one without a staff and hoped that no one else
would make that distinction of him. He looked around to try and get
an idea of the kingdom army’s size and makeup. Certainly, he
couldn’t see the whole of the army from his vantage point. There
were others inside, in town, and probably on the outskirts, but it
was a bit concerning to discover that his unit was the only group
of magicians within view. Surely there had to be more of them left.
He wished he could ask some of the men around him, but did not wish
to draw attention to himself. If this was all that was left of the
hundreds of magicians that lived in the domains, then Byrn could
not allow them to remain as prisoners. For now finding Xander and
reclaiming his body would have to wait.

Hours passed and Byrn began to feel more
comfortable as the magicians were ordered by one of the Kenzai who
commanded them to return to their camp. The magicians moved at a
slow pace that suited Byrn just fine and it was another hour before
they came to a stop at the designated camp where they could rest
for the night. A handful of Collective magicians were added to the
unit with active collars around their necks and if they had looks
of despair on their faces when they first arrived that look grew
ten times worse when they saw Byrn and believed that Xander Necros,
their leader, had been taken prisoner too. They joined Byrn one at
a time believing that if something was to happen their best bet of
escape would be at their leader’s side. He wondered if he should
tell them the truth, but could not risk talking while the camp was
in utter silence.

At some point the army would have to disperse
and as Byrn thought about it, he guessed that these other
Collective magicians would be questioned. It was a guarded secret
that magicians could travel great distances at ease, but Janus knew
that and he would surely have shared that bit of information with
his generals. They would probably figure out that the resistance
was so light, because most of the magicians fled the battle. They
would want to know where those Collective members went to and what
they had planned for their next move. The captured magicians would
be compelled by their collars to answer any questions truthfully as
best they could and they would tell the inquisitors that the
Collective planned to strike the capital and the army would move
out. They had no hope of getting to Mollifas ahead of the
magicians, but they would try anyway and when that happened Byrn
would take the surviving magicians into the wilderness where they
could hide.
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“He can’t be dead!” Alia denied the news
brought to her by Tomlin and Riona with the same certainty that she
would have had of seeing the sunrise on the morrow, if they had
told her that it would not come.

“It is true,” Riona consoled, “I saw it
myself.”

“What exactly did you see?” asked Alia,
petulantly. Her cold stare must have unnerved Riona, because she
could only open and close her mouth wordlessly so that she looked
like a fish desperately gasping after it was yanked out of the
water.

“It all happened so fast…” Riona tried to
explain, but could add nothing else.

“Byrn was there too,” added Tomlin hoping to
change the subject to something a little more pleasant in the face
of his friend and master’s tragedy. “He was with us at the end, but
left separately.”

Alia did not ask where Byrn went. She had had
enough and was not entirely sure that she cared about him at that
moment. She was driven from her home, forced to live once more with
the day-to-day worry that came with not having a place to call
one’s own. Her father was dead, as were many of her friends in a
futile effort to protect that home, which was quickly abandoned in
favor of enacting her father’s plan to seize control of the
capital- a plan he could no longer see fulfilled. It all suddenly
seemed so pointless to continue this struggle.

“Where did he go?” It was Kaleb.

Tomlin looked to Riona and she answered with
a raised eyebrow. “I do not know, but it must have been important,”
he finally said when the necromancer did not answer.

Kaleb looked as if someone had just kicked
his puppy, but suffered in silence.

Ryonus interjected, speaking only to Alia,
“This must be hard for you to accept, but why would Tomlin and
Riona lie to you?” He gestured to the pair that sat at the table
opposite them. Upon returning to Lion’s Landing via the
transportation rune, the magicians met up at the Hasty Rider Inn
located near the northern wall of the port city. Alia and Ryonus
were the first ones to arrive and rented a large enough room should
any other magicians show up.

None did, except for Tomlin and Riona who had
just arrived. Still there was some hope that others would join
them. No more than a few hours had passed since Wolfsbane was
evacuated, but Alia feared that they were all that was left of the
Collective. Other magicians were supposed to be scattered about the
kingdom, converging on the capital to enact Xander’s plan to seize
the throne. She had assumed that his ultimate plan was to take
hostages of the royals and other noble families, forcing them to
submit to Collective rule, but he was never specific about how he
intended to achieve that. Now she may never know and whatever they
were to do would now fall on her shoulders to see it through. That
was assuming that anyone else showed up when they arrived in
Mollifas.

“I just… I know they would not lie to me,
but…” Alia clenched her fists in anger. A sudden desire to hit
something or scream came over her and she had to resist the urge to
do either. Not only because, performing either act would make her
look like a crazy woman, but Avelice was also sleeping peacefully,
cradled in her arms. “It does not seem real,” she tried to explain
calmly.

She got up from the table and looked out the
window at the stables below. The stable master was tending to some
horses with his child apprentice who looked to be doing most of the
hard work under his master’s instruction. Farther out was a series
of shops and stalls a few blocks away. At this time of day the
streets were fairly packed with people.

“I need some time alone,” she said without
looking away from the view.

“Of course,” said Ryonus as she had expected.
None of them would try to stop her. She had a reputation, rightly
or wrongly, of being considered ruthless and in her current state
they might be afraid of what she would do. Alia could not blame
anyone for thinking that way about her. It was an image that she
spent some time crafting to maintain her control over the
Collective before eventually giving up the command with the birth
of her daughter.

Alia wandered out onto the street amidst the
throngs of people, but instead of getting lost within the crowd she
turned towards the northern gate with Avelice in tow. As she got
closer the crowd started to thin out until she was the only person
on foot leaving the city.

A guardsman called to her as she was leaving.
“It is not safe to be traveling the road alone! There are bandits
about!”

“There are always bandits!” she told him, but
did not turn and only quickened her pace. “If they are lucky, they
will stay far away from me,” she added when the guard was out of
earshot.

 


***

 


The cabin was falling apart. She thought that
it might have been torn down or burned following the massacre that
stole her mother’s life as well as the lives of her students. That
was the night that she first met Byrn. She had arrived late to the
fight and he was the only one she could save. Alia never came back
to this place after that… until now.

Her boots crunched against the broken pieces
of wood that still littered the path leading up to where the
entrance had been- now just a gaping hole in the front of the
cabin.

She lived here as a child along with her
mother. They shared the cabin with Mother Truthsayer and her two
daughters: Minnie and Melani. They were all dead now and only
Avelice was left- left to grieve over them and carry on without
them.

“How can I keep going?”

Avelice cooed as if to remind her that she
was not truly alone.

“I still have you, don’t I, sweetheart?”

The baby smiled at her and Alia returned her
grin even as tears began to blur her vision.

The crack of a tree branch outside snapped
Alia out of her thoughts, reminding her that she was not the only
predator that roamed these woods. She unhitched the staff at her
back and adjusted Avelice so that she could hold her child securely
with one arm and cast magic with the staff. A fire spell came to
mind and she whispered a mantra of focus as she readied her mind
for casting. A shadow passed over the doorway. It was long and
thin. Human. Perhaps it was one of the bandits that the guard
mentioned or a Kenzai scout patrolling the area. Alia unconsciously
turned her body so that Avelice was held opposite the passageway.
Her staff was ready to strike at the first glimpse of the shadow’s
master.

She was halfway through the motion of making
a flame spew from the staff when she pulled up short so that only a
trickle of fire flew forward and with a whip of the staff the flame
shot up and to the right of its target.

Kaleb shrieked and dodged behind the half
demolished wall he had just stepped out from when he saw the
approaching flame. “Stop it, Alia!”

“Gods, Kaleb! I’m sorry,” she apologized, but
felt like her words were not enough to make up for almost flash
burning him. “I didn’t know it was you. Please come out.”

“Why would you do that?” he asked. His voice
was shrill and caked in fear. He did not step back out from behind
the wall.

“I didn’t know it was you,” she told him
again and had to suppress an urge to be short for having to repeat
herself.

“Why would you do that to anyone?”

“I have to protect myself… and Avelice,” Alia
defended her actions, but her words were empty. She was in no mood
to argue with a child. “Just come out.”

Cautiously, Kaleb stepped out. He viewed her
warily not unlike a kicked dog wary of abuse. Alia dropped her
staff and went to him. Pulling him close, she hugged him tightly
with one hand. Kaleb was tense at first, but soon relaxed and
returned Alia’s hug, encompassing Avelice. Hot tears ran down the
enchantress’ face. She tried to hold them back, but once they
started there was no stopping them. Kaleb squeezed her tighter and
only then did she notice how strong the boy was.

“Why are you crying?” he finally asked with
concern once their hug had ended. His eyes appeared impossibly
large and innocent as Alia met his gaze.

She laughed a little, thinking that she must
look quite the sight. Everyone thought that she was so strong and
fearless. For a time she believed it too, though deep down she knew
the truth. Alia cursed her own weakness. She would never let any of
the others see her like this. The shame would be too much. It had
not been her intention, but maybe that was why she ended up here of
all places where she could be alone to grieve in private.

“My father is dead,” she finally said and had
to fight back a fresh rounds of tears at hearing those words escape
her lips. “I spent so much time trying to get him out of prison and
building the Collective only to have them both ripped away from me
in the course of two days.”

Kaleb nodded. He understood all too well what
it was like to lose everything in a moment. Her father had killed
Kaleb’s family and nearly everyone he knew. “I don’t mean to mourn
him in front of you,” she added.

“Because he was the one who killed my
family,” Kaleb suddenly blurted out.

She was taken aback by the boy’s directness,
but maybe that was the province of children to be so candid. “Byrn
told you?”

“I figured it out when he fought Byrn. He
told me to run and I did, but not far. I was worried about him and
Sane, so I went back and saw the black snakes that killed my family
come out of your father.”

The black snakes, as Kaleb called them, was a
high level magic skill possessed by necromancers. Any one of those
masters could use them, but there was no point in explaining that,
because Kaleb was right about her father.

“If you knew, then why did you come to me
when you needed aid?” she asked, thoughtfully. “Why trust me?”

Kaleb shrugged and she thought that would be
his reply, but then he answered her question with one of his own,
“Who else would have helped me?”

Alia was torn between feeling insulted that
the reason Kaleb had come to her was because he could find no one
else to trust and honored that she alone was someone that he felt
he could turn to. Faced with both options, she chose to take his
words as a compliment, because he never did anything to warrant her
assuming the worst of him. The boy shook a little, though the air
was not cold and he averted his gaze from hers just then. How she
longed to know what his thoughts were at that moment. She wanted to
tell him that it would be all right and that his feelings, whatever
they were, were natural. A moment of clarity dawned on her that she
realized that as she mourned her father, this little boy whom she
had come to care for in a short time was torn between sadness at
her loss and relief that the man who killed his family was dead. It
was disconcerting to suddenly realize that someone she looked up to
was a true monster in the eyes of others. She knew that there were
some who viewed all magicians in that way and in its own manner
that did not bother her. There were those who were bigoted against
her kind, but she considered that to be a flaw within them. Kaleb
may have been raised with some of that belief as most children
were, but he loved Byrn, who was a magician, and he thought that he
might love her too. For him to view her father as a thing best left
to a child’s nightmares or campfire stories broke her heart with
the truth of it.

“Now that you are back among lesser-
non-magic users you have no more need of my protection,” she
steeled herself to say the words, because she feared what Kaleb
might say. “Perhaps it would be best if you stayed in Lion’s
Landing. There is an orphanage here and in time they could find you
a loving home. It was very irresponsible of Byrn to haul you
halfway across the kingdom as he did, anyway.”

At her words, Kaleb turned his face away and
would not look at her. Alia stepped around him so that she could
see his face, but he turned away again. He did not want her to see
his tears. Instead of pressing the matter, Alia put an arm around
him and herded the boy over to the weather worn staircase. She sat
on these steps many times as a child and wondered that they
suddenly seemed so small compared to her memories. They sat
together for a time and they watched the sun setting behind the
trees. Alia placed one arm around him and Kaleb laid his head
against her shoulder while she cradled Avelice who was thankfully
still sleeping soundly.

It would be too dark to travel back to Lion’s
Landing with a boy and a baby to care for, she decided, and gently
pried herself away from Kaleb asking that he wait for her at the
bottom of the steps while she explored the upstairs. Darkness had
already crept in, giving the partially destroyed cabin an ominous
feel, but Kaleb agreed to wait without complaint.

Darkened splotches of wood where blood had
soaked in from the massacre here almost two years ago could still
be seen in the dark. Alia walked past some of the rooms to the one
that had been her bedchamber as a young girl. It was a grim sight.
Even now the room was stained in dried blood and there were several
overturned beds where children that must have been living here were
hidden. For a horrifying instant she could see the children that
must have been in this room cowering under those beds as fighting
was going on just outside their door and then the men who had come
to kill them busted in…

She banished the images from her overactive
imagination and left the room. She turned and entered the room that
would have been her mother’s and found it for the most part intact
although it had suffered what must have been a cursory ransacking.
The bed sheets were long gone and dresser drawers had all been
pulled out so that the contents lay dumped on the floor, though
most of those possessions were long gone either to the Kenzai who
cleaned up the site during the aftermath or to roaming forest
dwellers, but there was no blood spots anywhere or other signs of
violence.

Alia returned to the top of the staircase and
called Kaleb up. She asked him to fetch her staff that she had left
lying on the floor earlier and he brought it with him. “We should
rest,” she told him and gestured to her mother’s room.

Once inside she faced the door and placed the
butt of her staff against it so that the blade scratched a small,
rudimentary symbol not unlike a scarecrow into the wood. She then
infused the tiny rune with some of her magic that would place a
ward upon the doorway. If the door were opened as they slept, it
would sound a mental alarm that only Alia would be able to hear and
wake her from her slumber. In that way they could rest with some
measure of peace.

The night was not cold with the coming of
summer, but Alia unfolded her traveling cloak and wrapped it around
Kaleb and herself with Avelice lying between them. She suddenly
felt very tired and realized that she was emotionally exhausted. It
only took moments for sleep to claim her.

 


***

 


The next morning Alia woke to find the two
children still nuzzled against her. Morning’s light brought a new
hope and freshness to the day and she lay there for a while, not
wanting to disturb either of the children wrapped up in her
cloak.

Avelice was the first to stir and Alia
carefully unfastened the cloak so that she could get up without
disturbing Kaleb. She should have brought some food with her when
she left the Hasty Rider yesterday, but thankfully Avelice was
still nursing and could eat. The growing baby was voracious, but it
was not an unpleasant experience as Avelice sucked the milk from
her. She was at the age where she could begin to eat soft foods,
but Alia was still producing plenty of milk and it felt good to
have that pressure released from her body.

A sudden buzzing in her head caused Alia to
jerk and she turned suddenly to see Kaleb exiting the room. He had
left to give her some privacy while Avelice ate. It may have been
awkward for him to see the baby feeding and so he left silently,
but Alia could not help thinking that his silence indicated that he
was still upset over their talk the night before. She wanted to
call for him, but decided to let him be. Perhaps if he spent some
time outside, the fresh air and gentle sun would improve his
spirit.

Her words had hurt him more deeply than she
had thought that they would. Good sense told her that leaving him
in the care of the orphanage would be best for him. Alia and the
others would be marching into danger just as surely as they had
just escaped it. It was unfair to put him through that when it did
not have to be that way. That was her rational mind talking, but
the rest of her knew it would be difficult to let him go and it did
not help that Kaleb clearly did not want to be left behind.

“I’m not his mother,” Alia quietly reminded
herself. Avelice stopped sucking for a second to look up at her
before resuming her meal. The unwanted thought that Kaleb had no
mother intruded on her thoughts, but she pushed it away.

Once Avelice had finished eating Alia went
downstairs and found a bowl full of berries and some apples. Kaleb
sat at the table waiting for her. He was still sulky, but tried to
present the sparse pickings with a thin layer of cheerfulness. It
was almost as if he was saying, “See what I can do. I can be
helpful to you.”

“This is very nice, Kaleb. Thank you,” she
said, putting on her own happy mask. She hated herself for
suggesting that he stay behind, and suddenly knew that she could
not bear to make him stay someplace if he did not wish it.

“I could hold Avelice for you,” he offered
and gratefully took the contented little bundle that was seeing the
bright greens of the trees in the new day’s light outside with a
furtive interest.

Alia sat next to Kaleb and they began to eat.
He looked at her with renewed hope, but did not say anything. She
realized then that he always seemed eager to hold Avelice. Little
girls tended to want to hold babies often, but boys were less
likely to want to hold them preferring to play at rougher games.
Did Kaleb have a baby sister before her father destroyed Colum?
That could explain his protectiveness over Avelice.

“Kaleb,” Alia began cautiously, “we are going
into a very dangerous situation. I wouldn’t lie to you about
something like that, but I need you to understand that there are no
guarantees that any of us will survive the next few weeks. That
includes you and Avelice if you decide to come with us.”

Kaleb pulled the baby to him and held her
just a little tighter. “Then I will protect her,” he said with a
confidence that astounded the enchantress and caused her to
smile.

“Then from this moment forth you will be
known as Kaleb…” Alia paused as she considered a sir name to give
him. He had no sir name from his family and it seemed wrong to give
him the name of Necros, considering what her father had done to his
family. Finally she settled on, “Shieldbearer,” and Kaleb nodded in
agreement eagerly. “And your duty will be to watch out for Avelice
and keep her safe from harm. Can you do that?” Alia made the
suggestion, thinking that if Kaleb felt like he had a role in her
group, then he would not feel like he might get left behind.

“I can,” he agreed. Any sign of the morose
boy from the night before was suddenly gone. “Will I get to learn
how to use a sword?”

“In time,” said Alia. His smiled was
contagious. “You could have no better instructors than Tomlin and
Ryonus. You know Tomlin was not much older than you are now when I
took him on as my apprentice.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

They talked then for a while and the
tenseness of the past few days melted away from each of them. It
was a new day and even in the face of tragedy there was reason to
find hope.


Chapter 23

 


 


 


Flowers of all colors and species, some of
which Sane had never seen before were underfoot. He had been lying
amongst them for so long that he could not recall how much time had
passed. The sky was an azure blue and there was not a cloud to be
seen for miles around. The flowers stretched out before him until
they eventually met and merged with the sky in a light purple hue
at the limits of his vision. The sorcerer did not know where he
was, but this was a place of peace.

Am I dead? He was surprised that the
thought did not alarm him more. He had expected the underworld as
the name implied to be a place of darkness like an underground
cavern, but this place was so beautiful that he could not imagine a
more wonderful place to spend all of eternity.

A hand offered to help him up and he took it.
It was an old man’s hand not that much different from his own. He
had expected it to be clammy and cold, but it was warm to the
touch. The hand belonged to an equally old looking man with a white
beard and hair. He dressed in a scholar’s robe that shimmered in
pastel colors as he moved. “Sane of Aurelia, at last we meet,” the
old man spoke affectionately, but there was an underlying sense of
authority to his voice that made Sane want to bow, but he resisted
the urge. “Where you come from I am known as Learion, but among my
brothers and sisters I am simply called Wise.”

The god of intelligence stood before Sane and
he was awestruck. It never occurred to him even for a second to
question the truth of Wise’s words and that was a sort of proof as
well. Finally he managed to form some sort of a polite response and
said, “It is an honor to meet you, Great One, but if I might ask
how did I come to be here?”

“That answer is simple,” said Wise, “You are
here, because I have need of you and no simple vision will be
enough to set the world back on its proper course. What was the
last thing that you remember before waking here?”

“I was being chased,” said Sane hesitantly.
The images were all a jumble in his head and he was having
difficulty picking them out and recalling the order of events. It
was not unlike trying to remember the details of a dream hours
after waking. “Byrn was there, but… No, I was trying to find Byrn,
because…”

Wise reached out with a gnarled finger and
roughly poked Sane in the forehead. The images aligned in an
instant, leaving Sane to wonder how he could have been so confused
a moment before.

“I had a vision of Xander using Byrn like a
puppet. Xander was trying to stop me from getting to Byrn, but I
found him anyway and a fight broke out. Xander summoned some- I
have to assume they were fire elementals although I have never seen
the creatures before.”

“They were,” Wise confirmed and nodded for
Sane to continue.

“Our combined magic was having little effect,
but Byrn was starting to take control of them when Xander attacked
him from behind.” Sudden disdain welled up inside the sorcerer as
he recalled the mental image of Xander latching onto Byrn with his
tendrils and sucking the energy out of him. Then he felt a rush of
shame by what happened next. “I fled.”

“You would have died, had you not,” assured
Wise. His tone was conversational, but not quite condoning or
admonishing. “You transported into the place you call ‘the void’
without one of your little wood pieces to guide you back to your
own world.”

“Why wasn’t I expelled from this place?” Sane
wondered. “The runes determine where we exit, but even without one
I should have been forced out of the void naturally.”

“And you would have, had I not intervened.
You would have been thrown out into an ocean or the side of a
mountain and then what would be the fate of your kingdom? Dead:
Consumed by Xander Necros or Byrn Aurel depending on how you look
at it.”

Byrn Aurel? That was a strange choice for
Wise to call him considering that Byrn had never claimed that name
for himself, nor had it been bestowed upon him unless things had
changed since coming to the void. “How long have I been here?”

Wise shrugged. “Time is relative. A day to
your kind is like a few moments to a god. Suffice it to say that
more time has passed then you would have liked.”

“What happened to Byrn?” Sane demanded,
speaking more harshly than he had intended.

“Think better of your tone, mortal,” Wise
warned, “You have my favor, but only just so. I can always make
more seers.”

“Please forgive me, Lord Learion,” Sane said
solemnly and hung his head in reverence as decades of serving under
King Kale kicked in. “I spoke out of turn.”

“Your pursuit of knowledge is commendable,”
Wise waved off the apology, “but time grows short. Soon Byrn Aurel
and Xander Necros will clash and without your aid your prince will
lose.

“You must scale the Dragon’s Peak and collect
a tome that is hundreds of years old. It is a black grimoire
written by Xander Necros, though he had a different name back then.
You must get that book to Byrn.”

Sane bowed deeply to Wise and thanked him,
then said. “If I may ask you one more thing before you send me
away: Why do the gods seem to care so much about the affairs of
Byrn Firemas? First, Ashura curses him. Now you ask that I help
him.”

Wise smiled underneath his beard, “We don’t,
or more precisely, we no longer do.”

“Then why-“

The garden of the gods swirled around the
sorcerer. Wise’s bearded grin seemed to bend and twist as the world
enveloped Sane and suddenly he was in the pure white light of the
void that existed between worlds. A feeling of being pushed forced
him through the void and he knew it was Wise directing him. His
body flew at an ever-growing pace until…

Gravity came crashing down on the sorcerer
forcing him to his hands and knees. A cloud of dust kicked up from
his impact into the ground, forcing a thin veil of soil into his
mouth and his one good eye. He coughed for a few minutes while his
mouth tried to expel the dirt. Then Sane rubbed his eye on the
sleeve of his cloak until he could see once again.

His wand lay at his side and Sane picked it
up as he got to his feet. His old bones felt energized like those
of a much younger man and he got a good look around. In front of
him was the base of a mountain that touched the clouds and
disappeared somewhere in the mists. Somewhere up there was Dragon’s
Peak, the mythical home of the dragon race. Sane never believed
that the giant flying lizards existed and had chalked them up to
legends. The old stories told that the dragons left the world not
long after the magician war with the gods nearly devastated the
world thousands of years ago. It was time to find out if the
legends were true.

Sane waved his staff overhead in a circle,
then spun his body twice to make the circular motion more complete
so that he generated a fine rain to fall on him and wash away the
light casing of dirt from his body and clothes. Once he felt
sufficiently cleaned, the sorcerer took his first steps towards
Dragon’s Peak.


Chapter 24

 


 


 


The prince’s ship rocked from side to side as
it sailed ever closer to Mollifas. All forty of the surviving
domain magicians and the handful of captured and subsequently
collared Collective magicians had been corralled onto the prince’s
warship. As Byrn had predicted, it did not take long for the prince
and his men to find out that the capital would soon be under attack
and the troops were marched off almost as quickly as they had come
to Wolfsbane.

What Byrn had not planned on was Prince Janus
taking all of his most experienced and elite warriors including the
magicians on the remaining naval vessels. If they had gone by land,
then Byrn would have had ample time to wait for a chance to free
the magicians and escape, but aboard the ship escape was nearly
impossible unless Byrn wanted to stage a mutiny and kill every
normal human aboard the ship and that was an option he was not yet
willing to consider.

Prince Janus- no, it was King Janus now. He
reminded himself for the tenth time. The passing of King Kale still
did not feel real to him, not because they were close and he could
not accept it. Though they had begun to reconcile, Byrn still
hardly knew the man before his passing. The difficulty was in
accepting that Janus, the brother who hated everything that Byrn
stood for with such passion, was now the supreme ruler of all he
surveyed. The irony of it now was that if Janus was killed or
deposed, the crown would fall to King Kale’s last living heir. That
would have been Byrn, but now that body belonged to Xander Necros
and as intensely as Janus hated the magicians, Xander felt just as
strongly towards those he called “lesser humans.” It would be a
shift from one extreme to the other and no matter which of them sat
on the throne it would mean that others would suffer.

The sea salt was refreshing as Byrn took in
the smell surrounded by a few of the other magicians. For the most
part, they were all kept below decks in cramped quarters, but were
rotated up to the deck in small groups to stretch their legs. This
was done to ensure that the magicians did not suffer any undue
atrophy or illness while aboard the vessel. The welcome relief from
the darkness and the growing stink of too many people crowded
together was just a pleasant side effect.

A large man in white armor passed dangerously
close to Byrn and he shrank down amidst the other magicians hoping
that the man would take no notice of him. It was Kellen who had
passed and he was the only person on board who had ever met Xander
Necros. If Kellen was to recognize him, then it could lead to some
uncomfortable questions, or worse, they might try to kill him
outright.

Much of Byrn’s former strength had returned
by now, but Xander’s body was a sad comparison to Byrn’s own. The
old man was much feebler than Byrn was used to. In their proper
forms they might have been equally matched, but the sorcerer had
not known how much Xander was held back by his old bones. It was
only the grandmaster’s vast knowledge of magic that made him such a
formidable foe. Byrn did not want to think about it, but could not
help wondering what Xander was planning to do with his new body. If
an aging Xander Necros could kill ten thousand men, women, and
children in a single day, then what could he accomplish as Byrn
Firemas? Mollifas could already lie in ruins.

A cry of pain broke Byrn from his dark
thoughts and he turned away from the rolling sea to see an older
magician curled up on the deck with his hands over his head. A
younger man he recognized as Kellen’s apprentice, Donovan, stood
over him with a sneer. The Kenzai had taken to tormenting some of
the magicians since they came on board the boat, finding them to be
easy targets that could neither escape his wrath nor fight
back.

“What is the matter? Did you trip, old man?”
Donovan laughed and gave the man a sharp kick. “Go on. Get up.” The
old man whimpered to be left alone, but did not move from his place
on the floor. Donovan’s boot came up and delivered another kick.
This time it landed squarely in its victim’s gut and caused the
elderly man to vomit, much of which found a home on Donovan’s pants
and boots. “You son of a whore!” Donovan spat on the man and drew
his sword. Byrn noticed as the energy passed from Donovan and into
his weapon causing it to spring to life with its blue light. The
image startled him for a moment as he came to realize something
very important, but pushed the thought aside as Donovan was about
to run the man through.

Byrn threw his body into that of the Kenzai
knocking him off balance so that his sword only met with the deck
and he immediately regretted the action as a massive jolt of pain
shot up his elderly arm where they had collided. Donovan whirled on
Byrn and leveled his sword at the aged sorcerer. “You! How dare you
touch me?”

“It was an accident,” said Byrn, putting his
hands up in surrender. “The rocking of the ship put me off
balance.”

“Don’t lie to me.” Donovan scowled and drew
closer backing Byrn against the rail.

“I can’t lie,” said Byrn tugging at the
collar around his neck with a hooked thumb under it.

Donovan took a step back, seeming as if he
might back off, but was still unable to walk away. Byrn had
embarrassed him and the Kenzai would need to assert his dominance
much like a neighborhood bully who feared losing control over those
that were supposed to cower before him. Donovan flipped the sword
over and meant to strike Byrn’s face with its butt- a blow that
would surely have shattered his jaw, but Byrn sidestepped the
upward strike and Donovan’s own momentum carried him into the
railing. Now behind him, Byrn saw an opportunity and grabbed
Donovan’s ankles. He channeled a wisp of magic into his tired
muscles and lifted the Kenzai’s feet up so that he toppled over the
side of the ship.

A loud splash came a second later when
Donovan landed in the water and magicians and normal humans alike
looked over the rail as Donovan was quickly being left behind.

“Man overboard!” came the call from somewhere
on the aft deck and a man began to wave some flags in short, jutted
movements for the trailing ships to see. As their ship sailed
forward another behind them was slowing and a lifeboat was being
lowered down to fetch the floundering Donovan.

Once the spectacle was over most of the ship
hands went back to their business, but Kellen came to question the
magicians a minute later. He stood a head taller than any of the
magicians and regarded them in silence for a minute. “Who wants to
tell me what happened?”

No one answered. If Kellen had worded his
question a bit differently, the collars would have compelled the
magicians to answer, but no one actually wanted to answer and so no
one did.

He looked the magicians over and came to the
one that Donovan had been kicking. The old man was on his feet now
and clearly still in considerable pain from the beating he had
received. “Go below deck and find one of the priests. Tell him that
Knight-Commander Kellen wants your injuries tended to. The magician
thanked him with relief and did as he was told.

Then Kellen picked another magician and his
tone was firmer. “Chance, tell me what happened.”

