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  IT TOOK the Seven to make the world. Each agreed to only hold sway over Their own domain. Until One wanted to rule it all.


  The Great War of ancient times began when Neldin sought to rule the world. Using others as pawns, He sought to overthrow His brother, Honorus, as Lord of the Gods and to subject the other gods to His will. When that failed, Neldin sought to turn the world into an extension of Neblor by flooding the world with his dark creatures. He almost succeeded, but Kel, the Champion of the Six, thwarted him. Grand Master Kel destroyed Neldin’s bridge into the world, closed the Eight Gates of Neblor, and ended the war.


  After His defeat, Neldin returned to Neblor. Followers of the Six destroyed His temples, and His followers abandoned Him or hid their devotion. Three thousand years passed, and the world forgot His evil and believed He’d been defeated for good.


  Time, however, has no meaning to a god. While the world believed Him gone forever, Neldin spent the years plotting His next move. His followers worked in secret to set in motion His plans and to be ready to act when called upon.


  Following the war, Kel founded Yar-del on the largely unsettled continent of Ardus. A few years later, rivals from Kel’s home of Kentar founded the kingdom of Zargon to the south of Yar-del. In time, other kingdoms sprang up to occupy the rest of the unclaimed land of Ardus.


  Zargon and Yar-del developed a rivalry that often led to war. To aid his kingdom and his descendants, Kel created a Source, a near limitless storage vessel for magical energy. Kel and his heirs used the power advantage of their Source to defeat Zargon’s ambitions time and again.


  In an attempt to end three millennia of hostilities, King Falon of Zargon proposed that his son Prince Meglar would join with Princess Zenora of Yar-del. King Bren of Yar-del allowed Meglar to court his daughter, and in time the two joined. Soon thereafter, they had a son, Halloran.


  Unknown to Zenora or King Bren, Meglar secretly worshipped Neldin. Meglar’s true intention in marrying Zenora had been to obtain Kel’s Source. He planned to use it to not only conquer Yar-del, but Ardus and the rest of Nendor as well.


  Just before Halloran’s second birthday, Meglar attempted to wrest the Source for himself. With the aid of Grand Master Heminaltose, Bren and Zenora succeeded in driving Meglar from Yar-del, but not before he’d managed to steal almost all the energy in the Source. During the fight, Meglar’s face was scarred, and he swore revenge on his former wife and her ally.


  With his newfound power, Meglar returned to Zargon, killed his father, and assumed the throne. Worship to Neldin returned openly for the first time in three thousand years, and Meglar began to implement his master’s plans. Neldin gave Meglar an evil spell to warp human subjects into mindless creatures that could be easily controlled. By accelerating the aging process, the victims gained increased strength and stamina. These soldiers were called Chamdon and formed the core of Meglar’s army.


  Heminaltose and Bren determined that Halloran could not be allowed to join his father and sent the toddler to Haven, Heminaltose’s hidden school for wizards. Word spread that Bren, fearful of what Halloran might become if Meglar captured his son, had ordered the child killed.


  Once at Haven, Halloran’s name was changed to Farrell, and he was not told of his true birthright until after his thirteenth birthday. Heminaltose undertook the job of training Farrell while keeping an eye out for signs he might follow in his father’s footsteps. In the years after the theft of Yar-del’s Source, Heminaltose led a small army of wizards and clerics in converting Haven from a minor school into a vast hidden sanctuary for refugees against the day Meglar launched his attack.


  A few months after Halloran’s seventeenth birthday, Meglar began his war to conquer the world. Despite the efforts of Zenora, Heminaltose, and all of Yar-del’s allies, Meglar laid siege to Yar-del City. Zenora, now queen following the untimely death of her father, along with Heminaltose, put up a vigorous defense. During the fight, Farrell tried to slip away and kill Meglar but failed in his attempt.


  When it was clear they could not defeat Meglar, Heminaltose and Zenora gathered all their energy and as much of their Source’s power as they could contain and launched a final spell. The enchantment blinded Meglar and decimated his army. When Meglar could see again, Zenora, Heminaltose, the remains of the Yar-del Source, and everyone left in Yar-del City had disappeared. By removing all the survivors to a hidden location, Zenora denied Meglar a source of human hosts to create a new army of Chamdon.


  Not privy to what his mother and former master had planned, Farrell found himself sent to Haven with the rest of the survivors. Grand Master Sanduval spread the word that Farrell was a distant relative of the House of Hevnor, Kel’s brother, and would henceforth be the prince of Haven. Masters Erstad, Wesfazial, and later Cylinda continued Farrell’s magical training.


  After rebuilding his armies, Meglar resumed his attacks against the kingdoms of Ardus. First Endor, then Arvendia and Respital fell, leaving Farrell the last grand master other than Meglar. Despite the losses, Honorus refused to let Farrell engage his father, commanding he wait until Meglar came to Haven.


  Sometime after the fall of Respital, while Farrell worked on the weapon he planned to use against Meglar, Honorus instructed Farrell to meet a messenger from Lenore and render what aid he could to His sister’s servants. Honorus also told Farrell that on this mission, he would meet his mate.


  Nerti, queen of the unicorns and Lenore’s messenger, brought Farrell to Northhelm, already besieged by Meglar’s army. During the battle, Farrell met Miceral, a Muchari fighter. The attraction between the two was immediate, but time was short as Farrell deflected a direct attack from Meglar and erected a shield to protect Northhelm long enough to evacuate its populace. In the process he saved Takala, an injured peregrine, leading Grohl, Takala’s brother, to name Farrell their brother.


  Safely at Haven, Farrell’s bond with Miceral grew stronger. Six months later, a delegation from Honal arrived at Haven, seeking aid in the coming war. During the meeting with Prince Kerstand of Honal and his cousin, Baron Glaus, Farrell inadvertently proposed to Miceral. Miceral accepted and their union ceremony was set for the Winter Festival.


  Despite wanting a small private affair, Miceral’s father Horgon prevailed on Farrell to accept that as Prince of Haven, his union ceremony needed to be public. At the ceremony, the avatars of Honorus and Lenore appeared and blessed the union.


  The next day, Farrell surprised Miceral by taking him to Belsport for the traditional postunion trip. While they stayed at an Inn under false names, two of Meglar’s wizards accosted them. The fight drew the attention of Belsport’s chief wizard, who recognized Farrell and arranged a meeting with Prince Wilhelm, the ruler of Belsport.


  As part of negotiating an alliance, Farrell offered to create a protective shield around Belsport, using skills he’d developed working on Haven’s defenses. No sooner was the shield in place than Meglar, alerted by the death of his wizard spies, attacked. After fierce fighting, Farrell was able to repulse Meglar but was injured and rescued by his peregrine brothers. Farrell returned to Haven to recover, vowing that those lost opposing Meglar would not have died in vain.
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  Chapter 1
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  “WHY DON’T you go find Kerstand and go for a ride?” Miceral pulled a dark blue tunic over his head.


  Farrell liked the color, but the shirt prevented him from watching the muscles on Miceral’s torso ripple as he moved. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”


  “No, I’m trying to help you find your way back to your old self.” Moving closer, he massaged the top of Farrell’s shoulders. “Ever since we returned from Belsport, you’ve been sullen and you keep to our apartment. Three weeks is long enough.”


  “I’m not sullen.” He needed time to go over all the decisions that had led up to his failure. Meglar shouldn’t have been allowed to get inside Belsport, and Farrell should have stopped him.


  “You don’t get to decide that.” Miceral scooped him off the end of the bed. “I’m the only objective party here, and I say it’s time to break out of your funk.”


  Farrell’s bare feet touched the cool stone. “How can I take Kerstand riding with me? His horse can’t keep up with Nerti.”


  “Nordric has agreed to bear the Prince of Honal,” Nerti said.


  His eyes narrowed as he realized what happened. “You enlisted Nerti in your scheme?”


  Miceral’s face lost its playful twinkle. “I’m worried. You took Ostert’s death very hard. We all mourn his loss, but it’s an unavoidable aspect of war.”


  “I know what happens in war.” Hearing the unwanted snarl in his voice, he let out a loud breath. “Ral, I’m sorry. Each time I lose someone close, it reinforces the magnitude of my failure to kill Meglar.”


  He laid a hand on Farrell’s cheek, rubbing gently with his callused thumb. “We’ve talked about this before—you’re not to blame.”


  “No and yes.” Placing his hand over his partner’s, Farrell closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The hint of chamomile soap mixed with Miceral’s scent always calmed him. “I understand I wasn’t ready, but it will always haunt me. Every death, especially someone I’m close to, makes me wonder if I could’ve done something more.”


  “Even if you could, it wouldn’t have changed anything.” Miceral pulled them closer together and kissed Farrell softly. “Learn from the past, but don’t dwell on it.”


  Farrell leaned in for another kiss. When he pulled back, Miceral spun him around and swatted him on the butt. “Now go collect Kerstand and go for a run.”


  “Yes, m’lord.” He did his best to give a foppish bow. “Anything to please the royal concubine.”


  Miceral raised an eyebrow suggestively. “Anything?”


  “Um….” His heart rate jumped as he stopped midturn. “Don’t you have to meet Horgon for the morning ‘complaint’ session?”


  “Well….” Miceral glanced at the clock and then smirked. “Father can wait a bit. I don’t want to be accused of failing in my duties as husband to the prince.”


   


   


  “THAT WAS the most amazing thing!” Prince Kerstand of Honal’s windblown hair and red face did nothing to diminish his enthusiasm. “I felt more secure than if I had been in my saddle on an easy ride.”


  “It’s a feeling I never tire of, no matter how often I ride with Nerti.” They stopped at the foothills of the mountains that formed the southern boundary of the Plains of Gharaha. Scanning the area, Farrell felt a bit of his improved mood evaporate under the press of responsibility. “You three may keep running if you like. I need to check on something here.”


  Kerstand turned his gaze north and toward the vast expanse of open ground. “Are you sure? I wouldn’t be much of a companion if I leave you alone.”


  “Prince of Honal.” Nerti’s testy voice made Farrell swallow a laugh. “Do you not see me here?”


  “Um… well, yes, but….” The younger prince shot Farrell a pleading glance.


  “Since you see me, you must be implying I do not count or else you would not have suggested that without your presence, Prince Farrell would be alone.” The unicorn queen inched forward, her horn aimed at Kerstand’s groin.


  “No!” Kerstand’s hands searched Nordric’s neck. He looked down, then back at Nerti, before trying to move the stationary unicorn beneath him. “Your Majesty, I would never…. I mean, I never meant to suggest you were nobody. Never. What I meant to imply was Farrell….”


  Laughing now, Farrell gently rubbed Nerti’s neck, keeping his eyes on his friend. “Do you really want to debate this, or do you want to ask Nordric to start running? He can’t outrun Nerti, but I’ll do my best to keep her with me if you go now.”


  “Run off,” Farrell told Nordric, hoping to spare his friend more discomfort. As the pair raced away, he chuckled again. “Do you realize how intimidating you are when you’re displeased?”


  “Of course, child.” He heard the hint of laughter in her tone. “Nordric has already explained to him I am not really upset. He has taken far too much pleasure in teasing you when Miceral is around. Now he knows you are never alone, even when I’m not physically there.”


  She did that for him? Not that he needed help, but she’d certainly put Kers back on his heels.


  “Did I do something to upset you?” Nerti’s question broke his introspection.


  “Upset me? Why would you ask that?”


  “You never responded after you learned what I did.”


  Farrell leaned forward to hug her neck. “No, my queen, I’m not upset, just surprised. You are usually so serious with others. Who knew you had such a playful side.”


  “There are many things about me you do not know.”


  “No truer words have I heard than those.” She couldn’t see the playful grin on his face. “But I’m happy for the company.”


  Farrell turned his focus to the spells he and others had laid onto Gharaha. Here at the edges, farthest from the Sources, the spells would degrade first. He dismounted and placed his left hand on the ground. Power tickled his palm as he touched the different magics that protected Haven.


  Nowhere in Heminaltose’s vast library had he found any evidence of this much high magic in one place. The concealment spells gave him the most concern. He pushed past them to check the integrity of the other spells vital to Haven’s survival. Covering one spell with another frequently caused interference to such a degree that the underlying magic failed entirely. If that happened, he’d need to find a solution—fast.


  He poked and prodded at his work, looking for any sign of deterioration, any hint of discord among the various magics just below the surface. Finally, he stood up.


  “I told them it would work.”


  “Do you address me?” Nerti’s voice reminded him he was not alone. “If so, I do not understand the context of your statement.”


  “My apologies, Nerti. I’ve developed the bad habit of talking to myself while I’ve been out here working. Erstad and Wesfazial argued that a cloaking spell of this magnitude would degrade the spells it was meant to conceal. I tried to tell them I figured out a way, but they didn’t believe me. Now I can show them that I was right.”


  “Perhaps if you showed a bit more humility when you are right, they might accept it better.”


  Farrell laughed as he mounted. “I’ll try, but I fear I have been in your presence too long, my queen.”


  “If that were true, you would be far more modest than you are today.”


  Nerti’s playful banter and the condition of the spells left him buoyant on the brisk midwinter day. Feeling more like himself, he knew he needed to make things up to Miceral. Looking for Kerstand, he spotted Nordric at the far end of the plains, running as if he sought to outpace the cold wind whipping around the valley. Hopefully his friend wouldn’t mind going back.


  “No matter how long you allow him to ride, it won’t be enough.” Nerti started to walk slowly toward the still-open Door.


  Remembering the times he’d ridden Nerti when they ran for the sake of running, Farrell smiled as he watched Kerstand. “I understand the feeling.”


  “I shall tell Nordric to meet us by the Door.”


  A few moments later, Nordric executed a gradual looping turn to reverse direction and raced toward his mother. Despite how fast Nordric ran, Nerti would still be there first.


  Farrell used the ride back to continue his examination of Haven’s defenses. He’d started to follow a line of energy back to the Source when his mind brushed against something that felt… it felt wrong. An instant later, it disappeared. After several attempts turned up nothing, he let it go.


  “Is something wrong?”


  Nerti’s question forced him to put what he felt into words. “I don’t really know. For an instant I thought I felt something wrong, but it vanished before I could isolate it. Perhaps I just imagined it.”


  Nerti stopped walking but didn’t answer. Farrell used the silence to try again, with no better success.


  “I sense nothing.” She started to run again. “But as you said, it vanished when you searched closer. Keep alert should you feel it again.”


  Had he imagined it? Possibly, but it felt real enough. Then again, if Nerti didn’t sense anything, it might have been just an echo of something from somewhere else. He let it go when he saw Nordric running hard for them.


  “Gods of Nendor, that is amazing.” Kerstand’s smile proved infectious. “Riding that fast and without a saddle.”


  “Sorry it wasn’t a good outing, I’ll try to do better next time.”


  Kerstand shook his head. “We all had such hopes that spending time with Miceral would improve your sense of humor.”


  Nerti snorted, draining the smirk from Kerstand’s face. Despite his best effort, Farrell couldn’t stifle a laugh.


  “It appears not everyone shares your opinion that you possess the superior wit.” When his friend sputtered for a response, Farrell reached over and clapped him on the shoulder. “But I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. I value our friendship, even if you don’t laugh at my jokes.”


   


   


  STEPPING THROUGH the Door into his bedroom, Farrell scanned the suite to be certain Lisle had finished and left.


  “Hey, Ral. If you’re not doing anything too pressing, can you break away for the rest of the day and meet me at our rooms?”


  “Is anything wrong?” The concern in Miceral’s voice made Farrell feel guilty. His sullen mood had Miceral on edge.


  “No, just feeling a bit needy today. Something time with my favorite person will easily fix.”


  Farrell felt Miceral’s mental laugh. “The calendar is light. I’ll tell Father I’m spending the day with you and be home soon.”


  


  Chapter 2
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  “DID YOU know there are permanent open Doors throughout Haven?” Farrell asked his partner as they walked down an empty corridor. Miceral carried the food they’d picked up from the kitchen.


  “What does that mean?”


  “I’ll take that as a no.” Farrell chuckled. “Have you never wondered how it’s possible to walk from either side of the mountain to our room in less than an hour?”


  Coming to an abrupt halt, Miceral stared blankly at him for a moment. “Amazing. It’s so obvious, but until now, I never made the connection.”


  “Few people do. There’s no point of reference underground, so it’s hard to gauge distance.”


  Squeezing Farrell’s hand, Miceral began walking again. “What prompted that question?”


  “Kerstand asked about it on the way to meet Nerti and Nordric.” Farrell pulled them to a stop and pointed to a spot on the wall. “See here? This is the Door for this section. The energy lines are embedded in the walls. But if you look closely, you’ll notice the rock on this side is not a perfect match to the rock on the other side.”


  Miceral looked where Farrell indicated. “By Lenore, there is a difference. It’s plain as day when you know where to look. Why did you build Haven like that? Wouldn’t it have been easier to just build as you go?”


  “There were several reasons. First was ease of travel. The eastern and western gates are more than a full day’s walk apart. And that means walking fast, night and day. By employing a Door, there was no need to open a tunnel the entire way.”


  Miceral nodded. “Sounds logical.”


  “So glad you approve.” Farrell rolled his eyes dramatically, drawing a mock glare. “The other major reason was space. After the survivors from Endor arrived, Erstad and I discussed the possibility that refugees from the other kingdoms would likely need sanctuary at some point. It was impossible to estimate how much space we would need, so we left unused space in between each new enclave in case we needed to expand one or more.”


  Farrell watched for a reaction as they passed another portal. Nothing.


  “There are also areas that can’t be used without expending a great deal of magic to alter the rock. Other places contained mineral deposits that we wanted to be able to mine. We had to work around all those things when creating new living space.”


  “All that makes sense, but why keep the Doors’ existence a secret?”


  “We didn’t hide them to keep them secret. They were hidden to prevent injuries.” Farrell noticed Miceral look at their linked hands. “Exactly. The damage to my hands was through strong shielding. Imagine if someone with no shielding touched an energy line.”


  “I’d rather not after seeing the raw meat they turned your hands into.”


  Somehow they returned to that day Farrell wanted to forget. Despite the urge to withdraw into his thoughts, he pushed ahead. “The hardest part was opening a Door in what is essentially a nondescript stone corridor. It took many frustrating months before Erstad came up with the current system. It’s a bit technical, so I won’t bore you with the details.”


  “You can tell me. I like listening to you talk about magic.”


  “Why?” He scanned Miceral’s face looking for some hint of sarcasm.


  “Because you get so excited when you try to explain something clever.” Miceral’s smile made Farrell blush. “And you’re good, very good, at magic, and you enjoy talking about it.”


  “Hopefully there are other things I’m good at you’d rather discuss.”


  Raising an eyebrow, Miceral leered at him. “Those things I’d rather do together in private.”


  “Lecherous old man.” Farrell moved closer for a kiss. “But I like your thinking.”


  Laughing, Miceral brought Farrell’s hand to his lips. “Figured you would.”


  “However”—before things moved too far down that path, Farrell decided to change topics—“here’s something not widely known. Heminaltose didn’t create Haven.”


  “Really?”


  Farrell noted the dust kick up as they walked down the rarely used corridor. “The Great Hall was already here, albeit smaller than its present size, but Heminaltose built most of what we consider the main complex.”


  “Who built the Great Hall, then?”


  “Dwarves.”


  “Dwarves?” Miceral’s expression surprised Farrell.


  “You couldn’t tell? I mean, who else builds doors like the eastern gate?”


  “Right, but….” Miceral craned his neck, checking out the tunnel again. “There hasn’t been a dwarf spotted in the Seven Kingdoms in centuries.”


  “Millennia, actually.” Farrell tried not to smile. “These tunnels we’re in right now are at least five thousand years old.”


  “Does any of this have to do with where we’re going?”


  Now he couldn’t hold back a grin. “Maybe.”


  Miceral laughed. “Maybe? That’s all I get?”


  “Well, it is privileged information, but as concubine to the Lord of Haven, I suppose you’re trustworthy enough.” He wiggled his eyebrows at Miceral, earning a deep, loud laugh that echoed off the tunnels. “For years after Heminaltose discovered this place, he and his students cataloged and charted everything they found.”


  They turned a corner and came upon a dead end. Farrell touched a stone in front of him, and the wall vanished in a flutter of light. “This marks the southern boundary of Haven. Heminaltose closed it to almost everyone to preserve what’s south of here.”


  He summoned dozens of globes of wizard’s light and sent them into the pitch-black corridor. “These tunnels are miles long. Master Heminaltose created permanent Doors at various intervals to help with travel and exploration.”


  After they walked a few paces, Farrell pointed back to where Haven ended. A statue of Honorus stood to the left and one of Lenore on the right. “With this spot firmly in his mind, he would open a Door to this location, then bind it to make it permanent. If you would like to see what permanent Doors look like dormant, give me your hand and you can look through my eyes.”


  Miceral hesitated “You know how much I dislike mind magic.”


  “I know, but the amulet already gives you the power to enter my mind. All you need do is concentrate on me as you would when we speak mind to mind. Once you have a link to me, focus on looking through the link.”


  “I can do this anytime I wish?”


  “Anytime I don’t resist.” He wiggled his eyebrows for emphasis. “Even the smallest resistance can thwart all but the strongest minds. But since I won’t be resisting, you’ll have no problem.”


  “It’s that easy for you?”


  Farrell cocked his head to the right. “What’s that easy?”


  “Trusting me. You’re not worried about what I might do when inside your mind?”


  He shook his head and looked down. “No, I’m not. I couldn’t be with you like I am if I doubted you. I thought you knew that.”


  Miceral reached out and tilted Farrell’s chin up. “I’m sorry. I do know how much you trust me. Sometimes I get so caught up in my dislike of someone else in my head that I forget the someone is you.”


  “I know.” Farrell inched closer and pressed their lips together. “Forget I asked and let’s keep going. I think you’ll really like what’s ahead.”


  “Wait.” Miceral grabbed Farrell’s arm. “I want to see what it looks like.”


  “Ral, you don’t have to do this. I’m sorry I even suggested it.”


  “I know I don’t, but I want to.” He rubbed the back of Farrell’s hand. “I want to experience the things you want to share with me.”


  He almost asked Miceral for confirmation but decided not to risk a different answer. Closing his fingers around Miceral’s hand, he opened the link to his mind. “You don’t need to close your eyes, but it might help this first time.”


  “Then what do I do?” The hint of anxiety nearly made Farrell call it off.


  “Reach out like you’re going to speak to me.” He waited until he felt Miceral’s mind touch his. “Now relax. Can you feel my tug in your head?”


  “Yes!”


  “Good, now follow it with your mind until you can see what I’m seeing.”


  Miceral’s clumsy attempt tickled Farrell, but he kept control as Miceral traced the line Farrell created to his sight. Once certain his partner saw what he did, Farrell engaged his wizard’s sight, and the lines of power flared to life.


  “Amazing!” Miceral nearly jerked his mind away, forcing Farrell to clamp down to keep it locked in. “Is this how the world looks to you?”


  “Only when I use my wizard’s sight. This is what the hidden energy lines of the permanent Doors look like dormant.” He caught himself before he looked over. “Watch as I open the Door.”


  Farrell extended his hand, moving with the slow, deliberate pace of a novice. He watched the energy engulf his hand and remembered the day Heminaltose taught him how to open a Door. A burst of light jumped from his hand to the space between the lines. The energy flattened and spread out until it filled the entire space. An instant later, a brilliant flash of light filled his wizard’s sight.


  Miceral leaped back, pulling their hands apart and breaking the link. “Great Lenore!”


  “Worth using a little mind magic to see?”


  “Only a little.”


  “Good thing what I really want to show you is more interesting. Wouldn’t want to bore you too much.” Reaching for his partner’s hand, he led them forward.


  When they cleared the Door, Farrell waved his hand, and it winked shut. “As part of my chores as a novice, I helped explore and map this tunnel. It extends at least ten miles south. Master Heminaltose believed there were other exits along the route, so I set out to find one. One day during my search, I found this place.”


  Miceral scanned the corridor before he shrugged. “What’s so special about here?”


  Farrell placed a hand on the wall and grasped an iron ring he knew only he could see. As he leaned back, the wall moved with him. Slowly the outline of a door emerged, twelve feet high and six feet wide, growing more pronounced by the second.


  “This is a side entrance.” He conjured a ball of blue energy and sent it into the opening. “The main gates are farther south.”


  “Side entrance to what?” Miceral craned his neck up and around.


  “Patience. You’ll find out soon enough.” Pointing to his left, Farrell sent the ball of light whizzing down a long, narrow corridor. Wall sconces flared to life as the globe flew past. Miceral kept quiet as they walked, examining the various scenes etched into the rock. After several minutes, the walls and ceiling disappeared, leaving them in a cavernous, column-filled room. Balls of light zoomed from behind them, finding homes in sconces about the new room. Even these proved insufficient for light to reach the vaulted ceiling.


  They walked around columns so thick, three men could join hands and not fully circle the stone supports. Light from the globe of wizard’s fire that hovered near Farrell glimmered off the precious metals and gems decorating the columns.


  Farrell pointed toward a set of massive doors, held shut by several slabs of stone, each wider than a man was tall. Hallways similar to the one they used radiated around each side of the entrance. “Come on, what we really came to see is this way.”


  Farrell led them to a wide avenue directly opposite the doors. Flanked by ten-foot statues of heavily armed dwarves, the portal felt anything but welcoming.


  “This place is amazing.” Miceral touched the cool stone almost reverently. “My people lived in Northhelm almost three millennia, and we never achieved anything close to this.”


  “This?” Farrell’s amusement leeched into his voice. “You haven’t begun to scratch the surface of amazing.”


  Their steps echoed around them as they passed dozens of stone sentries carved with such detail, Farrell expected them to leap off their perches and challenge his admittance. The air felt cooler moments before the tunnel opened on all sides. Their path ended a couple of steps beyond the tunnel, leaving them looking down on an open space. Stairs leading up and down stood empty on both sides. The small globe created tiny twinkles as it flickered over Farrell’s shoulder, but otherwise failed to illuminate more than a few feet beyond the pair.


  “Give me your hand. It’s easier to fly than walk from here.”


  Miceral’s warm hand touched his, and he laced their fingers together. Slowly, Farrell pulled them off the platform and into the emptiness below. They passed a column as wide as their bedroom, drawing a whistle from Miceral.


  “Let me light our way a bit better.” Feeding his globe more energy, he sent the rapidly expanding ball higher. Beyond his sphere, a dim point of light appeared, getting brighter as the globe approached. A heartbeat later, an enormous flash blinded the pair.


  Farrell felt Miceral’s hand nearly crush his before the pressure eased back. “Honorus’s balls, Farrell, you could have warned me.”


  “Sorry. It’s been a while and I forgot how bright the flash is.”


  “What just happened?”


  Farrell smiled and swept his arm around the now lit cavern. Visible below, a city larger than Belsport sat in eerie silence. Wide boulevards ran straight and true north/south and east/west, creating perfect grids filled with low stone buildings. A hundred feet above the floor, an empty balcony ringed the entire cavern. Rows of windows stretched skyward, reaching at least a third of the way to the ceiling.


  Across from them, at the far end of the city, a wide swath of ground sat empty and unused. Above this open space, temples to the gods stood lonely watch over the abandoned city.


  “How’s this for amazing?” Farrell asked.


  The smile Miceral flashed him said more than words. “Beyond anything I’ve ever imagined. I can’t believe you kept this from me this long.”


  “Hey”—he moved the pair westward toward the temples—“I need to keep a few surprises or else you’ll tire of me before long.”


  Leaning over, he kissed Farrell’s cheek. “Never happen.”


  Fumbling for a comeback, Farrell pointed up. “To answer your earlier question about the light, there’s an incredible crystal in the roof of this chamber. It is massive, easily bigger than our entire suite. The crystal collects and stores light, then amplifies it before releasing it slowly. My little ball of light will fuel the crystal for weeks if I don’t turn it off.”


  Given the deceptive size of the city, Farrell increased their speed. The temples drew closer, revealing their true size. Honorus’s empty home sat in the center, bordered by three more on each side. All seven showed signs of destruction and decay.