The second magician looked as if he did not
want to answer, but had no choice. “That man pushed him over,” his
finger pointed at Byrn, but he quickly added, “but he had no
choice. Kenzai Donovan was going to kill him.”

For perhaps the first time Kellen really took
notice of Byrn, who tried to appear as unassuming as he could under
the Kenzai master’s stare. He watched intently for any sort of
flare up in energy from Kellen, but there was none. “Why did
Donovan try to kill you?”

Among Kenzai, Kellen was perhaps one of the
most reasonable that Byrn had ever met when it came to dealing with
magicians. Kellen could be reasoned with as long as the magician in
question was not a member of the Collective. So he answered
truthfully for the most part, explaining about Donovan’s
mistreatment of the old magician and only providing minor
adjustments when it came to pushing Donovan and tossing him
overboard- actions that would have been too aggressive for a
magician wearing a working control collar to perform.

Kellen accepted the explanation without
question and clapped Byrn on the shoulder in a gesture of
camaraderie that still left him a little surprised, despite all he
knew of the knight. Kellen had gotten no more than a few paces from
the magicians when he suddenly stopped and became suddenly rigid.
Now blue energy suddenly flared from within him in that subtle way
that only Byrn could see.

“Guardsmen take that man into the quarter
cabin and bind his hands,” Kellen commanded and a dozen men jumped
to obey. Byrn considered trying to become the firehawk again and
flying away from the ship, but there was not enough room to take
off from and the fiery wings were more suited to gliding than
actual flight anyway. He let the men take him below deck while he
waited in a mid-sized room. The area where the magicians were all
crowded together was only a little larger.

He did not have to wait long for Kellen to
arrive with King Janus, who wore his father’s crown. It somehow
looked out of place on his head. A quartet of the king’s royal
guard flanked him with weapons drawn.

Janus strode forward with a smooth arrogance
like a cat that had just made a fine meal of an unwary mouse. He
examined Byrn intently before speaking. “This is the leader of the
Collective?” he asked rhetorically and a quick grin spread across
his face. His eyes danced with delight. Janus unlatched something
from his belt and held a control rod unlike any of the ones Byrn
had seen before up for him to see. It was no more ostentatious than
any of the others, but it was larger, about the size of a club, and
had several runes carved into it at the head. It must have been
some sort of master rod that could control all of the magicians at
once. “Just so we are all clear and there are no mistakes, tell me
your name.”

Janus did not know that the collar around
Byrn’s neck did not work and so he would accept any answer the
sorcerer gave as being the truth, but the look on Kellen’s face
told him how certain he was that he had the right man. If Byrn made
up some random name, then Kellen might figure out that the collar
was not working. “I am Xander Necros,” answered Byrn.

The king nearly jumped for joy at the
proclamation. “What luck that you were one of the magicians
captured. Now you can help us to stop the rest of your sorry group
and save Mollifas. What a fitting irony.”


Chapter 25

 


 


 


The mountain was conspiring against the
sorcerer every step of the way to the point where Sane was almost
certain that the rock, the wind, and the blowing snow were living,
thinking things that held a personal grudge against him. The paths
were narrow and often steep as he climbed. Patches of snow sat over
clear patches of ice that would cause the sorcerer to slip at the
most inopportune time or when he least expected it. The wind grew
into mighty gusts that threatened to blow him off the mountain’s
face when the climbing became the most difficult. Yes, if someone
told him that the mountain wanted to kill him, Sane would have
believed it.

Perhaps it was the dragons that made the
weather so fearsome, he mused as he approached the clouds that were
still planted very high among the mountain peaks. Surely there were
others before him that tried to scale these mountains and catch a
glimpse of the mighty beasts of legend that were purported to be
the first and most powerful of the higher races. It was said that
only their vast intelligence rivaled their massive strength and if
that was true, then it was lucky for all of the other races of the
world that they were also pacifists according to the ancient
legends.

A gust of wind tossed a bevy of drifting snow
into Sane’s face nearly blinding his eye. He brushed it away as a
shadowed figure passed his view so swiftly that he was not sure
that he could trust his own sight. His head swiveled upward as he
tried to locate the source of that shape. Briefly, he thought it
might have been a dragon, because who else would have a reason to
be in such an unforgiving place as this so far from the rest of the
civilized world? There! It was no dragon that flew through the air.
It was a man!

“Byrn!” Sane called out to the man flying
through the air. He shouted the name again and added a bit of magic
to help his voice carry over the wind. Byrn was flying, but did not
use the fire wings as he had back at the palace. Now the young
sorcerer’s body moved through the sky as if it was beholden solely
to Byrn’s will and the laws of the universe could be damned. What
new magic had he learned since they last met? Sane could not help
feeling a little jealous. For all his own power and regard as one
of the strongest magicians in Aurelia, he was not much better than
a novice in comparison.

Byrn stopped his ascension and turned in
mid-air, his body did not move as it spun on its invisible axis. He
looked at Sane, but did not move to join the older sorcerer. He
stayed there hovering for a minute as the older man approached, but
soon lowered to the edge of the stone overhang beneath him. His
arms were crossed as he watched Sane climb most of the way, leaving
him feeling like he was being judged somehow. It was a strange and
unwelcome feeling.

It took a quarter of an hour for Sane to get
to a position just below Byrn. The overhang was almost high enough
to climb up and he tried to make his way up the rock wall without
using much magic, preferring to save as much energy as possible for
the creation of a nightly camp and a fire. He reached up for Byrn
to take his hand and thought that he would not grab it for a
second, but Byrn reached out with his staff for Sane to grab hold
of and hauled him up.

“What are you doing here?” Byrn asked in lieu
of a greeting. His tone was almost like an accusation to Sane’s
ears.

“I could ask you the same thing,” Sane
chuckled, but it soon died on his lips. Byrn was frowning and
studying Sane closely as if he was trying to divine the reason for
his old mentor’s arrival. “Learion pulled me from the void after
you saw me last and said that I needed to go to Dragon’s Peak and
find a grimoire written by Xander Necros. He said that you would
need it to defeat him.”

“The gods don’t get involved in the affairs
of mortals very often,” Byrn said, one eyebrow raised.

Sane nodded. “It seems that they have made an
exception where you are involved.”

“It seems I am a lucky one,” Byrn mumbled so
low that Sane barely heard him though they stood next to each
other. He sounded almost melancholy like the young man who once
lamented his fate to become a magician years ago.

“What happened in Wolfsbane?” Sane asked
tenderly.

Sane thought that Byrn had not heard him or
would refuse to answer if he had, because he began climbing up the
mountain again and Sane followed dutifully after. Once they were
over the next outcrop of rocks Byrn finally answered. “The kingdom
attacked and things did not go exactly as planned. I…” Byrn trailed
off for a second before finding his voice again, “Xander had an
endgame in mind that would have leveled the kingdom forces, but it
didn’t quite work out that way. We lost some good people.”

“Were you the one that stopped him?”

Byrn smiled wanly, “I guess you could say
that, but it is only a temporary setback. Collective magicians are
converging on Mollifas as we speak and will be waiting for me to
signal the attack.”

“For you?” Sane stopped.

“Someone has to lead the Collective,” said
Byrn, “and who better than I? You said yourself that I am a prince
and a magician. Lessers and magicians alike will fall in line under
me.” He must have seen the doubt in Sane’s face, because he asked,
“You will follow me, won’t you, Sane?”

“Of course,” answered Sane. This was what he
had wanted, Sane reminded himself, but he could not shake the
feeling that something about Byrn felt… wrong. There was more to
what happened in Wolfsbane than Byrn was letting on.

As they continued up the path Sane watched
for any other signs of strange behavior, but Byrn’s mood seemed to
improve as they traveled together. After a few hours of travel they
came to a likely clearing to make camp and Sane extended the
mountain wall out to either side to give them suitable protection
from the wind.

Byrn conjured a small fire and they sat down,
wrapping their cloaks tightly around their bodies.

“It’s cold,” commented Byrn with an
involuntary shiver.

“A little,” agreed Sane, but took little
notice. He soon lied down and fell asleep.

 


***

 


Xander watched Sane sleep soundly.

He wondered how long Sane would continue to
serve him faithfully, thinking that he was Byrn. Would he help put
Xander on the throne? It was an amusing idea and one worth seeing
come to fruition, but first he had to make sure that Byrn’s curse
had not been passed on to him. That was the only reason he had
spared Sane when he first saw him on the mountain. However, he did
have to admit that the old sorcerer wasn’t the worst traveling
companion and he was a wealth of useful knowledge. Thanks to Sane,
Xander now knew that Byrn had somehow managed to survive. If he had
not, then Learion would not have sent Sane to find Xander’s old
grimoire- the one he had left in the possession of the dragon-folk
as payment for allowing him unfettered access to Kassani’s temple
over the centuries.

The dragons would not allow Sane to take the
grimoire and if he somehow managed to convince them, then Xander
would take it from him or destroy it, but first he must entreat his
patron goddess. She would lift this curse and make things right for
him.

Xander looked up. The clouds were not much
higher. Even at Sane’s slow pace they would break through the cloud
cover tomorrow. Soon a new age of magicians would be ushered in and
Xander would be at its head.


Chapter 26

 


 


 


It was no surprise that the higher they
climbed the colder the magicians got. It was a miserable experience
even for Sane with his natural endurance for cold, but Byrn had to
surround himself with a manipulationist’s bubble to deflect the
wind’s bite. The cloud ceiling loomed ever closer as they
approached the top.

“It will not be much longer,” said Sane,
trying to fill the silence that had plagued them for most of the
morning. “Do you think we will see any dragons?”

Sane had meant it as a joke, but Byrn smiled
at him and said, “You never know.”

Gradually the terrain became harder to
navigate as the magicians journeyed into the clouds. It was thick
like the deepest of fogs and only Byrn’s bubble, that he extended
to encompass Sane, was able to push the mists away and reveal the
stone at their feet.

It was difficult to measure time as they
passed through the mist on an ever upward and often meandering
path, but Sane guessed that they spent hours trying to navigate the
trail. He wondered if they would ever find their way out when
suddenly his head emerged from the cloud cover and the sudden
blinding light of the sun forced him to avert his gaze. Its gentle
warmth shined on his face and soon his whole body as he fully
emerged to the surface. The welcome relief of the sun was almost
enough to distract Sane from the shadow that passed over him and
the thunderclap that came from just above.

His head swung upward just as a black shape
flew over him. He sucked in the rarified air with a gasp as he
examined the figure that was now soaring away. It was difficult to
judge the creature’s size or its distance away without any points
of reference, but it looked to be far larger than anything Sane had
ever seen before or would likely see again. Its skin was pitch
black in stark contrast to the light blue sky surrounding it and
was covered not in lizard-like scales as he imagined, but in what
looked to be segmented sheets of ebony armor. It had a tail that
stretched out longer than a man was tall and had long, muscular
limbs that would allow it to jump great heights. The creature’s
head was large enough to snap a man in half with its powerful jaws.
Another clap of thunder came and Sane realized that it was caused
by the beat of its night colored wings. This was a dragon.

The sight of the dragon filled the sorcerer
with awe as he followed its path through the sky and saw dozens of
its kin in a myriad of colors not unlike a rainbow. Some were
soaring as the black one did while others sat perched on
mountaintops. Far, far in the distance was a brightly gleaming
object, but they were too far away to make out what it was.

Byrn saw his gaze and gestured to the
reflected light. “That is the dragon’s city. It sits atop a vast
network of mountain peaks and was crafted from those very mountains
by their magic.”

Sane was about to ask how he knew that, but
was immediately more interested in a red dragon flying directly at
them. In a matter of moments, it was upon them and if it had wished
it could have killed them with ease fore Sane was too surprised to
mount a defense and Byrn did not even bother to lift his staff.

The red dragon stopped in mid-air and hovered
with a steady flapping of its wings before deciding to land just
before them. Sane thought that the dragon, he had to make a mental
effort not to think of it as a beast though its appearance
resembled one, would sink through the clouds and fall below, but
its clawed feet found some purchase. Either the mountaintop they
stood on extended some distance just underneath the tops of the
clouds or the mythical being was somehow standing on top of the
clouds themselves. Among any other races such a feat would seem
ridiculous, but if he was now looking upon a dragon anything
suddenly seemed possible.

“You are… humans,” said the red dragon. Its
voice was young and feminine like a girl who had recently come into
her womanhood. “I have never seen one of you before,” she displayed
a grin that bared her fangs making a face that would have appeared
threatening if not for her familial tone. It was then that Sane
noticed that her lips did not move when she spoke. Her head jutted
forward tentatively and she took a sniff of both magicians before
returning to her original position. “I am called Southernstar.”

“And I am Byrn,” said the younger human
placing his hand on his chest. Then he waved to the elder magician,
“This is Sane.”

“It is… a pleasure,” said Sane.

“Byrn and Sane,” mused Southernstar, tasting
their names, “I would know the origins of your names, if you do not
mind.” She bowed her head down to eye level.

Byrn and Sane looked at each other and
shrugged.

“How odd,” commented Southernstar, “to go
through your lives without knowing who you are.”

“Much of human existence revolves around
discovering who we are as a people and as individuals,” Sane
answered.

“That sounds… messy.”

“It can be,” agreed Byrn.

“If I may be so bold, how is it that you
speak without moving your mouth?” asked Sane.

“It is an ancient art of mind to mind
communication known as telepathy. All dragons can do it and without
it we would not be able to converse. Our throats cannot make the
same sounds as yours, nor can your voice make any noise that we
would consider our language.

“I would know more of humans, but I doubt you
came here just to speak with me.”

“We have come here seeking something,” Sane
told her, “It is said to be an ancient grimoire that could help us
to defeat an evil man.”

“Evil might be a little harsh,” bristled
Byrn, “We all have our reasons for doing what we do.”

“Evil is subjective,” Southernstar nodded,
“Eldar’s teachings say that we must be wary of judging our friends
too kindly and our foes too harshly.”

“What would you call someone who would
destroy all life in Aurelia?”

Southernstar thought on it for a minute
before answering. “I do not know of your Aurelia. Perhaps you’re
enemy has a valid reason for wanting to destroy it.”

Byrn laughed and Sane shot him a nasty look.
“I thought you would take this more seriously. Xander still plans
to use you as a weapon somehow.”

“Believe me, I am keenly aware of the
situation,” countered Byrn, but he still had to suppress a smile.
To Southernstar, he asked, “We seek the black grimoire of Hazer
Necros. Can you take us to it?”

“You may not take it,” warned Southernstar.
Her words were calm, but she arched her back defensively. “We will
not allow the vast knowledge that we have collected over millennia
to be taken so that other races may use them to wage war on one
another.”

“Perhaps we could just look at it,” suggested
Sane.

Southernstar considered the idea although her
expression remained impossible to read. Finally, she said, “You may
speak with Eldar and he can decide.”

“That sounds like a fine idea,” said
Byrn.

“The city is far from here. You may ride in
my claws, if you like.”

“Wouldn’t it be safer to ride on your back?”
Sane asked innocently, but the red dragon did not care for the
idea.

“I am not a…” she searched for the word,
“horse. No creature may ride on my back. You may ride in my claws,
but no more.”

“I beg your pardon. I meant no
disrespect.”

Southernstar bowed her head to one side in
acceptance of Sane’s apology. “I would know more of your race if
time permits.”

“And I, yours.” Sane smiled.

“Then let us be off to see Eldar.”
Southernstar moved between the magicians and sat up. She put one
claw in front of each of them and they tried to sit as comfortably
as they could as Southernstar closed her talons around them.

The beat of her wings was nearly deafening as
she took to the sky and quickly turned toward the far off dragon
city. However, once they were aloft the flap of her wings became
more infrequent as they rode on gusts of wind to gain altitude.

Sane tried to ask the city’s name, but found
he could not speak out of a heady mixture of fear and exhilaration
as thick clouds and snowy mountain peaks passed below. Occasionally
there were holes in the cloud canopy and he could see the ground
far below in brief glimpses of green and brown. Dragon’s Peak was
located in the southeastern region of Aurelia and the mountains
extended far beyond the borders of the kingdom. Those mountains,
which they flew over now, were believed to be cursed and that was
enough to keep most explorers from delving too deep into them, so
no one knew just how far they extended. It occurred to Sane that
the dragons’ kingdom could be larger than any that existed in the
world below.

 


***

 


Twilight was upon them and the glittering
dragon city of stone and glass known as Grandraco lied just below.
Southernstar told them that they had traveled over two hundred
miles once they descended. The city, which was just a gleam on the
edge of the sorcerer’s vision earlier in the day, now loomed all
around him. As they came closer to Grandraco the number of dragons
increased dramatically, so that they were now surrounded by the
strange, new beings wherever they looked.

Some of the dragons, the larger and older
ones, took little notice of the two humans walking among them, as
if seeing humans was a normal occurrence, but the smaller ones and,
therefore, younger like Southernstar would stop and stare at the
little humans as if to marvel at what they were. Sane felt
fortunate that none of them had decided to act aggressively towards
Byrn or him, because he held little hope in winning a physical
confrontation with even the youngest of the magnificent species if
he were pressed to do so.

Southernstar led them through the streets
pointing out places that she thought might be of interest. There
were libraries, museums, temples, and schools, but they lacked
other basic structures that human society had grown to rely on
especially in large cities.

“Where are the markets, taverns, and inns?”
Sane asked at one point.

Southernstar looked at him out of the corner
of her eye, but did not stop. Moving at the human’s slow pace,
where she only needed to take one step for every half dozen taken
by Sane or Byrn must have been annoying, but she showed little sign
of it. “What are these things you speak of?”

“They are places where you buy things,” Sane
explained. “At a market, you might buy-“ he was about to say
clothing, but the dragons wore none. He looked at Southernstar’s
claws and knew that she had no need of a weapon. Finally, he
settled on, “food.”

“We hunt and farm in the grasslands below us.
As you can tell from my teeth, we do not eat vegetation, but we
grow it to keep the population of animals healthy so that neither
they nor us starve.”

“What about taverns? Where you would go to
drink and socialize. Or inns? Where you go to sleep when you have
traveled far from home?”

There was silence for a minute while
Southernstar tried to guess whether or not the sorcerer was making
up these things, but deciding that he was not she answered with a
question, “Are humans so frail that they cannot function on their
own?” However, her question sounded genuinely curious in Sane’s
mind and he chose not to be offended.

“Look at Southernstar’s scales,” said Byrn.
“They protect her from the elements, so she has no need of an inn.
Like their bodies, their minds are so far ahead of our own that
they probably choose to gather in the places of learning and
knowledge rather than a tavern to socialize. Since each dragon is
self-sufficient they have no need of money either.”

“I can hardly fathom how such a city works
where no one needs anything from anyone else,” admitted Sane. This
was a place where there was no struggle or strife of any kind. This
was an ideal that the noblest of humans held so deep in their
hearts that it could form the core of a man’s being, but the
feeling that Sane got as he marveled at the city was just how
foreign it was from everything that he knew.

They came to a building made of glass that
extended many stories into the air. It was not the largest
structure in Grandraco, but was no less spectacular for it. It had
carvings into the glass of various dragonic figures interspersed
with runes that Sane never saw before and he could only guess at
what they did. There was no door, like every other structure in the
city, and he could see a dark green dragon twice as large as
Southernstar lazing about in the reflected dying light of the
day.

“This is the home of Eldar, oldest and wisest
of the dragons,” Southernstar told them. The reverence in her
mental voice was unmistakable.

“Eldar, like elder?” Sane asked. “That is
what we call our old, wise men down below.”

“Why does that surprise you? Your people
adapted the name from this most ancient of dragons to honor those
among you who are considered wise for their experiences.”
Southernstar again gave him a toothy smile. “We did not always hold
ourselves separate from the other high races, you understand.”

“Let us meet, Eldar,” Byrn cut in, anxious to
be on with their business. Unlike Sane, he was remarkably uncurious
about the dragons and their world.

They entered the home of Eldar with a human
on either side of Southernstar. She stretched her forelegs out and
bowed before him and Byrn, followed closely behind by Sane,
followed suit by kneeling on one knee. “Greetings, Eldar, I am
called Southernstar and I bring before you two human magicians with
a request.”

“Rise, Southernstar. We have met before have
we not?” Eldar spoke telepathically so that the humans could be
included in their conversation. His telepathic voice was deep and
almost overpowering in its intensity.

“Yes, we met briefly long ago.” If she could
have blushed, Sane thought that she would have. “It is an honor
that you remember me.”

Eldar tilted his head to one side and nodded
at her. “And who have you brought before me?” he asked, his
attention shifting to the miniscule humans.

“I am Byrn and this is my friend, Sane.”

Eldar sniffed at them, first Byrn and then
Sane. “I believe we have met before too, Byrn, although you were
called something else then. How long has it been?”

Byrn gave a sidelong glance at Sane before
answering, looking like he was making up his mind about something.
“I think it has been more than two centuries since I last knelt
before you. Back then I was known as Hazer Necros.”

“Xander?” Sane’s voice was barely a whisper,
but through their mental communication they all heard it.

“Yes,” Xander’s smile curled into a smirk.
Sane’s vision had revealed that Xander planned to control Byrn in
some manner, but he never would have guessed this.

“What have you done with him?” Sane shouted.
He leveled his staff at Xander and sent a wave of icy daggers to
impale him, but they hit an invisible wall and fell harmlessly
before him. He tried to cast another spell, but found that his body
was unable to move. He struggled to lift his arm or even twitch his
finger, but it was like powerful hands held every inch of his body
in place.

“This is a place of peace,” boomed Eldar. “No
violence is permitted in the realm of dragons.”

“Of course, Eldar.” Xander bowed his head. “I
only wish to visit the temples and commune with my patron, Kassani,
as is my right. However, it seems that my former friend is more
intent on fighting. Oh and he wishes to take my old grimoire from
one of Grandraco’s libraries back down to the world of man.”

“Visiting the temples is indeed your right,”
admitted Eldar, “purchased long ago with the addition of your book
to our library.” To Sane he said, “You may not take Hazer Necros’
grimoire. It is far too powerful to be left in the hands of humans,
especially one so prone to violence as you are. You will wait here
until your friend returns for you.”

“This man is not my friend! He stole the body
of another magician and I need that grimoire to help the real
Byrn,” said Sane. The grips of Eldar’s magic did not loosen around
him at all.

“Might we allow him to read from the grimoire
as long as he does not take it?” Southernstar suggested. “It is not
our way to deny knowledge to those who wish to use it to help
others and I believe that this is Sane’s desire.”

“I believe he showed his true nature when he
tried to attack me,” interrupted Xander.

“The words of Hazer Necros hold merit. My
decision stands.”

Once more Xander bowed down to one knee.
“Thank you, Eldar,” he said and left with the ancient dragon’s
blessing.

Minutes that felt like hours passed as Sane
stood like a statue in Eldar’s magical grip. His mind ran wild as
he tried to think of something that might convince the mighty
dragon to release him. Furthermore, Learion directed him to find
the black grimoire and give it to Byrn. That was not going to be a
problem when he thought that Byrn was traveling with him and he
could simply read the grimoire while in the dragons’ realm, but now
that he knew that Xander was walking around in Byrn’s body he would
need to take the grimoire with him and find the true Byrn.

“That is a quandary,” said Southernstar,
encroaching on Sane’s thoughts. “Have you tried speaking with…
Xander Necros, and trying to sway him to your way of thinking?”

“Xander is very nearly a monster. Among my
people I am considered a seer and I recently had a vision where
Xander took control of my friend, a very powerful, but young
magician, and used his body to wipe out all life in Aurelia. That
is where I am from. He has already killed thousands upon thousands
of innocent people as an old man and now the first part of my
vision has come true. He already has my friend’s body.”

“A seer?” asked Southernstar. “So you are a
disciple of Learion like us.”

“I think I am more of a tool,” Sane said
sarcastically. “I have begun to think that my visions have been
directed by Learion solely to further his own ends.”

“We of the higher races are not tools,”
corrected Eldar, “In each of us exists the capacity to make our own
choices, to find our own paths. The gods may try to steer us as
they will, but ultimately our fates are our own to determine.”

Sane’s muscles pulled at whatever binds Eldar
used to hold him in place. His staff was still in his hand and he
drew on it to focus his power inwardly, examining the spell that
was wrapped around him like a cocoon. He could sense the magic
trailing back to Eldar like a spider’s web. There must be a way to
exploit that link.

“That connection could be exploited,” said
Eldar, again reading his mind, “but not by one of your limited
knowledge. The more you struggle, the more you prove that I am
right to hold you like this.”

“I am merely trying to determine my own
fate,” Sane answered. There was no way out of this. They were far
more powerful than him and they could read his mind, stopping any
plan he might concoct before it even began, but perhaps that was a
link that could be exploited too.

“This is the future that my world will
suffer, if you do not let me go and allow me to take the grimoire.”
Sane drew on his recent memories, recalling the waking vision he
had in Wolfsbane. He could see it as clearly as if it was happening
right in front of him. Byrn’s hand reached out to grab Sane as
darkness flew off him in waves. His touch was like ice on Sane’s
shoulder as Byrn grabbed him and death oozed from his very essence.
Sane had tried to push him away, but Byrn gripped all the harder
for his struggles.

His eyes were as cold as his grip and the
spark of life that could be found in all those living was
extinguished. Slowly, inevitably, Byrn pulled in Sane until the
husk of a man’s lips were almost against the sorcerer’s ears.

“Don’t let him take me,” Byrn’s whisper was
hoarse and raspy not unlike a dead man who refused to accept his
fate.

“Who?” Sane had begged for the answer.

The husk turned his head to look behind him
and Sane followed his dead eyes to the countenance of Xander
Necros.

Southernstar looked to Eldar, but neither
dragon said anything. Eldar nodded his head to one side to her. If
there was a mental discussion playing out between them, then Sane
was being excluded.

Then, he recalled an older vision. This one
was less clear, because it came to him in a dream, but Sane found
that as he gave himself over to the memory fully he could remember
details that he had thought were long forgotten.

He could see it all as if he was a bird or,
perhaps, a dragon soaring overhead. A supernatural shadow grew over
the land of Wolfsbane beginning at the city and expanding out into
the countryside. Healthy grasslands browned and flowers, once
blooming, wilted as the shadow passed over them. A lone shepherd
tending his flock aged decades in a matter of seconds before
falling over in his field leaving a dead, shriveled husk where
moments before stood a virile man. His flock, too, died from the
shadow's plague, as did a wolf stalking the herd.

The shadow moved westward, extending over the
kingdom of Aurelia. The Blackwood Forest died as the trees decayed
and fell one after another. Mollifas fared no better as the largest
city in the kingdom, home to hundreds of thousands of people, fell
to the plague of darkness in a matter of seconds. King Janus, newly
came to his throne, clawed at invisible hands around his throat as
his eyes rolled back in his head and his body shuddered a death
spasm.

The southern shipping port of Lion's Landing
on the other side of the kingdom crumbled beneath the shadow’s
approach. Women and children died in the streets of the once
prosperous city. Sailors frantically ran to their ships trying to
cast off before the shadow reached them to no avail. The ocean
quaked and the boats capsized trapping the sailors underneath.

The North Lands fell next. Kellen wore his
armor- now dull; its enchantment had faded- and stood against the
shadow. His natural speed and strength did nothing to help him push
back the shadow as others fell around him and in the end his blue
flames that held its advance at bay for no more than a few seconds
were extinguished by the dark and it took him as well.

Once the lands of man were emptied of all
life, the orcs fell next as the shadow consumed the Dread Marsh and
the lands beyond. Their mightiest warriors were as nothing when
faced with the formless death that Korok had predicted long ago.
Then the goblins fell. For all of their ingenuity, they could not
hide from the shadow.

The shadow enshrouded every corner of Aurelia
leaving the kingdom devoid of all life so that only the sorcerer,
Sane, stood alone; the last protector of a dead land. Then the
shadow came for him too.

“Enough!” Eldar’s voice roared through his
head, making Sane want to cover his ears though it would have done
no good even if he could have. “We will not become involved in your
confrontations. That is not the way of the dragon.”

In opposition, to his words, Eldar released
the spell that held Sane in place. “However, if your visions hold
true, then I cannot prevent you from trying to avert such a
disaster.”

“Then you will allow me to take the
grimoire?” asked Sane. He rubbed at one shoulder that had grown
sore while under the spell’s affects.

“You may borrow it, but it must be returned.
Southernstar will accompany you to the land of the humans and once
your trials are over- for good or ill, she will return with the
book.” To Southernstar, he added, “Assuming you are willing, dear
girl?”

“I am,” she answered after some momentary
hesitation.

Eldar returned his attention to Sane, “The
way of the dragon is one of non-violence. Though Southernstar will
travel at your side, she is forbidden by our customs from getting
involved in your conflict even if it might mean the loss of your
life.”

“Thank you, I understand, but can’t we do
something about Xander while he is here? You could freeze him as
you did me.”

Eldar shook his head. “We will not move
against him as long as he does not seek to do violence in our
realm.”

Sane wanted to ask Eldar to take a more
active role in dealing with Xander, but knew that he would only be
wasting his time. Instead, he thanked Eldar for the aid he was
given and left with Southernstar for one of the city’s many
libraries.

“Your visions are quite strong,” she told him
at one point. “As long as we are to travel together I could teach
you how to focus that aspect of your magic, so that you can direct
your foresight. In time that ability could grow so that you can
project your mind into others as we do to communicate.”

“I would like that,” answered Sane.
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Grandraco was the only place in the entire
world where every one of the remaining gods had a temple erected in
his or her honor. It was certainly the only place near Aurelia
where there was a temple to Kassani, the goddess of death. In
Aurelia, the people seemed to be enamored with her sister goddess,
Ashura, who was the patron of life, making Kassani seem almost like
a villain in comparison though they were truly only opposites sides
of one coin. That is why some referred to them as the sister
goddesses, because without one the other could not exist.