  “This city is so old, worship to Neldin was still common.”


  “Neldin?” Miceral stared hard at the looming buildings. “When did anyone ever worship the God of Evil?”


  “When the world was new, Neldin was the God of the Dead, not of evil. While death wasn’t worshipped, offerings were still made in the name of the dead. Heminaltose’s research suggested it was never large, but it was active.”


  Miceral nodded. “That makes sense, I suppose. But which temple is his?”


  “His temple would have been immediately to the right of Honorus’s, where we find Khron’s temple now. Seritia’s temple is also destroyed, and there is damage to each of the other five.”


  “An odd pairing.” Miceral turned toward Farrell. “I mean, it’s odd that the temples of the Goddess of Love and of Death were destroyed.”


  “Indeed. It’s a mystery we never solved.” He flew them closer to a temple to the right of Neldin’s. “Khron’s temple also saw fierce fighting, if the scars on the walls are any indication. But if I remember my lessons correctly, dwarves generally worship the God of War, so it makes sense.”


  “Are there any hints as to what happened?”


  “None.” Farrell shook his head. “Well, none other than the worst fighting seemed focused around the temples.”


  “A religious war?”


  “No, I don’t think so.” He lowered them onto the stone balcony. “For much of recorded history, the temples controlled most aspects of life. Did you know that in Kel’s time, the temples trained wizards? So it’s possible the temples in this city controlled the army as well.”


  Farrell’s foot kicked a spearhead that clanked as it moved. Kneeling, Miceral turned the hammered steel in his hand. “Since we can’t go back in time, I suspect we will never know for sure.”


  “Maybe,” Farrell said absently.


  Miceral stopped walking. “Are you joking? You can travel back in time?”


  “No, of course not.” Shaking his head quickly, he started walking. “No one can go back in time, but I have a theory on how I can look back through time. I’ve not tried it, but I’m sure it will work.”


  Miceral shook his head, laughing. “Is there anything you can’t do?”


  “Sure, there are many things I can’t do—yet.” He gave Miceral a wink. “But give me time. I’m still young for a wizard.”


  Miceral pulled him close for a quick kiss. “In that case, how about you find us a place to eat lunch.”


  “The top of Honorus’s temple has a great view of the city.”


  “That sounds good.” Miceral snatched his hand back when Farrell reached for him. “No flying. Now that you’re fully healed, we can take the steps. The exercise will be good for you.”


   


   


  LEANING BACK, Farrell bit into an apple, using the back of his hand to wipe the sweet juice that dribbled down his chin. Miceral sat an arm’s length away, twirling a straw in his hand as he stared at the ceiling. The day couldn’t have turned out better. He almost didn’t want to go back, but he’d promised Erstad they’d talk about what he’d found on the plains.


  “We should get going.” He tossed the core over the side of the temple. Snapping his right hand out, he made the apple disappear with a pop. “I’ll just open a Door and—”


  A loud thud from behind cut him off as the entire ledge shook. He spun around, spell at the ready, then quickly sank to his knees. Miceral joined him, bowing his head in the process.


  “HAIL AND WELL MET, FARRELL, SERVANT OF HONORUS. IT IS HIGH TIME YOU CAME HERE SO THAT I MIGHT FULFILL MY PROMISE TO MY FOLLOWERS.”


  “Holy Khron, how may I serve you?”


  Khron strode forward. Unlike His siblings, He didn’t use an avatar; He appeared as Himself. The silver armor seemed to radiate its own light. Even the shaft of His spear twinkled when He planted it on the stone rooftop.


  “LONG HAVE MY DWARVES WAITED FOR YOU TO COME TO TRELLHAM.” Khron’s booming voice—no astral projection—echoed throughout the cavern. “YOU HAVE MY LEAVE TO RISE AND LOOK ON ME AS FAVORED WARRIORS.”


  Farrell stared at the massive boot inches from his body. Standing as directed, he peered skyward at the towering thirty-foot god before him. A plumed helmet blocked most of Khron’s face, revealing only His mouth and eyes.


  Before he could speak, Khron’s lips curled upward. “MICERAL, I AM PLEASED YOU AND THE SERVANT OF MY BROTHER, HONORUS, HAVE FOUND YOUR WAY TO EACH OTHER AS WE HAD DECREED.”


  “Great Khron.” Miceral averted his eyes once he earned the God of War’s attention. “How can I serve you?”


  “AFTER MY DECEITFUL BROTHER BROUGHT DEATH AND RUIN TO TRELLHAM, I SAVED WHAT FEW DWARVES WERE LEFT, HIDING THEM IN THIS PROUD CITY. FOR TOO LONG HAVE THEY SUFFERED, WAITING TO BE FREED. YOU, FARRELL, MUST SET THEM FREE.”


  Farrell bowed his head to hide his expression. How in Honorus’s name could he free the dwarves? “Great Khron, I do not understand.”


  “ALL WILL BE MADE CLEAR WHEN YOU SPEAK TO MY HIGH PRIEST. HE AWAITS YOU IN THE REMAINS OF MY TEMPLE. ALL THAT HAS BEEN HIDDEN WILL BE REVEALED. CHOSEN ARE YOU BY MY ELDER SIBLINGS, HONORUS, LENORE, AND ARRITISA. CHOSEN ARE YOU NOW BY ME. ADD MY BLESSINGS TO THOSE OF MY BRETHREN.”


  Khron’s form began to fade, turning translucent as he left this plane. “FULFILL YOUR DESTINY, SON OF THE HOUSE OF KEL. FREE MY DWARVES.”


  


  Chapter 3


  [image: ]


   


  CLENCHING HIS fists tight, Farrell closed his eyes before exhaling. “Damn.”


  “What’s wrong?” Miceral gently rubbed Farrell’s back.


  “I’m tired of being Chosen.” He half expected Falcron and Seritia to appear before he could get away.


  “Why?” He stopped massaging Farrell’s back to turn him gently around. “They’re trying to help you.”


  “By giving me another task?” Farrell shook his head. It didn’t matter. Khron made clear what he wanted. “Shall we get this over with?”


  Miceral stared at him, not moving. Farrell waved his hand, collecting their basket and blanket. Once organized, he sent the lot back to their room.


  “Khron wants us to go to his temple. If we attempt to leave before we do, He’ll probably block the way home.”


  “Don’t pretend you don’t want to go.” Miceral motioned toward the steps, but Farrell held out his hand.


  “Let’s fly. We don’t need any more surprises.” As soon as Miceral took his hand, Farrell made for Khron’s temple.


  They flew over the shattered remains that once housed Neldin’s worshippers. From prior expeditions, Farrell knew whoever—or whatever—leveled the structure used power on a scale hard to imagine. He found evidence of melted rock, and there were hardly any stones larger than his fist anywhere in the area.


  Khron’s temple looked more like a fortress than a house of worship. Turrets marked the four corners of the blocky, solid structure. Every ten feet an angry, powerful-looking, forty-foot stone dwarf statue kept a vigilant watch over every avenue of approach. The battlements showed signs that siege engines had fired upon them, and the sluices appeared well used. If the walls could talk, no doubt they’d tell of the fierce battle once fought here.


  He brought them down before the lone entrance. Facing out over the city, a brace of stone dwarves guarded the doors. The warriors stood at attention, their spears held upright in the hands closest to the entrance. Farrell searched the pair for signs of magic but found nothing.


  They stopped before the steps. One of the twelve-foot-thick doors stood partially open. Collecting power, Farrell readied a strong shield. “That was closed when we arrived.”


  “And?” Miceral began climbing the steps. “How else were we going to get inside?”


  “You think we should just walk in? Just like that?”


  “Farrell.” Miceral paused, motioning for his partner to join him. “If Khron hadn’t paid us a visit, I might be suspicious. But He told us to come here.”


  Farrell closed his eyes and reached out his right hand. With a silent flash, his favorite black staff appeared in his hand.


  “Anticipating trouble?”


  “No.” Yes! He spun the staff once, then placed it on his back. “But it’s better to have it now than to try to fetch it during a fight.”


  Climbing the seven steps, Farrell stared up at the statue to his left. The stone eyes seemed to follow their movement. They crossed the threshold into the vestibule, and he realized he’d been holding his breath. Slowly he exhaled.


  Light from the crystal only extended a few feet into the windowless room. Farrell created a bright globe of energy, but before he could send it into the dark temple, the entire building erupted with light.


  Farrell raised his shields and drew his staff in one fluid motion. A pace away, Miceral stared at him in silence. When nothing happened, Farrell lowered the shield and shook his head. “Nothing.”


  Miceral silently took the lead, walking deeper into Khron’s inner sanctum. Still on edge, Farrell scanned their surroundings. The main chapel glowed from the light of a thousand flames. Neither wizard’s fire nor real flame. Farrell recognized the hand of the divine in the flickering lights.


  A massive throne, large enough for Khron to sit upon, maintained a silent vigil over the sea of empty stone pews. Miceral led them down the wide center aisle as Farrell extended his senses. Whatever Khron meant for them to find had to be here. He just needed—


  Farrell spun to his right, his staff held across his body.


  Miceral turned with Farrell. “What…?”


  “Greetings, Chosen.” An old dwarf, dressed in the plain gray robe of a priest, leaned on an ornate golden crosier. His bushy eyebrows rose as a smile split his full gray beard. “I am Father Aswick, High Priest of Khron. Welcome to Trellham.”


  Farrell lowered his staff and moved closer to Miceral. “Greetings, Holy Father. Thank you for your welcome. I am Farrell.”


  “Farrell? No other title?” A twinkle of amusement danced in the dwarf’s steel gray eyes.


  “Just Farrell will be fine.”


  “Very well, then, Just Farrell.” He nodded before turning his attention to Miceral. “The hand of Khron is strong on you. You are a chosen, but not His first.”


  “I’m Miceral, Farrell’s life partner.”


  “Indeed.” Aswick seemed amused by their exchange.


  “Forgive our intrusion, but holy Khron directed us to come speak to you.” Farrell returned his staff to his back. “I hope this isn’t a bad time.”


  Smoothing the front of his robe, Father Aswick shook his head. “No bother at all. I apologize, however, for my appearance. In my haste to greet you, there wasn’t time to don the formal robes of my office.”


  “We could come back another time if you prefer.” Farrell didn’t want to come back, but the holy father deserved the choice.


  Aswick let out a deep, rumbling laugh that echoed around the almost-empty temple. “While I do not doubt the sincerity of your offer, I can read your face well enough to know you hope I decline.”


  Smiling through his embarrassment, Farrell nodded his agreement. “That obvious?”


  “If I may suggest, avoid being drawn into a card game where your purse is at stake.”


  “You might want to reconsider that statement, Holy Father.” Miceral placed a hand on Farrell’s back, stroking it gently. “Being Chosen by Khron isn’t sitting particularly well with Farrell.”


  Aswick’s eyes widened, and his head jerked back slightly. “Not want to be Chosen?”


  “Don’t sound so shocked, Father.” Farrell caught the annoyance in his voice and took a deep breath. “Every time one of the Six makes me their Chosen, I acquire new tasks I don’t want.”


  “Service to our gods is a blessing, not a burden.”


  “Spoken like a high priest,” Farrell said to Miceral.


  Miceral didn’t react outwardly. “Let it go. You can’t win that debate.”


  “As you say, Holy Father.” Heeding his partner’s advice, Farrell tried to sound sincere. “Whatever assistance you can provide would be appreciated.”


  “Come.” Aswick turned his body sideways. “Join me in my private quarters.”


  Despite his shorter legs, Father Aswick quickly led them through a darkened hallway and into a well-furnished sitting room.


  “Please be seated and comfortable while I fetch us some ale.” Aswick motioned toward a set of large chairs and kept walking.


  “Water will be fine for me,” Farrell said, taking the seat closest to the door.


  “Are you certain?” Aswick turned back toward his guests. “This is one of Fracturn’s finest brews in decades. I had to invoke the temple’s authority to purchase the few barrels I did.”


  “Ale, especially dwarven ale, and wizards are a dangerous combination.”


  Aswick’s long gray beard bobbed around as he nodded. “What of you, Lord Miceral? Any prohibitions against you joining me for a tankard?”


  Grinning broadly, Miceral shook his head. “None, Holy Father.”


  “Excellent. I’ve had to drink alone for too long.” Aswick left and returned a minute later with a long silver tray bearing three large metal cups, platinum if Farrell saw correctly, and a ceramic ewer. He handed the cup with water to Farrell, then filled the other two from the pitcher.


  “To your arrival, Chosen, and to the end of Trellham’s days of exile.”


  Raising an eyebrow to Miceral, Farrell followed good manners and drank. Hopefully Aswick’s explanation would enlighten him as to what the priest meant by the toast.


  After quaffing half the tankard, Aswick wiped his face and beard with the back of his hand. “To help you fulfill Khron’s task, I need to tell you what happened to this beautiful and once-vibrant city.” Aswick set his mug on a small table next to his chair and reclined into the cushions. “It is a long, sad story, but I’ll try to keep to just the pertinent facts.”


  Farrell noticed he’d inched forward and sat back, trying his best to relax.


  “Trellham is an ancient city, the oldest in the world. It was the first of the great dwarf kingdoms, founded long before men built the small towns that gave rise to their great cities. These mountains were once called Trellham’s Mountains, not the Trellham Mountains. When men arrived, they mistook which named the other. From the bones of these mountains, a thriving, prosperous city emerged.


  “With prosperity, however, came division. Neldin’s priests, always an afterthought among our people, used the accumulation of great wealth by some to recruit among those who had less. They offered Neldin’s help in finding new veins of ore and new ways to power forges to help His followers prosper. To those too lazy to work, the temple spread a message that it was heresy for so much wealth to end up in the hands of so few.


  “Neldin’s message took root in many, fanning the jealousy that lives in the hearts of dwarves. As their numbers grew, Neldin’s followers became bolder, more arrogant. They spoke of a new hierarchy in Trellham, one in which Neldin would be ascendant. Finally, words gave way to action. Neldin’s priests demanded the temple of Seritia swear fealty to Neldin and acknowledge him as their new lord. The high priestess refused.


  “No one expected Neldin’s next move. His followers attacked Seritia’s temple, razing it before a proper defense could be mustered. Before the other five temples could respond, they found themselves under attack as well. Open warfare followed.”


  Farrell took a sip and watched the elderly dwarf. Aswick recited the tale like one who had lived through the attack, which he knew to be impossible. No dwarf lived to be three thousand years old.


  “Led by Khron’s priests, the Six responded with crushing force and drove Neldin’s people back to their temple. The priests barred the gates and prayed to their lord for help. Despite the pleas for aid, none was sent.”


  Aswick paused to take a drink from his cup. Farrell twisted in his seat, holding in his questions.


  “Even without Neldin’s help, the temple did not easily fall. For months His priests had planned and prepared for this day. Soon the ledge brimmed with warriors and equipment surrounding the God of the Underworld’s home.


  “But Neldin did not set dwarf against dwarf expecting his side to win. This fight was meant to distract the Six. His true goal was to supplant Honorus as the first. When the fighting reached its peak, Neldin launched His attack on His brother.


  “Honorus, however, expected treachery and was waiting for His brother. Though men and dwarves turn to Khron in times of war, the Sky Father is without equal. Neldin’s betrayal fueled Honorus’s rage, which in turn added to His formidable power. The fight was brief, and Neldin quickly slunk back to Neblor to lick his wounds.


  “The war would have ended then, except Khron committed the ultimate sin. The gods are not permitted to use their powers against each other in our world. When Neldin attacked Their brother, Khron let His anger control His actions. It was He who destroyed Neldin’s temple.


  “Neldin’s cry of despair turned into a scream of triumph. Khron’s interference allowed Neldin the chance to strike without fear of reprisals. Unlike His brother, Neldin spent centuries planning His next move. The Eight Gates opened wide, and the hordes of Neblor burst forth from the shattered ruins of Neldin’s temple. The armies of Trellham, valiant as they were, found themselves overmatched. Neldin’s foul creatures spewed forth, pushing aside the armies that barred their way.”


  “Why?” Miceral asked before Aswick could continue.


  “Why what, child?” The high priest sounded almost put off by the question.


  “Why can’t the gods act in our world?”


  The elderly dwarf raised a bushy eyebrow as if to ask, “Does not Lenore’s temple teach basic theology to Her followers?” He stared at Miceral for another few second, then let it go. “The answer comes down to power. If the gods made war in our world, they would destroy the very thing they sought to control. When the world was new, all Seven agreed never to use Their powers against each other or each other’s followers. To do so would allow the aggrieved to take a like action. All Seven agreed to this.”


  “Who…? That…. Why would any of them agree to that?” Miceral turned toward Farrell. “It sounds like the Six could easily overcome Neldin if they attacked him together.”


  “Like Father Aswick said, it’s about power.” Farrell glanced over at their host. When the dwarf nodded, he continued. “It took all Seven, acting in unison, to create the world. Assuming the Six could defeat Neldin in a meaningful way—”


  “Meaningful way?” Miceral cut in. “What does that mean?”


  “It is unclear if a god can die.” Farrell looked to the high priest for confirmation.


  “What Farrell says is correct. Nothing in our teachings suggests the Six could slay Neldin. But it wouldn’t matter. Whether They killed Neldin, or merely defeated Him in such a way that He could not interfere again, the effort would destroy the world. Without Neldin, the Six would not be able to create a new world to replace the one they destroyed.”


  “So they suffer each other’s existence to preserve the world each side wants to control?” Miceral voiced what Farrell initially felt.


  “Not quite.” Farrell checked with the priest for permission to continue. When Aswick nodded, he chose his words carefully. “Basically, Neldin doesn’t want to destroy the world because He wants to rule it and can’t create a new world alone. The Six don’t want everyone to die, so They labor within the fragile peace they’ve reached with Their brother. Even if They could create a new world—and to be honest, I’ve not seen any proof They can’t with just the six of them—They wouldn’t because the cost would be so high.”


  “Well said.” Aswick stared into his cup. “Khron’s mistake threatened not just Trellham, but all the world. If He couldn’t rule Nendor in His Brother’s place, Neldin sought to turn the world into an extension of Neblor.


  “To deal with Neldin’s threat, the Six sent out a call to arms. Warriors and wizards from all nations were told to gather at the closest temple. The Six met Neldin’s threat with armies of their own.


  “The battle lasted for days. Every time Trellham seemed safe, more of Neldin’s demons appeared. After several long days of fighting, Falcron gave voice to the words His siblings refused to speak. Since Khron had broken the prohibition by taking something from Neldin, ending the fight required Khron give back something of equal value.”


  “Something of equal value?” Miceral asked. “You mean like Khron’s temple?”


  “No, that would be too easy.” Aswick shook his head slowly. “It wasn’t the destruction of His temple that gave Neldin power to act; it was the death of His followers. Khron needed to sacrifice those who worshipped Him.”


  Farrell’s stomach twisted, forcing him to swallow loudly. “I can’t believe the Six would willingly sacrifice innocent people—sorry, innocent dwarves.”


  “Your words echo Khron’s protest. But he understood that his actions had killed many of Neldin’s followers, who, in Neldin’s eyes, were equally innocent.”


  “Innocent?” Farrell spat out the word. “Demanding Seritia’s high priestess swear fealty to Neldin, razing Her temple when the priestess refused, launching a civil war? How are these the actions of innocent followers?”


  “You think like one devoted to his god.” Aswick’s smile lasted only a moment. “To Neldin, His priests did as He told them. We judge their actions to be wrong, but in His eyes, they were right. They did as their god commanded.”


  Farrell wanted to argue with Aswick’s reasoning but decided to keep silent. Logical or not, the events they discussed occurred more than three millennia ago.


  The elderly dwarf leaned back in his chair, looking as if telling the tale took all his energy. “While the fighting continued, the Six sought a way to close Neldin’s entry to the world. None wanted to kill more of Trellham’s dwarves, but for a time it seemed their only option. More than just Trellham was at stake if Neldin won.


  “Finally Seritia offered a possible solution. What if the people were simply gone? That should be enough to end the crisis.”


  Unable to restrain himself any longer, Farrell shook his head and waved his hands in front of him. “No, sending Khron’s followers to another place wouldn’t have closed the Eight Gates of Neblor. That couldn’t have been the solution.”


  This time Aswick’s smile remained. “Good. You understand the dilemma the Six faced. You are correct. Moving dwarves to the opposite side of the planet would not solve the problem Khron’s involvement had created. His followers needed to leave Nendor.”


  Farrell cocked his head to the right and repeated the last two words, “Leave Nendor?”


  “Yes, leave Nendor. Seritia suggested opening a Door to nowhere. Anyone who entered the void would be dead—at least, until they were allowed to exit again.”


  “Stop.” Miceral put his drink down with a clank. “How can you open a Door to nowhere? That makes no sense.”


  “Actually”—Farrell stood up and began to pace—“it makes total sense, except it’s a suicide trip. There’s no way to locate anyone who entered a Door into the void. They’d be lost forever.”


  Aswick refilled his mug. “Correct again, young wizard. Except it was not a death sentence. The Six agreed this was the only choice left to Them. They assembled the remaining wizards to see if any could create what Seritia envisioned. Many tried, but none succeeded.”


  Resting his hands on the back of his chair, Farrell held up a finger. “Why not? Opening a Door to nowhere is simple—just imagine an empty place in the void and extend your will. How could that be beyond the skills of every grand master wizard there?”


  “It was not the opening of the Door that proved beyond their talents. It was what Seritia wanted them to do once the Door was open.”


  Farrell locked gazes with the high priest but didn’t speak. Running through the facts he’d been given, he grappled with what the goddess had meant to achieve. Closing his eyes, he tried to recreate the scene and the spell. After walking himself through opening a portal into the void, he snapped his eyes open.


  “She created a home for them in the void.” The idea was crazy, preposterous, impossible—but if successful, totally brilliant.


  “You mean everyone has been standing inside… wherever they are for three thousand years?” Miceral’s voice woke Farrell from his thoughts. Aswick still stared at him and raised an eyebrow.


  “Time has no meaning inside the void.” Farrell shrugged and smiled at his partner. “Or, at least, so the theory goes. To my knowledge, no one who tried to test that theory has survived to validate the belief.”


  “Khron told the dwarves who entered that they would feel as if a mere moment had passed when they were freed,” Aswick said. “Once all the ‘best’ wizards of the age had tried and failed, a young wizard from among Honorus’s followers stepped forward. Though newly raised to master status, his talent spoke of greater things to come. With the eyes of what must have felt like the entire world on him, the young wizard slowly wove the complex spell Seritia had taught him. When he finished, the Six smiled. He had succeeded.”


  “Did history record the name of this young wizard?” Farrell knew the answer but wanted Aswick to confirm his belief.


  “You know who it was. It was your distant ancestor, Kel.”


  Farrell’s chest muscles seized. How could the priest know that? “What makes you think I’m related to Kel?”


  A deep rumble of laughter rang out. “Only one of the House of Kel could have found this place. And Khron would only give the task to Kel’s heir.”


  Farrell stared at their host. Did Aswick know about his relationship to Meglar? And if not, how would that affect things? For a moment he thought he saw movement behind the priest. Shifting his focus, he saw a nine-foot statue of Khron. Whatever Aswick might think, he would do what Khron instructed, even if it meant helping Meglar’s son.


  Turning back, he nodded. “I am that.”


  “Indeed you are.” Aswick drained the rest of his ale and walked the mug to the sideboard. “After Kel completed the spell, Trellham’s survivors walked through. When the last one disappeared into the void, the gates of Neblor slammed shut. Without reinforcements, Neldin’s army fell, ending the war. Honorus instructed Kel to seal the city to all but his heir, ensuring Trellham remained undisturbed all these centuries.”


  “I have a question,” Miceral said. “If all of Trellham went into the void, how is it you survived?”


  Aswick chuckled, stroking his long gray beard. “I did not. All of Trellham left the city that day. After the armies left and the city was sealed, Khron selected a young dwarf priest from the other dwarf realms to serve as high priest against the day His people returned. I am the seventeenth priest to hold this position.


  “There is a permanent Door between this temple and the ones in Fracturn and Colograd. We are permitted to visit—it keeps us sane—but we must sleep here every night. I am thankful Khron has allowed me to live long enough to see my brethren freed.”


  Farrell barely heard the exchange between the two. How could he be expected to do the impossible? The spell Kel used, he understood, even if he didn’t know exactly how to do it. But finding the survivors? He realized the room had gone quiet and raised his eyes from the cold stone floor. “Locating your dwarves in the void is like trying to find a specific drop of water in the ocean. Unless you can give me some guidance, I have no idea how to free them.”


  To his surprise, Aswick seemed impassive. “I expected as much, but I fear I cannot help. I do, however, have something to give you that may be of use.” He moved to a small cabinet next to the sideboard and opened the dark mahogany door. Pressing his signet ring against the back wall opened a small, hidden stone door. The dwarf reached in and withdrew a deep blue velvet-wrapped item. “Twenty-five centuries ago, Kel created this vault. Until today it has never been opened. I do not know the contents of this, though it feels like a book. On the day Kel appeared, he gave over this item and instructed my predecessor to give this to his heir when you finally arrived.”


  He stared at the cloth for a moment, then extended his arms toward Farrell.


  Gingerly, Farrell accepted the gift. The book, for that was what it was, left him in awe. This came from Kel. The Kel. The greatest wizard of his age–or any age. When he looked up from the book, he found Aswick’s eyes trained on him. The priest nodded once.


  “I hope, descendant of Kel, that contained within that ancient tome you will find what you seek.”


  


  Chapter 4


  [image: ]


   


  THE DOOR blinked shut, leaving Farrell and Miceral standing in front of their bed. Farrell stared at the ancient book.


  Miceral snaked his hands around Farrell’s waist from behind, gently pulling them together. “I’m told it helps to open a book and turn the pages.”


  “By the Six, I learn new things every day.” He thought about pulling away but decided to enjoy how he felt in Miceral’s arms. “Actually, I’m trying to decide if I should speak to Erstad and Wesfazial first. They might have some advice on how to proceed.”


  “That sounds like a good idea, but I’d suggest asking Nerti, Klissmor, and Rothdin to the meeting.” Miceral kissed the back of Farrell’s neck and let go. “They’re all older than Trellham and might know things no one else would.”


  Separated from his partner, Farrell already missed the contact. “Good idea. We should probably invite your father too. He is first minister, after all.”


  “Agreed. Are you planning to convene a full meeting of all the senior advisors?”


  Having everyone together usually proved tedious. Then again, explaining it twice didn’t make sense. And a full meeting only meant adding Cylinda and Glendora. “Probably smart to invite them all. Can you send down for food? I’ll set up the sitting room to accommodate everyone.”


  Still holding the book, he entered the sitting room. For most of his life, the allure of returning home to Yar-del captured his imagination. Every time he’d visited, he hoped to one day live with his mother and claim his birthright. That dream died when Meglar killed his mother and Heminaltose on the walls of Yar-del.


  The chair he moved slammed into the wall, rousing him from his somber musings. He’d grown up at Haven, and Heminaltose had been his family. The bond that connected his heart to Yar-del had been his mother. Her death severed that link, turning Yar-del into nothing more than a location on a map.


  Yet, in the blink of an eye, Kel rekindled his yearning to return home. Across the centuries, his ancestor reached out and reminded him what it meant to be part of the royal house of Yar-del.


  Satisfied with the room, he walked toward his bedroom.


  “Nerti?”


  “Did you enjoy your afternoon?”


  “I did until Khron interrupted our lunch to anoint me His Chosen and task me with freeing the dwarves of Trellham.” He caught the hint of anger in his mental voice and took a deep breath.


  “I can tell you are not pleased with your new title. I assume you voiced your displeasure to Khron.”


  “I did. Khron told me if I beat Him in a fight, I didn’t have to be His Chosen.” He snorted at the absurdity of his tale. “I nearly won, but Honorus tripped me just as I was going for the winning strike.”


  Her mental laugh improved his dour mood. Did her emotions bleed through their link? Before he could ask, she spoke. “I’m certain Master Baylec will be pleased to hear how much you’ve progressed.”