The temples were enormous by human standards
by virtue of the dragons’ girth so that they could easily enter for
worship and prayer. Learion’s temple stood at the center in a place
of honor while to its immediate right was Ashura’s temple, carved
of mountain stone rather than the elven trees imported into
Aurelia, and to its immediate left was Kassani’s temple. Further
out and forming into a circle were the temples of other lesser gods
like Vailon and Waicosson in positions representative of their
natures. Vailon, god of war, had a temple besides Kassani’s and
Waicosson, god of forests and the hunt, had a temple nearer
Ashura’s. The pattern was not set to draw any sort of battle lines
between the gods, but merely served as an ornate way to show how
the gods were supposed to be connected.

Kassani’s temple was also a creation of
stone. It had carvings of spirits and wraiths carved into its
exterior walls coming off of columns and making swirling designs
meant to depict her subjects between them. However, it was not a
ghastly building to behold for Kassani was not feared by the dragon
race and the ghouls that adorned her walls were not created with
grim expressions, though they could not be categorized as happy
either.

Inside, the temple was devoid of life until
Xander entered. It was probably just a coincidence, as dragons
would come here on occasion to commune with their ancestors and
attempt to gain greater wisdom from the experiences of those who
came before them. It was a shame that humans did not do so as well.
How many various forms of magic had his race lost over a millennium
of fighting? One only had to look at the dragons that collected and
hoarded all manner of lore to have an inkling of the answer to that
question.

He knelt at the altar before the statue of
Kassani. The statue was in dragon form as the temple’s creators
viewed all of the gods. It was a mutual conceit among the higher
races that they only envisioned the gods as members of their own
race. However, Xander liked the idea of seeing Kassani as a dragon.
It was a fitting form for one that held ultimate power over all
things living. In time all those who walked the earth would come to
know her embrace, so Xander had no qualms about sending others to
meet her sooner rather than later when it served his purposes.

“Goddess Kassani,” he whispered reverently
with his head bowed, “please answer my summons.” He did not release
any magic to call her to him. He did nothing but focus his mind on
the statue before him and silently hoped it would answer in this
place devoted to her. There was no power in the world that Xander
knew of that could make a god come when they did not desire to.

He knelt in silence for a few minutes without
speaking. The gods were slow to react and required patience of
their followers. Sometimes the person praying would have to wait
for hours and even days before their patron would deign to answer,
and that was when the gods actually chose to answer them at all. It
was just another way that they could remind their creations that
they were the superior beings.

Finally, the air grew heavy and Xander felt
charged with a great energy. Kassani answered, “My prodigal son
returns. What name do you go by now?” Her voice answered demurely
within his mind not unlike how the dragons communicated, but
Kassani was nowhere to be seen.

Xander chose to look at Kassani’s dragon
representation as he addressed her. “My latest incarnation is as
Byrn Aurel, but for now I will continue to use the name Xander
Necros to avoid confusion for the question that I must ask.

“When I took this body the previous owner,
the first Byrn Aurel, told me that it was cursed so that if I ever
took a life, then I would suffer the same fate. Is there any truth
to this?”

“There is,” replied the disembodied voice,
“Byrn Aurel or Byrn Lightfoot as he was known at the time was
cursed by Ashura after killing a handful of sick and injured people
on the grounds of one of her temples and I agreed to take his life
should he ever kill again.”

“But why curse him so?” asked Xander. “Surely
I and many others have killed more than this, at the time, boy. Why
were others not cursed in a similar manner?”

“Decades from now your world will be on the
brink of destruction and we have taken it upon ourselves to weave a
solution into the fabric of your reality. Learion began it all by
moving his chess piece, Sane, into a position where he would become
entangled with Byrn Lightfoot and your daughter. They would learn
magic together under Sane’s tutelage and over time a deep love
would grow between them, but they never met. Byrn chose to return
to Colum and fight the ogres at a critical moment. Alia escaped
from Sane and Byrn was imprisoned.

“In order for us to give mankind the key to
saving its world, their love would have to flourish and certain
events would have to take place to make sure that still happened.
We subtly manipulated other events so that Byrn was put in a cell
near yours in Baj. Through you he met your wife and through her he
eventually met your daughter.”

“But the curse?” asked Xander.

“Byrn’s potential was too great. He needed to
be limited so that he would need the help of others for the first
few years as he grew into maturity. Otherwise his course would have
been too unpredictable. He could have grown drunk in his own power
and that would have lead to too many possible futures to contend
with.”

It was a sensation that Xander knew too well.
The power could be intoxicating and since entering Byrn’s body he
felt it tenfold. It was only Byrn’s warning about the curse that
kept Xander from going directly to Mollifas and single-handedly
laying waste to any that stood in his way.

“Then I have ruined your plans when I took
Byrn’s body,” Xander guessed. There would be no romantic love
between him and his daughter. Whatever the gods had intended was
already wrought asunder.

If Kassani had been there in physical form,
he guessed that she would have smiled when she answered. “Not at
all. Our plans have already been achieved though Learion still
views you as an unintended consequence that must be dealt with. I,
however, see you as a potential solution to our future
problem.”

He did not understand what she meant at
first, but a spark of inspiration told him the answer. “Avelice. My
grandchild. You wanted them to get together so that she could be
born.”

“She is the culmination of three of the
richest magical bloodlines in your pocket of the world even though
her father’s side has a tendency to drown their magician offspring.
One day she will command a magical power unknown in your time and
as your kingdom’s future queen she will have an army of magicians
and normal humans at her back. She is the light that will one day
shine over your world. You may do whatever you wish as long as she
is protected and ascends the Aurelian throne.”

“Then you will remove the curse,” he asked
hopefully.

There was a short pause.

“What fun is there in doing that?” Kassani
laughed. “The curse will remain intact, but know this my favored
servant: The curse does not rest in you. It will remove Byrn
Lightfoot’s soul from whichever host he occupies.”

Xander was still kneeling, but he bent his
body forward in a deep bow to the statue so that his head almost
touched the floor. “You have my thanks, my goddess, and I promise
you that I will do all within my power to assure that my
granddaughter will one day become the queen of Aurelia.”

“I know that you will,” was the last thing
Kassani said. The air within the temple lost the charge of energy
it held only seconds before that gave it an oppressive feeling.
Xander was now alone.

He considered all that Kassani had told him
and how it affected his plans to rule Aurelia. Eventually he
decided that it did not affect them and more than that, if he did
take up mantle of the king as Byrn Aurel, then it would guarantee
that Avelice would one day have his kingdom as the rightful
successor. If anything his conversation with Kassani only
solidified his resolve that what he was doing was for the best, but
now he knew that his actions would not only benefit magicians, but
would eventually save the world.

However, Learion still viewed him as a threat
and set Sane on a path that could lead to his defeat. He would
either have to destroy the sorcerer or destroy the grimoire that
held his secrets.

He left the temple for the libraries, using
his magic to fly through the air. He would go for the grimoire
first and if luck was on his side, he could surreptitiously remove
the few pages that mattered and be on his way without any of the
dragon race being any wiser.

For now, Sane was protected by the dragon’s
code of passivity in their lands, but eventually they would let
Sane go and he would be forced to return to the world below. Then
if he ever crossed Xander’s path it would be the last thing that
the sorcerer would do.

It took longer than expected for Xander to
find the library he was searching for. The temples had unique
designs on each of them, making them easy to tell apart, but there
were no street signs or signs posted on the otherwise non-descript
buildings that might indicate what they were used for or which of
them might be home to books or other artifacts. The dragons that
lived here had little trouble navigating their streets, but a human
who had only been to their city a few times before and the last
trip being two lifetimes ago would have considerably more trouble,
forcing Xander to stop and ask for directions several times.

When Xander was fairly certain that he had
found the correct library he lowered to the ground and entered the
building. Xander walked past rows of books upon shelves near the
entranceways of varying sizes. The larger volumes were nearly as
tall as the magician and went from there down to a size about half
that of a traditional human book. The book size was an indication
of who wrote the tome. The oversized volumes were the products of
the dragons, while the smaller ones were written by goblins. The
middle-sized races of humans, elves, dwarves, and orcs wrote the
rest of the books, which were in limited supply. In addition to the
wide array of authors that the libraries boasted, they also covered
a plethora of topics. Not all of the dragon treasures were of a
magical nature. Scattered amongst the first floor were cookbooks,
books on horticulture, history, lore of the various races, and
anthologies of anecdotal tales that may or may not have any basis
in truth.

He approached a blue dragon that had pulled
one of the larger tomes from its shelve and was perusing it on the
floor. “Can you direct me to the section on magical spells and
theory?” asked Xander.

The dragon looked up from his book with an
upturned eyebrow. It was difficult to read a dragon’s expression,
but he looked to be caught somewhere between mildly surprised and
annoyed. “Second floor. Take the stairs in the back.” Xander
started to walk away and the dragon added, “The other human is
already up there.”

Sane.

Xander walked at a brisk pace for the stairs,
not wanting to draw undue attention.

What had the sorcerer said or done to
convince Eldar to release him so soon? It did not matter, but it
proved one thing to the necromancer: Sane was more resourceful than
he thought. Maybe he should be dealt with now.

His blood boiled with the magic that jumped
at the chance to serve him. It filled him, reassured him that he
had the power to do whatever needed to be done, but the dragons
still posed a threat if he were to attack the sorcerer and even if
he bested them, then he would never be able to return to this place
in this body or any other. That was a hefty price to pay for the
slaying of one old sorcerer, but when he considered that his old
grimoire could be used to help destroy him the risk suddenly seemed
more acceptable.

There they were! Sane and Southernstar were
descending the staircase as Xander arrived at the bottom. Sane
looked surprised, but Southernstar moved her head and neck so that
she was between them. “Well met, Byrn,” she said without a hint of
irony or accusation, “or would you prefer to be called Xander?”

“Call me what you will,” Xander told her. “I
assume Sane has taken my grimoire.”

“He has, by Eldar’s leave.”

“I wish it returned to me.” Xander held his
staff defensively, not quite daring to take a more aggressive
posture just yet.

“It is no longer yours. Please step
aside.”

The power itched to be released. He wanted to
take the grimoire. He wanted to kill Sane. He wanted to test his
newfound might against the strength of a dragon.

“Give me the grimoire, Sane,” his voice was
dark, threatening. Xander left no room for interpretation of his
meaning.

“We can settle this when we get back to
Aurelia.” Weakness seemed to ooze from Sane’s words. He was trying
to be brave, but even with a dragon to defend him the sorcerer
still feared Xander.

Streaks of dark energy flashed from his staff
and struck Southernstar in the armored scales along her neck,
pushing her down and forcing Sane to run a few steps higher to
avoid her landing on him. Xander laughed in delight as a new surge
of magic welled up in him. “Let us settle this now.”

Sane thrust his staff forward and exhaled a
chilly breath that culminated in a barrage of icy spikes flying
towards Xander, but he stopped them in mid air with one upraised
hand.

“This is not a place of violence!” It was the
blue dragon librarian from behind Xander. “You must leave this-“ He
would have said “place,” but Xander had cut him off with another
bolt of black lightning that forced the dragon to leap back.

A powerful roar could be heard coming from
the entrance and another dragon- this one was dark green with a
look of anger- came bounding in. He made no warnings as
Southernstar or the blue dragon had. This one took a deep breath
and blasted Xander with a wave of hot air that almost knocked him
down. They were still holding back. At first he thought it was to
protect their moral code, but then he realized there was something
else equally valuable to them here. The stronger dragon had not
used its fire breath, because it feared destroying all of the old
tomes that lined the library’s walls and shelves. There were
irreplaceable works in this building.

“I just want one book,” Xander told the
strong one. He kept his tone commanding to make sure the dragon
knew that he was not afraid. “If the other human gives it to me,
then I will leave peacefully.”

The dark green dragon stepped closer as did
the blue librarian. Their progress was slow, calculated. They were
waiting for an opportunity to strike. Southernstar was up too. She
was much closer than the other two and was within pouncing
distance. Sane was just behind her to the right. Xander should have
been afraid, but he was not.

“You would risk having all of this destroyed
for one book?” asked Xander, waving his arms to all of the shelves
around them.

Southernstar pounced and Xander swung his
staff behind him like a club. It did not connect with the red
dragon, but it loosed a wave of black energy in its wake that at
once held Southernstar and sent bolts of energy striking across her
scales. Her roar of pain bounced off the walls, making the sound
even more terrible.

“Then let this place be your tomb,” Xander
muttered. He placed the tip of his staff to the floor and coalesced
a portion of his energy into a black matter ball. It was not very
big, but would be enough to destroy the library and all within
it.

He ran at Sane and lashed out at the sorcerer
with black tendrils. One batted Sane’s staff out of his hand while
each of the others grabbed a limb. The black grimoire fell at his
feet. When Xander was within a few feet of Sane he lifted him up
and the fifth tendril wrapped around the sorcerer’s throat. Xander
could drain him, but that would be too quick and not nearly painful
enough. Instead he squeezed at the sorcerer’s neck, causing him to
cough and wheeze.

The blue dragon roared in terror at the sight
of Xander’s black matter ball and ran towards it. Two more dragons
were coming in the library’s entrance.

Xander pointed his staff at the wall at the
top of the stairs and a flurry of black lightning strikes shattered
a whole in it as if the wall was made of clay instead of stone. He
pulled in Sane and whispered; “You should have sided with me,”
before flinging him down the stairs so that he landed near the
black ball that was now pulsating.

Xander aimed at the black grimoire that was
now at his feet and with a short blast of fire incinerated his old
grimoire. An orb of energy surrounded him and the necromancer
propelled himself out of the hastily made opening in the wall.

After a few seconds when he was certain that
he was out of the blast’s radius, Xander turned and watched as the
sound of an explosion shook the building and was immediately
followed by the walls crumbling and falling inward due to the
implosion.

Dragons flew towards the center of the
explosion from all directions, but none stopped to question the
little human who was flying close to the ground as he fled the
city. Xander took one last look as he left the city of dragons. He
would not be welcome here again. Then he reached into the small
pack that hung at his side and pulled out a rune that would take
him back to Aurelia and vanished.
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The summoning failed… again.

It was the third such attempt in the last
week to reach the spirit of Xander Necros, leaving Alia with mixed
feelings about her failure. She found herself alternating between
disappointment at being able to call him forth and a slim hope that
he was still alive somewhere.

Her attempts were made in secret. It would
have been better for her to seek Riona’s council, being a master of
the summoning arts, but Alia could not bring herself to admit to
anyone that there was a part of her that refused to accept what she
was told. It somehow seemed weak or childish that she would grasp
on to this vain hope and did not want to show that side of herself
to anyone. Whenever Alia brought up how her father died Riona would
not look her in the eye. At first Riona would not speak of the
details at all and later only said that he was killed fighting
Kenzai. It may have been that it was a difficult memory for her to
relive, but it was enough to cause Alia to question the story given
to her. When pressed Tomlin had admitted to not seeing Xander die
personally and that only fed Alia’s paranoia about the subject.
Perhaps she was grasping at straws, but she had to try.

Ryonus would have said that her searching was
an unnecessary folly, if he had known. To him the world was painted
in black and white. He saw things only as they were and never as
they could be. Ryonus believed that Xander was dead, because a
trusted friend told him it was so and the fact that they were all
fleeing a battlefield reinforced that. Any belief to the contrary
would have been nothing more than the hopeful dreams of a sad woman
and Alia would not let him or anyone think such things about
her.

Telling Kaleb would have been cruel. He would
not understand why Alia wanted to see Xander and she did not wish
to try and explain her reasoning.

Only Tomlin was aware of what she was doing
and he kept an eye on her from a safe distance. He watched to make
sure that Alia did not accidentally pull forth anything unexpected,
a malevolent spirit or demon that might do her harm. When
attempting to pull a soul out of the underworld a magician always
ran the risk of helping something else out instead. Alia was overly
cautious in her summoning for that reason and perhaps that was why
success had eluded her, but maybe she was right and her father
still lived.

Alia met Tomlin who fell into step beside her
as she passed by the tree he had been lazing against. “It did not
go well,” he observed casually.

“It depends on what you consider ‘well,’”
said Alia. “We tried summoning Byrn’s spirit several times last
year as well with the same poor result.”

“Because he was not dead,” Tomlin finished
for her, knowing that the implication was that Xander could still
be alive too.

They fell silent as they entered back into
the town proper of Sallem, a small town just on the north side of
the Blackwood Forest that served as a natural barrier between the
kingdom’s northern, western, and southern regions. News of the
kingdom army’s victory over the Collective had spread like wildfire
across Aurelia and the common people were celebrating with
festivals in every city that Alia and her companions came to.
Seeing so many people cheering the defeat of her comrades in
taverns and even on the streets only served as a reminder of how
much magicians were hated, as if she needed one.

Ryonus was teaching the basics of swordplay
to Kaleb out by the stables when the enchanters returned to the
cozy inn with a pig on its sign. Since Alia’s proclamation that
Kaleb would be Avelice’s protector the boy had thrown himself into
his new training as a fighter and seemed to relish every moment of
it. Ryonus was an able sword master for a new pupil of the blade
and Tomlin saw fit to teach Kaleb his own brand of fighting that
involved the ability to size up his opponents as much as any
traditional combat techniques. It was a welcome distraction for the
men to take their minds off of all they had been through of late as
well as what was to come. Alia envied them for that small measure
of peace they shared.

A thrust from Kaleb’s practice sword sailed
past Ryonus as the man sidestepped the boy’s sloppy attack, forcing
Kaleb to overextend himself and nearly fall forward as he rushed
past Ryonus. The magician smacked Kaleb with the flat of his sword
on his rear and ensured that he fell, sprawled on his belly.

“Do not rush,” Ryonus chastised him even as
he helped the boy to his feet. “Your attacks need to be measured,
calculating. It is not enough to swing your sword wildly and hope
to hit your opponent.” Ryonus went on with the lesson and Alia and
Tomlin moved on to find Riona watching over Avelice in their rented
room.

“Was she any trouble?” asked Alia as she
stood over her daughter. Her hand grazed the top of the girl’s head
delicately. Alia smiled warmly as she felt her baby’s soft skin and
Avelice smiled back at her. Avelice was sitting up on the floor and
could follow her mother around the room with her eyes.

“She was a darling,” said Riona who did not
get up from her seat by the window. Ryonus and Kaleb could be
clearly seen from where she sat.

“He is a handsome man,” Alia smiled with a
nod out the window. She was gratified with Riona’s sudden blush
that told her she had guessed correctly. “You should talk to
him.”

“We talk all the time,” answered Riona,
sounding more defensive that she had intended.

“But not about your feelings for him,” said
Alia.

“It is obvious to anyone who has eyes,”
Tomlin chimed in, reminding the women that he was still in the
room.

“Ignore him,” said Alia, “Ryonus has no idea.
He does not have a romantic bone in his body.”

“Oh, I bet he has at least one
romantic bone,” suggested Tomlin and his answer was complete
silence from the women. Riona’s faced blushed an even darker shade
of red while she stared daggers at him. Tomlin put his hands up in
surrender. “I was only joking. This isn’t Antella where women are
supposed to behave more… ladylike.” When the women’s brows only
grew more furrowed, if that was possible, Tomlin realized his
error. “Not that Aurelian women are unladylike. What I mean is that
Antellans are more frumpish. By the way, have I mentioned how
lovely you both look today? Because you do.” Tomlin flashed that
wily smile and Alia was forced to return it despite her
irritation.

“Maybe you should go for a walk,” she told
him, trying to sound stern and angry rather than amused and she
must have been somewhat successful, because Tomlin hastily
agreed.

Once he left, Alia turned to Riona who said,
“Sometimes I wonder what gets into that apprentice of yours.”

“He is still young- barely seventeen and acts
as most young men his age do. It is easy to forget that when you
think of all he has done and seen as if that should somehow make
him more grown up. He has experienced things that no grown man
should be forced to go through and yet he continues on, but at his
heart he still has that impulsiveness, that brashness of a young
man itching to prove himself to the world.”

“Old Father used to temper his bravado,”
observed Riona. “They used to fight like dogs at times. Has he said
anything to you about Skynryd?”

“Besides confirming that he was dead?
No.”

It was true that the priest and the bard used
to tease and mock each other on a nearly constant basis, but that
was just the nature of their relationship. Underneath, there was a
great respect between the two men who outwardly could not have
appeared more opposite.

“Maybe I should offer to do a summoning for
him so that he can say goodbye,” said Riona. It was a kind
suggestion, but it made Alia suddenly wary of the necromancer. Why
would she offer to summon Skynryd for Tomlin when she had not
extended the same thing to Alia with her father? Was it because she
knew such an attempt would be futile in Alia’s case, because Xander
Necros was still alive?

However, Alia kept those thoughts safely
hidden and simply said, “That would be kind of you, but I would
like to make the attempt first. As his master, I owe him that.”

“Of course,” Riona answered. “I can keep an
eye on Avelice for a while longer.”

“That is very much appreciated,” said Alia,
but she suddenly started to feel uneasy about leaving Avelice alone
with her, “but I cannot ask you to give up so much of your own time
for me. Why don’t you spend some time with Ryonus and send Kaleb
back here to watch Avelice?”

Riona said that she would and when Kaleb
arrived a few minutes later Alia sat down with him and told him not
to let Avelice out of his sight until she returned. Kaleb
agreed.

It did not take long for Alia to find Tomlin.
He was in the common room of the inn making himself the center of
attention with his melodious voice and deft lute playing that made
everyone turn to watch him. He called it “hiding in plain sight”
and though it seemed a risky thing to do, Alia admitted that it was
effective. No one would suspect the young man demanding everyone’s
attention of being a magician. No, they would be more likely to
suspect the loner sitting in the corner as Ryonus was apt to do or
the fellow who never comes out of his room except to order food and
drink.

Alia sat at a table near the hearth where
Tomlin was seated, making sure that he could plainly see her and
took a moment to listen to his song. It was The Fall of
Everec recounting the events of the orc attack against the
mountain city just before two winters ago. As the ballad goes, the
orcs attacked Everec with an overwhelming force and drove most of
the citizens out, but through the quick thinking of their leader, a
noblewoman by the name of Marian Lightfoot, who also happened to be
Byrn’s adoptive mother, the city’s army was able to hold off the
invading orcs until Warlord Nightwind’s army in Slivering could
arrive and drive them out. It was a great tale of heroism and
tragedy as the Lady Marian was felled in the defense of her city at
the last battle.

However the truth of those events was much
different. Everec was attacked and the city was besieged. That much
was true, but Lady Marian had ordered the city evacuated to save
lives before escaping herself. From then on Alia pieced the true
events together from the story Byrn told her upon returning to
Wolfsbane along with the disgraced orc, Korok’s account. Byrn and
Kellen transported into Everec following the Kenzai’s escape from
the Collective. Kellen had threatened to kill Alia if Byrn did not
do as he asked and so Byrn helped him escape to spare Alia’s life.
Upon their arrival in Everec, Byrn and Kellen were taken prisoner
by the orcs. There they were reunited with Sane, who was also a
prisoner and Byrn was going to be put to the torch. However, he
managed to escape and drove off the orcs by nearly burning down the
city around them.

It was a week or two later when Byrn and Lady
Marian were reunited in Silvering, but it was a short lived reunion
as Kellen, who was a supposed friend to Sane betrayed them all and
brought the Kenzai down on them. It was during that conflict that
Lady Marian was killed, Sane was made a slave, and Byrn was forced
to flee to the elven kingdom of Raiden half a world away, but it
did not serve the royal agenda to make it known that the orcs were
defeated by a magician and that the lady noble who was looked at
with admiration for her courage and sacrifice was actually killed
by Kenzai hunting her son and so adjustments had to be made to
history. For a brief moment she wondered how many other events
throughout history had been colored or outright changed to serve
the needs of those in power.

Tomlin sat down at the table across from her
as she mused this. He was greeted by a few pats on the back by
other patrons and a pleasant smile from a serving woman by the bar.
She brought a pitcher of beer along with two mugs. “On the house
for your fine performance,” she told Tomlin and leaned in, exposing
her cleavage as she poured his mug. “I hope you and your older
sister will enjoy it.”

Alia smiled politely. “That is very generous
of you,” she said without correcting her. Instead, she made a
mental note of the woman; her name was Silvia and was the daughter
of the innkeeper, in case she needed to find Tomlin tonight. His
evening would be full.

“I wish you would not sing that song,” Alia
told him once Silvia had left.

“It was not my first choice,” he admitted,
“but someone requested it and it would have drawn the wrong kind of
attention for a bard to turn down coin for a song.” To this she
could not argue. Then he added, “I look forward to the day when I
can sing of what truly happened. Perhaps I will even be the one to
write it.”

“That would be a great thing,” said Alia. She
took a swallow of her beer and wondered how to ask him of Skynryd.
It was the kind of thing that one should be sensitive to and so she
did not want to just blurt out her offer. Finally after a few false
starts, she decided that there was no better way to ask and just
said, “If you want to talk to Skynryd, I can help.”

The offer put Tomlin off balance for a moment
and a look of deep sadness shone in his eyes, but it only lasted
for a moment before he buried it. “I would like that,” he said in a
tone that was very measured. Here too, he was trying to hide his
pain and Alia wondered that she had not seen it before. She had
been so focused on her own misery that she neglected his and that
thought shamed her. Tomlin was her apprentice and that meant that
she was his confidante as well as his master. Instead he was too
busy being a sympathetic ear to her to be able to worry about
himself.

“Do you remember the first time we met
Skynryd?” he asked. His eyes looked far away as he relived the
memory. Alia told him that she did and delicately projected an aura
of calmness about them so that no one would pay any mind to what
they discussed.

“Yes, we had hoped to make him the fourth
member of the Collective.”

Tomlin nodded. “We had heard of a priest
speaking out in favor of magicians, telling people of all the good
they could do if given the chance. He was thrown into a local jail
cell and shunned by his fellow priests as payment for his
words.

“I was only thirteen at the time and still
very much the learner as your apprentice. Skynryd was to be the
first real test of my abilities. My mission was to sneak into the
jail, free him, and get us both out safely without anyone being the
wiser.” Tomlin had already finished his first beer and had poured a
second, but did not drink from it. Instead he stared at it as he
spoke, “Getting into the jail was a trivial matter. It was not at
all how I imagined it. In my childish fantasy I thought the jail
would be more like the insurmountable prison of Baj, but it was
just a simple set of cells and a guard station more suited to
containing drunken brawlers than rogue magicians. I walked in as if
I had every right to be there as you taught me and looked the place
over as if I was simply a curious little boy, but I need not have
bothered. There was only one guard stationed there and although I
had expected to have to use the sleep spell to knock him out before
freeing Skynryd, that too was easier than anticipated. The guard
was already sound asleep.

“The ring of keys to the cells hung on his
belt and I slipped them off with ease. Magic was not needed as my
own experience as a child-thief gave me all the skill I needed. I
took his keys without so much as a jingle and thought that I was in
the clear. Skynryd was the only prisoner and so I did not fear
anyone alerting the guard to my presence. If there had been, I know
I was instructed to use magic to make them sleep too, but I had
already decided that offering to set them free would be a simpler
course of action and less risky.”

Alia nodded. As a child, she would have
rebuked him, because the point of the escape attempt had been for
him to get some real world magical experience as much as it was to
get the priest to safety, but now he was on the cusp of manhood and
it no longer mattered.

“It was the dead of night and Skynryd was
fast asleep when I unlocked his cell door. Even though I had the
keys I still did not want to step into the cell and so I called to
him keeping an eye on the guard so that I did not wake him by
accident. Skynryd woke up and looked at me in confusion. ‘Boy, what
are you doing?’ he asked as I stood outside his open cell.

“’I am here to rescue you,’ I told him
proudly. Then added, ‘I am a magician.’”

Tomlin had been speaking in a low voice, but
Alia still hazarded a glance around the tables sitting nearest
them. Even with the sense of safety she was projecting out to the
patrons making a declaration like “I am a magician” tended to
attract eyeballs to the person saying it. No one seemed to notice
and when she looked to Tomlin she saw a look of concern being
replaced by a nod. Alia’s aura had made him a little too relaxed as
well.

“I’m sorry.”

“No harm done,” Alia told him, “Please
continue.” She strengthened the aura so that no one even noticed
that they were still sitting there. It was midday and the common
room was sparsely populated anyway.

Tomlin continued, “Then Skynryd asked my name
and I told him. The next words that came out of his mouth were a
complete shock to me. He said, ‘Thank you, Tomlin. Now close the
door and be on your way. I won’t be leaving this cell any time
soon.’

“My mouth was probably hanging in surprise
when he told me to close the cell door. I stammered out, ‘Why?’ and
he said, ‘Because I think I can do more good for magicians like you
and even for my own clergymen from within this cell than I can
outside of it. If I flee, then I will be branded a criminal and
everything that I have said up to this point about the good side of
magic will be dismissed, but if I stay then I will be tried and
allowed to speak publicly for all to hear.’

“’You will be executed and no one will care
what you have to say then, you daft old fool,’ I told him without
thinking. I still don’t know what possessed me to speak to him like
that, but it sounded to me like he wanted to throw his life away
right then and that made me angry. I pleaded with him to come with
me, but he stubbornly refused.”

Tomlin stared at his beer. It had gone
untouched since he poured it and now his story had stopped as well.
He looked as if his memory had suddenly jolted forward to Skynryd’s
death. When Tomlin had told her of the priest’s death it was like a
member of her family had died. She was selfishly glad that she had
not been there to witness it and saddened that Tomlin had been.

“He did not take your name calling well, did
he?” she prodded, hoping to pull him back to his story. Somehow
this seemed better to remember Skynryd as the man he was rather
than focusing on how he died.

Tomlin stymied a laugh and picked up his mug
as if he had just sprung back to life. “That is putting it mildly.
Skynryd strode across the cell, grabbed the door and swung it
closed with him still inside. The clang of metal on metal rang
loudly and woke the guard from his nap. Then to make things worse
Skynryd called the guard and alerted him to my intrusion.

“Skynryd probably thought that the guard
would run me off since I was just a kid, but he had other plans.
The jailer drew his sword and came at me. There was no word of
warning or threats. The guard just attacked. For an instant I was
dumbfounded by what was happening. Everything was suddenly spinning
out of my control and I was unsure of how to fix it. The guard
swung with an overhead swing that would have cleaved me in two if I
had not stepped aside just then. Nevertheless the blade bit into my
boot as I dodged out of the way and although the leather was not
pierced that did not protect the small bones of my foot from being
crushed under the sword’s weight. I screamed out in pain and
thought that I was done for. Then you showed up out of
nowhere.”

“I had been hiding, watching the whole
thing,” said Alia. “I am only sorry that I had not acted sooner to
spare you that pain. Before he could strike again I reached into
that man’s mind. There was no subtle manipulation there. I held him
by sheer force of will.” Years later, the anger at seeing Tomlin
lying on the floor of that jail still boiled her blood and Alia had
to take a moment to return to a place of calm or else the aura that
she was projecting would go awry.

“It was probably for the best or things could
have turned out much differently,” said Tomlin. Then he picked his
story back up. “You forced the guard to sheathe his sword and then
had him open the cell again. Then you ordered, not asked Skynryd
to, ‘Get your ass out of that cell and heal my boy.’

“Skynryd took my staff from the floor where
it had landed and began to pray over me with it. The pain was
reduced to a severe throb rather than constant agony almost
instantly. I tried to get up, but Skynryd cautioned me against it,
saying, ‘The wound has only just begun to heal. You will need to
stay off of it for a few days.’

“You forced the guard into the cell and
locked the door behind him before helping me up to his chair. The
guard was cursing and calling for help. He needed to be silenced
and that was when you handed me your staff and said, ‘Put him to
sleep now,’ as if it was that simple.”

“It was.” Alia assured him, “and after a few
tries you knocked him out. I was secretly proud of you to do it
with the pain of a broken foot distracting you.”

“I knew you were,” said Tomlin. “After that
things got a little fuzzy for me as I was distracted by my own pain
that came back even stronger once I began to take serious notice of
it, but you took over the discussion with Skynryd and told him of
your dreams for the Collective and how you wanted to form an
organization of magicians that would stand up and protect their
own. You told him how you wanted to create a place of safety for
them where they did not fear persecution. The look in his eyes told
me that you nearly had him convinced. Then you pointed to me as I
nursed my foot and said, ‘It won’t be easy. Invariably things are
going to get bad and people are going to get hurt just like that
little boy and when that happens we are going to need someone to
heal them. If you come with us, then you can help save the lives of
untold magicians or you can die in a cell or get publicly executed
as a heretic. The decision is yours.’

“Of course, Skynryd agreed to join our fight.
How could he say no after something like that?”

Alia placed her hand on Tomlin’s. “He was
good man.”

“He was a good friend.”


Chapter 29

 


 


 


The rocking of the ship had almost become
rhythmic as Byrn spent most of his time confined to quarters. Since
telling Janus that he was Xander Necros, Byrn had been segregated
from the other magicians. They deemed him too dangerous to mix with
the other magicians and they were right, though not for the reasons
they expected. King Janus saw “Xander Necros” as a weapon at his
disposal, but feared a scenario in which that weapon might get free
of its restraint and so kept him locked away where he could not be
used until the appointed time. However, the truth was that the
collar Byrn wore around his neck was already deactivated. He could
escape if he truly had a mind to, but chose to stay as he worked
out a way to get his fellow magicians off of the ship without
bloodshed.

In the days that passed Byrn spent his time
quietly testing the limits of Xander’s body. The grandmaster had
used the life forces of others to power many of his magic spells,
but without being willing to feed from people in the same way Byrn
was faced with much steeper limitations and found he had to devote
some of his energy just to ordinary bodily functions. It was
unclear if this was the natural state that Xander had spent the
twilight years of his life living or if it was an effect of the
spell that switched their minds. He guessed it was the latter,
thinking that the original caster of the spell would have little
use for his old body once it was vacated and would not care about
the condition it was left in. There was some small condolence that
his innate ability to see the magic currents, as he thought of
them, and to manipulate magic without the need for a device were
both still intact. It was also still possible to absorb ambient
magic around him, but anything complicated like the fire wings was
proving difficult to maintain for long.

At times he tried to recreate Kellen’s magic.
Looking back, he should not have been surprised that the Kenzai
arts were just another form of magic just as healing energies were.
When he saw Kellen’s power flare up earlier, Byrn recognized its
similarities to his own fire elemental magic as well as to the
absorbing attributes of necromancy spells. Some combination of
those magic disciplines resulted in the creation of the Kenzai arts
and Byrn was determined to figure out how to recreate that magic.
It might be the only thing that would help him defeat Xander and
reclaim his body.

Hours or perhaps days passed in the creaking
hold as Byrn made countless attempts to recreate the Kenzai magic
and failed each time. For his first attempt at the magic he
conjured a simple flame, then tried to infuse that with the
necromancer death magic, resulting in a black hued flame, but
without any special properties. Byrn was inexperienced with the
intricacies of death magic. He learned the summoning arts of the
necromancy discipline from the first Avelice Necros, but he had no
desire to learn the most deadly magics that centered on absorbing
life forces with the ever-present threat of Ashura’s curse weighing
upon his shoulders.

At times it felt like a useless waste of
time, trying to recreate a magic he knew next to nothing about
based on another form of magic that he possessed little more than a
passing knowledge of. If he had help, then Byrn was sure he could
master this new spell form, but locked away as he was there was no
one he could seek aid from. Perhaps there was a necromancer or two
from among the captured Collective magicians onboard the vessel,
but it seemed unlikely. Any with the necessary skill would have
transported to safety, leaving the younger and less experienced
magicians to fend for themselves.

On the sixth attempt Byrn tried to start by
creating one of the black tendrils. He had never done it before,
but had seen it in use by Xander and Avelice Necros although that
was before he had gained the power to see the flow of magic. Once
he had a reasonable approximation of that spell down, he infused it
with fire. Again the result was a black flame, but now it held some
life absorbing properties. It was not what he wanted, but it was a
step in the right direction. There must be some other aspect
missing. What made the flame blue and caused it to absorb only the
magic from the blood instead of the whole life force? It was
infuriating to be so close and still seem to have an unassailable
obstruction blocking his goal.

It should not have been so hard. Men like
Kellen and Donovan could practice the anti-magic discipline and
they did not even think of themselves as magicians. In fact, to
suggest that they were using magic would likely invoke anything
from laughter to violence. There were easily a dozen or two Kenzai
roaming Aurelia for every one magician and it was a skill that
could seemingly be taught to anyone regardless of magical aptitude
meaning that it was a simpler form of magic to practice. However,
knowing that did not make Byrn’s failures any easier to accept. In
fact, it only served to fuel his frustration.

Eventually the attempts started to blend into
one another and Byrn began to give up. Maybe he misinterpreted the
power radiating off of Kellen and only saw what he wanted to
see.

Byrn absently traced his finger over the wood
as he sat cross-legged on the floor. His mind drifted back to Baj,
then as now, he was a prisoner, but in Baj he was just a powerless
boy making tentative forays into magic. Now he was a sorcerer with
few that could rival his skill, even trapped in Xander’s body, and
the only thing preventing him from leaving was his own desire to
stay.

For an instant there was a light blue flash
of light where Byrn’s index finger touched the wood. It was there
and gone so fast that he might have thought that he imagined it if
not for the sudden blackness as his eyes readjusted following that
light. Byrn knew that he had done it somehow, but was unsure
exactly what and how he managed to make that blue light. It was not
the blue flame that Kellen sported. It had been the softer glow of
a Kenzai sword or rune.

He suddenly realized what he had been doing,
running his finger along the wood. Byrn knew that image well. He
had stared at those anti-magic runes in Baj everyday for a year. He
was redrawing one of those runes. Creating the flames wielded by
Kellen was the work of a Kenzai master. Like any new student, Byrn
would have to learn the less powerful techniques of rune carving
and weapon enchantment before being able to wield that power
directly. His fingers traced the rune once more, this time with a
pressing of the magic he could spare. The rune lit with blue energy
as he drew first the outward circle, then, without lifting his
finger, drew straight lines from one edge of the rune to the next
so that when he was finished the lines formed what he always
imagined as gleaming stars in the sky.

The moment it was complete the gentle blue
glow of the rune increased ten fold so that the light filled the
small compartment. Byrn’s stomach began to feel queasy as that old
feeling of having his magic slowly drained from him took hold. He
stood up and kicked at the rune, hoping to mar it, but since it was
drawn with magic alone there was nothing to mar. It took time, but
eventually it absorbed the last of his magical reserves and having
no more fuel to consume, died out.

Almost at once, Byrn started to feel his
magical essence rebuild itself, but he had to lie down. The magic
that he devoted to keeping Xander’s body functioning properly had
been depleted as well, leaving Byrn feeling unnaturally exhausted.
He fought the sudden need for sleep and on some level he feared
that if he were to sleep now, he would never wake up, but soon he
could no longer keep his eyes open.

 


***

 


Kellen shook him awake sometime later. When
the knight saw that Byrn was awake he roughly hauled him off of the
cot and held him on his feet until Byrn could think enough to stand
on his own. “King Janus demands your attendance in his private
quarters,” was all the explanation Byrn received before Kellen
ushered him out of the room.

A pair of guardsmen led the way up to the
deck with Kellen following behind them. The treatment seemed
unnecessarily rough on Kellen’s part considering that everyone
believed that he was under the complete control of the collar. The
knight’s anger was probably fueled by his remembered tortures at
the hands of Xander Necros when their roles were reversed and
Kellen found himself the prisoner. Byrn had been there too and
watched some of the torture although he had not participated.
Compared to what Kellen went through, Byrn was getting off
lightly.

The guardsmen banged on Janus’ cabin door and
were admitted entry along with Byrn and Kellen. Janus sat on a
massive wooden throne atop a dais so that he could look down on
everyone else. He smiled at Byrn’s approach, but that smile was
completely lacking of any warmth or sincerity. It was the grin of a
wolf, having cornered a rabbit. “I hope you are enjoying your stay
aboard my ship. The Kingdom’s Key is the finest vessel in
the fleet.”

It’s not much of a fleet anymore,
thought Byrn, but he held his tongue. He had not seen the battle
that raged at Wolfsbane for two days, but it was clear that the
kingdom found its victory on the ground. They had only a handful of
ships remaining in their navy.

“I have been wondering what to do with you,”
said Janus when Byrn did not answer. “At first, I planned to use
you against your own people. That would be a fitting reward for you
and for them for their betrayal of the crown, but the more I think
about it the more I wonder if it is a mistake keeping you alive.
What if you got out of that collar somehow? Then I will have
spoiled a golden opportunity to get rid of a great enemy. That
thought plagued me, but then I had an interesting thought. Why
don’t you tell me what you think I should do with you? And please
elaborate. I would love to know the details of your reasoning.”

It would have been a cruel joke if Byrn was
truly collared- to clinically weigh the advantages and
disadvantages of sparing him solely as it related to the king’s
well being. Would Kale Aurel have done that? The old king was known
to have a hard edge, but it was impossible to imagine him putting
someone in this position solely for his own amusement.

Janus waited for an answer. He leaned forward
in anticipation of what he might hear. Byrn knew he had to say
something, so he finally managed, “It would be a mistake to kill
me.” Of course, he had to say that. It was not evident if Janus had
any intention of following through on whatever Byrn told him or if
he was merely playing at a mind game, but it was better not to take
the chance. “I could be a powerful ally to you if we could be
persuaded to trust one another.”

“You misunderstand your position, Necros. You
are at best a weapon and nothing more than that.”

“I fully understand your intention. You asked
what was the most advantageous use of me and I gave it. If I were a
corpse, I would serve no use. If I were a slave, I am only useful
until the moment I get free. If I were an ally, then I would always
be of use to you.”

The room was silent for a minute as Janus
considered the new possibility presented before him. Never before
had he considered that a magician would willingly seek to ally with
him. He descended the dais and stood close enough to Byrn so that
he could see his captive’s eyes. Byrn held his skeptical gaze.

“Of your own free will, you would destroy
your own kind at my command?”

“Yes,” Byrn lied without hesitation. It was
an answer that Janus never would have expected to hear and never
would have believed if not for the collar around Byrn’s neck.
Indeed, if Byrn did not wear the collar, he never would have
attempted the deception to begin with, but knowing that Janus
believed him incapable of lying gave Byrn a tremendous advantage.
Even so, it was easy to read the conflict in Janus’ body
language.

“And what would be the price of your
loyalty?” the king’s tone was cutting; disgusted at the perceived
treachery of his own people, but Byrn sensed an eagerness in there
as well.

“Freedom to do as I please.”

“And if it pleases you to kill me?” asked
Janus venomously, but still intrigued.

It was Byrn’s turn to smile wolfishly. “That
would not be very loyal of me, now would it?”

Janus turned his back to Byrn and ascended
back to his throne. Once seated he addressed Kellen, “Take Necros
back to his cell.”

“At once, your majesty.” Kellen bowed and
escorted Byrn out. His steel gloved hand bit into Byrn’s arm
uncaringly. That would leave a series of bruises on the tender
flesh. A soft glow of anti-magic grew around Kellen. It was an
unconscious reaction to some mental queue and if not for Byrn’s own
attunement to magical properties, he would not have noticed the
lightest of drain’s against his magic. He studied that aura during
their brief return to Byrn’s compartment, but learned little from
it.

By the time Kellen shoved him into the hold
once more, Byrn had come to a decision. “Kellen, wait! We need to
talk,” he said as the door was closing. It slammed shut. Kellen
would not listen to a word Xander Necros had to say, but he might
listen to, “Byrn! I am Byrn!” He was almost giddy at saying those
words. After pretending to be someone else for so long it was an
unanticipated treasure to speak the truth.

The door did not immediately open and Byrn
thought that the knight had not heard him. Then the knob turned and
the door swung open of its own volition. Kellen stood there barring
the doorway. His warhammer was in his hands and it glowed
intensely. Byrn stepped back to the rear of his compartment without
thinking.

“You lied,” said Kellen and took a step into
the room. “Earlier you said you were Xander Necros. Now you say you
are Byrn Lightfoot. That collar does not work at all does it?” He
progressed slowly. His hatred was intense, but focused. The knight
would not be making any sloppy mistakes.

“I am Byrn. It is true. Xander cast an
ancient spell that switched our bodies. I know it is hard to
believe, but it is the truth.”

Kellen took another step forward. “It does
not matter to me who you are. Byrn or Xander, it makes little
difference to me and if the collar is no longer working then you
are too dangerous to be left alive.” He swung the warhammer and it
connected with a hastily constructed shield. If Byrn had not
already been pressed against the wall he would have been thrown
into it.

Another swing of the hammer forced Byrn into
the wall uncomfortably. He held tightly to his shield so that it
would not fall. “Listen to me! Xander was an old, dying man with an
unmatched knowledge of magic. Now he has my body and you know what
I was capable. Imagine if he had that much power at his
disposal.”

Kellen stopped before he could deliver a
third strike, but stood wary.

“I need your help to stop him.” Byrn went to
his knees and began to trace the rune on the ground again. As it
came to life, he looked up at the knight and saw a shocked
expression. His warhammer was no longer held at the ready. “I need
you to train me,” Byrn told him as the rune began to drain his
magic. He felt light-headed and his stomach turned. Powerful hands
grabbed him as he fell, but unconsciousness would not be
denied.

When Byrn woke Kellen was nowhere to be seen
and the compartment was once again locked.
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The safehouse was set up a day’s ride outside
of Mollifas and upon their arrival Alia was heartened to see an
array of familiar faces from the Collective there to greet her.
Most notable among them was the presence of Byrn who had apparently
taken up the mantle of leadership with her father’s demise. When
she first saw him she was unsure of how to react or what his
reaction to her would be. The last time they spoke they came to the
decision to take their relationship slowly- would that they had
done that at the beginning, but Alia did not begrudge him over that
since those early nights of passion resulted in the creation of
Avelice and she could never think of that as a mistake. There were
hurt feelings and betrayals of trust, real or imagined, on both
sides and it would take time to sort those things out. Still she
found that she was glad to see him and to know that he was
well.

Their embrace when they first met was strong,
but grudging giving Alia the idea that Byrn was trying to hold her
at arm’s length. She resolved to ask him about it later when there
were not so many people around.

Byrn greeted Tomlin with a handshake and a
few pleasant words. Ryonus received a friendly hug and pat on the
back. Riona also received a hug, but it seemed to linger and an
instant of jealousy stung Alia though she would not have admitted
to it if asked.

To Kaleb, Byrn merely nodded and ruffled his
hair without a word before turning to speak with someone else. Not
to be dismissed so quickly, Kaleb tugged at Byrn’s cloak and
announced, “Alia has made me Avelice’s protector,” and stood there
beaming, waiting for praise.

At that declaration Byrn did turn and clasped
Kaleb on the shoulder. “I thought I was her protector,” he said
with a sidelong glance to Alia that she did not pick up the meaning
of as if he somehow took offense to that, but he must have thought
better of it, because he added, “Ah well, I guess it would not hurt
to have another watching out for her. She is very important, you
know.” To which Kaleb nodded and agreed emphatically.

It was not until that evening’s dinner that
the masters had a chance to sit down and discuss their strategy for
taking Mollifas, a conversation that Alia was very interested in
having. When Byrn came back to Wolfsbane he had advocated a
peaceful solution between the royal family and the Collective, but
now that the kingdom had seen fit to attack their home in a brazen
attempt to wipe them out she wondered if his position would change
and indeed it had.

There were seven masters among them who sat
and discussed the coming power grab. Besides them there was another
twelve magicians at the safehouse of lesser, but still formidable
talents. In addition to theirs, there were three other safehouses.
One was outside of the capital and two were located within it. Each
one housed about twenty magicians of adept or master abilities.
That was only eighty magicians, but they were a collection of the
most powerful magicians that the Collective had to offer. The
Collective’s tactics up to now had always been to harass the
kingdom forces in small hit and run skirmishes, driving them to
fear and distraction while forcing them to spread their armies
thin. Such tactics were usually only carried out by three or four
magicians at a time, but now they planned a concentrated assault
with twenty times that number at the seat of power in Aurelia while
most of the kingdom’s fighting forces were still making the long
trek back from Wolfsbane.

Byrn went over the battle plan, readily
receiving agreement from all of the masters besides Alia. “We have
the advantage of surprise on our side,” he told them. “My brother
believes that we are defeated, possibly decimated, and according to
reports he is within a day of the capital by sea and without the
majority of his army that still marches. Janus would not expect an
attack on the magnitude that we have planned. Once we are sure of
the king’s return we will gather in secret in front of the castle
gates and once they have been opened for the kingdom’s daily court
we will simply walk in. There will be some resistance from gate
guardsmen and the like, and they will be treated with prejudice.
Any who stand before us will be killed. Is that understood?”

Byrn was answered with nods, some of them
were emphatic, from around the room, but Alia stood and stared at
him in shock. She had seen him angry before, but the way he talked
of casually killing people was completely unexpected especially
considering that he could not personally kill anyone thanks to
Ashura’s curse. She looked to Ryonus and Riona, who seemed to
firmly agree with his plan.

Byrn continued. “We will make our way through
the keep to the throne room. Hopefully King Janus and his mother
will be in attendance for court business, but most likely they will
flee to a safer location once news of our arrival begins to spread.
For that reason we must find them quickly and secure them or we
could end up in a long, drawn out battle and we don’t want that. I
have no doubt that we would be triumphant, but we have lost enough
members already.

“The king and queen-mother are not to be
killed under any circumstances. We need them and the noble
representatives from the various regions alive so that they can
swear fealty to me.”

“A subtler approach may be best,” Alia found
herself suggesting. “Something that would get us closer to Janus
without being detected and even into the presence of the nobles
before we reveal ourselves. It would be safer for everyone
involved.” She expected that he would pick up on the connotation
that by “everyone” she really meant him.

Byrn leaned forward. “I am listening.”

 


***

 


“When the battle begins I want you safely out
of harm’s way,” Byrn told Alia.

Dinner had just ended and the two spent a
quiet minute alone after Byrn had asked to speak with her
privately.

“I am flattered that you care about my well
being, but I cannot sit idly by while everyone else puts their
lives in danger. Kaleb can stay behind with Avelice, and Tomlin
too, but I will not sit out this last battle. I have been through
too much to just stay behind now.”

“You are so headstrong. It is one of the
things that I love about you, but sometimes it can be very
frustrating,” he told her, irritably, but Alia did not note his
mood only his use of the word “love.”

“So you admit that you still love me?” asked
Alia.

Byrn’s face contorted into a pained
expression. He looked away. “I’m not in love with you. That is not
what I meant.”

“But that is what you said.”

“Alia…” frustration was creeping into Byrn’s
voice. “You’re not listening. There can never be anything romantic
between us.” He went to leave the dining room, but stopped short
when Alia grabbed his hand.

“Why are you acting like this?”

Byrn shook her hand loose roughly. He turned
and looked angry like he was about to yell at her, but Alia must
have as heart broken as she felt, because his expression softened
and he took a calming breath before he spoke. “My dear, I have
something important to tell you,” he said regretfully. “I had
thought that I could lie to you about who I was or drive you away
by making you hate me, but when I look at you I know that I cannot
continue this farce- not with you. The others must believe that I
am Byrn Aurel, but I am not.” He exhaled heavily and took in
another deep breath. “I am really your father.”

Without thinking, Alia smacked him hard
enough that her hand stung like a hundred little needles had just
pricked it all at once. “What kind of a sick joke is this?” she
demanded.

Byrn rubbed his cheek. “It is no joke. I took
Byrn’s body. This may be hard to believe, but there is an ancient
spell that allows a necromancer’s spirit to invade another person’s
body and displace their own spirit.”

Alia turned away from him. She could not look
at him at that moment and stormed out of the dining room. She went
to her bedroom where Avelice slept and rummaged through her
things.

“Are you alright?” asked Kaleb who was
sitting in the corner. No doubt that he was taking his role as
protector very seriously.

“Not now,” was all she said to him as she
found her staff and exited the room as quickly as she had
arrived.

Byrn was not far behind. “Let me explain,” he
begged, but she would hear none of it. Alia pointed her staff and
threw every bit of energy into it before flinging the magic at Byrn
like a mental tidal wave. It was an attack that he was completely
unprepared for and she grabbed his mind so that she could demand
anything from him and he would be forced to comply.

“Tell me the truth,” she screamed out the
words in anger. Alia knew that she had lost control of herself, but
at the moment it no longer mattered to her. If this was some sick
game, then she would have no part of it and if it was the truth-
“Who are you?”

A crowd of the other masters and adepts had
quickly formed around them. None dared to interfere, either out of
fear for their own safety or out of fear of what would happen if
the spell she cast was broken prematurely. Mental suggestions were
a delicate thing.

“I am Xander Necros,” said Byrn and Alia hit
him reflexively with her staff, forcing him to his knees. He was
struggling against her spell, trying to break its hold. It was all
she could do to hold him under her sway.

“Why would you do this? What could possibly
justify betraying me like this?”

“Power,” was his truthful answer. “You have
no idea how much power Byrn had at his disposal. Power that he was
unwilling to use. I took Byrn’s body so that I could make use of
that power and use his name to lay claim to the Aurelian throne.
This is about more than just your feelings, daughter. This is about
the future of our kind.”

“And all it cost you was your daughter,” said
Alia.

“Difficult choices must be made,” said Ryonus
from the crowd. “Let him go,” he added sternly. There was no
pretense of a request in his tone and his staff was in his hand. He
had known about this all along! Ryonus let her think that her
father was dead and said nothing. What of Riona, who reported his
death, but could not give any details? It seemed likely that she
knew as well. Did Tomlin know?

“You have all betrayed my confidence,” she
said, confirming the knowledge to herself as much as to any of
them. Alia suddenly felt like a deer in a room of wild dogs that
were about to pounce. She edged back into her room, keeping
everyone in front of her. Xander was using all of his strength to
counter the spell she had placed on him and Alia knew she could not
hold him for much longer.

She slammed the bedchamber door behind her
and went to grab Avelice out of the crib, but she was already gone!
Alia looked around the room frantically, but it was empty. Her baby
was gone!

“Alia, hurry,” came Kaleb’s hushed voice and
Alia turned to see him signaling for her from outside the window.
He held a bundle in his arms and her heart skipped a beat. She
crawled out of the window and followed after Kaleb as they ran
through the streets of the small town. There was no place safe here
that they could stay. They would have to take their chances out in
the forest.

“That was quick thinking,” Alia huffed when
they could no longer run and finally had to take a short break. “It
seems I was right in making you Avelice’s protector, but why were
you in the room in the first place?”

“Byrn was acting strangely earlier like he
did not recognize me at first,” said Kaleb as he handed over the
crying child. Alia attempted to sooth her with a whisper of magic.
She did not like the idea of casting spells on her daughter, but
she must do whatever she could to guarantee their safety. “I did
not know what to think of that,” he added, “but it made me
feel…”

“Uneasy,” suggested Alia and Kaleb nodded.
“You have good instincts.”

Bouncing balls of fire signaled that the
other magicians were searching for them, using the magic as torches
to see in the dark.

“We must go deeper into the woods,” Alia told
him.

 


***

 


Alia’s grip on Xander’s mind was released a
few moments after the door slammed to her room. He gasped in a
breath full of air as if he had been drowning although he had no
reason to do so.

Ryonus helped him to his feet while another
magician cautiously opened the door to Alia’s room. “She is gone
out the window,” the man said.

“Is the child gone too?” asked Xander.

The man went into the room and confirmed that
the baby was not there. Then Xander turned to Riona and told her,
“Take a group out and find them. Bring Avelice back to me, but let
Alia go if she does not wish to return. No harm is to come to
either of them.”

“Yes, grandmaster.”

Tomlin watched and blended into the
background of the room, hoping to go unnoticed.


Chapter 31

 


 


 


Three days passed before Kellen next came to
see Byrn. He had feared that the knight would betray his confidence
to Janus, but since Byrn had not yet been executed he hoped that
was not the case. He also hoped that Kellen’s failure to return
meant that he was considering what Byrn had asked. The knight’s
honor would dictate that he remains loyal to his king, but his best
hope of protecting the king was to help Byrn.

Then there was also the question of whether
Kellen believed that Byrn was really Byrn. He hoped that his
display of Kenzai magic would be enough to convince Kellen, but
again it was too difficult to guess at. As each day passed, Byrn
grew more uneasy. They would be in Mollifas soon and would need to
be prepared for whenever Xander attacked, but he needed to train in
the Kenzai art in order to stand a chance against the
necromancer.

When Kellen finally did return on the third
day, he did so alone. Circles under his eyes showed that he had
experienced some sleepless nights, but other than that his outward
demeanor was unchanged from that of the man who nearly bludgeoned
him with a warhammer. “Tell me something that only Byrn Lightfoot
would know,” commanded Kellen. “What did I say to you when I first
found out that you were a magician?”

That had been nearly six years ago. It seemed
like it was someone else’s life now, but Byrn still remembered.
“You said that it was alright that I was a magician as long as I
was not causing any trouble and I denied that I was one.”

Kellen nodded. “And what was my nephew’s
name?”

It was a strange question, but perhaps that
was why Kellen asked it. To Xander the name of Kellen’s nephew
would not have been something worth remembering even if Byrn had
ever mentioned it to him. “His name was Rallen and he was one of
the city guardsmen.”

“That he was,” said Kellen mournfully. It was
still difficult to accept that Colum had been destroyed. In that
moment, he saw Kellen in a new light. The knight was adrift in this
world. Everyone he loved was dead except for Sane and the sorcerer
wanted nothing to do with him. All that he had left to hold on to
was his honor and duty as a knight.

“I’m sorry,” Byrn told him. It seemed like it
was not enough for the role he played in Colum’s destruction. If he
had not helped free Xander in the first place, then all of those
people would still be alive.

The knight waved off his apology. “Save your
words. If you help to defeat the real Xander Necros and his
rebellion, then I will teach you as much as I can once we reach
Mollifas, but first you must make a gesture of good faith to me.
You must reveal your true identity to King Janus.”

“No,” was Byrn’s immediate reaction, “Look at
this.” He tugged on the collar around his neck. “If not for this he
would have killed me already regardless of who I am or what I have
to offer. Xander is a would-be conqueror that will kill anyone in
his way to take over the kingdom and remake it in his image. Janus
is already king, but his goals and methods are not that different.
Against my better judgment, I trusted Xander in the hope that I
could broker a deal that would result in a peaceful conclusion to
the magician rebellion and this was how I was treated.” Byrn’s
hands gestured up and down the old husk that he now wore as his
flesh and bone. “What do you think Janus would do if he found out
the truth?”

It was a rhetorical question, but Kellen
answered anyway. “He would ally with you to defeat a common enemy.
I can understand why you might be distrustful of him, but he is
still you brother and he would not do anything to harm his
family.”

“Janus would slap a working collar around my
neck at the first opportunity just like he did with Sane.” The
words were spoken in anger and Byrn knew that they would hurt the
knight. Kellen would always blame himself for what happened to
Sane, but he needed to be made to see reason. His next words were
gentler. “Choosing Xander or Janus will do nothing more than
determine whose people rule over the other. We have to forge a new
path.”