  “Indeed.” Smiling, he almost forgot why he’d contacted her. “Khron also gave me a book written by Kel to help me with the task. I want to talk to the senior wizards to see if they have any ideas that will help. Miceral suggested I invite you, Klissmor, and Rothdin to join us.”


  “Miceral is a wise Muchari. Your adoptive father, Klissmor, and I might not have the answers you need, but we fought during the war, so our knowledge may prove helpful.”


  He stopped walking. How had he not realized they’d been there? “I’ll…. We’ll…. I mean, let’s meet in an hour. I’ll contact Roth… Father and let him know what we’re doing.”


  “Don’t be so flustered, little one.” This time her chuckle felt like a mother instructing her child. “Sometimes even the wisest can miss the obvious.”


  She left his mind, leaving him shaking his head and smiling.


  “Why the smile?”


  He looked up and saw Miceral standing in the doorway to his closet. “Nerti admonished me like a child.”


  Miceral laid a new tunic and pants on the bed. “What did you do this time?”


  He waved his hand near his face. “Nothing like that. I somehow never made the connection that she, Klissmor, and Rothdin fought at Trellham. Had I thought about it, I probably would have figured it out, but it just never crossed my mind before she said something.”


  “Hmmm.”


  He looked at Miceral, who shrugged. “What?”


  “I think I need to speak to Glendora about an annulment of our union. You’re clearly not as bright as you led me to believe.”


  Sneering, he gave Miceral a fake laugh. “Keep it up and you might find out I’m not as sweet and innocent as you thought either.”


  “I’ll give you sweet, but who said you were innocent?” Peeling the tunic over his head, Miceral gave him a suggestive look.


  Staring at the naked torso, Farrell put the velvet-wrapped book on the table and took off his shirt. “No one I know.”


   


   


  FARRELL CLOSED the Door after his adoptive father crossed the threshold. Even with all the empty space he cleared, the peregrine’s presence made the room feel small. Rothdin settled onto the bedding Farrell set out.


  “Thank you for remembering. Cold stone floors are not the most comfortable to sit on for long periods of time.”


  “Um….” He looked at Nerti, who appeared to roll her eyes. He didn’t know a unicorn could do that. “I didn’t, Father. Nerti reminded me of my poor manners when she arrived.”


  “I merely pointed out that if he was going to be the adopted son of a peregrine, he needed to learn your ways or risk insulting you.”


  Rothdin clicked his beak in amusement. “Nerti, you know we make allowances for the young, but you are right. He may need to spend time with his brothers to better learn our ways.”


  Lifting Kel’s book from the chair, Farrell sat on the newly vacated cushion. “Perhaps we can discuss why I invited everyone to my home?”


  Rothdin stretched his wing, swatting Farrell gently on the head. “Be polite, child. When you invite others to your aerie, you must accept they will tease you if you forget something.”


  Laughter filled the room and when it stopped, everyone fell silent as all eyes turned to Farrell.


  “It’s just a book. Its pages don’t hold the answer to our Meglar problem.”


  “It may or it may not.” Erstad’s voice held a hint of glee. “But either way it’s exciting to find a lost book written by Grand Master Kel.”


  “I might be more exuberant if the book didn’t come to me as part of my new task.” Unwrapping the velvet cover, he turned to Rothdin and Nerti. “Do either of you know anything about this book?”


  “We do.” Rothdin’s mental voice held a hint of annoyance. “Honorus sent Nerti and me as messengers to Kel to instruct him to write a book about his efforts during the war and to give it to Khron’s priest.”


  Before Farrell could ask for more details, his adoptive father continued.


  “Some years after the great war ended, Honorus and Lenore sent a group of peregrines, unicorns, and Muchari to Ardus. We settled in the vast undisturbed lands east of where Kel founded Yar-del. Before the wizard Beatrice and her cohorts finished carving Northhelm from the bowels of the mountain, Honorus sent us east to speak to Kel.


  “Kel was told to write down what he had done at Trellham to aid his descendant when it came time to undo his spell. At the time, he confessed that he did not know how to free the dwarves of Trellham.”


  “That doesn’t sound like it will be very helpful to Farrell,” Miceral said.


  Farrell shook his head and noticed the other wizards doing the same. “Actually, it should be very helpful. If I know what he did and how he did it, it should make my job that much easier.”


  “A word of caution, if I may.” Rothdin paused until Farrell faced him. “Kel’s book may well contain information of great value, but do not look to it as if it were written by Honorus.”


  “I don’t understand.” Did his adoptive father want him to ignore Kel’s book?


  “After we warned him that Neldin would one day return, Kel set out to find ways to thwart Neldin’s plans. He created the Source to give his descendants near-limitless power to use in the future conflict. Now that weapon has been turned against you and the Six.”


  “Are you blaming Kel for Meglar’s rise to power?” The idea that Rothdin would accuse Kel of siding with Neldin seemed absurd.


  “No. Blaming him for Meglar’s actions would be akin to blaming the smith for the deaths his sword caused. The point I seek to impart is that Kel made a mistake thinking he could thwart Neldin on his own. When you read his book, remember that even the best ideas can end badly.”


  “If I can’t trust what Kel wrote, what should I do? Not read it?”


  “You can trust Kel meant only to help you when he wrote those pages,” Nerti said. “Just don’t blindly follow his words.”


  “Sound advice.” Speaking aloud, Erstad’s voice seemed harsh and strident by comparison. “That book was written thousands of years ago. Much has changed since then. Even if Meglar hadn’t stolen Yar-del’s source, it would be prudent to heed your father’s warning.”


  Farrell turned toward Miceral, hoping to find some guidance. The small nod reassured him more than anyone’s words. “Agreed.”


  “That easy?” Wesfazial looked as shocked as he sounded. “No argument? No railing that we’re trying to needlessly hold you back?”


  Farrell opened his mouth to answer, but Cylinda’s snicker cut him off. When he shot her a half-real, half-feigned glare, the other wizards started to laugh in earnest.


  Catching Miceral’s eye, Farrell gave him the barest of nods. “Next time I suggest we invite Master Wesfazial and the other grumpy old wizards to our rooms, remind me they are such bad company.”


  Amid the protests from his mentors, he unwrapped Kel’s book. When the last fold of the velvet fell away, the room went quiet again.


  A smirk crossed his lips. “I see that got your attention and bought your silence.”


  Wesfazial looked about to speak and then shut his mouth. Giving the older man a quick wink, Farrell stared at the book to avoid laughing at the grumble he got in return.


  “Perhaps you should open the book,” Glendora said. “Otherwise, this back and forth will keep us here all night. I would suggest, however, that any actions you undertake based on what you read should be vetted first by this group.


  Heads nodded around the room in support of Glendora’s words—all but Farrell’s.


  “I’ll try whenever it’s practical, but I can’t promise I’ll bring everything to you before I act.”


  Erstad shrugged. “It’s a start.”


  Ignoring the snide looks he knew the others gave him, Farrell lifted the leather cover. Shorn of its velvet wrapping, the book looked unremarkable. Its plain but well-oiled cover held no fancy markings or lettering. Despite the centuries, the parchment appeared supple and new. Folding the cover to the left, Farrell found a letter from Kel.


  “This appears to be a letter of welcome.”


  Seated to his right, Miceral leaned over to peer at the page. “All I see is a blank sheet of paper.”


  “You don’t see the flowing script?”


  “No, not a single line of ink anywhere on the page.”


  Holding the book out for the others to see, Farrell watched as everyone shook their heads.


  “Clearly Kel’s words are meant for you alone,” Glendora said.


  For an instant he considered reopening the debate about sharing the information with his fellow wizards. But their arguments were as sound now as when he thought they could read the book themselves, Kel’s wishes notwithstanding.


  He spun the book around, scanned the page for content, and then began to read out loud.


   


  
    
      
        “Greeting, my distant grandchild, however many times removed. I hope this finds you in good health, though if you are reading this, Neldin must be threatening Nendor once more. This book is written at the behest of Honorus. He and Lenore sent my old friend Rothdin and an imperious unicorn named Nerti to inform me of my new task. Despite her condescending nature, I strove to do as my god instructed.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        “If you haven’t figured this out already, only a descendant of mine can see these words. Since it was foretold my descendant would free the dwarves, only a child of my house could qualify to receive this book. The information is for your eyes alone. What you choose to share with others is left to your discretion. However, be warned. Should you try to break the enchantment barring other eyes, the entire book will be destroyed. Some words are meant for you alone. They should not be shared, for reasons that will be made clear in this tome.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        “Contained in these pages are an accounting of what happened at Trellham, some high magic I’ve not recorded elsewhere, and some suggestions on how to free the dwarves. It has taken me nearly five hundred years to complete this book, but as things happened, I kept adding pages. In addition to this book, I’ve collected and secreted numerous magical artifacts of great power. There are clues within this tome to where they are located. To find and use these items will require you be a wizard of high power. I hope my pride has not created false expectations for my future sons and daughters. But since only a powerful master wizard will be able to free the dwarves, I feel it is safe to assume you are a wizard of great power.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        “I’m sorry we ‘meet’ under such dire conditions, but there is no help for that. We serve the Six and are subject to their whims. May the Six bless and watch over you.
      

    

  


  Fondly,


  Kel”


   


  Staring at the book again, Farrell suddenly felt possessive of what it contained. Kel hadn’t meant for him to read it to the others, at least not until he’d had a chance to determine what he should keep to himself. Even without looking up, he felt the stares of the other wizards in the room. Like him, they wanted to know what Kel left behind in the book.


  “I think I’ll wait to read the rest of Kel’s words. Clearly he didn’t mean for me to share everything in the book.”


  The expected protests came immediately. As he knew they would, his mentors counseled him not read the book alone.


  After listening to their arguments, he held up his hand. “I’ve heard your advice, but for now, I’ll keep to my decision. I promise not to act on anything I read without consulting you, but I want to read the book first to see what I should share.”


  “Who decides what should be kept from us?” Wesfazial’s question lacked his usual annoyance. “You must see that there could be things you think are not meant to be shared that we might see otherwise.”


  “Your requests are noted.” Rothdin stirred from his cushion. “But Nerti and I agree that my son’s decision is the correct one, at least for now. He has given his word not to act without seeking your guidance. That ought to be enough.”


  “And even if you disagree”—Nerti’s tone lacked the gentleness of Rothdin—“it will not change our support for Farrell’s decision.”


  The wizards looked set to argue, but Rothdin, Nerti, and Klissmor did not back down. If anything, the position of Rothdin’s feathers told Farrell he was angry. He welcomed their support but wondered why they gave it.


  “I realize in the past I have kept things from you, believing only a grand master wizard could understand what I was doing, but you have my word I won’t do that this time. After I have had a chance to read Kel’s book, I will share as much of it as I can with you.”


  Farrell made eye contact with each of the other wizards. When no one raised any more objections, he set the book on the on the cushion next to him. “Since Kel’s book won’t be of any immediate help, how do I bring the dwarves back from the edge of nowhere?”


  “You don’t know that,” Glendora said. “Khron would not have you attempt something this important without believing you could succeed.”


  “I wish I shared your optimism.” He didn’t completely disagree with the priestess. He just didn’t know where he’d find the time to learn what he needed in order to carry out Khron’s wishes.


  


  Chapter 5
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  FARRELL JERKED suddenly, splashing water in the process. He opened his eyes, certain he’d heard someone call him.


  “Farrell?” This time he recognized Miceral’s voice.


  “I’m just finishing taking a bath.”


  “More like sleeping in the tub from where I stand.”


  He twisted his body and saw Miceral smirking at him from the doorway. “How long have you been standing there?”


  “Long enough to tell you fell asleep.” Miceral retrieved the towel and held it out. “Rough day?”


  Standing, Farrell felt his partner’s gaze on him. A year together and he still felt scrawny and unattractive. Not that Miceral ever said or did anything to suggest he felt that way. “Yes.”


  Rubbing the soft cloth through his hair first, Farrell dried off and wrapped the towel around his waist. Leaning against the wall, Miceral continue to watch him, wearing the same silly smile.


  “Why’d you cover up so fast? I was enjoying the view.”


  “Sure you were. Scrawny, pale, and scarred—haven’t we been through this before?—is not a view worth staring at.” Farrell tried to inject as much humor as he could into his words. “Be honest, when it’s dark and we’re together, don’t you imagine something better? I mean something bigger, stronger, more like you?”


  “Never.” He leaned closer, kissing the side of Farrell’s neck. “I always see you, and you know what that does to me.”


  The kiss and Miceral’s words sent a wave of energy coursing through his body that focused on one area. Why did he even have these thoughts anymore? “If I didn’t know how much you loved me, I’d accuse you of lying.”


  “Good.” He kissed Farrell again.


  Before the tingle faded, Farrell felt a hand at his waist a moment before the towel was ripped away. “Hey!”


  “Just getting a last look before we eat.” Miceral tossed the towel back and made for the door. “Get dressed. I had dinner sent up.”


  “Dinner?” When did Miceral start ordering food?


  Poking his head back into the room, Miceral said, “Yes, dinner. You know, that meal we eat at the end of the day.”


  Miceral disappeared and Farrell shook his head. Tying the towel around his waist, he cast a quick spell to keep it there. Using his fingers as a comb, he smoothed his unruly mane as best he could and left the chamber.


  Free of the scent of soap, his nostrils detected a rich, slightly spicy aroma coming from the other room. When he started to salivate, he swallowed and quick-stepped it out of the bath chamber.


  A deep bowl, sealed with mashed potatoes on top, rested in the center of the small table. He could smell the roast lamb he knew lay hidden inside. Plates, utensils, napkins, and cups surrounded the tan ceramic dish, as if waiting for his arrival. Scanning the room for Miceral, Farrell was just about to call out when his partner emerged from Farrell’s closet. He held up a tunic and britches for Farrell’s approval.


  Farrell nodded and held out his hand for the tunic. “How in Nendor did you arrange all this without me knowing? And why?”


  After yanking the shirt over his head, Farrell peeled off his towel and held it out. It disappeared with a small flash when he let it drop.


  “It wasn’t meant to be a surprise, at least, not all set out like this. But you were asleep when I got home, so I had the staff fix the table.” Miceral pulled a chair back once Farrell finished putting on his pants. “As for why? Today marks one full year of knowing the most handsome, wonderful, amazing—and dare I forget—mightiest wizard in all the world.”