From the uncertainty on Kellen’s face, Byrn
knew that he was reaching him. Then he looked away abruptly. “King
Janus already knows. He has allowed me to make you this offer of an
alliance and I suggest that you take it for your own sake.”

At that moment Byrn had to suppress the urge
to call Kellen any number of colorful names that sprang to mind.
Instead he did as he was asked and followed Kellen back to Janus’
cabin of his own free will. He should have known better than to
trust Kellen. Once again the knight chose his vow of duty over
doing what was right on a personal level. Byrn knew that there was
a chance that this would happen, but he was desperate and thought
that it would be worth the risk.

This time when he was brought before Janus
the meeting was less formal. There was no greeting and Janus’ face
wore a grim expression as he looked down on Byrn. “You might as
well take that collar off. Let us be done with false pretenses,
brother. It is interesting. I have never had the opportunity
to address you as such. My baby brother in the body of an old man.”
Janus mused at the idea. He was nearly impossible to read as his
voice lingered somewhere between threatening and a dark humor. Byrn
took off the gold collar and let it fall to the floor. “Kellen
tells me that you wish to serve the crown.”

“I wish to stop Xander Necros and get my body
back,” Byrn told him.

“That is not exactly the same thing,” King
Janus answered. “Make your plea.”

The blood in his veins boiled, begging to
strike out at the king. Not only was this man responsible for
killing hundreds of magicians and enslaving hundreds more, but also
he was arrogant in his smug superiority. It manifested in the way
he sat, the way he smiled, and in the way he spoke with people.

“No, it is not,” Byrn agreed, “and I would
not swear my fealty to you… at least not without getting something
in return.”

“You still draw breath,” Janus warned. He
wanted Byrn to be certain that Janus was the one in control, but
when the magician did not say anything, the wondering became too
much and Janus asked, “What more would you ask of me?”

This was an opportunity for Byrn to get what
he most wanted out of this trip. It was the only reason he had
stayed aboard the ship for so long in the first place. “I want you
to free all of the magicians that you have in custody. If you do
this, then I will serve you faithfully.” Byrn bent his head down in
a half bow.

“I should trade forty magicians for one?”
Janus laughed at the incredulity of the offer.

“You should trade forty magicians for one
that can defeat Xander Necros.”

“No!” It was Kellen from behind him. Byrn
turned and saw the knight grappling with another man- one of Janus’
royal guards. The gleam of a new control collar in the man’s hand
caught his eye.

The room erupted in chaos. It was normally a
spacious cabin, but the half dozen guards in there with Janus,
Kellen, and Byrn made the room below the dais Janus sat on feel
cramped. Weapons were drawn and anti-magic light grew around them.
Hands grabbed at Byrn from either side and almost immediately let
him go as a cloak of flame wrapped around his body.

“Get out! Get out!” Someone shouted as the
room began to fill with smoke and the heat grew intolerable. A door
opened and daylight streamed in from the deck.

“Kill him!” It was Janus. “That is an
order!”

Kenzai swords stabbed at Byrn from all sides
at the king’s command and glanced off of Byrn’s magical armor
beneath the cloak. The blades withdrawn were red with heat from the
fire cloak, but quickly plunged at the sorcerer again, taking a bit
of his magical energy with every strike. He wanted to launch an
offensive against the guards, but it was all he could manage to
manipulate the two different magics at once.

He was suddenly aware that Kellen had been
struck unconscious by one of the guards and was being dragged from
the room. Byrn tried to follow, but could not get away from the
stinging blades. Instead he ran deeper into the cabin toward Janus.
The king was surprised to see the flaming man charging him and
recoiled behind his throne as two of his guards stepped between
them and swung their blades at Byrn. They bit through the magic
armor and cut Byrn’s chest, but the cuts were not deep enough to
cause him worry. However, it was enough to stop his charge and
knock him down. Several stabs from other guards caught him in the
arms and hands until Byrn could no longer maintain the dual spells
and they collapsed.

The room was still burning and Janus ordered
that Byrn be dragged out of the cabin. Two men grabbed the magician
and did as they were commanded. Even as they were exiting, sailors
were making their way into the cabin and extinguishing the fire
before it could get out of control. Janus order the magicians on
deck to use water magic to help quell the flames and they had no
choice except to do his bidding and in this way the fire was put
out.

While this was going on Byrn was focusing his
magic internally and repairing the minor cuts that he had received.
However, he was still weak from the fight and did not have the
energy for a full recovery.

Janus turned his attention to Byrn. “Take him
up to the main deck and assemble the other magicians at once.”

“Yes, sir,” said one of the guards and left
to collect the rest of the collared magicians.

Byrn was taken up to the main deck and the
glowing blades held in front of him prevented his magic from
recovering any further. It only took a few minutes for all of the
magicians to be brought together. They looked at Byrn on his knees
as Janus and the guards stood over him.

“This man would be your savior,” Janus
addressed the crowd, “Only moments ago, he tried to kill me.” Then
he drew out a knife. It was a fine blade of exceptional
craftsmanship. The hilt was golden with ornate designs including
the Aurel crest of a raven against the setting sun where the sun
was a ruby. He grabbed Byrn by the hair so that his face was raised
up. They locked eyes for a moment and then Janus drew the blade
across Byrn’s throat. When he let go of Byrn’s hair, the sorcerer
fell to the deck and blood spurted out onto the king’s leather
boots. “This is what happens to those that defy me!”

The crowd stood transfixed on the dying
sorcerer, unable to do a thing to help him. The tears in some of
their eyes or the cries of disbelief were lost on Byrn as he lied
there dying. He clutched at his throat and attempted to mend the
wound, but he could not summon forth any magic. His vision was
growing dimmer. The taste of blood in his mouth was strong and he
felt like he was drowning even though he was still onboard the
ship.

“He is bleeding on my boots and making a mess
of the deck,” Janus told one of his men callously. “Toss him
overboard and then get someone over here to clean up.”

Then Byrn felt his body being raised up
although most of the world had grown black around. He fell for a
second before the hard smack of water engulfed him and he was dimly
aware of the Kingdom’s Key sailing away. Smoke still
billowed from it where Byrn had started the fire in the cabin.

Away from the effects of the Kenzai, his
magic was slowly regenerating, even as the blood left his body. He
drifted there and tried to focus enough to heal his neck, but it
was too difficult to think. He had to live! The thought jolted him
awake for a moment and the sorcerer focused on first closing the
wound. It would have been simpler to cauterize the slash across his
neck, but he was too wet for that to work now. Instead he focused
on healing energies and passed them through his throat. Tendons and
flesh stitched together and Byrn coughed out a mouthful of blood
into the sea.

Soon the magic he had been able to regenerate
was spent and darkness crept at the edges of his vision once again.
He hoped that he had done enough to save his own life, because he
could muster no more strength.

The ships were long gone as he drifted in the
sea. His eyes closed inevitably even as the sight of a giant red
creature flew overhead. A dragon.


Chapter 32

 


 


 


Only the crackling warmth of a campfire drove
the cold of night away from the sorcerer’s old bones. Byrn slowly
opened his eyes to see the dance of flames play out before him. At
first, he did not think to wonder who had made this fire or how he
had gotten to dry land. He only laid and enjoyed the heat as it
soaked into him. Then, in a panic he reached at his throat,
remembering Janus slashing a blade across it.

“You’re alright,” said a voice soothingly. It
was a familiar voice. One that was well weathered and
knowledgeable. “You have been through quite an ordeal, but your
wounds have been healed. Honestly, it is a wonder that you are
alive.”

“There is no wonder to it. His will to
survive is strong. However, he was fortunate that we were so
close.” This voice belonged to a young woman, but it was cold,
lacking any of the natural compassion that most women carried as
they spoke.

Byrn felt for the scar that should be going
across his throat, but found none. “This is a complete healing,” he
croaked. His throat was dry, but he suffered no undue injury.

“He needs drink,” observed the woman and came
into his field of vision carrying a small wooden cup. She was fair
skinned with fiery red hair that flowed wildly and she wore a
simple red dress of a similar hue. She cradled Byrn’s head in her
lap and held the cup to his mouth that allowed the water to trickle
down his throat.

“Not too much,” cautioned the familiar voice.
“Humans must drink slowly when they are in a condition such as
Byrn’s or they will choke.”

“I have read about human physiology,” said
the woman in red. She spoke dispassionately. Her words did not
sound like a rebuke, but as a statement meant only to inform.

When she took the cup away Byrn tried to
swivel his head to see whom the familiar voice belonged to, but
found that his neck and joints were too stiff to allow him a full
range of motion. His mind was still half asleep, preventing him
from being able to focus enough to recall who was speaking.

“He wants to see you,” observed the woman,
dryly.

A shadow moved across the campfire and was
soon followed by a body dressed in a green cloak and brown
traveling gear. His hands were bony, indicating his age, but
otherwise he moved like a man in his middle years of life. When the
man went to one knee Byrn recognized his savior immediately.
“Sane?” he asked in surprise. His voice hoarsely cracked, but was
already much looser thanks to the water.

Sane smiled. “It is good to see you still
live. I feared the worst. No, do not try to get up. You still need
to rest. Southernstar is very powerful by our standards, but even
she has her limits and you still need to rest.”

The woman called Southernstar had moved away
and was no longer visible from where Byrn laid. He wanted to ask
about her. From their conversation Sane seemed to indicate that she
was something other than human and Byrn wanted to find out more
about her, but another thought jumped to the forefront of his mind.
“You called me Byrn. Then you know what Xander did.”

Sane gave a short nod and he suddenly wore a
look of worry at the mention of the grand necromancer. “We had a
run in.”

“He tried to kill us,” added
Southernstar.

“As powerful as Xander was before, he has
grown so much beyond that now. He can cast dark magics unlike
anything I have ever seen before. Worse, he can still kill.” Sane
looked to Southernstar regretfully for a moment before
continuing.

Byrn sat up with Sane’s assistance. “And as
strong as he has become I have grown that weak. Xander’s body is
failing. Much of his strength came from others that he fed from
like a vampyre in one of my mother’s bedtime stories. However, if
they were victims or willing donors, I could not guess. Regardless,
my magic is still potent by most standards, but without tapping
into that kind of power I cannot rival him.”

“A dragon’s strength is not measured by the
beat of her wings or the sharpness of her claws. It comes from her
spirit,” said Southernstar. She had wandered back into Byrn’s
vision and sat down by the fire.

Seeing Byrn’s confusion at the woman’s words,
Sane told him of his meeting with Wise and his subsequent trip up
to the Dragon’s Peak. He told him of the majestic dragons and how
he met Southernstar in her true dragon form. His voice grew stiff
and Southernstar began to roughly poke at the fire as Sane spoke of
his last confrontation with Xander that nearly resulted in his
death. “Xander took the grimoire from me and burned it to ashes
before my eyes. His black energy spell was about to erupt and I was
right next to it when he fled. It was Southernstar who leapt to my
aid. She created a magical dome around us to protect us from the
blast.”

“My spell would not have been enough to save
us at such close range if Sane had not thought to add his strength
to mine,” Southernstar volunteered. She would not look away from
the fire. “Others of my kind died that day, but we were the
fortunate ones.” Then she added, “The library was destroyed too. So
many ancient works were lost in a single moment of time. Centuries
old knowledge was lost in the blink of an eye that can never be
recovered.”

“We did manage to save this,” Sane pulled a
few pages of paper from his pack and handed them to Byrn. “Before
Xander attacked I had already found the spell in the book and
marked its place. We were preparing to leave when Xander caught up
to us, and I ripped out those pages when he first attacked, fearing
he would overpower us.”

The pages were aged, but still well
preserved. Byrn instantly recognized the drawing that Xander had
made on the floor of the tower when he stole Byrn’s body. “It is
good that some things have gone our way,” said Byrn, “but how did
you find me?”

“It took some time for us to recover from
Xander Necros’ attack.” It was Southernstar that answered. “Even
so, Sane was still adamant about finding you. He was sure that you
still lived, though his future-sight had not yet advanced enough to
prove him right. He wanted to bring those pages to you and Eldar
agreed on the condition that I guard them and bring them back once
you are done with them.”

“It was fortunate that Southernstar came with
me,” continued Sane, “In the weeks since our confrontation with
Xander she has been teaching me how to control and focus my visions
so that they can more directly serve me and there is no better
means of travel than by a dragon’s wing.

“We went to Wolfsbane, thinking you might
still be there, but all we found was a skeleton crew of soldiers
left behind to clean up after the battle. We followed after the
foot army, but my visions kept pointing to water and we took a more
northeasterly course hoping to catch up to the naval ships. Just as
they came into view I had a vision of Kellen. He was wearing the
black armor that I now see him in.”

“You view him as a turncoat,” clarified
Southernstar, “causing your mind to create the dark imagery of
him.”

Sane agreed and to Byrn said, “For seers, our
minds tend to interpret the visions in ways that make sense to us
through our own perspectives. There is also a matter of detail
related to how far in the future events are supposed to occur and
the accuracy of the images. Visions for events that are about to
happen tend to be very clear, but those far in the future are more
abstract.

“Nevertheless, I saw Kellen taking you, not
you as you are, but you in your true body, before Janus. He held
you while Janus slashed your throat open.”

“That is not quite what happened, but close
enough,” admitted Byrn, “I was foolish enough to reveal my true
identity to Kellen and he told Janus, thinking we could ally
against Xander. Janus used that trust to try to collar me, but
Kellen stopped him at the last moment. However, it was not enough
to save me. That was when Janus slashed my throat and threw me
overboard.” Byrn again rubbed at his throat where Janus had cut him
and marveled at the lack of any type of injury.

“Is this Kellen a friend or foe?” asked
Southernstar.

The sorcerers looked at each other, but
neither was sure of the answer.

Soon Byrn fell back asleep and had a restful
night despite the cold ground he was forced to sleep on. When he
was roused the next day, he used the morning’s light to read over
the pages that Sane gave him thoroughly. They detailed the aptly
named spell, Soul Transference that Xander had used and the magical
devices needed consisting of a man sized binding rune to contain
the effects of the spell and several “Atmari” crystals that were
only found in the deepest of dwarven mines and needed to be
properly attuned in order to allow the magical energy to grasp a
living soul and extract it from the body. To make matters more
difficult once the crystals were used once, they could never be
reused. The spell would link the souls of the caster and target for
a moment while they are simultaneously ripped from their own bodies
and deposited in the other person’s form. This was a spell of such
complication that only the most experienced of necromancers should
ever attempt it. The results of failure could result in the painful
death of the caster as well as the target. The souls could become
displaced and unable to attach to any body. They could become
permanently combined so that the result is an amalgam of the two
original souls. In the best-case failure scenario the souls would
simply return to their original bodies. Byrn’s stomach turned as he
read and reread the spell. He did not have the experience to cast
Soul Transference, but still would have been willing to risk it to
get his rightful body back. However, lacking any of the crystals,
it would be impossible for him to even attempt the transference.
Would his dwarven friends across the sea in Ghant be able to get
him some of these crystals? Byrn suspected that they would, but it
could take six months to cross the sea and get back. By that time
Xander would surely have made his move against the kingdom and
solidified his base of power.

To the far west past Lord Nightwind’s domain
sat the Mainor Mountains and beneath those ranges lived cities of
dwarves. There was surely someone there that could get them the
crystals he needed. “Southernstar, how long would it take to get us
to the Mainor Mountains?”

The dragon in human form looked at Sane
quizzically. After some quick estimating, he said, “You’re asking
about the crystals. At Southernstar’s speed I’d wager we could make
it there in a little over a week.”

“Our time is short. We are not far out from
Mollifas. Janus is likely back there by now and Xander is somewhere
preparing to attack the capital. I do not like the idea of leaving
those two to fight each other, but we have little choice.” Byrn put
on his black traveling cloak and was a bit sad to realize that it
and the clothes he wore were the only possessions he had and they
were the clothes that Xander happened to be wearing at the time of
the soul transfer.

Southernstar left to gather some fruits and
berries while Sane cooked up a rabbit he had caught earlier.
Southernstar was not adept at hunting in her human form and so
decided she could be the most help by gathering food that could not
run away from her.

Having nothing else to do while he waited and
rested, Byrn continued to read the pages that Sane had ripped from
Xander’s grimoire. The section immediately following the spell
contained some of the necromancer’s thoughts on immortality and the
other schools of magic. As Byrn read he learned that Xander’s was
not the only path to immortality. He made reference to a healer
that managed to extend his years and youthfulness by constantly
regenerating and reinvigorating his body’s tissue. There was an
elementalist that slowed his body’s aging by using ice magic to
nearly freeze himself. A grand enchantress used her power to
literally convince herself that she was young and beautiful and her
body actually responded to that in something that Xander referred
to as “an extreme case of mind over matter.” There were costs to
this kind of magic. The healer could not use his arts to help
anyone else. The elementalist aged slowly, but was slow to react to
stimuli from the world around him. The enchantress had to sacrifice
a beautiful virgin in order for the spell to have any significant
meaning and restore her own youth. He then went on to surmise that
it was possible for magicians of all disciplines to extend their
years, possibly without end, but that much of that lore had been
lost over time and the knowledge was owned by only a handful of
individuals like himself spread throughout the world. That got Byrn
to wondering if there was a way to restore Xander’s body to its
youth or at least its middle years to put them back on a more even
footing, but he quickly rejected the idea. If there were such a way
Xander would have used it himself.

“How many times do you think Xander has
switched bodies? How does he continue on with his life?” Byrn asked
Sane.

“Who can know?”

“In my case he is assuming my identity, but
that is because of my royal status. If he switches into a magically
gifted farmer, does he still take that person’s life or start a new
one all his own? He could have dozens of families that he has
raised as one man and then abandoned when he became another.” Alia
popped into his mind at that thought. Did she know what Xander had
done? She was Byrn’s love for a time. Perhaps she still was deep
down. Xander would surely end any sort of romance that Alia might
try to initiate. He hoped that Xander would not make Alia hate
him.

“Alia!” Sane shouted, breaking into Byrn’s
thoughts. The sorcerer’s good eye was distant as he looked through
Byrn. For a moment Sane seemed like he was miles away, but suddenly
his head shook and he looked around for someone. When his eye
caught sight of Byrn again he said, “Alia and Avelice are in
danger. We must hurry if we wish to help them!” Sane began running
into the woods near their camp without looking back to see if Byrn
followed, but he did. He would not allow Alia or his daughter to
come to harm.
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Shouts of defiance echoed through the forest
as Byrn followed as closely as he could. Sane was probably twenty
years Byrn’s junior now and neither of them was a newborn chick.
However, both were masters of the physical manipulation magic and
strengthened their own brittle bones and weary bodies as they ran
towards the sounds of fighting. It was Alia’s voice that carried to
them. She was never one to play the damsel in distress even when it
seemed the whole world was against her.

Southernstar joined them in their pursuit and
still wore her human form to navigate through the dense foliage.
Sane never called to her, but she showed up after only a minute and
the sorcerer did not look at all surprised to see her rushing to
his side. She quickly came to match the pace that Sane set
effortlessly and Byrn guessed that she would be able to leave them
all in a trail of dust if she had a mind to.

A single clang of steel on steel followed by
a boy’s sharp cry came to Byrn on the wind and he quickened his
pace if that was even possible. He had hoped that the boy would
find his way clear of the Collective, but it seemed that Kaleb was
not so lucky.

Byrn tossed a ball of fire at someone’s back
when the attackers first came into view, pausing only for a second
to confirm that the man he was targeting was not Alia or Kaleb. His
aim at a run was a little off, but he succeeded in drawing the
group’s attention away from Alia and Kaleb. The boy was lying on
the ground and Alia knelt over him with a shield of protection cast
in front of them. When the man who was almost hit by Byrn’s
fireball turned he saw that it was Ryonus. Two magicians fled
immediately and were followed by Ryonus and two others a moment
later. A baby crying came from one of the magicians in the lead.
“Stay with them!” Byrn shouted to the others and went in pursuit of
the kidnappers alone.

Murderous rage filled him for an instant and
he lashed out at Ryonus with a wave of flame that cascaded over the
other man’s shield, but did no harm. Ryonus braced himself and let
loose a weak lightning strike that did little more than force Byrn
off course and put him in line with another magician that Byrn was
less familiar with, but he recognized him as one of the
Collective’s masters. The second held a grimoire out toward Byrn
like a weapon and shouted, “Darkness!” At his command the world
went black before Byrn’s eyes and he knew the man to be an
enchanter. He abruptly stopped in his pursuit and created a Moran’s
Circle of wind magic to flow around him in protection. It would
take him a minute to forcibly end the blindness spell and the
Circle would protect him from further attacks during that time.

A sudden scream of pain was cut short and
subsequently followed by another brief clash of steel. “Quickly,
you must save the baby.” The voice belonged to Tomlin.

“Stop! You idiot!” demanded Ryonus. His
command was followed by another clash of weapons and a dull thud.
Then he said, “Your loyalty is misplaced. Xander only wants to help
Alia whether she realizes it or not.”

Byrn’s vision cleared in time to see Ryonus
standing over Tomlin with the steel tip of his staff hovered just
above the young man’s chest. “So what are you going to do: kill me
or stop your friend from taking back Avelice?” Tomlin asked,
sounding smug for someone at the wrong end of a spear point.

Ryonus looked ahead to one of the magicians
that had been allied with him who now seemed to be in hot pursuit
of the two escaping with Avelice, then back to Tomlin. Ryonus
grudgingly left Tomlin and ran after the other magician.

The Moran’s Circle shifted into a wall of
wind that Byrn through into Ryonus’ back and tossed him to the
ground where he smacked his head and did not get back up. It
quickly became apparent what had just happened. He did not know
where Tomlin came from, but he killed the other enchanter before
anyone knew he was there with a knife in the back. Then he muddled
the third magician’s mind and sent him off to rescue Avelice. After
a brief clash with Ryonus, Tomlin was bested, but the
manipulationist had to leave before finishing him so that he could
stop the confused magician that Tomlin had “recruited.” The entire
exchange took place in less than the half minute it took Byrn to
dispel the darkness cast over him.

There was no time for greeting as Byrn and
Tomlin went off in pursuit of Avelice’s kidnappers who had a
considerable lead and were already out of sight. Byrn stretched his
senses to their limit to find the resonance of the kidnappers’ body
heat and found them just at the edge of his outermost limits. One
of them was moving away very quickly while another was engaged in a
contest with the magician under Tomlin’s spell. They made it over
the next hill just in time to see one of the men kill the other
with a tunnel of flame that burrowed into his opponent with all of
the force of a battering ram. “That is Michal Firemas, formerly of
Baj,” Tomlin told him without being asked. “He is not to be taken
lightly.”

“Will he listen to me?” Byrn asked.

“If you mean would he listen to Xander, then
yes, but there are a handful of magicians that know about your body
swap and he is one of them. I’d expect that he would be itching for
a fight with the magician believed to be the most powerful fire
user in the kingdom.”

“Then go and rescue Avelice. I’ll handle this
one.”

Tomlin nodded and started to run, but stopped
for a moment. He turned and said, “Riona is taking Avelice to
Xander, though I am not sure what he wants with her. He plans to
take the royal castle this morning and force the assembled noble
representatives there to acknowledge him as king. If I can get
Avelice back before Riona reaches Xander, then I will double back.
Otherwise I will continue to follow her into the lion’s den and
take Avelice when the opportunity presents itself.”

“Go,” Byrn told him with a nod and Tomlin did
as he was told. Byrn wanted to thank Tomlin for his aid, but they
did not have the time. Michal was already closing in.

Michal greeted Byrn with an opening cascade
of fireballs. All of the running and short confrontation with
Ryonus had taken its toll on Byrn, but he managed to cast a shield
and deflect the attack with little effort. Let this man think that
Byrn needed to fear fire magic. He answered with a single larger
fireball that would have burned the flesh from Michal’s bones, but
the other fire wielder was able to take control of the flame and
turned it against Byrn. He had expected Michal to stop the attack
or else he would not have used such a powerful spell against a
single opponent, but Byrn wanted to know just how his opponent
would stop it. There were any number of things that Michal could
have done and every counter would have revealed something about his
strengths and weaknesses. A magical barrier or a speedy dash out of
the way would have revealed that the man had some skill with
physical manipulation. Countering the fire with water would have
shown that he was proficient in the other elements. Instead Michal
chose to reveal little about himself by relying on his fire magic
to reverse Byrn’s spell. However, he did reveal something…

The fireball crashed into Byrn and drove him
to his knees through the force of the impact. The fire spread over
his clothes and across the ground around him, catching in the trees
and the underbrush. He coughed on the smoke that filled his lungs
and even though he did not look up he was aware of the other fire
magician’s approach.

The impact of another fire blast kept Byrn
from getting to his feet and seeing victory at hand, Michal cut the
distance between them fearlessly. He sauntered to within an arm’s
length of Byrn, stopping so that Byrn’s eyes rested on his feet.
“That old body must be wearing thin. The magicians of your inner
circle spoke about you with such admiration. I had hoped for a more
exciting battle.”

“You are not the only one disappointed,” Byrn
exhaled the words and dug his fingers into the dirt. The earth
trembled briefly before a volcano of dirt erupted from underneath
Michal, causing his feet to stammer. He tried to shout his
surprise, but dirt filled his mouth as it changed direction and
what had been flying outward was now streaming back to cover the
fire magician. Byrn leapt to his feet and ripped Michal’s grimoire
from his hand in one fluid motion before flinging it some distance
away. Soil caked Michal and bent him low as more of the black earth
pinned him into a position that was halfway between crouching and
standing before the mounds ceased their attack. Michal’s face and
head were left uncovered and the man spit out as much of the dirt
that he could. “As a true master of fire, you should know that
flame attacks would have little effect on me. In fact, they are
completely ineffective. I could have stood through your assaults,
but allowing you to draw in close so that I could easily disarm you
seemed like a better alternative.” Byrn traced the Kenzai rune into
the dirt with his finger, imbuing it with magic to strengthen it
causing it to glow brightly as it quickly ate away at Michal’s
magic. “And that should keep you out of my way for a while.” Byrn
stepped back a few feet so that the rune would not drain him as
well.

He felt the ebb and flow of body heat in
search of Avelice or Tomlin. Tomlin was at the very edge of his
senses and true to his word was headed in the general direction of
Mollifas. Avelice and her captor were beyond his limits. Behind him
were four heat signatures. Three burned brightly while the fourth
was vital, but dimmer indicating an older person; Sane. Byrn turned
his attention back to Michal. “Why does Xander want my
daughter?”

“Don’t know. Don’t really care,” answered the
dirty man. It was clear he would be giving no more information than
that without some coercion.

“Alia is on her way,” said Byrn callously,
“and I have to imagine that she is mightily pissed right about now
what with her daughter being kidnapped. Have you ever seen her in a
bad mood?”

“I am not scared of her,” Michal said with
defiance. The spark in his eye showed that he meant it too.

“Fear her or not, it will make no difference
when she forcibly tears apart your mind to get at whatever secrets
you might be holding. It also will matter little in protecting you
when she decides to bury the blade of her staff into your skull.”
Michal had no response to that except for the sudden draining of
color from his face as Alia came over the hill behind them. She had
been running, but upon seeing Byrn and his captive she slowed her
pace to a fast, purposeful walk.

“Where is Avelice?” she called in a frantic
rage.

“One of the magicians got away with her!
Tomlin is trailing them to Mollifas,” Byrn shouted back.

“So Tomlin has not betrayed me after all.”
Alia half-smiled to herself, and then added, “It was Riona.” The
distance between them was nearly closed now. “She took my baby
while the others kept us busy.”

“Are you really Byrn?” asked Kaleb. He was
rubbing his arm. There was a faint aura of magic there where
Southernstar must have applied some healing magic to repair
whatever injury Ryonus had given him.

“I am, Kaleb.” Then he spoke to Alia as well.
“Then Sane has explained to you what is going on?”

“We already knew,” said Kaleb and Alia
nodded.

“We only found out last night,” added the
enchantress, “When my father revealed the truth to me. I am glad
you are alive by the way.”

“You seem to be taking this well,” observed
Southernstar to Alia.

Michal laughed at that. “Xander might
disagree. She tried to kill him last night.”

Alia ignored him. “Seeing you like this is
not that easy for me to get past. I know you are Byrn, but when I
see you I still see my father and it is difficult for me to
separate those two things.” She averted her gaze, and then after a
moment said, “We do not have time for this. Does he know anything
useful?”

“He has been uncooperative.”

The enchantress nodded. She started to
approach Michal’s earthen encasement, but noticed the anti-magic
rune drawn into the dirt. It was glowing faintly after having
absorbed most of the fire magician’s magic. “How did you do that?”
she asked, then immediately followed up with, “Never mind. I don’t
really care.”

“Where is Riona taking my daughter?” Alia’s
voice carried an almost hidden melody in her question. With his
magic nearly completely drained it was impossible for Michal to put
up an adequate mental defense to protect himself from Alia’s
hypnotic charm.

“To Mollifas. Xander is probably taking over
the castle even as we speak.”

“Why would he take her from me?”

“I do not know.”

With that the questioning was done and Alia
let go of his mind. She aimed the blade of her staff at Michal’s
face and thrust forward. However, his scream was cut short when
Byrn grabbed the weapon and pulled it so that the blade missed his
head.

“You don’t need to kill him,” Byrn told
her.

“I don’t need to let him live. There is no
value in saving him and I am not accustomed to leaving enemies at
my back.” Alia pulled her staff free from Byrn who let it go at her
efforts.

“It will take him a day or two to work his
way out of that dirt mound and by then this will all be settled one
way or another.” Byrn positioned himself between Alia and
Michal.

“Then we will not be going to Mainor to find
some Atmari crystals?” asked Sane.