  Farrell rolled his eyes but kept smiling. “Right, that’s why we’re celebrating tomorrow, remember?”


  Scooping the bowl from the table, Miceral spooned a large portion of food onto Farrell’s plate. “Correct, but since we have plans for the day, I couldn’t do anything special for you tomorrow. I decided to celebrate the end of our first year together today and the beginning of our new one tomorrow.”


  Miceral broke a hunk of bread from the loaf and held it across the table. “I know how much you like farmer’s pie, so I asked the cooks to make this for us.”


  His grin threatened to make it impossible for Farrell to eat. “This is really sweet of you. Amazingly wonderful, in fact.”


  “Dig in. Don’t let it get cold.”


  Farrell speared a piece of lamb and a green bean before using them to scoop up some potatoes. One bite and he knew Miceral had done more than just ask the kitchen for food. “Who made this? It’s incredible.”


  “Noticed the difference, did you?” Winking, Miceral took a bite. “One of the cooks from Northhelm used to make this for me as a kid. I asked her to do it for me tonight as a favor.”


  Rather than answer, Farrell shoveled more food into his mouth. The last time he remembered anyone making farmer’s pie this good, his mother ruled Yar-del and they’d had dinner in the palace together. The twinge of loss stayed with him, but Miceral’s presence dulled the pain a bit.


  “So tell me.” Miceral’s voice cut his morose daydream short. “Why the bad day?”


  “Do you want to kill the night’s festivities already?” Farrell laughed, but he knew telling Miceral wouldn’t ruin his mood. “Let’s just say Endor may need a new monarch. Jursten is a dead man—and he knows it.”


  “What’d he do?”


  “Not what he did, but what he didn’t do.” He took another bite and washed it down with half his water. “My biweekly attendance at the morning complaint session was this morning.”


  Miceral nodded. “I know. I helped you get dressed.”


  “And I’m sure I looked splendid with my face so red it nearly burst.” He chuckled, remembering Horgon had looked almost the same. “Normally the sessions are boring, painful, or annoying, but today topped all three. A merchant from Respital complained that merchants from Endor were stealing business from their market and demanded reparations.”


  “Stealing?”


  With the fork in his mouth, Farrell tried to speak, then stopped to swallow. “Exactly. As if being at war with Meglar wasn’t dire enough, they’re worried about merchant wars.”


  “Farrell, trade is their livelihood. It is that important to them.”


  “Agreed.” He drained his cup and then refilled it. “But their complaint was that the existence of Endor’s market hurt their business.”


  Miceral chewed his bread and shook his head.


  “To make matters worse, Respital’s fat, lazy, worthless pile of pig turds of a king, Covis, agreed with his subjects and demanded Jursten repay his merchants.”


  “How is that Jursten’s fault?”


  “He should have declared war on Respital and cut off Covis’s fat head. Instead, he agreed with his merchants, declared impasse, and sent the matter to me to decide.”


  “That’s what he’s supposed to do, isn’t he?”


  “Yes, but he’s also required to attend. Then again, his absence was meant as a sign of how utterly stupid he found the whole affair.”


  “Sounds like you agreed with Jursten.”


  “Of course I did.” He felt anger rising inside him as he recalled the morning’s events. Taking a deep breath, he held it until some of his ire faded. “His failure to appear gave Covis the opening to argue that Endor conceded the claim because Jursten didn’t come to argue in their defense. When the idiot made that statement, I lost my temper. I mean, really lost it. I told him if he ever set foot in my council chamber again, I’d find the nearest clutch of Chamdon and deposit him in the middle with the command to rip him to pieces.”


  “Wow, bet that went over well.”


  “The crowd cheered my decision, until Horgon silenced them with a stare. Then your father lit into that fat dung heap. I thought Covis was going to cry. To cool me off, your father sent me to weapons.”


  “How’d that go?”


  “Worse.” Farrell tried not to laugh. He’d have to make things up to Master Baylec later.


  “Worse? How?”


  “I guess I was still distracted. After one too many stinging blows, I created an invisible, body-hugging shield around myself. For a while, Baylec didn’t catch on, but when he did, he became irate. He lectured me for a time, then called Master Thomas over to help yell at me. Being in the wonderful mood I was in, I told them both off.”


  “Wow.”


  “Yeah, wow. I mean, I understand the concept of training, but I don’t see any point in letting him hurt me.”


  Miceral shook his head. “The pain is supposed to motivate you to work harder to avoid future hits.”


  His mouth full, Farrell had to chew before he could answer. “I think I understand the purpose of training, but it was clear I wasn’t in the right frame of mind for the pain to make a difference.”


  “Maybe you should have called off the session.”


  “That’s what Baylec said. Now that I’ve cooled off, I somewhat agree, but at the time I was mad. I told him that as weapons master it was his responsibility to assess if I was well enough to train. That means mentally and physically. And that he should never again try to beat me into condition.”


  “What did he say to that?”


  “At first he and Thomas seethed, so I added that not only am I the prince of Haven, I’m also the one who has to fight Meglar. Hurting or maiming me is detrimental to both responsibilities.”


  “Also a good point.”


  “They seemed to think so too, and then we all calmed down. Baylec apologized, I did too, and then he and Thomas told me to leave their practice field until I was feeling better.”


  “Told you, did they?”


  “That part hasn’t changed and I don’t want it to. If I’m going to require they make an assessment of my fitness, I need to listen to them.”


  “Why do I get the sense that isn’t it?”


  “Because it’s not.” Farrell sighed. Just retelling the day made him tired again. “Next I tried riding with Nerti, but as soon as we set foot on Gharaha, I sensed something was wrong. One of the defensive spells was bleeding through.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Breaking it down to its simplest terms, the spell had been laid improperly by Wesfazial. We designed all the spells to meld together, so they had to be cast properly. Before I used the concealment spell, I was supposed to check it. I guess I’ve been so preoccupied with Kel’s book this past month, I forgot. The two spells were slightly out of sync, and the underlying spell was no longer hidden.”


  He waited for Miceral to nod before he continued. “When I tried to ‘repair’ the problem, I almost started a cascade reaction that threatened to wipe out months or even years of work. Fortunately, I stopped the breakdown before it got started, but I still need to go back and fix everything. That will take days of effort. After that, Nerti told me to go take a bath and relax.”


  Exhaling, he locked eyes with Miceral. Why did any of that matter right now? Staring at his partner, he saw concern in Miceral’s gaze. After the effort Miceral had gone through to make tonight special, Farrell couldn’t—wouldn’t—let his mood drag them down. Dipping a finger into the gravy and potatoes, he licked the food-covered digit. He made a pop when he removed it and smiled when the twinkle returned to Miceral’s eyes.


  “This”—he gestured toward the table, hoping not to sound too sappy—“is exactly what I needed tonight. I feel much better already.”


  Miceral wiggled his eyebrows and smiled. “Dinner was just the start. Wait until you see what’s next.”


  He let Miceral pull him from his chair. “I like the sound of that.”


   


   


  STEPPING OUT the western door, Farrell breathed in the crisp spring air. Blue sky, cool breeze, and the smell of new growth made this the perfect day for their outing. Shifting the pack he carried, he reached for Miceral’s hand. “It’s as if the Six made this day perfect for us.”


  “You should thank Lenore for this day.” Nerti’s voice presaged her arrival. She and Klissmor rounded the outcropping of rock, tossing their heads playfully. Even they seemed to appreciate the fine weather.


  “I did that before we left our rooms.” He had said a prayer of thanks to all Six for the past year.


  “Where are we going?” Farrell asked, settling quickly on Nerti’s muscular back.


  Klissmor took off so quickly that Miceral’s blond hair whipped around his face.


  “It’s a surprise.” Miceral sounded immensely pleased.


  “Really?”


  “Consider it payback for our postunion trip. Even if it’s only a day trip.”


  Farrell’s body tingled at the answer. Who knew his partner could be this romantic? Pressing himself against Nerti’s soft, snow-white mane, a thought stuck him. “Did you put him up to this?”


  “No.” Nerti shook her head beneath him. “It was he who asked for our help.”


  Farrell’s smile grew even wider. “What kind of help?”


  “Klissmor and I have spent the last three weeks scouring this side of the mountain for a place for you to enjoy your day. It will be our gift to you both.”


  Could his day get any better? “Not sure I deserve a gift from either of you. It should be I who finds ways to reward you.”


  “Klissmor and I became mates at what you call the summer festival. Feel free to devise an appropriate treat.”


  Farrell laughed out loud. “I shall do my best, my queen.”


  “What’s so funny?” Miceral asked. Farrell twisted to the right and found Miceral watching him. After explaining his conversation, he buried his nose in Nerti’s neck and watched the ground whiz by. Rarely did he get the chance to ride with nothing pressing clamoring for his attention. Today he had nothing to do but enjoy himself, and he intended to do just that.


  Their path started out wide enough for the pair to run side by side, but it slowly narrowed. Several times he noted footpaths break from the main route, and he wondered where they led, how they came to be, when they were made. At the fifth intersection, Klissmor turned right, taking them north.


  Farrell tried to follow their route using a mental map of the area, but he quickly lost track of direction when Nerti began to weave around trees. He thrilled at the feel of Nerti’s body flexing and straining as she took turns that threatened to dislodge him. Through their shared link, he could feel her excitement. Could she do this even faster without him?


  Suddenly the trees melted away and they emerged onto rolling hills of prairie grass. Peering over her head, Farrell was stunned to find a wide swath of trampled grass. The lane could easily accommodate six mounted riders.


  “My unicorns enjoy running, so we enlisted their help,” Nerti said as she drew even with Klissmor.


  Using the wider path, the pair increased speed, forcing Farrell to burrow into Nerti’s body to keep his eyes from drying out. The smell from the trampled grass reached his nose, causing him to breathe in deeply. He loved the scents of spring, the renewal, and the freshness.


  They continued at a full gallop for almost half an hour, and Farrell felt the cool spring air growing warmer. When they crested a small ridge, he spotted a tree line that marked a major river. He didn’t need to see a map to know the Weivre River flowed west out of the Trellham Mountains toward Hamble on the western coast.


  Nerti slowed her pace when they reached the thin band of trees and soon arrived at a small clearing by a river swollen by the melting snow. The sun sparkled off the babbling water, creating a soothing effect.


  Inside the sheltered glade, Farrell let the warm sun take the chill off his windblown skin. After he collected enough cold water for all of them, Miceral opened the basket.


  With an exaggerated flourish, he began pulling items from inside: two of Farrell’s favorite cheeses, small loaves of bread baked with a spicy chicken he liked, and a tub of Honalese clotted cream.


  Farrell’s stomach rumbled as he watched Miceral take out a large bag of oats and several apples. Next, he set two red apples aside and offered the rest to Klissmor and Nerti.


  “Yar-del shepherd’s cheese? Erdish spiced chicken sandwiches? Clotted cream? How? Who?” Farrell turned toward the unicorns, who looked on with interest.


  “Not I, little one.” Nerti shook her head. “I don’t know what you like to eat.”


  When Farrell turned back toward his partner, Miceral grinned and handed him a sandwich. “You were right. Lisle does melt when you ask her to help you do something romantic.”


  He accepted his lunch and tried to rein in his emotions. After being alone so long, having someone work this hard to make his day special had tears forming at the edges of his eyes. He swallowed loudly, keeping his gaze on his food.


  “Are you okay?” Miceral asked in a soft voice.


  Nodding slowly, Farrell looked up. He couldn’t stop a tear from escaping his control. “Never better. This is just so… amazing. I… I never…. It’s wonderful.”


  Brushing the back of his hand across his cheek, he leaned over and cupped the back of Miceral’s head, drawing them closer. He pressed their lips together, but before it turned too passionate, he pulled back and whispered, “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  Before he lost control again, he picked up his sandwich. “Let’s eat. I’m starved.”


   


   


  FARRELL’S FINGERS and face were sticky with sweet cream. He probably ate too much, but he almost never had clotted cream anymore.


  “What did you have to give Kers to get you that tub of cream?” He licked his fingers, but that made the feeling worse.


  “Nothing.” Miceral found a cloth napkin and helped Farrell to his feet. “I asked and he had it to the kitchen the next day. Believe it or not, people really like you. When they found out what I was doing and why, everyone tried to help.”


  After they cleaned up, Farrell created a dock out of green energy. He sat on the edge, removed his boots, and dangled his feet in the swift-flowing water.


  “That water has to be ice cold.” Miceral sat behind him and hugged Farrell to his chest. “Why are you doing that?”


  “Sure it’s cold, but after having my feet stuck in those boots all day, it feels wonderful. Even if I can’t do it for long.”


  Leaning back, he enjoyed all the sensations of the day. Miceral kissed the top of his head and rested his cheek on Farrell’s hair. If he didn’t know better, Farrell would suspect the Six had conspired to make this day perfect just for him.


  He stared at the water rushing over his now tingling feet. Reluctantly he pulled them onto the dock. After all the effort Miceral put into planning the perfect day, he hated what he needed to do next. He found a towel in his endless pocket and quietly dried himself. Instead of asking his partner to move back, he extended the dock another three feet and stretched his legs.


  While the sun warmed his feet, he considered his words. “I’m not sure if this will ruin our day, but I finished reading Kel’s book.”


  “Why would that upset me?”


  He twisted until he faced Miceral. “I… we need to leave Haven.”


  Miceral blinked but otherwise didn’t react. “Why?”


  He took a deep breath and glanced at Nerti, who along with Klissmor had moved closer to the makeshift jetty. She gave him the barest of nods. “Two reasons. First, Kel’s book is clear. He collected items at the behest of the Six that They intend for me to have. I need to get them, and they are scattered around the world.”


  “Do you know what he left you?”


  “No.” He swallowed. “I don’t even know exactly where he left things.”


  Miceral’s expression told Farrell he didn’t like what he heard. “Why would he do that? The book was meant for you. Why not just tell you?”


  “He didn’t say, but I think it’s a test to ensure his heir is a powerful enough wizard.”


  Miceral shook his head and stared at the water. After several long moments, he looked at Farrell. “What’s the other reason?”