Byrn shook his head. “We will be going to
Mollifas to rescue my daughter. If we can subdue Xander long enough
for me to retrieve the crystals, then so be it. Otherwise…”

“Otherwise what?” Kaleb asked. He knew enough
from their tones to be concerned. Sane put a hand on the boy’s
shoulder and shook his head.

“And what of your war?” asked Southernstar of
Byrn. “It seems that both sides want you dead and you intend to
confront them while simultaneously preventing them from destroying
each other. I am most intrigued to find out how you expect to do
that.”

“I haven’t quite figured that out yet,” said
Byrn. “Can you fly us all to Mollifas in your dragon form?”

Southernstar thought about it and told him,
“Your boy and woman would have to ride on my back. I do not like
it, but will allow it under the circumstances.”

“Understood. Thank you.”

Southernstar’s human form shimmered and
rippled like her body was being reflected in a pool of water. A
bright light radiated from within her, shining forth from every
pore in her body and even her red dress seemed to exhibit that
glow. Kaleb, Sane, and Alia averted their eyes from the soon
blinding light, but Byrn refused to look away. He was mesmerized by
the interplay of magics that fueled her transmutation. Enchanting
energy created the framework of the spell that forged an image for
the body to take, then a massive amount of manipulation magic was
forced to course throughout the body at ever increasing speeds
until the very limbs and organs were properly molded into that
shape. It was the lightning fast flow of magic that created the
blinding luminescence of the spell. When the light died down
Southernstar greeted the humans in her true majesty. Kaleb took a
few steps back without thinking, but Sane put a reassuring hand on
his shoulder and the boy faced the giant red dragon.

Alia reached out to touch her, then pulled
her hand away. “May I?” she asked.

“Do as you will,” Southernstar’s voice echoed
in their minds.

The enchantress touched the dragon’s leg
tentatively. “Your scales are cold,” marveled Alia. Southernstar
bowed her head and showed a toothy smile.

The dragon’s head turned to Byrn. “What are
you doing?” she asked, her mental voice held an air of patience and
interest. “You are trying to replicate my transformation. Do you
wish to be a dragon?”

“I wish to be myself again,” Byrn told her.
His concentration was all tied up in rebuilding his former body.
Creating the enchantment framework was not that different than the
disguise of Baryn that he wore when infiltrating the castle. It was
summoning forth enough raw power to infuse every inch of his body
and force the shape change that was proving to be difficult.

“You need more power,” observed
Southernstar.

When Byrn did not answer Alia grabbed his
hands and held them in her own. It was almost enough to break his
concentration, but then he felt a sudden influx of magic coursing
into his body. Alia was feeding him, willingly transferring her
power into him. It had been so long since they last shared this
mingling of magic that Byrn was at first surprised, but soon was
reminded of the intimate connection they once shared. Byrn’s body
felt hot and his muscles started to ache as his shape was minutely
changing with every passing second.

Alia let go. The heat was too much for
her.

Byrn’s muscles grew tighter. His hair
darkened. Freckled spots on his arms lost their color and
everywhere his skin tightened. He could feel his nose shrinking and
his vision grew sharper. Then he fell to his knees and it was Kaleb
that helped him to his feet and supported his weight.

Sane wore a mask of shock. His hand was held
over his mouth to keep his jaw from dropping. “How do you feel?”
the sorcerer asked in amazement.

“I feel weak, tired.” Byrn looked at his
noticeably younger hands, turning them over as he did so.

“Your body is still old although you no
longer look it. It is impossible to turn back the wheel of time
once it has turned forward,” Southernstar told him.

“Never the less, it is good to have my old
body back or at least some semblance of it.” Byrn held out his hand
to Alia. She was sitting on the ground in shock. “Thank you for
this.”

“It only seemed right that I help you,” said
Alia. They looked into each other’s eyes and felt a spark of old
passion. It was Alia that broke their gaze and turned to the
others. “We must hurry to Mollifas and find our daughter.”
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Janus stood upon the stage built just for
this announcement as he looked over the crowd gathered before him.
Every law-abiding citizen of the capital must have been out there
packed tightly together, filling the square and pouring into the
side streets just to hear their king’s victory speech. He had
succeeded in saving Aurelia from the magician rebellion just as he
said he would. Or at least that is what they all thought. They were
about to find out that the reality of the situation was much
different.

In addition to King Janus, the queen-mother
and representatives of the noble houses sat in places of honor
around him. They wore reserved smiles and talked quietly among
themselves. None of them suspected that they were about to lose
their kingdom to the very group that their pathetic king was
planning to claim he had defeated utterly.

The king raised his hands in the air and the
assembled masses cheered in excitement. Janus was dressed in regal
purples and red silks. His golden crown, though lacking in
adornment, was well polished so that it shined in the noonday sun.
Janus reveled in the adulation being bestowed upon him and kept his
hands raised high for an insufferably long time. Xander smiled from
his place in the crowd. He would let the lessers have a few minutes
more to bask in their supposed glory before it all came crashing
down around them.

Finally, King Janus lowered his arms and the
crowd’s roar fell to a series of excited murmurs. He watched them
with satisfaction and finally Janus began to speak. “My people, I
stand before you at the beginning of a new age. It is an age where
we need not fear the machinations of magicians who are bent upon
the utter destruction of our way of life! No longer must we worry
about the pain and the misery and the death that follows in their
wake!” The crowd exploded in cheers and applause while Janus waited
a minute for them to settle down.

“The enemies of freedom known as the Magician
Collective have suffered severe losses and been routed from their
fortifications in the east.” Now the crowd’s shouts of approval
were nearly deafening. Xander began to casually push his way
towards the front of the crowd. Kenzai and various guards were
stationed around the perimeter of the gathering with a
concentration of soldiers around the dais and its nobles. “They are
scattered to the winds, but we will not rest on our laurels so that
they can rebuild their strength. Our goal is no longer to contain
the magician threat as my father and his father before him did.
From this day forward we will exterminate any and all magicians
with roving bands of Kenzai warriors dedicated solely to that
purpose.” Once again the crowd shouted its approval, but it was in
significantly muted tones compared to their previous outbursts.
Apparently genocide did not sit well with all of Aurelia’s
citizens. Every family feared a magician being born in their line
for the loss it would create, but they were more comfortable with
sending their loved one to a domain rather than watching them be
executed.

“This was a day that I wished my father would
have lived to see, but I know that he is looking upon me from the
underworld with pride.” Janus started to choke up at the memory of
his father, but managed to keep his composure.

Xander was now only thirty feet away from the
king. He wondered if Janus would recognize the face of his own
brother and secretly hoped that he would. When it was discovered
among the Collective that Byrn was a prince of the kingdom and he
failed to return from whatever trial he had endured with that
Kenzai they kept prisoner it was Xander who planted the seeds of
doubt about Byrn’s loyalty. Even then he saw Byrn as a prime
candidate for his next host body. The young man was already a
master magician and showed great potential for becoming a
grandmaster if he could acquire knowledge of the most powerful
magics as Xander once did. His relationship with Alia was a
difficulty that had the grandmaster seeking other potential hosts
once he knew how far along their romance had proceeded. That was an
entanglement that Xander would have liked to avoid altogether, but
the advantages of being Byrn Aurel outweighed that one drawback.
Alia hated her father now, but in time she might come to forgive
him once she sees the kingdom become a beacon of freedom for their
kind. He would tell her of his conversation with Kassani and why he
had to have Avelice back to ensure that she becomes ruler of this
realm once she is of age and Xander steps down in thirty or forty
years after taking his next body.

Xander snapped back to reality from his
musings. Janus was wrapping up his little declaration of victory.
“From this day forward it will be the magicians who will be the
ones to live in fear. They will be the ones to flee in terror when
they see our Kenzai squads coming for them, knowing that they have
no hope left!” Janus stopped to take a breath and the crowd let
loose with more whoops and hollers of support. If not for the
constant interruptions of the people assembled, Janus’ speech would
have been only a few minutes long, but their constant interruptions
had allowed it to drag on for much longer than it should have. That
was enough. It was time.

There were about thirty people within a
ten-foot radius of the grandmaster. That would be plenty of
sacrifices for what he had in mind. Xander’s original plan would
have led to a slaughter within the castle. Alia countered it with
an admittedly smarter plan that would allow them to take the royals
while limiting casualties on both sides in an effort to keep “Byrn”
safe from his own curse. After her escape at the cabin, Xander
decided a combination of their strategies would be in order. He
would take the nobility prisoner with minimal fuss, but let them
watch as he tore through a good number of citizens with ease. They
should fear his reprisal so much that once he did have the reigns
of power in his hands no one would ever consider attempting a
revolt against him. He unhooked the staff beneath his cloak and
held it in both hands as he channeled death magic into his staff
and called forth the ancient dragon crest rune in his mind’s eye.
It was a complicated design that would require a half hour of
drawing on the ground for a master necromancer to cast it, should
one even be fortunate enough to know the spell. He suddenly slammed
the weapon into the ground. The earth shook for a moment at the
weight of the impact and a black light began to grow around him in
the shape of the dragon crest rune. Women screamed and men cried
out in pain that were unexpectedly caught within the rune as it ate
away at their bodies. Only Xander who stood in the center was
unaffected.

At almost the same moment, shouts and shrieks
came from all around as another eighty magicians all released their
most powerful magic spells. The others were positioned to deal with
the king’s guards stationed throughout the crowd and around the
perimeter. Xander was vaguely aware of the surging of elemental
energies and other creatures being summoned from beyond the veil
all around him, but his focus was on his own casting. Summoning a
dragon required an unparalleled amount of energy and concentration,
but the power of the beast along with the sheer terror it would
cause would be well worth it.

“Archers!” shouted Janus. His personal guards
moved to intercept Xander even as Janus fell back. As commanded a
plethora of bowmen appeared in second and third story windows all
around the square. Their bows were at the ready and they began
firing into the crowd at the magicians.

As the last of the people trapped within the
rune was turned to ash a great black smoke began to form at
Xander’s feet and quickly obscured him at the center of the rune.
Soon the smoke spread out so that the entire rune was hidden. Then
the roar of death came from seemingly everywhere and Xander could
feel the ground shift under his feet. He bent down to one knee and
placed a hand on the sleek, black form that was rising from
underneath him. Its eyes glowed red and he knew that those in front
of him, the king and his nobles, could see them through the smoke.
There were several dull thuds as arrows struck into the darkness,
but their aim was now too low to hit Xander and they bounced
harmlessly off of the creature that he now sat astride. When the
smoke dissipated the horror and shock of the people around him made
Xander smile. They looked upon him as he sat, mounted on the back
of a black wraith-dragon summoned from the deepest realms of the
underworld. It was a beast of such power and terror that only the
most powerful of necromancers could hope to summon and control it.
It required most of the energy that Xander’s young body had to
complete the summoning. The dragon’s strength was drawn from the
lives sacrificed in the summoning and fueled by the lives of thirty
able-bodied men and women this would be a powerful
wraith-dragon.

People were now trampling over one another to
get away from the beast and its rider. It was a mass panic as the
throngs of people who had been so tightly packed together minutes
before were all now trying to flee for their lives. Only the nobles
who were at the front of the assemblage and had an unobstructed
path to escape were having any luck at putting some distance
between themselves and the chaos that was now exploding all around
them. Unfortunately for them, they were the only ones that really
mattered and their escape would be short lived.

The black dragon blew a gust of fire out and
over the king’s personal guard, burning and charring their bodies
black in an instant before taking wing for a few moments and flying
ahead of the fleeing nobles so that he could land in front of them
and cut off their retreat.

“I am the magician prince, Byrn Aurel, and I
have come to claim what is rightfully mine. My magicians are taking
over this city today and the rest of the kingdom will soon be
destroyed if they do not accept me as their leader,” Xander’s voice
boomed so that all in the capital could hear him speak. Let all
know what was happening in the square and that they had a new king.
“First, in a show of good faith, I call upon the former king, Janus
Aurel, and the representatives of all the noble houses gathered
before me to bend their knees and swear their allegiances to
me.”

“Byrn,” the queen’s voice cracked, “why would
you do this?”

Xander ignored her.

“Never!” shouted Janus. His eyes were filled
with such hate that if looks could kill, Xander would be as dead as
the spirits he trafficked with.

A black tendril whipped out of Xander’s hand
and wrapped around the throat of one the nobles. Xander did not
know or care who the man was as he drained the life from him in a
matter of seconds. The dead noble fell to the cobbled stone and
Xander’s triumphant gaze never broke from Janus. “Try again. Maybe
the next victim will be your mother.”
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Southernstar flew high over Mollifas when
Byrn heard the screams rise up from somewhere down below. It did
not take long for them to find the source of the cries. A battle
was erupting in the middle of the city and it was a scene of total
panic. People were running in all directions and those that could
not flee were pushing against others in an attempt to get away.
Kenzai flames and anti-magic weapons could be seen clashing against
elemental spells and summoned spirits of all varieties. Regular
soldiers were in the fight too. Some loosed arrows into the crowd
while others took to the streets in an attempt to overwhelm the
magicians. Byrn pointed to a flat rooftop not far away from the
melee, “Southernstar, land there,” and the dragon complied.

“I want the rest of you to wait here,” he
told them. Seeing Alia and Sane were going to argue, he interrupted
them. “Alia, I need you to stay safe so you can find our daughter,
and Sane, I need you to protect them if I should fail to return.”
Byrn put a hand on Kaleb’s shoulder. “I never should have dragged
you into this. Stay here out of harm’s way.”

Each one of them looked ready to object, but
Byrn’s voice carried over all of them, drowning them out. “I am the
magician prince, Byrn Aurel, and I have come to claim what is
rightfully mine. My magicians are taking over this city today and
the rest of the kingdom will soon be destroyed if they do not
accept me as their leader. First, in a show of good faith, I call
upon the former king, Janus Aurel, and the representatives of all
the noble houses gathered before me to bend their knees and swear
their allegiances to me.”

“I am out of time,” Byrn pleaded, “Please
just stay here.”

Alia wore a grim expression, but nodded. “We
will stay.”

“No!” cried Sane angrily, “This is
foolishness. You cannot face Xander alone as he is now.
Southernstar won’t help you, if that is what you’re thinking. She
is a pacifist.”

“He speaks true,” added the red dragon. “I am
only here to guard the remaining pages of the black grimoire.”

Byrn took the pages from his pack. He
wondered if he could convince the mighty dragon to fight for him in
exchange for these few pieces of ragged paper. Then thought better
of it. Southernstar had done so much to help him already. It did
not seem right to try and force her to serve him now. “Take the
pages and keep them safe, but before you go will you fly me to
wherever Xander Necros is?”

The pages of the grimoire vanished from
Byrn’s hand. It happened so quickly that he had no idea what type
of magic Southernstar had used to pull off the feat. She held out
her front paw and Byrn stepped into it. Southernstar leapt and beat
her wings repeatedly as they gained altitude. Below them Sane
screamed for them to wait. “Take me with you!” he called after
them, but they did not turn back.

The square came into view and Byrn looked
around for Xander Necros and his style of black magic, but did not
see him among the battle happening below. Southernstar banked to
the right, “Look.” Byrn was about to ask at what, but it
immediately became apparent what Southernstar had seen. It was a
black dragon with glowing red eyes and on its back sat Xander.
Xander executed one of the nobles as they flew in closer. Byrn was
struck dumb with horror as he watched Xander kill someone while
wearing his body.

Southernstar let loose with a fireball that
sped toward the black dragon and hit it directly, knocking it off
balance, but it did not topple. She launched another fire attack
before Byrn could say anything, but this time the black dragon was
ready and erected a barrier to stop her magic.

The black dragon started to take flight and a
black tendril wrapped around Janus at the waist. It hauled him up
and into the reach of one of the black dragon’s claws, which held
the king against his will as they took to the air to deal with
Southernstar.

“I thought you were unable to fight?”

“That is not a natural dragon. It is a
summoned spirit from the underworld. Therefore it cannot be truly
killed and does not fall within the confines of the dragons’ code.
If the humans fall from its grip, then I will save them.”

“Even Xander?” asked Byrn.

Southernstar did not answer.

The black dragon flew directly at them and
Southernstar turned it away with a fireball. The black dragon
twisted and tried to get behind Southernstar, nipping at her tail,
but just missing. Xander was readying a spell and shot a black
lightning bolt at them that narrowly missed as Southernstar twisted
in the opposite direction.

The dragons flung fire at each other as they
both tried to move into a position that would give them an
advantage over their opponent, but they were too evenly matched.
Xander and Byrn also flung magic at one another so that the sky was
alight in fire and black lightning, but the speed with which the
dragons moved was too fast for them to have much hope of hitting
one another.

Again the black dragon charged at
Southernstar and she spit more fire at it, but this time it did not
turn away. With its shield raised it barreled through the spray of
fire-breath and slammed into Southernstar with all of its might.
Suddenly they were falling and the dragons bit and scratched at
each other furiously with their hind legs. Southernstar’s left
foreleg held back the black dragon’s massive jaws while she held
Byrn in her right paw. The black dragon made no such concession for
Janus who clung to its arm for his life while it held back
Southernstar and her pointed teeth.

They spun to one side so that Southernstar
was on the bottom as they fell and the black dragon used that
opportunity to lurch its body forward and press down enough to
clamp its teeth into her throat. The roar of pain from Southernstar
as the black dragon ground its teeth into her neck to burrow
through her scales caused Byrn’s ears to ring and he felt nauseous
as they spun further out of control. He needed a purchase and he
needed to help Southernstar. Almost without thinking about it he
created a flame spear construct and drove it into the black
dragon’s chest. Instead of letting go, the black dragon bit down
harder and Byrn created another spear and stabbed the black dragon
with it, this time aiming for the heart. Finally, it released its
grip on Southernstar and the two dragons separated, but Byrn held
onto the flame spears and stayed with the black dragon. He held
onto one of the spears with his right hand and placed his left
against the dragon’s belly. From his palm he shot a solid spike of
flame directly into the dragon’s gut and it reared back as a cry of
agony let loose in a deafening roar. It was trying to right itself
and take flight again, but Byrn would not allow it. The advantage
was his at the moment and if he lost it now, then he would never
regain it against such a creature. He launched another burning
spike towards the black dragon’s neck and it roared in defiance. It
swung its claws frantically, but could not get a good swing at Byrn
while he impaled it with spike after spike.

By the fifth or sixth spike, he heard Xander
scream in surprise and knew that one of his spears had gone through
the dragon completely and impaled the necromancer who still sat
atop the black monstrosity. He watched as the last spike shook
vigorously as Xander was undoubtedly trying to pull himself loose
of his mount without success.

Janus lost his grip and fell away from them
or perhaps he let go in an act of desperation, because a moment
later a flood of black flames washed from all sides of the
wraith-dragon as Xander attempted to destroy Byrn even if it meant
going through his own creature. Now it was Byrn’s turn to let go
and he pushed off of the dragon’s body that was quickly becoming
engulfed by Xander’s attack.

His magic was nearly depleted as Byrn tried
to conjure flame wing constructs to save him. They flared briefly,
but quickly fizzled. A second attempt was only a little more
successful, but ultimately he could not hold them together
either.

It was the snapping of Southernstar’s jaws
upon his cloak flapping in the wind that caught Byrn and saved him.
He looked up at the dragon and noted that her neck was torn and
bleeding profusely, but she held onto him. Janus, looking utterly
terrified, clung to one of Southernstar’s forearms. His eyes were
held closed and he was praying loudly for Ashura to save him.

The black dragon crashed into the middle of
the square. Most of the fighting had stopped in favor of watching
the aerial battle of legendary creatures and the non-combatants had
managed some semblance of order and were being evacuated. The black
dragon did not stir. Byrn’s spikes and spears were still buried in
its chest and belly, but he could not focus enough to look for
Xander and see if he had survived. Southernstar was still
descending too rapidly. She lacked the strength to keep them
airborne for much longer.
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“Are we going to just let them go?” Sane spun
around and questioned Alia as Southernstar flew towards the
battlefield with Byrn.

“Don’t be daft. I only told him we would stay
here so that he would go. Byrn was not going to budge and we didn’t
have time to argue. So I lied to him. Now do you want to get us off
of this roof, so that we can help him or not?”

“Come to me,” the sorcerer said and held out
his arms. Alia hugged him tightly while Kaleb stood there watching
them. “Kaleb,” Sane called and signaled with his hand for the boy
to join them. When they had a firm grip on him, Sane wrapped his
arms around them and closed the circle with his staff, holding one
end in each hand.

“Hold on tight,” Alia told Kaleb just before
the wind started swirling around them. It spun faster and faster
and Sane could see Kaleb holding his breath for fear that it might
get sucked away. Then they lifted from the ground and the boy let
out a short yelp until he realized that the others showed no such
fear.

The rooftop beneath their feet was replaced
by a street far below and they began descending toward it at a pace
that was swift, but safe. However, it was far more rapidly than
Kaleb would have liked. He closed his eyes and gripped Sane with
all of his strength, squeezing at his midsection until the sorcerer
thought he might not be able to breathe either. Soon they landed
roughly on the ground and Kaleb’s eyes opened cautiously to confirm
that they were indeed on the street.

Alia thanked Sane and headed for the end of
the street where they could hope to catch up with Byrn.

“You can let go of me now,” said Sane to
Kaleb, who had not yet deigned to release his death grip.

“Sorry,” the boy answered breathlessly as he
let go.

Sane got down on one knee so that they were
eye to eye. “Do you remember that inn where you and Byrn were
staying when we first met?”

Kaleb nodded, “It is not far.”

“Good I want you to run there and wait for
us. This is too dangerous,” Sane added when he thought Kaleb was
going to object.

“He is right,” added Alia. “We will find you
once the fighting is over.” Her tone did not leave any room for
argument.

Kaleb nodded and fought back the tears that
were building in his eyes. Suddenly, he ran over to Alia and hugged
her tightly. “I love you.” His words were hushed so that Sane could
scarcely hear them. Alia stroked his hair gently.

“I love you too,” was her soft answer and
Kaleb broke off their embrace and ran down a side street without
looking back. Alia let out a heavy sigh and watched him go with her
hand held absentmindedly over her heart. When he was gone from view
Alia returned to Sane. “He will be alright,” she said, but Sane did
not know if she was speaking to him or trying to convince
herself.

They ran in the opposite direction from the
way Kaleb had gone and were at the edge of the battle in a matter
of minutes. A crowd of people tried to push past them in a frenzy
to get away from whatever carnage was unfolding as the magicians
rushed headlong into it. Sane understood their fear as he emerged
into the square and saw the battle playing out before him. The
magicians held the advantage of raw power, but the Kenzai and the
regular soldiers still had the numbers. Sane watched as one
magician was overran by a squad of kingdom troops while a few feet
away another squad was being utterly decimated by a lone magician
in a surge of lightning strikes. In some places there were summoned
spirits and even an elemental or two fighting against Kenzai.

“We have to stop this or they are going to
destroy each other completely,” said Sane.

“Let’s just cut a path through all of them so
we can catch up to Byrn.” Alia pointed up to the sky and Sane saw a
furious battle of two dragons in the sky. The red one was
Southernstar, but he had no clue as to who the black one might
be.

“No, we have to stop both sides from
fighting. Period. This is what Byrn feared would happen and what he
wanted to prevent: Magicians and regular people fighting until
there was no one left.” She was about to object. The Collective had
betrayed her, but she had fought against the lessers and Kenzai for
so long that letting go of that hatred would not be an easy thing
to accomplish. “Or would you rather help to forge a world in which
non-magic users like Kaleb grow up to fight in battles just like
this against magicians like Avelice?”

Alia cast a baleful stare at him. “I know you
are trying to manipulate me into doing what you want,” she said in
a chilling tone that warned Sane that she did not take kindly to
such emotional trickery. Then she looked back to all of death
playing out before her eyes. “I assume you have an idea of how to
stop this.”

The sorcerer’s head swiveled around as he
took in the whole of the battle playing out before them. It would
not be a simple matter of a powerful spell meant to split apart the
two groups. They were too well intertwined on the battlefield for
that to work. Most of the fighting was relegated to the southern
three quarters of the square. To the north stood the queen with a
pair of royal guards. The men appeared nervous as they too watched
the battle. It was obvious that they would rather take Queen Wendi
away from this place and back to the supposed safety of the castle
grounds, but the queen’s head was tilted up as she watched the two
dragons flying and casting magic at one another. It was only then
that Sane realized that Janus and Xander were nowhere in sight. He
expanded his vision to look more closely at the black dragon and
for a split second thought that he saw Byrn perched on its back,
but he knew that must be Xander since Byrn would be with
Southernstar. However, he could not see the black dragon’s forelegs
from his position where he guessed Janus would be held if he were
somehow up there with them.

“Get to the queen.” Sane pointed to the woman
at the northern end. “Explain to her who you are and what we mean
to do and I think she will help us stop this fighting. I will try
and slow them all down in the meanwhile.”

Alia said, “Be careful, uncle,” and ran along
the outside of the square towards the queen, leaving Sane alone to
do his work.

He pictured the effects in his mind’s eye of
a heavy rain falling on the soldiers and magicians. He saw it fall
on them and chill their bones. Then he held his staff just above
where the steel tipped blade protruded at the bottom and pointed it
towards the sky. “Learion, grant me the knowledge to end this
struggle if only for a moment. Ashura, help me in the saving of
lives this day,” he prayed. Then with all of the magic at his
disposal Sane sent an unending barrage into the clouds and they
grew fat with rain even as the air grew deeply chilling in a matter
of moments. The battlefield grew colder and colder, but most of the
fighters were too caught up in their own battle lust to notice.
Some of the guards turned their attention to him wondering what he
was up to, but he paid them no mind and they were too busy fighting
more direct threats to break off and come after him.

The rain fell lightly. The drops were cold,
but they were still of small concern to those that fought for their
very lives and the future of the kingdom. They hardly noticed that
those droplets froze on their skin and armor or that their
movements were slowed ever so slightly. Then the rain grew heavier
and it was becoming more of a chore for the soldiers to swing their
weapons. The rain beat down arrows so that they failed to meet
their intended targets. Magicians found it difficult to concentrate
on their spells as the chill took hold of them and the rain froze
to their cloaks weighing them down. After a few minutes the storm
that had been a minor annoyance, then a noticeable distraction, was
now a deluge of freezing rain that covered the ground and everyone
in the fight. People on both sides slipped and fell on the icy
covered cobblestones and even in the grassy areas. Every swing of a
blade was more labored and the combatants looked as if they were
having trouble continuing, but refused to give up. The magicians
were equally worn out. Their magic reserves were surely running out
and the added distraction of the layers upon layers of ice that
caked them made casting anything more than basic spells difficult.
In the lethargy most of the non-combatants that were stuck in the
middle of the fight were able to begin evacuating from the field
and finding shelter in the adjoining streets and alleyways. Sane
began to stumble, but found a nearby wall to lean on. He could do
no more without a little bit of rest.

“Stop this fighting at once!” It was Alia.
Her voice carried over the square and Sane dropped his staff
without even thinking about it. He looked out at the soldiers and
magicians and they were all doing the same. They were exhausted
beyond belief and suddenly their last desires to fight seemed to be
extinguished at least for the moment. “I am Alia Necros and I am
the founder of the Collective. Magicians: you are to stand down now
and do not pick back up your weapons.”

Some of the soldiers went to grab their
swords and axes, but were called to a halt by a similar matriarch
of authority. Queen Wendi shouted, “Loyal warriors of the kingdom
of Aurelia, I call on you to lay your weapons down as well. This
war has gone on long enough and we will know peace. Alia Necros and
I have agreed to a parley between the noble houses and the leaders
of the Collective of Magicians.”

“By the gods! Up in the sky!” shouted someone
and everyone looked up to see the warring dragons. They were only
dots in the sky high above, but were plummeting toward the square.
Despite their precarious situation, they still fought intensely
during their descent. It was difficult to gauge how far away they
were with Sane’s diminished depth perception, but he knew they
would crash soon if something did not change.

Then the dragons separated and each one tried
to right itself. Southernstar was having some success slowing her
descent, but the black dragon continue to spiral out of control. A
figure fell from the black dragon and Southernstar swooped in to
grab whoever it was. Then the black dragon was turned into a giant
black fireball and a second body fell away. Flashes of fire sprang
from the figure’s back once, then twice during his freefall.
Byrn!

Sane was running toward where he thought they
would land with his staff once more in hand before he even knew
that he had begun to move. His heart was beating intensely and he
began to feel faint, but he ignored the nausea in his stomach and
pushed away the darkness that crept in at the edges of his
vision.

Southernstar caught hold of Byrn and Sane
felt a moment of relief before he realized that her dive was not
entirely controlled and she risked crashing in the ground.

The black dragon hit the earth with such
force that it shook the ground and nearly knocked over half of the
people in the square. Sane barely paid it any notice as he readied
one more spell. “Gods, give me the strength…” he offered the words,
but could not finish. He swung his staff at the red dragon far
above him and let loose with a gust of wind. He did so again and
tried to sustain the wind magic to keep Southernstar afloat, but
his strength was all but gone. “Help me!” he called out to anyone
in desperation.

“Magicians!” shouted Alia and began to cast
wind magic at the red dragon. Her skill in the elements was not on
par with Sane’s, but she helped as best she could. Other magicians
near the sorcerer grabbed their staffs and joined in. Those farther
away moved to join them. None of them truly understood the
importance of what they were doing, but Sane was grateful for their
assistance anyway.

Southernstar landed with a thud on her side,
but the impact could have been far worse. For a minute there was
only silence as they all stared at the still dragon. Then from
around Southernstar’s side came Byrn. He limped weakly, but around
his arm he held up King Janus who was not in any better condition.
The soldiers cheered at seeing their king still alive and the
magicians did the same for Byrn, perhaps not realizing that this
Byrn was not the one that led the assault in the first place, but
perhaps it did not matter.

“Grab all of the healers you can find,” said
Byrn and several soldiers moved to do as he asked.

Queen Wendi and Alia jumped down from the
stage they were standing on and ran over to the hobbling men. Alia
grabbed Byrn and squeezed him tightly and Wendi did the same to
Janus. Sane wanted to join them, but lacked the energy to move even
one more step now that the conflict had been brought to an end.

Their revelry was broken when Xander stepped
forward. He was bloody and nearly broken. He rested heavily against
the black dragon’s hide as he edged toward them. There was a hole
in his leg that would have led him to bleed to death if it went
untreated, but the wound looked like it had been cauterized even as
it was inflicted. One of his arms was broken so that it bent at an
unnatural angle. His face was twisted by shear malice and maybe
some madness. “I am not done yet, boy.”

Hundreds of black tendrils shot out of
Xander’s back and attacked everyone still in the square. No one was
spared his wrath, as soldier and magician alike were each stung by
one of his tendrils. Sane felt the tendril suck at his life force
and fell to his knees. He was dimly aware that even Byrn, Alia, and
the royals were each leached to Xander who was rapidly draining
them all.

It was Byrn who dealt him the first blow by
sending an intense wave of fire up the tendril and burning Xander
with it. Then he did the same for Alia and the royals. Seeing his
example Sane along with dozens of other magicians did the same
thing and cast their own elemental magic to sever the necromancer’s
connections to them and they even helped out the kingdom soldiers
by cutting their bonds as well. Xander howled in rage and pain from
the hundreds of small assaults that all happened at once. Any
reasoning appeared to be lost to him as he turned his full
attention to Byrn and started to hurl bolts of black magic at him
using the energy he just stole. Byrn held his hands up in front of
him and erected a shield to deflect or absorb the bolts, but he was
quickly tiring.

Sane shot a lightning bolt at Xander. It was
not very strong as lightning went, but the necromancer was
completely taken by surprise and was forced to stop his barrage for
a moment to deflect the attack, but that was all the time that Byrn
needed to summon forth a massive ball of fire and throw it directly
at him. That one moment seemed to stretch out for an eternity to
the sorcerer. The fireball hurtled toward Xander even as the
necromancer shot another of his tendrils at Byrn. The look on
Xander’s face was one of ultimate triumph. Sane thought he
understood the half-crazed smile that spread across Xander’s face.
Byrn’s attack was meant to kill him and in so doing Byrn would seal
his own fate with the gods. In that moment it must have seemed a
fitting trade to both men as each was willing to die to see an end
brought to the other one, but Sane was wrong. The tendril was not
meant for Byrn, but Janus.

It only took an instant for Xander to grab
hold of Janus with his tendril and yank him in front of the
fireball so that the king took the brunt of the blast. Xander was
still burned by the attack and fell to his hands and knees. He was
a retching husk of a man that was made sick by the pain and the
smell of his own burnt hair and flesh, but he had won. Janus’ body
lied before Xander. He was a scorched mass that was barely
recognizable as a person and completely unrecognizable by any other
means. Queen Wendi shrieked and was held back from the body by one
of her royal guardsmen. Alia grabbed Byrn as his body went limp and
she gently lowered him to the ground.

Sane could not remember how to make his legs
work. He wanted to go to his prince and former student. There must
be something else that he could do. There had to be some way that
he could save Byrn, but his legs refused to listen.

Then Alia sobbed and looked directly at Sane.
“He is dead.”
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The world was colored in shades of grey.

Byrn stood up from where he was lying on the
ground. Alia was there, cradling him in her arms, but she did not
move. It was disconcerting to look down on himself like this. His
birth mother, the queen, was frozen in a portrait trying to run,
but one of her guards held fast to her. Sane was there too. He
stood not far away from them all, looking like a statue.
Southernstar was behind him and Byrn hoped that she would survive
this ordeal. Where were those healers he had called for? She was in
desperate need of help. Xander was there too. It saddened Byrn that
the necromancer had survived the attack, but he took some
satisfaction in Xander’s haggard state.

“Xander is not dead,” he said.

“No,” answered a sultry voice. It had been a
long time since he last saw that face, but he could not forget the
beauty of the goddess of death. “He lives… such as it is. However,
you, dear child, are very much no longer one of the living. You
killed someone and so your soul is mine. I admit I am impressed.
The higher races have long known the thrill of killing, but you
killed your own brother. Not many men ever do that. Then again it
may be a family trait. Your brother murdered your father. Do not
look so surprised. Your father tried to have you killed as a baby
and numerous generations before yours would drown their magically
gifted young. Perhaps it is simply a part of your nature.”

“But I didn’t mean to kill Janus!”

“No, you meant to kill Xander Necros,”
Kassani agreed. “Unfortunately your intentions do not change the
results. You took a life and now yours is forfeit in return. Now
come. Follow me to the underworld. There are loved ones waiting to
see you: your parents, Avelice Necros, even your old friends from
the Collective and the magic school are waiting.”

“My friends…” Byrn longed to see them again.
Tannys. Marian. Avelice. Turshyn. He longed to see them and many
others whose lives were cut short. Then he looked to Alia and Sane.
Somewhere his daughter was still missing and Kaleb would need him
too. “My friends in the world of the living still need me. I cannot
go yet.”

“Do they?” Kassani sounded incredulous. “The
higher races always seem to overestimate their value in the world.
‘How will my children go on without me?’ or ‘If I die, the
magicians will destroy the world.’ That last one was your brother,
by the way. But the world will go on with or without you. It may
not move in the way you wish it, but it will continue to turn.
People will be born, live, and die in their short existences. Then
they will all come to me. It is an undeniable fact of life.”

“And when will you claim Xander?”

Kassani shrugged, uncaring. “He will come
eventually. Judging from his current state it may well be soon, but
even if it is not he will make a hazardous mistake one day and it
will cost him his life. I am patient.”

“Then can’t you be patient with me? Send me
back.”

“You must not be listening. Everyone wants to
go back, but they cannot. Now come with me.” Kassani turned to
leave. Byrn did not know where she intended to go, but he started
to follow her without thinking. A living darkness was starting to
creep around them and Byrn froze. Kassani turned to him. “There is
nothing to fear. Now follow me.” She started off into the waiting
black void, but Byrn did not follow. Again she turned to him,
clearing growing angry, “In death, you are my servant. Now I
command you to join me.”

“No.”

“Come here!”

Byrn took a step back. “You can’t make me can
you?”

“Do not be ridiculous. Everyone wants to
live, but none of them can ever go back. What makes you think you
are so special?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s because my death
wasn’t natural or maybe it’s because I don’t need to be bound by
your mortal coil, but I do know that if you could take me against
my will, then you would have done so by now. I read it in the
remaining pages of Xander’s grimoire. Magicians have been defying
you for who knows how long. Maybe I can too.”

“They used magic to extend their lives, not
to come back from the dead. You are too far gone.” There was a hint
of something in Kassani’s voice. Her anger was apparent, but she
seemed somehow desperate too.

Byrn returned to where his body still lied.
Alia was no longer holding him. She held onto Xander’s arm, pulling
at him, while the charred necromancer stood over Sane. Wendi was at
Janus’ side and her guard stood over her protectively. Byrn’s
disembodied hand touched his lifeless body and he felt something
there. It was like a spark. No it was more of an ember. There was a
tiny fire still burning in that lifeless pile of flesh. He
attempted to gather magic to him and found that he still could do
it as long as he touched that shadow of himself lying on the
ground. However, now he was no longer limited by Xander’s old
decaying frame. For the first time since Xander stole his body Byrn
truly felt like himself and called all that magic around him that
he could hold.

“Stop doing that!” Kassani demanded
furiously.

 


***

 


There was a great surge of heat as Byrn’s
corpse spontaneously combusted. It was not anything like someone
would see from a cooking fire or even an out of control forest
fire. The flames that shot up from the dead body held the intensity
of an all-encompassing inferno focused in one small spot. The hair
burned away from the corpse followed quickly by the skin and
clothing. Next were the organ and bones that quickly dissolved into
ash and the flames fed upon the air. They grew ten feet, then
twenty feet into the sky before spouts of flame shot out from the
top at angles, forming into enormous wings. His head was next, but
as the flames took shape they resembled a bird of prey more than
anything human.

Xander turned to look at him. His body was
worn out, but he continued to feed on those around him to stay
alive and apparently to exact his revenge, beginning with Sane. No
one would follow the grand necromancer now, not after trying to
kill his own people. Revenge was all that Xander had left. His
intention was clear. First he meant to kill Sane. Then he would
turn his attention to the rest of Aurelia.

Sane looked at the fiery bird in utter
amazement. He mouthed the word, “Firehawk.” It was the name that
Byrn used while amongst the dwarves taken from their ancient lore,
but Byrn now understood what he had become; a being of flame
destined to rise from its own ashes. He was now a phoenix.

Hundreds of black tendrils burst out of
Xander’s hands, legs, arms, and back. They snaked around Byrn and
tried to smother him while simultaneously taking his power for
Xander’s own, but as they touched Byrn’s new form they caught
aflame and could find nothing to attach to.

“Damn you!” roared Xander and began to make
one of his black energy bombs, but he would not have enough time.
Byrn breathed air deep and converted the oxygen to more fire before
breathing it out in a spew that engulfed Xander Necros. The grand
necromancer tried to shriek as the flames ate away at him, but all
of the oxygen around him was burned away as he was consumed. Still
the fire raged over Xander, though he was dead, until there was
nothing left of him except for a pile of ashes. There would be no
chance of him coming back.

Byrn’s fire-form started to dissolve with his
final objective accomplished. It required great magic to restore
oneself back to life even if it was for only a few moments to right
one injustice and he felt his power dwindling.

It was Southernstar who caught his eye. She
looked at him wearily. The healers had not yet arrived, but Byrn
was thankful that she was still holding on. Then he understood what
he needed to do in a flash of inspiration. He focused all of his
thoughts on shrinking down his body of flame, but did not allow the
energy to dissipate. Instead it became more and more condensed
until it became solid like a constructed fire weapon. Then he
imagined his human form as he had done earlier that day to regain
his appearance and began to bend and shape and change the
constitution of his body just as he had done before. The fire died
away and Byrn, the true Byrn, stood whole again before Alia, Sane,
and all those gathered in the square.

Sane removed his cloak and came over to Byrn,
wrapping it around his shoulders. It was only then that Byrn
realized that he had been completely naked when he reformed.

Then blackness overtook him and he felt his
body begin to fall.


Chapter 38

 


 


 


“It’s over. You need to give me the baby
before this gets any worse for you,” said Tomlin. He managed to
catch up to Riona at the outside of the square. They had arrived
just in time to see the phoenix utterly destroy Xander Necros.
Riona looked to be in shock, but she could turn violent if he was
not careful. Tomlin surreptitiously drew his dagger even as he
channeled a feeling of calm at Riona.

“How can this get any worse?” she asked.
Tomlin relaxed a little. If there was any fight left in her, then
he did not see it in her defeated expression.

“Do you really need me to answer that? Xander
is dead. Alia is not and you know that she will hunt you down to
get Avelice back. Give her to me and leave. I will tell Alia that
you are dead, if you wish.” Tomlin reached out one hand to take the
baby from her, but Riona stepped away.

“So I can go back into hiding? I was going to
have real power. I was going to become a ruler over man. I was
going to live forever. Now what do I have left?” Riona held Avelice
against her shoulder and bounced her gently to keep the child
soothed. “Look at Alia over there, standing with the queen. She’ll
sell us all out.”

“You know she would never do that! Maybe you
would, but not Alia.” Tomlin took another step cautiously toward
Riona.

“Maybe I should keep Avelice… just for a
while until everything has settled down. It would be best for the
baby in case the fighting starts up again.” Riona took another step
back from Tomlin. Did she have a transportation rune on her? He
could not let her get away with Avelice.

“Riona, you’re not thinking straight. I’m
begging you to give me the baby.” Tomlin took another step. His
right hand gripped the dagger hidden beneath his traveling cloak
firmly in preparation to strike while the left reached out for
Avelice.

Tomlin stopped short when he suddenly felt
the tip of something sharp against his back. It could have been a
Kenzai or a soldier that drew his weapon on the bard, but Tomlin
knew better from Riona’s sudden wide smile.

“Sheathe your dagger,” said Ryonus from
behind him. He jabbed the staff’s blade a little more into Tomlin’s
back to make his point and the bard did as he was told, replacing
his weapon in its leather sheath. “Good boy.” The blade point never
turned away from Tomlin as Ryonus moved around to stand at Riona’s
side.

“Now what?” asked Tomlin. He could not hope
to outmaneuver Ryonus. Instead he looked around carefully to see if
there was any aid he could call upon. Alia was too far away to
notice him and was distracted by some other concern along with
several others looking at something at their feet. There were some
soldiers and other magicians not far off, but they were eyeing each
other warily. Trying to get them involved could escalate into a new
round of fighting.

“Riona, give Avelice to me,” Ryonus told her
kindly and the necromancer did so willingly. She looked relieved to
relinquish the responsibility to him, but her expression changed to
a look of shock as Ryonus promptly handed the baby over to Tomlin.
“It is alright,” he said to Riona, noting her desperate look. “We
don’t need the babe and we don’t want to have to watch over our
backs for the day that Alia tracks us down.”

“What will we do now?” she asked.

Ryonus favored her with a smile. “Whatever we
want.” To Tomlin, he said, “You will tell Alia that we died in the
fighting?”

“I will.”

“Good. Our hopes for freedom will have to
ride with Alia now.” Ryonus put an arm around Riona and held her
closely. “Do you truly believe she can broker a peace with the
kingdom?”

“Have you ever known her to fail at
anything?” Tomlin answered almost certainly.

“We will be watching,” was Ryonus’ ominous
reply before the pair disappeared to only the gods knew where.

“And I will be waiting if you should ever
come back,” replied Tomlin although there was no one there to hear
him except Avelice who squeezed his finger tightly. “Let us find
your mother. She will be very happy to see you again.”

The square changed from a general bustling of
wary former combatants to a flurry of activity as Tomlin neared
where Alia and the queen were issuing orders to their respective
people. The old man, Sane, was with them and looked distraught as
he bounced from one group of healers who were tending to what
appeared to be a naked man covered only by a green cloak although
Tomlin could not see his face to find out if it was anyone he knew
to another group that was caring for a… he did not know what it
was. It was a large creature with a hide of what looked like red
plates and as he started to take in its entirety he noticed its
wings and tail. He could not see the rest of it, but the only thing
that he had heard of that even remotely matched this creature’s
description was a dragon.

“Halt!” commanded a guardsman as Tomlin got
closer. He looked weary, but serious. He was dressed in heavy armor
and brandished a sword and shield. From the crest of a raven on his
armor, he was marked as one of the royal guard. “You may go no
further.” Another stood by his side and helped bar Tomlin’s
path.

“Alia!” Tomlin called out and the enchantress
turned her head at hearing her name. When she saw Tomlin she smiled
widely and when she saw whom he held there was no force that would
have stopped her from meeting him. She pushed past the guards with
barely a thought and snatched up Avelice. Tears freely flowed down
her face as Alia held her daughter close to her chest.

Then it was Tomlin’s turn and she squeezed
him so tightly that the young bard thought they might crush Avelice
between them. “Thank you,” she said over and over again until the
words began to lose meaning. Tomlin hugged her back, not knowing
what to say.

The queen soon joined them and Tomlin was
very aware of her observant gaze. She watched them carefully, but
soon noted a smile creep up the corners of the queen’s mouth and
she dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief that must have been
stuffed in one of her pockets. “Guards, please step aside.” Her
tone was commanding, but kind.

“At once your grace,” agreed the man who
first stopped Tomlin.

“Is this?” the queen asked Alia.

Alia broke their embrace and nodded to the
queen. She held the baby and stepped in close so that the queen
could get a good look at her. “This is your granddaughter,
Avelice.”


Chapter 39

 


 


 


The walls were damp, giving the air a chill
to it. Sane knew this place well. He spent much of the last year in
this dungeon below the palace being tortured by Prince Janus.
Walking its halls, the old memories of pains and humiliations
sprang back to life. It was early in their torture sessions when
the old sorcerer lost his eye due to the prince’s overzealous
“interrogations” and subsequent refusal to provide him with a
healer’s attention that would have prevented the loss. Later Janus
and his men learned to be more cautious with the elderly sorcerer,
but that damage was already done. Sane was of much greater value as
a prisoner and unwilling servant than he was as a dead man.
However, they saw little point in keeping him well nourished or
providing him with any other niceties that would have cost them
nothing, but would have meant so much to the beleaguered man. It
hurt Sane to relive those memories even if only for a brief time.
He was glad that Janus was dead and his foulest conspirators like
the dwarf, Gilkame Axebeard, who made those damnable collars were
taken from the castle. It saddened him a little that he could take
pleasure in another’s misery, but he could not help thinking that
they got what they deserved. The crimes of kidnapping and murdering
orcs to make their collars had been made known by the Collective
and even now a contingent of soldiers and magicians were on their
way to a meeting with the orcs of Dread Marsh where the prisoners
would be turned over into their custody as a peace offering. Today
would be the dawning of a new age in Aurelia and he had only one
more errand to take care of in this dismal place.

Finally, Sane stopped at a cell and looked
into the darkness. There was a man sitting there amongst the
shadows. He was chained to the wall and dressed in rags, but he had
a cot and a blanket to keep him warm. The man’s black hair was
greasy and tangled, obscuring his downcast face from being
recognizable in the dim light. However, Sane knew this man well
enough that he had no doubt to his identity. “Hello, Kellen.”

The man who until very recently was a
respected knight of the kingdom looked up. Bags under his eyes
showed that he had not been sleeping well in his new home. Kellen
looked at Sane, but his stare was lacking in any sort of emotion
before he put his head back down. “I heard it all the way down
here. It was Byrn’s voice declaring himself the new ruler of
Aurelia and if you are freely walking down here, then I can only
assume that the Collective won out in the end. The funny thing is
that it is not even Byrn, but a pretender wearing his skin.” Kellen
looked up to see if there was any surprise on Sane’s face, but not
seeing any, he asked, “You knew and still you serve under this
fake?”

“I knew that Xander Necros took Byrn’s body,
but you can rest assured that Xander Necros is dead and the
Collective did not win,” Sane answered the accusation calmly. “In
fact, they are going to disband according to an agreement reached
between the queen and Alia Necros after weeks of negotiating
between representatives of Aurelia and the Collective.”

“Byrn- the real Byrn is dead too,” said
Kellen. This time the former knight was rewarded with seeing a hint
of surprise in Sane’s reaction.

“How did you hear of that down here?” asked
Sane.

“I saw it,” said Kellen. “I was on the ship
when Janus slit his throat and threw him overboard. Of course,
everyone thought he was really Xander Necros, but I knew the
truth.”

Sane suppressed a sad smile. “If that is
eating at your conscience, you can let it go. Byrn survived that
attack.” He took a key from his pocket and used it to unlock
Kellen’s cell. The knight stared at him as Sane entered and stood
just out of the chain’s reach. “Byrn told me that you helped him on
the ship when Janus tried to have him collared. Why did you do
that?”

Kellen eyed the key in the sorcerer’s hand.
This one was for his cuffs that kept him chained to the wall. “What
do you want, Sane? Tell me what is going on.”

“Queen Wendi has pardoned you on condition
that you reaffirm your loyalty to the Aurel bloodline and perform a
task that she has deemed to be of great importance.” Sane unlocked
the shackles unceremoniously and left the confines of the cell
before Kellen could follow. “As for my question, it is mine alone
to satisfy my curiosity. Not that long ago you personally collared
me, one of your oldest friends, but when it was to be done to Byrn,
someone that you viewed with, at best, distaste you helped him.
Why?”

“What I did to you can never be undone. Every
day since then I wished that I could take back that moment. I can
only imagine the tortures you suffered as a result of my actions
that night. When I saw it about to happen again, I did not think. I
knew I had to stop it.”

“Thank you for helping him,” said Sane, “I
don’t know if I will ever be able to forgive you for what you did
to me. A part of me wants to forgive you, but I cannot. Still thank
you for helping Byrn.”

Sane led the way back to the entrance to the
dungeon and up and out to the castle proper. “Clean clothes and a
warm bath have been drawn for you in my old apartments. We must
hurry along now or we will miss the queen’s speech.”

Kellen followed him closely. “Again you
mention the queen. Does that mean that Janus…?”

“He is dead too.” Sane did not elaborate on
that. He would find out what he needed to know soon enough.

“Then with Janus and Byrn both dead, there is
no one immediately in the line of succession,” said Kellen, working
it out for himself.

“No, there is one heir left.”

“Who?”

“You will see for yourself soon enough.”

Kellen bathed and dressed quickly in the
finery laid out for him as he fell back into his habits of military
readiness and efficiency. It was less than a half hour later when
they arrived at the rear of the stage set up in the square. It was
the same stage that Janus had built to proclaim the end of magician
terror upon weeks earlier.

“What is this speech about?” asked Kellen in
a hushed voice. They had a good view of the stage from their
vantage point to the right and rear of it where only honored guests
and designated personnel were allowed to be.

“It is a message of peace,” replied Sane.
Then he waved a hand in greeting to a young lady of extraordinary
beauty. She was red of hair and wore a gown of similar brilliant
color. “This is Southernstar.”

The woman with the exotic name held her hand
out for Kellen to kiss and he did so as was customary among nobles.
“This is the betrayer?” asked Southernstar bluntly.

“He is the one I spoke of,” Sane told her
diplomatically, “but you should not speak so directly. It is
considered unseemly.”

“Perhaps it is that preference of false
platitudes and hidden agendas that makes your kind so distrustful
of one another,” observed Southernstar clinically.

“Who is this woman?” asked Kellen.

“Quiet now, both of you. Queen Wendi is
beginning.”

Southernstar whispered, “Your timing is
fortuitous,” but Sane ignored her to hear his queen.

Queen Wendi was dressed in a black silk gown
with trimmings of red lace to signify that she was still in
mourning over the loss of her sons. The nobles that sat on either
side of her as well as Alia who sat to her immediate right were
dressed in the same colors. “It is with a heavy heart that I stand
before you today,” she began. “Today I come before you as your
queen, but I am also a mother who has lost both her children and
grieve that loss with all of my heart. It grieves me more though to
know that they died fighting each other over the future of this
kingdom that they both loved in their own ways.” The crowd muttered
amongst themselves and the words “magician,” “killer,” and “Byrn”
were heard from more than a few places. Queen Wendi raised her
hands for silence and the crowd quieted down. “Yes, Byrn Aurel was
a murderer and a magician, but before that he was a son and a
child. I am shamed to admit that my husband, King Kale Aurel, and I
sent him away as a baby. I am also shamed that he was forced to
suffer in hiding as he watched the people around him die one by one
and he blamed the kingdom for those deaths.” She breathed a deep
sigh and inhaled slowly before continuing. “I am finally ashamed to
admit that he was right in blaming Aurelia for those deaths. It was
our laws and treatment of magicians that drove not only my son, but
so many others to becoming criminals. If not for the magic that he
was born with Byrn Aurel would have been a prince among us. He
would have been looked upon with the same esteem as his brother or
his father. Instead he was forced to live outside of our society
and he grew bitter as a result of that. I do not say this to
justify his actions or the actions of those that followed him, but
to show that we must change the way we treat with magicians to
prevent the next Byrn Aurel from happening before it can even
begin.”

When she finished Queen Wendi turned to Alia
and nodded. The enchantress took her place at the podium as the
queen sat down. She held Avelice against her and let her gaze
wander across the crowd.

“Most of you do not know me. There are those
among you that will recognize me as a magician.” The crowd was
deathly quiet as they waited to hear what this woman would say
next. Sane knew that most of them had no experience with magicians
outside of the recent attack on the capital and many of them wore
expressions of hatred as Alia spoke to them. “Others will know me
as the leader of the Collective of Magicians who helped defeat Byrn
Aurel when he tried to take Mollifas, but I am something else too.
My name is Alia Aurel and my husband was Byrn Aurel.” It seemed
that there was a collective gasp from the crowd and before they
could say anything else Alia held up Avelice for all to see. “And
this is our child. Her name is Avelice Aurel and as the only living
heir of the Aurel bloodline she will one day be the ruling queen of
all of Aurelia.”

At that announcement the crowd erupted in
loud exclamations as some people began to get visibly agitated and
others shouted that they would never follow a magician-queen.

“Is that true?” asked Kellen of Sane. “When
were they married?”

“Sometimes truth is a casualty to peace. It
is the same reason why we must paint Byrn Aurel, the man who saved
this kingdom, as a villain. It sickens me, but we have little
choice considering Xander’s proclamation of conquest while he was
posing as Byrn. Now hush,” said the sorcerer.

Southernstar grunted in disagreement, but
maintained her silence.

Alia went on to speak over the crowd. She
projected her voice so that it was louder than any voices of
descent. “As many of you are surmising, because both of your future
queen’s parents were magicians there is a strong possibility that
she will be one as well. So when Queen Wendi stands before you and
says that things must change in regards to magicians, you know that
it must be so. These changes and a newfound peace between magicians
and non-magic users are not a selfish need on the part of the
Collective, but a necessity for all of Aurelia’s citizens.”

Queen Wendi rose and stood side by side with
Alia. “For our future queen and so that all Aurelians can prosper
it is with great honor that I can announce that from this day forth
all magicians are now considered free.”

The explosion of curses and jeers from the
crowd was unnerving even to Sane who stood off to the side. How
strong of spirit were these two women to stand at the forefront of
such outrage and take the brunt of that? Some people near the front
of the crowd tried to push their way onto the stage, but the guard
held their weapons at the ready daring any foolish enough to try
their luck. The sorcerer held his breath. If it would come to that
and someone was killed, then this assembly would surely turn into a
riot. The queen raised her hands up in the air and repeatedly
demanded silence a number of times before those near the stage were
calmed down enough to listen.

“Do not forget that it was magicians that
made it possible that Byrn Aurel was defeated. They laid their
lives down and helped to keep all of us safe. Now we will do what
is right and show them the same favor.” There was a self-assurance
and command in her voice that cowed those before her into a soft
murmur before she continued on with her declaration. “The magicians
who once lived in domains and were collared have already been set
free. Those among the Collective who have been our enemies until
recently have been pardoned under the condition that they serve the
kingdom for no less than three years working alongside our Kenzai
officers as peacekeepers. They will help to police their own and
will be integrated into the already existing Kenzai operations.” A
man jeered loudly and at that Queen Wendi stopped speaking long
enough to get a fix on the man and stare him down before
continuing. “For the children-magicians we will open a school right
here in Mollifas for these gifted youngsters where they can learn
to control their abilities for the betterment of Aurelia and its
people. Alia Aurel has already agreed to be the headmistress of
this school and I have the utmost of confidence in her
abilities.”

“Thank you, your highness. I will not fail
you or Aurelia,” replied Alia, sounding a bit rehearsed, but still
passable.

The announcement wrapped up not long after
that with many people looking dissatisfied as they left, but Sane
noted a few faces in the crowd that looked notably relieved. Kellen
began to approach the queen, but Sane stopped him. “Not just yet.
We have one more stop.”

Southernstar left to speak with Alia and
Queen Wendi while Sane led Kellen down a side street and a few back
alleys before stopping at a building that the Kenzai knew very
well. “This is one of our safehouses,” he said.

Inside they found some familiar faces.
Donovan was looking rigidly uncomfortable as he attempted to play
cards and make small talk with Tomlin who also looked as if he
would rather be somewhere else. Between them sat a young boy of
about ten years.

Upon seeing his master, Donovan abandoned the
card game and rose to greet Kellen warmly. “Master Kellen, it is
good to see you well,” then he took a formal stance and added, “And
you as well, Master Sane.” He bristled at being near the sorcerer,
but Sane let it go and returned his greeting. Genuine trust would
take time.

The sorcerer looked from Donovan to Tomlin
and tried to imagine what it would be like to watch the two of them
working together. This would not be an easy road for any of them,
but it was only the first step on what would be a long journey.
“How is Kaleb?” he asked.

The boy popped up and said, “Bored.”

“As are we all,” agreed Tomlin. Donovan
snorted agreeably and Tomlin smiled at some secret joke.

“Who is this lad?” asked Kellen. “He looks
familiar.”

“He should,” agreed Sane, “You and Donovan
tied him to a chair and used him as bait to try and capture Byrn
not that long ago.”

Kellen winced at the memory and knelt down on
one knee so that he was eye-level with Kaleb. “I am deeply sorry
for that, Kaleb. I used to be a better man than that. I hope to be
one again someday.”

“You can spend your time making it up to him.
This boy is the adopted son of Alia Aurel and as such he is to be
treated as an Aurel himself though he obviously has no claim to the
throne. In addition, he is to be the protector of Avelice Aurel.
The queen wants you to train him in the ways of the Kenzai and more
importantly in the ways of the warrior so that he can better
fulfill his duties.”

“This lad is to be a royal protector?” asked
Kellen. “No offense, son, and I will happily train you if her
highness wills it, but surely there are grown men who could better
fill the task.”

“He is capable enough. You would be hard
pressed to find a boy with his bravery or who can think on his feet
so well,” Tomlin said protectively, “and he will not be alone. He
will have the three of us to help him out while he grows into the
boots he needs to fill.”

“The three of us?” Kellen wondered. Then he
turned to Sane.

“I will be leaving two mornings from now on a
boat bound for Ghant,” said Sane. “After everything that has
happened I am having trouble thinking of Aurelia as home any
longer. I have decided to spend my twilight years traveling the
world.”