  “I need to speak to Kel.” He stared into Miceral’s blue eyes and fought the urge to turn away.


  “How? Kel died two thousand years ago.”


  “Kel’s still alive.” Farrell nodded several times. “He is. On a page near the end, he explains that he found a way to suspend his life functions to extend his life. There’s a small circle on the page. If it’s red, his efforts failed. If it’s green, he’s alive. The dot is green.”


  Miceral’s jaw clenched and relaxed a couple of times before he looked over Farrell’s shoulder to Klissmor and Nerti. “Comments from either of you?”


  “Farrell and I discussed this yesterday. I don’t entirely approve, but Klissmor and I believe it is Lenore’s wish that Farrell find Kel. For that reason we support his decision.”


  Farrell watched as Miceral struggled with the news. He wanted to reach over and grab his hand, rub his back, anything to ease the tension, but he knew better. Miceral needed to work through it—without Farrell’s help.


  “Do you at least know where we should go first?”


  “Dumbarten, Kel’s birth place.” His smile quickly faded as he pressed on with what he needed to tell Miceral. “The first problem, however, will be getting there. I don’t know anywhere in Dumbarten that isn’t sealed off magically. So even if I had point of reference, I can’t open a Door.”


  “How do you intend to get there?”


  Before he could answer, Nerti did it for him, voicing the reason for her reluctance.


  “By ship.”


  


  Chapter 6
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  SEVENTH HOUR approached as Farrell led Miceral to the small meeting room he set aside for their celebration. His smile turned into a broad grin when he saw the changes the staff had made to the normally drab room. Flowers graced the small tables, resting on top of tablecloths in a vibrant shade of green that reminded him of new boxwood growth. Serving tables lined the walls, their tray holders waiting for the food. Chairs seemed placed at random spots about the room.


  Miceral tore his gaze from the surroundings and turned to Farrell with a raised eyebrow.


  Farrell forced out a small laugh. “What? It’s our night. I get to choose how we celebrate.”


  “I hope no one is offended.”


  He kissed Miceral on the cheek. “Anyone who is probably doesn’t belong here.”


  Miceral opened his mouth, but his gaze locked on a spot over Farrell’s shoulder. He didn’t need to turn around to know his partner found the “window” he’d created. Miceral released Farrell’s hand and walked to the far end of the room.


  “Amazing.” Miceral leaned both hands against the stone windowsill. “You can even feel a breeze. Is it real?”


  Farrell reached up and stopped Miceral from slamming his head against the stone. “Careful. No, it’s not a real window. The air you feel is from a spell I learned as a novice. Haven’t had many chances to use it, but it seemed appropriate for tonight.”


  He wiggled between Miceral and the window. He hoped that his partner would take the hint, and he was rewarded when Miceral pulled them together.


  “When did you find time to do this?”


  Pressing back, he enjoyed the safety he always felt nestled against Miceral’s chest. “Three nights ago when I met with staff to plan the party. See the moon?” He pointed to the right side of the window.


  They stood holding each other while people set up behind them. Normally he wouldn’t ignore the staff—it felt rude—but tonight he wanted to enjoy the moment. Who knew when they’d get another chance?


  “Are we interrupting?” Horgon’s voice ended their private moment.


  He tried to turn around, but Miceral tightened his hold. “Nothing we’d be embarrassed for you to see, Father.”


  Several people laughed, and Miceral relented and released his hold. Farrell turned and found Baylec, Thomas, and their wives standing in the main doorway beside Horgon. Like a proud parent, Miceral ushered their guests to see what Farrell wrought. Soon more people arrived, and the pair excused themselves to greet their other guests.


  The servers appeared and began to circulate, offering drinks and appetizers to the new arrivals. Others guests arrived in a steady trickle, and the room filled with the sound of friends talking and laughing.


  By eighth hour most of their guests had arrived, and Farrell made certain the staff understood that unicorns and peregrines required special accommodation. When he noticed his brothers happily eating… something, he grabbed a plate and filled it to near overflowing. He spied Prince Peter of Belsport looking bored as his father talked to Horgon and took the seat next to his young friend.


  “What’s new and exciting in your life, other than I see you have a need to shave?”


  “Shaving is terrible.” The teen put his hand to a small scab near his chin. “All I do is cut myself. But I look foolish if don’t.”


  Still chewing his food, Farrell shook his head. When he swallowed, he put his fork down. “You’re friends with one of the most generous wizards alive. Why didn’t you ask him for help?”


  “And just who would that generous mage be?” The look of mock confusion on his face made Farrell chuckle.


  “Why are we friends if you don’t have any respect for me?” He held out his left hand and fetched a small, rectangular polished oak box. He placed it the table and slid it over to Peter. “A gift.”


  Peter opened the lid and held up a straight-edged folding razor. “Um… thanks, but I already have a razor.”


  “Not like this one.” Farrell used his hand to cover his mouth as food sprayed the table. He gave Peter a grimace as he looked around to see who’d noticed what he’d done. “When I was your age, I hated to shave, maybe more than you. Heminaltose insisted, however, I not let him see my ‘mangy teenage beard.’ After cutting myself too many times, I enchanted that blade.”


  He noticed Horgon and Prince Wilhelm had stopped talking. Peter picked up the razor, and pulled the blade from the handle. “Doesn’t look any different from the razor Father gave me.”


  “And I don’t look nearly as threatening as Miceral, but we’re both dangerous in our own way. That blade will always be sharp and never cut or nick you, no matter how clumsily you shave.”


  “Heminaltose must have been very proud of you.” Wilhelm motioned for his son to let him see the gift.


  “Not exactly.” Farrell shrugged. “He wanted me to find a magical solution to my shaving problem. This just wasn’t what he had in mind.”


  “Seems a rather ingenious solution.” Horgon accepted the razor from Wilhelm. “What did he want you to do?”


  “Use magic to remove my whiskers. Once I learned that trick, I realized this wasn’t quite so clever.” He handed the razor back to its new owner. “Use it well. One word of warning, however. I made that when I was fifteen years old. I can’t promise the enchantments will work in all situations. What I mean is, it always worked properly when I used it to shave, but I never tested its powers in any other way. Best that you don’t try to impress anyone with your magical razor. You’ll hurt yourself or someone else.”


  “Thank you, Farrell. This is amazing.” Peter put the box down and wrapped his arms around Farrell.


  “You are welcome.” He almost told his friend how little value it had for him but realized that would probably ruin the mood. “It’s good to finally give it to someone who can use it like I did.”


  “A generous gift indeed.” Wilhelm nodded and stood up. “Can I have a moment alone, Farrell?”


  They made their way to where staff had set out dessert. Wilhelm grabbed a small plate and offered it to Farrell. “I’ve given thought to your request.”


  Shaking his head, Farrell poured himself a cup of coffee. “That sounds ominous.”


  “Nothing of the sort.” After placing a couple of small pastries on his plate, Wilhelm led them toward a table at the far end of the room. “Your idea to travel as mercenaries will likely not hold up to scrutiny. There’s more work available in the free cities than there are mercs to be hired, especially for a wizard. People will question your desire to leave, and worse, it will be the subject of intense gossip.”


  Farrell twisted his lips into a smile and stared down his nose. “I sense you have an idea you feel will work better.”


  “I do.” Wilhelm returned the smile with a slight nod. “Allow me to hire you.”


  “Hire us?” That was not what he expected to hear. “We aren’t really turning into mercs, you know.”


  Wilhelm chuckled but kept it low. “I understand, but hear me out. For months I have been searching for the right opportunity to send Peter off to sea, but I’ve feared for his safety. Meglar has been busy on the west coast. In addition to the overtures he’s made to the other city-states seeking an ally, he’s been funding pirate attacks on merchant vessels from every nation. I can’t send Peter on his first overseas voyage without the right protection.”


  “Why send him at all?” He realized the moment he spoke he shouldn’t have questioned his friend. “Sorry, it isn’t my position to inquire.”


  The older man waved his hand absently. “If you’re going to accept my offer, you have a right to ask any question you feel important. Peter should have gone before his sixteenth birthday, but with his mother’s death, I didn’t know if the time was right. My people will never accept him as heir if he hasn’t had at least one long ocean voyage under his belt.”


  “Won’t?” Somehow Farrell doubted anyone in Belsport disagreed with Wilhelm for long.


  “Politics being what it is, there are plenty of pretenders among my more distant relations. Given his attraction to men and the issues producing an heir it will create, it would be one more reason not to support him as prince. He needs to put this behind him. These are dangerous times we live in. If something happens to me, Peter needs to be able to step into my place with as few distractions as possible. Your request presented me with an ideal solution—hire you and Miceral to guard my son. It will give your aliases instant credibility, and I’ll know he’s as safe as I can make him.”


  Farrell took a long pull from his steaming mug. The suggestion had merit. “I like the idea, but I have a condition.”


  Did he detect a hint of amusement in Wilhelm’s eyes? “I’m listening.”


  “When we arrive at Dumbarten, I want to send Peter back by way of a Door.”


  Wilhelm took a nibble on a chocolate cookie. “That’s not a problem, but may I ask why you can’t sail back with him?”


  “We don’t know how long we’ll be in Dumbarten, and it could be too dangerous for us to ensure his safety.”


  “Too dangerous?” He cocked his head, eyes squinting just a bit. “Even Meglar wouldn’t dare attack Dumbarten, not when he’s still warring with the remaining nations of Ardus.”


  Draining his cup, Farrell rose, nodding toward the table with the coffee. “You know as well as any that just because Meglar hasn’t declared his intentions, that doesn’t mean he won’t send his wizards to attack specific targets. Dumbarten would almost surely attack Zargon if Meglar created an incident.”


  “A valid point.” Wilhelm poured himself a glass of red wine and took a sip. “If I agree to your condition, do we have a deal?”


  Farrell laughed. “You make it sound like a sale of timber or a bolt of cloth.”


  “Or a unique shield?” He peered over his cup.


  “That too. If Miceral agrees, we have a deal.”


  “Excellent!” Wilhelm clapped Farrell on the back. “This will ease my fears greatly. And Peter will be so thrilled to travel with you both that he might not even complain about ‘his duty as a prince to go to sea.’”


  Farrell nodded. “Let me speak to Miceral, and we can discuss the details in a day or two. Right now I need to find my life partner and embarrass him by telling everyone how happy he’s made me this last year.”


  “Newlyjoineds.” Wilhelm smiled and motioned for Farrell to lead the way.


  


  Chapter 7
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  “BRING IN those two.” Master Darius motioned toward Miceral and Farrell, who stood quietly in the small anteroom. “The prince will see them now.”


  Four guards snapped to attention and the sergeant nodded crisply. “Yes, Master Darius.”


  Farrell avoided looking at his partner, instead focusing his attention on the throne at the end of the long aisle. Peter sat next to Wilhelm on a slightly lower throne. Barely looking at the pair, Wilhelm handed a document to Darius when he arrived. The wizard turned and handed it to Miceral.


  “If you look over that document, you will find everything is as we discussed,” Wilhelm said.


  Leaning closer, Farrell pretended to read the note. He already knew what it contained, but he tried to stay in character. With the alterations he’d made to his appearance the last few days, few if any in Belsport would recognize him.


  “Everything appears in order, Your Highness.” Miceral bowed respectfully. “Prince Peter will be well protected during his trip.”


  “Good.” Wilhelm waved absently and turned to speak to his ministers.


  Accepting their dismissal, Farrell turned and left without looking back. At the front gate, they retrieved their weapons under the watchful eyes of the palace guards. They took a ferry south toward the more commercial areas of Belsport and retrieved their horses when they reached the mainland.


  “Which way to the Sword and Shield Inn?” Miceral asked the ferryman.


  Barely acknowledging them, the man pointed south. “Two streets and make a right. It’s a few blocks down on the left.”


  Farrell handed him a coin to pay for their ride and nudged his mount forward. Wilhelm had booked their room at the inn, telling them it catered to well-paid soldiers, not common thugs. Run by two brothers who’d been mercenaries themselves, the inn had clean rooms, decent food, and reasonable rates. Not that Farrell cared about the rates since Wilhelm paid the bill, but the room needed to be clean.


  Located on a busy commercial street, the inn occupied the left side of the block. Several competent-looking swordsmen stood at various places, ensuring no one thought to relieve the inn of a few highly prized horses. Darius told them the “guards” were mercenaries working to earn their keep, a practice not uncommon for those between jobs.


  The big U-shaped inn bordered the street. A simple sign with the inn’s name adorned an iron post at the head of a semicircular gravel path. Near the entrance, two unarmed, bored-looking lads sat among a quartet of alert guards.


  “Four guards?” Farrell asked Miceral. “Have things gotten that dangerous since we were last here?”


  “No, I doubt that. These are mercenaries between work. They’d be working mercs if things were that bad.”


  They dismounted before the entrance, and Miceral pulled the letter Wilhelm had given them for the innkeeper from his saddlebag. Farrell fished out a silver coin and handed it and the reins to the boy closest to him.


  “There’s double that if you take good care of them.”


  The teen took the coin and smiled. “They’ll be well cared for, sir, but I can’t board your horses ’til Dad says so.”


  He winked at the boy and silently made for the door.


  Light filled the common room through numerous open windows. Although he felt certain Wilhelm had weeded out most of Meglar’s agents, he searched their surrounding just in case. Three long tables with low wooden benches on either side ran the length of the large room. Numerous small tables lined the far wall, affording small groups a modicum of privacy. To the right, the fireplace sat unused on the warm spring day. A staircase dominated the far wall, bisecting it almost in half.


  Three loud and boisterous guests, who appeared to have consumed a decent amount of ale, sat at the end of a long table. Passing over them, Farrell quickly scanned the two who sat at a small table in the corner, speaking in low voices. Finally, his gaze noticed a lone warrior at a table close to the staircase. The man stretched his legs and seemed to watch them as they entered, letting out occasional puffs of smoke.


  A lifetime of keeping secrets kicked in, and he decided this man bore watching. Before he could alert Miceral to his concerns, a middle-aged man dressed in the nondescript clothing mercenaries favored walked out of a small room immediately to their left.