“And will you perhaps journey to the elven
kingdom and seek out Sari in your travels?”

“Perhaps someday,” admitted Sane with a
slight smile forming at the corners of his mouth.

“Then I wish you luck and hope that one day
you find your way back to Aurelia.” Kellen offered his hand and
Sane hesitated before taking it. He could not yet forgive Kellen
for what he did, but Sane wanted this to be a day of new beginnings
for everyone.


Epilogue

 


 


 


The last time Alia went running through the
woods at night it was to escape her father’s magicians. She was
scared of what would happen that night. She feared for her safety,
but more than that she feared for the safety of Avelice and Kaleb.
It was a terror that she never hoped to experience again and so far
she had not. This time as she traveled under the veil of night
Kaleb slept peacefully in his palace room. Avelice was snuggled
into her mother’s arm and she did not fear for either of them. No
one chased her on this night. This time when Alia ran she was no
longer running away. She was running to something very special.

The cabin was in shabby condition, but was
far from the derelict that Alia had seen only two weeks prior. It
was originally an old Kenzai safehouse used for their members to
have some secluded downtime when operating outside of Mollifas. It
was one of the queen’s advisors, an old man by the name of Gaden
Mourninglight who served as head of the Kenzai within Aurelia, who
brought the location to their attention as a potential safe haven
where one could stay close to the city, but still live
undisturbed.

A single candle burned in the window as a
beacon calling her there. Her heart beat a little faster as she
drew closer, but she was not scared. She knew what awaited her
within those walls. As she turned the knob and opened the door Alia
caught herself holding her breath and let it go as the door swung
open and cast light out into the darkness.

It took a minute for her eyes to adjust to
the light as she walked in. Hands, gentle and strong, took Avelice
from her and then those arms wrapped around her in a warm
embrace.

“I have missed you,” Byrn whispered in her
ear before he let her go.

He pulled out a chair and offered Alia a seat
at his kitchen table. When she was seated he took one beside her.
The smell of stew simmering filled her nostrils, but she was not
terribly hungry. Byrn was not interested in eating at that moment
either. Instead, he spent some time playing with his daughter who
found his new scraggly beard absolutely fascinating and took
delight in yanking at the short hair on his chin.

“How did the pronouncement go?” he asked and
Alia noncommittally shrugged.

“There was nearly a riot, so it went about as
well as we could have hoped for. It is a new experience to walk the
streets of the capital openly as a magician.” Alia slipped off her
cloak and hung it on the back of her chair.

“It is a heavy burden you have taken on,”
Byrn told her. “Even Sane lived in the shadows for much of his time
as the royal magician, but you will be the preeminent
representative of what a magician can be. Compared to that, I am
almost glad that I have to pretend to be dead.”

Alia laughed at that. “I guess you did get
off easy when you put it like that. By the way, the queen sends you
her love and Sane hopes that ‘his old friend Baryn’ will be able to
see him off before he begins his journey across the Great Sea.”

“I would not miss it for anything. It will be
hard to see him go after everything we have been through.”

Alia went into the kitchen and filled two
bowls with stew before returning. “He will not be gone forever. I
personally put a dozen transportation runes in his pack- each one
leading back to Mollifas.

“Incidentally, your mother will begin looking
for a new court magician soon and we both agree that this ‘Baryn’
character would be a perfect candidate. Of course, I would prefer a
somewhat younger incarnation if you ever hope to find me on your
arm. I do have a certain image to maintain now.” Alia said with a
falsely snooty attitude.

“So picky!” Byrn teased. “But I think that
can be arranged.”
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Thank you for reading the final volume of The
Magician Rebellion trilogy. It has been a labor of love in bringing
this all together and the words of encouragement from the fans have
helped to fuel me in completing this story so quickly. I really
tried to take your comments and suggestions into consideration as I
wrote this in an effort to make the finale the best chapter in the
series and hope that it shows in the end product.

This is the conclusion of The Magician
Rebellion, but that does not mean that it is the end of stories
that take place in this universe and of course there is still the
story of Avelice Aurel that is begging to be told one day as the
next generation of heroes reach maturity.

However, in the short term I have another
project that I am going to begin working on shortly that will apply
the lessons learned in the writing and construction of my first
series. The new project is still in the early phases of planning,
but it will include fantastic inventions and colorful characters in
a world that is very different from Aurelia. It will not only be
different from the world of The Magician Rebellion in terms of
setting, but will be told in a different fashion allowing for
greater character development while still retaining the action and
adventure aspects. The next project will also be done as fully
contained stories so there won’t be the usual cliffhangers I’ve
done with this series and allow me to work on multiple projects at
once.

As always I can be reached at CornettCurtis@gmail.com
for anyone that wants to contact me directly.

Oh, I almost forgot. I have also included two
short stories that take place prior to the events in Rogue
Magician. The first takes place in the elven forests where Sari
grew up. The second takes place in Aurelia long before Byrn was
born. If you are familiar with my rarely updated blog, then this is
not new material for you, but for most people it will be their
first time reading these stories.

There is also a treatise on the various forms
of magic in Aurelia, since that was one of the things being asked
for as well. Sorry for all of the wand wiggling, I tried to refine
that a bit in this last book, but had to remain true to magic
system already established in the previous books.
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It was a distant whine that tickled at the
edge of the elf’s hearing. He was known among the inhabitants of
the Red Tree Forest as their king and took his responsibility as
their chief protector very seriously so that he felt compelled to
personally investigate every disturbance in his realm. It was
through this desire that the elf’s feet began to glide across the
forest’s floor. His movements were swift, but light and precise so
that hardly a blade of grass or errant leaf could attest to his
passing as he rushed ever onward. The wind whipped past his ears as
he traveled faster and faster until the trees became a red-brown
blur around him.

A blue bird with a long feathered tail
squawked in protest at his passing when the King of the Red Trees
came too close and blew it off course forcing the bird to land
awkwardly in a bush or risk crashing into a tree. The King turned
his attention to his winged subject to make sure it had come to no
harm. Forgive me my passing, the King of the Red Trees
pushed the thought at the little bird, but did not slow his pace so
that if there was a response he did not hear it.

Then as suddenly as he started, the elf
stopped running and for a moment his dark, flowing hair shot past
his face as if it was still trying to continue on without him. The
King of the Red Trees knew he still had a great distance left to
travel, but now he recognized the sound for what it was and what it
implied gave him a chill down to the bone. The King drew his bow
and hurried once more redoubling his efforts. He now knew he was
following the sound of a babe crying… and the snarling of
beasts.

The King shimmied up a hardy red tree without
slowing his pace and began to leap from one branch to the next. His
feet unerringly found the strongest limbs and best footing as
befitted one born of the forest all in an effort to gain a vantage
point over the forest’s predators that were quickly surrounding the
youngling.

A grey wolf growled hungrily as it pulled at
the calf of a dead elf woman. From her dress, the King of the Red
Trees knew her to be a member of one of the city clans. The
elf-sister must have traveled a fantastic distance before finally
being run down, but this could not be the work of a lone wolf. Even
a city elf could avoid a single wolf.

The King moved closer being mindful of the
living shadows below him. A pack of wolves closed in all around the
elf’s corpse. The King notched an arrow and took aim at the one
worrying at the mother’s calf. The crying was much louder now that
he was so close to the source. His superior ears were nearly
deafened by the child’s wails. It was clear that the sound was
coming from underneath the dead elf and the wolf was determined to
reach the babe protected under its lifeless mother.

Let her go, the King whispered to the wolf,
and I will let you live.

The grey wolf looked up at the King of the
Red Trees, but did not let go of the leg he held tightly in his
maw. This is no concern of yours, elf. What is done is done. It is
the cycle of life that your kind values so much. Is it not? We have
our kill and there is nothing you can do to change that.

It was true. There was nothing he could do
for the city elf…

You misunderstand me, wolf. I do not seek to
take your kill. I only want the youngling.

The other wolves began skulking
surreptitiously in the King’s direction. He was safe from them in
the tree, but they could prevent him from reaching the babe if they
truly wished it.

Maybe we want the elf-cub too, the wolf
snarled, We will eat to our satisfaction.

Then be satisfied with the one that you have
already killed! I will not allow the elf-babe to die as well! The
King snapped.

At that the grey wolf did finally drop the
leg he had been holding so tightly. His gaze was malicious and for
a brief moment the King knew dread, but he did not fear for himself
so much as for the child.

The wolf considered for a moment and then
made an offer. A compromise, then? What if we agree not to kill
the young one, elf? The wolf’s demeanor was harsh and
threatening. The idea of compromising did not sit well with a
creature used to getting what it wanted without the need for debate
even if the compromise was its own device. What if we choose to
make her one of us instead? She could be a wolfen roaming the
forest among us. She could be Pack. In Pack she would find strength
and safety. In Pack she would find a new family to replace the one
lost this day. Would you deny her that? With that last thought,
the King felt a sense of pride shine from the wolf.

I would, the King of the Red Trees
answered without a moment’s hesitation. He released an arrow and it
flew at the wolf before the predator could react. The air split
just above the beast’s head and the arrow bit into the wood of a
nearby tree with a loud thwump. A warning shot.

The wolf growled and his pack joined in so
that the forest was alive with the angry sound drowning out the
crying youngling. We are Pack, elf! That may mean little to you,
but to us Pack is all that matters. You can kill me, but my
Pack-brothers and Pack-sisters will hunt you down. You cannot end
us all.

Can’t I? The King whispered nothing
more. Instead, he let that thought with all of its self-assurance
and calm sink into the wolf’s mind as he made a show of readying
another arrow and took aim once more.

After a long silence the grey wolf relented.
Take the loud one. She grates on my nerves anyway.

The King of the Red Trees stored his bow and
moved from tree to tree until he was above the dead elf-sister and
her baying child. Then he leapt nimbly down from his perch into the
midst of the wolves. He pulled his knife and stood defensively
between their pack leader and his prize as he lifted the mother’s
body to uncover the elf-babe who continued her weeping
unabated.

The wolf snapped at the King and kept him
from grabbing the child. The Pack advanced on the King forcing him
to either ignore the exposed youngling or drop his guard.

Foolish elf, the wolf whispered coldly, You
threaten our Pack and moments later jump into our waiting jaws. You
are brave, elf, but we are many. We are Pack.

Another wolf snapped at the King of the Red
Trees. This time it came from his right, but the animal bit nothing
but air when the elf twisted away from him and delivered a kick to
its body pushing the second wolf away.

The grey wolves inched closer prepared to
pounce in an instant. The King of the Red Trees smiled
knowingly.

Wolf, you mistake me for a human. I
understand what it means to be Pack. I know your strength. The
King raised his empty hand to the trees and lowered it again in a
swift chop. In response a rain of arrows from unseen hands fell
down all around the wolves causing many to jump back, but none were
harmed. I am Shatala, King of the Red Tree Clan. We are not so
different. You are Pack and we are a clan. We are an assembly of
warriors sworn to protect the Red Tree Forest, but we are a family
as well. We take strength from one another and defend each other as
brothers and sisters in arms. Using the pack leader’s own words
against him, the King added, You can kill me, but my
Clan-brothers and Clan-sisters will hunt you down. You cannot end
us all.

The wolf nodded reluctantly. You are Pack.
After a few moments more of thought, he added, Shatala, King of the
Red Tree Clan, take the elf-babe, but leave the meat for us and
there will be no more bloodshed between our kinds, indicating the
elf woman’s body.

The King gave a short nod in return. Very
well. I will take the youngling and leave you to your meal. In
one fluid motion, he grabbed the babe and bounded into the tree
taking his leave of the wolves. He held the child securely against
him as he bounced between trees, but she felt safe in his arms and
stopped her howling turning to coos instead.

After a time the King stopped to regard the
child. He held her up and away from him to get a good look at the
youngling. Her legs kicked with strength that was surprising for
one so small and she swung her arms at her sides enthusiastically.
She would make a strong protector of the forest in thirty or so
years.

“Welcome, daughter of the Red Tree Clan.”


 


Hunted

 


 


 


The boy’s days were spent at his father’s
feet in a very literal sense fore he was the son of a cordwainer
and now that his eldest sister had run off with some hooligan
leaving him the only child and heir to the family business it was
the boy’s lot in life to learn all he could about crafting the
fanciful shoes of the wealthy and their repair. It was a terribly
dull profession, but the boy put his heart into learning it. After
all, he did not want to disappoint his parents.

His father would become dispirited like when
his sister left and take to the bottle again. He had only recently
begun to sober up though it was more than a year since she
left.

The boy’s mother was in some ways far worse.
Ever since his sister left she would sit huddled in a chair with
her knees up to her chin and whimper or cry openly. In the winter,
she was covered with a blanket and in the summer, she was not. This
was at the best of times. At the worst she would begin sobbing
uncontrollably usually triggered by the boy walking in the room and
he learned to avoid the poor woman and the unexplained guilt this
caused him.

So he studied his father’s work for hours on
end and learned his craft and at the ripe age of thirteen the boy
decided that he knew all he could about making fine shoes and was
ready to set out on his own, but he did not. He could not abandon
his parents. Despite the difficulties at home, they needed him and
loved him.

Every night he stared out of his window as he
drifted off to sleep thinking of his sister and wondering where she
might be. Was she happy with the lout who stole her away? Were they
married now? He hoped so. His eyelids would grow heavy and sleep
would take him to a land of dreams that could be blindingly bright
at times. He would see his sister there sometimes. She would be
sitting or cooking and the hoodlum would come up behind her and hug
her lovingly. Then, he would kiss her neck or her lips. They would
laugh often- much more often than the boy ever saw her laugh
before.

At other times the dreams were darker than
any moonless night. Men cloaked in shadows would come for him and
bang at his window. The boy would hide under his blanket hoping
that they would go away, but they never did. They would break
through the latched window with a sword radiating a soft blue shine
that illuminated their faces revealing contorted features and eyes
that hungered after the boy. The house would then explode with
noise as the house became overran with the cloaked men. They would
pull his covers, his only form of protection, away leaving him
completely vulnerable. Then one of the men would reach for him…

He was always startled awake at that point.
His body would be covered in sweat and his breathing would be
weighty and loud.

It was following one of these dreams that he
caught his first glimpse of one of these men. He had gone out to
fetch some lunch for his father and himself after they had spent
most of the morning cobbling old, but well crafted shoes or cutting
strips of leather for some new creations. The boy had worked up
quite a hunger and was quick to return with their cut of beef and
bread. As he rounded a corner, he saw a hooded man dressed in drab
browns leaving his father’s shop. The hooded one was startled a
little as he almost ran into the boy turning the corner. His cloak
whipped up as he shifted his weight to avoid the boy, revealing a
sword belted at his waste.

The boy hurried into the shop and found his
father glowering at the wall.

“What is wrong, father?”

“Nothing, Sane,” he paused as if he had
something else say, but only repeated, “It’s nothing.” He
absent-mindedly clunk some coins together under his palm. He would
lift them up and let them fall again producing the light clink
sound. Eventually, he asked, “Do you know why Avelice ran away?”
His eyes were bloodshot.

The boy thought back to the dreams he had
about the man who whisked his sister away and how happy she seemed.
He guessed that Avelice ran away with the man, because she loved
him, but somehow that did not feel like the answer his father was
searching for. Sane shook his head. “Why did she run away?”

“Your mother and I hid the truth from you and
now I think maybe we were wrong to do that.” Sane’s father
swallowed deeply and his voice was nearly caught in his throat as
he forced the words out, “Avelice was a magician and so was the
young man she left with- Xander was his name. He said that he could
feel her drawing on magic power subconsciously and offered to take
her away before the Kenzai discovered her.

“You can imagine what I thought of his offer.
I threw him out of this very shop, but he seemed to take it all in
stride as if he knew that he would win out eventually.

“Avelice heard us arguing and wished to seek
out the man, but I forbid it. I declared him a crook and a
charlatan.” Sane remembered those fights between his parents and
his sister. His father continued, “Eventually Avelice gave in and
for a time it seemed like the whole thing was behind us.

“Then came the day the hunters arrived. They
knocked on our door like any good, decent folk would, but they were
far from decent. Avelice and I were the only ones home at the time.
When I opened the door, a pair of them identified themselves as
Kenzai hunters and forced their way in asking to see your sister.
They had Constable Ragnit with them, so I knew they were telling
the truth about who they were. I did not know what to do. I did not
want them to take my little girl.” Sane’s father suppressed his
feelings of sorrow and resentment for fear that he might not be
able to continue. After a long moment, he did, “I yelled for her!
‘Avelice, the hunters have come for you!’ I shouted. ‘Run, girl!’
They ran past me and kicked in the door to her room. They knew
exactly which room it was too. It did not occur to me before then
that they had been watching her.”

“They took her?” the boy asked
breathlessly.

“No, she was gone. I didn’t know it then, but
the hunters had surrounded the house in case she tried to escape
and they knew she was there. Near as I can tell that magician,
Xander, had come for her and they vanished into thin air. We lied
to you then, because we thought the truth would be too
painful.”

The boy thought about what his father told
him letting the information slowly sink in. After a long silence he
finally asked, “Then why are you telling me this now? It has
something to do with that man that just left, doesn’t it? He is one
of them.”

Sane’s father nodded. “Since your sister is a
magician, he said that there would be a chance that you would be
one too. They have been watching you for signs of magic ever since
Avelice vanished.”

Beef and bread fell from the dropped sack the
boy had been carrying, but he did not care despite his rumbling
hunger. “How could you let them spy on me and say nothing?” the boy
accused.

“Easy, son,” Sane’s father put his arms
around the boy, “I did not know until just now. That man that came
in here- the hunter wanted to buy you. He said it was to compensate
me for the loss of my apprentice and to encourage me to turn you
over without difficulty.” The boy’s father placed five gold coins
in his still too small hands. It was enough for him to start a new
life. “This is the money that the hunter gave me. He said he would
pay half now and half tonight when they retrieved you, but I am
leaving it up to you. You can take the money and run or you can go
with them peacefully to one of the magician cities, but no matter
what you decide your old life will be closed off to you.”

The boy looked out the shop’s front door and
saw the flutter of a brown cloak disappear into the shadows about a
half block away on the opposite side of the street. The hunters
already had him. He was in their net. It was just a matter of time
until they reeled him in.

“They are watching even now,” the boy
whispered. He placed the coins back on the counter.

Night came too quickly as the boy waited for
the inevitable to come. It wasn’t fair. Why would they think he
knew magic? He never cast a spell or sacrificed the neighbor’s
yappy dog in a dark ritual. He didn’t know the first thing about
magic.

His mother was sitting in her chair sobbing
again as she watched her son and for the first time Sane understood
why. She feared this day would come ever since Avelice disappeared.
She would lose both of her children to the Kenzai.

His father stared helplessly at a bottle of
ale. He had not yet given in to putting the bottle to his mouth,
but he did not look far off.

Maybe Avelice will save me, Sane thought
hopefully, or her husband, Xander.

He finished packing his meager possessions:
some clothes and an old slingshot he got as a gift on his last
birthday. It seemed wrong that that was all his life had boiled
down to. A few possessions that fit snugly into a backpack and any
trace of the boy would be gone from this place after tonight.

The family ate dinner listlessly. No one
wanted to say their final goodbyes and they could think of nothing
else to talk about. The moment they finished there was a knock at
the door. The timing was too perfect to be a coincidence. If there
was any doubt that the Kenzai were watching them, then that doubt
was now gone. The three of them stared at it intently, but did not
move. A second knock followed. This one was a bit louder and
sounded somehow more insistent than the one that came before.
Sane’s father finally rose from his seat and opened the door.

“Sir Cordwainer,” the cloaked figure nodded,
“It is time.” The man entered the room without being asked. Another
Kenzai who was similarly attired in a non-descript brown cloak with
the hood pulled over his head and the husky Constable Ragnit
followed him.

“It is good to see you again, Josef,” the
constable said to the boy’s father, “although I wish it was under
better circumstances.”

“As do I,” replied Josef. He spoke like a man
resigned to his fate.

The first Kenzai stood before the boy and
pulled down his cloak revealing the face of a man who was probably
in his mid-thirties. To Sane, he said, “This is scary, I know, but
I promise that nothing bad is going to happen to you.” He
cautiously took Sane’s backpack from him and handed it to the other
Kenzai without looking. His focus was always on the boy and
maintaining eye contact.

The other man rifled through the bag and
pulled out the slingshot. “A weapon,” he said devoid of any warmth
in his deep voice. That was probably why the first Kenzai had done
all of the talking up to that point. He handed it to his
partner.

“You can’t take this,” said the first Kenzai,
“I’m sure you understand.”

“It was a gift from my parents,” Sane told
him on the verge of tears, “It’s all I have to remember them
by.”

“Rules are rules,” the baritone Kenzai told
him stoically.

“Let him keep it!” his mother wailed to the
surprise of everyone there. “Let him keep the slingshot!” She
lunged at the Kenzai holding the slingshot and made a grab for it,
but the Kenzai was a battle hardened warrior and flung her to the
ground with his free hand causing her to cry out in pain.

Josef went for the man next, but the
apathetic Kenzai who pinned him by the throat with one arm and
freed his sword with the other pressed him up against the wall.

“Easy,” Constable Ragnit cautioned pulling
his own sword, but it was unclear whether he was warning the Kenzai
or Sane’s father.

Sane was unsure of what to do as he looked at
his mother crying on the floor and his father turning red from a
blocked windpipe. He felt the blood pumping through his small body.
He wanted to fight these men and save his parents. Instead he
turned and he ran down the hall toward his bedroom. He had a hand
on the doorknob when he remembered the dreams about these men
catching him in there. He ran into his parents’ bedroom on the
opposite side of the hall instead and climbed out of their bedroom
window with an ease only possessed by those that were both young
and swift.

Fear carried his feet forward as he dashed
between a pair of Kenzai that clearly hadn’t expected the boy to
come their way, but they lost little time before calling to their
brethren and following in pursuit. Sane wondered how well his
pursuers knew the streets that he tried to lose them on. The sounds
of more boots on cobblestone came from behind him. It would not
take long for the men with their longer legs to catch the boy. He
had to hide.

His eyes flashed around him peering into
shadows as he looked for a safe place to hide from the hunters.
Magic! he thought, Magic! Magic! Magic! Come to me! Help
me! The boy felt a second wind come to him, but if there was
any magic behind it, he could not tell.

A hunter appeared before Sane causing the boy
to veer down another side street to avoid the Kenzai’s grasp.
Another hunter came from the right and two more appeared on his
left, but Sane continued to run darting out of each man’s reach in
turn. He was getting tired again, but pushed on. There was no
stopping now. He knew that if the hunters caught him, then they
would kill him.

Still the hunters gave chase and followed him
or tried to cut him off. Then he saw what he had been looking for.
An unattended merchant’s cart was parked outside of a house. The
boy risked a look behind and saw that he lost the hunters- at least
for the moment- and slid underneath the cart. It was a perfect
hiding spot for this time of night as long as he stayed curled up
in the shadows. The cart appeared to be too exposed to make a good
hiding spot and Sane thought it might only get a cursory glance
from the hunters for that reason, but within the shadows he would
be difficult to see.

The moment of truth arrived scarce seconds
later as one of the Kenzai ran past. Then three more followed suit.
The boy wondered how many hunters there were. It did not matter he
was too weary to run any farther. It took all of his concentration
just to control his exhausted breathing.

A fourth and fifth man ran past, but they
enjoyed a more leisurely jog rather than an all out run. One of
them stopped terrifyingly close to the cart.

“Why are you stopping?” asked the other.

“Need… to catch… my breath,” the one near the
cart huffed.

A minute or more passed as the hunters
rested. One was actually sitting on the cart now. Every nerve in
the boy’s body called out for him to move his feet, but he could
not overcome the fear and weariness that kept him rooted to that
spot.

“Do you feel that? It is like a pooling of
magic,” asked the one that stood at the end of the small side
street.

The one sitting on the cart did not respond
leaving the question hanging in there. Then a sudden jerk of the
boy’s tunic pulled him out from underneath the cart and the grim
face of a Kenzai hunter greeted him. In a movement so swift that
the boy could barely even see the blur of the strike in the night
the Kenzai hit Sane in the face with his ham sized fist driving the
boy to the ground.

“That is for making me run,” the hunter told
him.

“Calm down, Marcos,” said the other hunter,
“He is just a boy.”

“You make me run, you get hit. That is the
rule,” the bruiser reminded his partner.

Sane rubbed his cheek. “What are you going to
do to me?” he asked looking at the one who hit him.

The bruiser jerked the boy up again and began
dragging him along until the boy was able to regain his footing and
walk between the men.

It was the one who showed Sane some small
mercy that answered. “You would have been going to a domain to live
out your days, but now that you ran… it will be up to the
magistrate to decide. You will either continue to the domain as
planned or be sent to the prison of Baj as a rogue magician.”
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Warning: If you skipped ahead to this
addition, there are a few spoilers contained in this section. So go
back and finish Magician Prince before
continuing on.

 


 


Magic is split into several disciplines. Each
discipline has its own strengths and weaknesses. Knowledge in one
discipline does not equate to knowledge in another. The various
disciplines are necromancy, restoration, elementalism, enchantment,
and manipulation. In addition there is a form of magic used solely
to negate or weaken other magic forms. For lack of an official
name, let’s call it Kenzai.

Most spells are cast simply through a
combination of concentration, focusing on the intended results, and
energy. In this way it is possible to cast a spell simply by
thinking of it. This can be a double-edged sword for novices who,
lacking control, could conjure any number of spells without meaning
to and cause harm to himself or others. As spells become more
complicated the requirements of greater concentration and greater
energy escalate. Some magicians find it necessary when casting
powerful spells to draw a rune that allows them to improve their
focus like during the summoning of an elemental. When greater
energy is required magicians will often invoke the power of one of
the gods to aid them in the casting of a strong or unfamiliar
spell. The risk to that is that the god in question might decide
not to help, causing the spell to either fail or produce a weaker
effect. For example, Alia can cast a very powerful enchantment
without much difficulty, but when summoning even a relatively weak
spirit like a war wraith she still finds it necessary early on in
the series to invoke the god of war, Vailon.

Staves, grimoires, and wands can power magic,
or if no other tools exist magic found within the blood of the
living can be used. However, this can be fatal to both the user and
those around him. Grimoires are also used to store complicated
spells and enchantments for later reference or use as an
educational tool.

While these devices are always needed for
spell casting (with one notable exception being Byrn) it is
occasionally necessary to have other items present depending on the
spell being cast. Transportation runes are needed for safe magical
travel. Atmari crystals are needed for soul transference.

 

Necromancy- Necromancers are mainly
known as summoners. They can summon the dead and spirits back to
the world of the living. Necromancers are also able to raise armies
of the undead and speak to those that have already died.

At higher levels necromancers can begin to
practice what is known as death magic. Death magic revolves around
taking life energy from one person and giving it to another
(usually the caster). The natural progression of this is that a
necromancer can also drain the soul and that is how soul
transference originally began. The drawback of death magic is that
it can kill very easily and that tends to cause other magicians to
give necromancers a bit of a wider berth. Death magic can also be
stored for short periods of time and used to create vastly powerful
spells of destruction that a magician would normally never be able
to attempt on his own.

 

Restoration- The healing discipline.
Restoration can be used to heal injuries, stave off death, and
promote fertility in people and nature. However, the process can be
taxing and no amount of healing can reverse death. Healing magic is
largely considered to be the province of Ashura’s priests, but
there have been rare reports of other magicians using the healing
arts to great effect.

 

Elementalism- Elementalism harnesses
the very elements in the world and uses them for offensive magic.
The wielder can summon the elements from his very fingertips with
little effort, but the environment itself can be manipulated at
higher levels for far more powerful magic. It is also possible for
a magician to alter the environment to cast a more powerful spell
like when Byrn casts several smaller flame spells to heat the air
in preparation of creating an even more powerful spell near the end
of Fallen Magician.

As the warriors of magicians, elementalists
have also learned the art of constructing elements into various
weapons and forms of armor. Always at the front lines of
confrontations, elementalists are considered the most short-lived
of magicians and few ever reach the rank of master, let alone
grandmaster.

 

Enchantment- Enchanting is commonly
used to enchant items to give them special properties. Many
grimoires are enchanted to give mages a boost when casting
difficult spells related to their disciplines.

Enchanters commonly can use their
higher-level talents to affect others' minds. They can confuse
people, implant memories, compel them to act against their wishes,
and even convince someone that they have been killed with such
certainty that the victim could really die.

 

Manipulation- Consists of spells that
manipulate the world around the caster. Manipulation is often a
more finesse type of magic for opening locked doors and making
objects lighter/heavier. It is most commonly used to enhance the
caster’s physical attributes and senses and over time those effects
can become permanent. At higher levels it can be used to transport
great distances with runes, make someone more durable, turn almost
invisible for short durations, and speed up reaction times to the
point where it seems that everyone around them is moving in slow
motion.

 


Kenzai- Kenzai is the anti-magic art.
Most do not consider this to be a form of magic at all as it can be
used by just about anyone and its only use is for the cancellation
of other magics. Kenzai magic shares some familiar characteristics
with other forms of magic and in some ways seem to be a combination
of them. It can absorb energy like necromancy. However, it only
affects magic and cannot be used to kill. At higher levels the
anti-magic can be focused into a blue flame that can be very
destructive to any magic spell it makes contact with.

Kenzai also use enchanted items to build up
their resistance to magic cast at them or, in the case of less
talented users, to drain magic through the use of runes and
specially crafted weapons.

 

Magic Rank endings are:

Apprentice- None Example: (Fire Magician)-
None

Journeyman- Kin (Same)- Firekin

Adept- An (Same)- Firean

Master- Mas (Same)- Firemas

Grandmaster- Os (Same)- Fireos
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