  “Good day, gents. What brings you to the Sword and Shield?” His eyes ran up and down both of them. A large gray wolfhound to Farrell’s left stirred after the innkeeper spoke. Standing closest to the dog, Farrell reached out a hand to say hello.


  “I wouldn’t do that, sir!” The man’s urgent warning nearly caused Farrell to jump. “He doesn’t take to folks the first time he meets them.”


  When the dog stood, his shoulders came up to Farrell’s hips. The shaggy hair that covered the animal made his true size hard to determine, but Farrell guessed the hound weighed well over a hundred pounds. Farrell ignored the man’s warning, leaned his staff against the wall, and squatted down to be eye level with the hound.


  “Really, sir, you best not get down like that. He will bite you!”


  “No, he won’t.” Farrell projected calm as he grabbed the dog behind both ears and scratched gently. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?”


  A broad tongue licked Farrell’s face, causing Miceral to snort.


  “Well, don’t that upside down everything.” The man rubbed his chin. “How’d you know Thorn wouldn’t bite you? Neblor’s gates, I don’t know that he wouldn’t bite me if I got down like that, and I raised him from a pup.”


  Farrell continued to scratch the contented hound. “I have a way with animals.”


  “Being the chosen of Lenore and Nerti’s rider also helps,” Miceral said.


  Farrell kept his attention on Thorn to avoid giving away that he’d heard Miceral.


  “We were referred to your establishment by our employer,” Miceral said, drawing the man’s attention to him. He held up Wilhelm’s letter. “I’m Elgin, and that is Kelvin. I believe our lodging has been paid for in advance.”


  The proprietor accepted the document, glancing occasionally at Farrell happily playing with Thorn. When Farrell stood up, Thorn batted him with a big meaty paw, prompting Farrell to reach down and scratch his head some more.


  Scanning the document, the man looked up once, then reread the paper. “My apologies. I’ve been expecting you, but I expected someone a bit older and fiercer-looking.”


  Looking past them, the innkeeper nodded to the boy standing in the doorway. The lad winked at Farrell, leaped down the stairs, and led their horses around the building.


  Farrell knew most men who lived by selling their sword would take offense at the comment, but since they had already been “hired” and the man meant no harm, he let it go.


  Perhaps the lack of response made the innkeeper realize his mistake, because he quickly held up both hands in front of himself. “Not that you have to impress me. Thorn seems to approve of you. That, and your employer is known to me and paid good currency for your accommodations.”


  He walked into the office and returned with a key. “First meal tomorrow is included in the price. All others come from your purse. Food is available from breakfast ’til midnight or until we run out, whichever comes first.”


  Walking with a slight limp, the man led them toward the staircase. “Top floor, left side, last room at the end of the hall.” He handed Miceral the key but kept his gaze on Farrell. “Still wish I knew how you did that with Thorn. He never took to anyone like that before.”


  “Strange things happen when you deal with wizards, Vernack,” the warrior smoking his pipe said, rising to his feet.


  Farrell tried not to stare at the man, especially now that his suspicions seemed confirmed. Better not to acknowledge the remark and pretend he’d ignored it entirely.


  “This really ain’t any of your business, now is it, Leo?” Vernack snapped, glaring at his guest.


  “Nope, sure isn’t. I was just pointing out the obvious.” He stretched his tall, lanky frame and resumed his seat, puffing away at his long-stemmed pipe.


  Vernack shook his head and turned back toward Miceral and Farrell. “Top of the stairs, last room on the left. Number eight.”


  Key in hand, they ascended the switchback stairs toward the fourth floor. Farrell stopped at the landing on the third floor. “Keep going, Ral. Someone is following quietly behind us. I’m going to see who it is.”


  “Be careful and let me know what’s happening.”


  “Of course. I’ll need you to help me question Leo when I catch him in the act.”


  “Leo? How do you know who it is?”


  Farrell moved a few steps into the third-floor hallway and engaged a spell. He magically added the sound of a second set of boots as Miceral continued up the stairs. “Call it a hunch.”


  Moments later, Leo appeared, barely making a sound. Farrell silenced his real footsteps, then fell in behind the man. “It’s Leo. Head to the room, but be ready to come out when I say to.”


  “Are you sure you’ll be safe?”


  Leo paused and appeared to listen. He gave no indication he sensed Farrell’s presence. Instead, he looked right and then left, glancing directly at Farrell before he walked up the last flight.


  “Positive. The man’s not a wizard.” Farrell heard a door open and shut before he crept up to the fourth-floor landing. Leo stood a few feet ahead of him, peering down the hall at room eight. “He’s standing in the hallway, looking at our door. Let me get behind him, then come out when I tell you.”


  “Agreed. Just be careful.”


  Leo inched closer to their door, seeming to listen intently. Farrell stepped into the hallway, closing the distance between him and their stalker.


  “I’m ready.”


  He heard Miceral stomp to the door and turn the knob. As he expected, Leo quickly turned and made for the stairs. Farrell released his spell and created a shield around himself that touched both sides of the hall. With a startled look, Leo reached for his weapon.


  “Any reason you’re spying on us?” Farrell tapped his staff on the floor, and a pale blue nimbus erupted from the tip and outlined his shield.


  “Who’s spying on whom, Master Kelvin? Any reason you silently made your way behind me with your shield raised?”


  “I’m asking the questions.” He let the blue light pulse a bit brighter. “You can willingly answer them, or I can make you.”


  Leo stared at him, but Farrell didn’t flinch.


  “It wasn’t wise to follow after us like that, sir.” Miceral stood behind the man, sword in his left hand. “Silently walking up the stairs, listening and looking about as you went, made plain your intentions.”


  Farrell noted a hint of fear as the man tensed. “A Muchari and a wizard are a conspicuous couple. One might wonder if you are really Elgin and Kelvin and not some other famous friends of the prince.”


  While not prepared for Leo to have made the connection, Farrell kept his stoic expression. “One might wonder if we were Khron and Falcron, but it doesn’t answer my question. This is the last time I will ask you to explain yourself.”


  Leo stared hard at him, as if trying to judge his resolve. When his shoulders drooped just a bit, Farrell knew he understood the situation. Leo turned to face Miceral. “One does not forget the face of the greatest warrior our race has produced. Especially not when you were present to see him best someone as renowned as Master Baylec.”


  “Great balls of Neldin.” Miceral slid his sword back into its sheath. “Leothan. It’s been almost fifty years since I’ve seen you.”


  “I’ve been traveling for a bit.” Although he visibly relaxed more, he kept stealing glances at Farrell, who maintained his shield.


  Miceral held out his arm, and the two clasped forearms. Using a hand to turn Leo, Miceral approached Farrell. “Kelvin, this is Leothan. He and I used to spar together under Baylec’s watchful eye. Though it was many years ago.”


  “A pleasure to meet you, Kelvin.” Leo bowed politely when Farrell didn’t extend his arm. “Perhaps it would be better if we didn’t speak in the hall?”


  Miceral nodded and led Leo into the room. Following a few steps behind, Farrell remained wary. Despite his partner’s acknowledgment, he didn’t release his spell.


  Their room had windows on two sides, making it well lit for such a small space. The large bed and small table with two chairs took up most of the floor. Other than a few wall sconces, a mirror, a washbasin, and a pitcher of water, there was little else in the room.


  Miceral closed the shutters, and Farrell cast a spell to keep prying ears away. A soft puff of light exploded above his hand, sending sparks to all points in the room.


  “Now we can speak without others listening to our conversation.”


  Leothan smiled and clapped Miceral on the back. “He’s a handy friend to have about.”


  Miceral laughed. “He’s a great deal more to me than just a friend.”


  “Lenore finally made good on Her promise, did She? I certainly didn’t expect it would be a human, much less a wizard.”


  Glaring at Leo, Farrell walked over to Miceral. “Muchari really think highly of themselves, don’t they? Next he’ll call me a silly, soft human.”


  Leothan raised an eyebrow at Miceral.


  “My father didn’t exactly approve at first of my being paired with a human.” Miceral took Farrell’s hand and kissed it once. “Fortunately, Father has come around.”


  Surprised, Leo looked at Farrell. “You must be quite extraordinary for Horgon to be that accepting.”


  Before he could respond, Miceral wrapped his arms around Farrell’s waist and kissed the top of his head. “He is that and more.”


  Farrell smiled at the show of affection, then scanned Leothan with his wizard’s sight. Finding nothing, he relaxed and wiggled free of Miceral’s grasp. With only two chairs in the room, Farrell lifted his legs and sat hovering next to Miceral.


  “Another handy trick,” Leothan said as he sat down.


  He reaffixed his staff to his back. “It has its uses.”


  “What brings you to Belsport?” Miceral asked.


  “With Northhelm gone and no way to reach those who fled, this is as good a place as any to make a living.” Leothan shrugged. “They are a rich and prosperous people who appreciate the skills I offer. What about you? Are you really mercs hired by the prince?”


  “We are,” Farrell said quickly.


  “That seems out of character for the son of Horgon and Baylec’s prized student.”


  “It’s not for the money.” Miceral glanced at Farrell. “Call it a favor to Wilhelm.”


  “Somehow I didn’t think you needed the money. Care to fill in some details on what you are really up to?”


  “No.” Scowling, Farrell stared at their guest. “Why do you ask?”


  “Easy there, little fellow.” Leothan flinched, sitting back farther in his chair. “No need to get your hackles up. Just a simple question.”


  Farrell locked his eyes on the man, looking for the source of his unease.


  “Any chance you can call your attack dog off?” Leothan looked at Miceral but kept checking Farrell warily. “He looks like he’s trying to stare a hole in me.”


  “Something wrong?” Miceral asked. “You look angry.”


  “Not sure.” He never took his eyes off Leothan. “I know he’s your friend, but something bothers me about him. I just can’t say what.”


  “Are you sure it’s not that he followed us?”


  “That’s probably a lot of it.” He finally turned his head.


  “I’d tread carefully, old friend. He only looks innocent.” Miceral winked at Farrell. “But I’d also like to know what your interest is in our business.”


  “Are you serious?” Leothan looked surprised. “Northhelm disappears, not conquered or destroyed, but disappears as if it never existed. There’s no word on where our people went, but there are rumors that a group of them, mounted on peregrines and unicorns, arrived suddenly to aid Prince Wilhelm when Meglar attacked, then they disappeared just as fast. The few of us who weren’t at Northhelm when it… vanished have had no information on where our people went or even if they’re okay. I think I’m entitled to ask questions, especially from the son of Northhelm’s leader.”


  “What we do has nothing to do with what happened to our people.” Miceral held up a hand. “But I can talk to my father, and he can work with you.”


  “Work with me? What in Neblor does that mean?”


  “It means everyone who enters Haven is tested before they’re admitted.” Farrell eyed the man, waiting for an objection.


  “Tested? Is this a joke?” Leothan turned toward Miceral, who shook his head. “Have our people fallen so low that we no longer trust each other?”


  “Meglar has agents everywhere and among all kingdoms. It’s a small precaution to ensure our safety.”


  “Did you test everyone at Northhelm before you let them enter?”


  “Those at Northhelm when the city was abandoned were approved by Lenore and her priestesses.” Miceral’s discomfort made Farrell want to reach over and hold him. “Leothan, this isn’t personal. Meglar would pay dearly to know where the people of Northhelm fled, for many reasons.”


  “I’m aware of his interest in our kind. You may not have heard, tucked away in your hiding place, but there’s a bounty out for any Muchari who can be captured alive.”


  “Where did you hear that?” The existence of an offer didn’t surprise Farrell; he expected as much from his father. But the fact he’d made it so openly that Muchari knew about it didn’t sound like Meglar.


  “A merc I worked with guarding a merchant convoy had too much to drink and mused about how he wanted to catch a Muchari and cash in on the reward. Evidently Meglar is offering a tidy sum, enough that this man thought he could retire.”


  “Stupid fool,” Miceral said. “Did he have any idea how he’d capture, much less keep in custody, one of our kind?”


  Leothan laughed. “None. But I’ve been careful to limit my skills of late. I’ve heard rumors that some of the faster or stronger mercs have disappeared in the last few months. Doesn’t take a scholar to figure out what’s happening.”


  “Do you know if any actual Muchari have been captured?” Farrell asked, draining the smile from his guest’s lips.


  “Not that I’ve heard, but I’m only in contact with the few who are in and around Belsport.”


  “When Northhelm disappeared, why didn’t you and the others go to Primilian?” Miceral asked.


  “Some did.” Leothan shrugged. “But my family and friends were in Northhelm, and we quickly learned that Northhelm hadn’t evacuated to Primilian. I decided to kick around here, hoping to find out where everyone went.”


  “And now you know.” Miceral smiled.


  Leothan shook his head. “No, I don’t. All I’ve learned is they’re in a place called Haven and that only those who are goddess tested and approved may join them.”


  “Unless you’re hiding something, you’ll be welcome at Haven.” Farrell waited until Leothan looked at him. “What we do is for the safety of your family and friends. There is no intent to keep you away from them.”


  “I understand. It still feels like I’m not trusted, but I understand.”


  “I’m sure you’ll feel differently when you’re reunited with the rest of our people.” Miceral clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Now tell me where you’ve been and what you’ve been up to. It’s been too long.”


   


   


  “FOURTH HOUR?” Farrell yawned as they walked along the muddy, rut-filled street. “Why didn’t anyone tell me we had to get up that early?”


  Miceral let out a sigh. “Because everyone knew if we told you, we’d hear you grumble all day before and after. This way, only Peter and I have to listen to you whine.”


  Peter snickered, drawing a glare from Farrell. “Given the number of spells that draw energy from me on a constant basis, I, like most reasonably active wizards, need more sleep than everyone else, even warriors. And, since the more powerful the wizard, the greater the demand on us, there is no one in Haven or Belsport who needs as much sleep as I do.”


  “Did he just remind us that he’s the greatest wizard he knows?” Peter spared Farrell a sideward glance before turning to Miceral.


  “Ignore him. He’s always grumpy in the early-morning hours.”


  Farrell declined to engage them and focused on their surroundings. He’d never been to Glaston before, and from what he could see so far, he hadn’t missed much. The largest of the free cities north of Khron’s Spine, Glaston still had the dirty, gritty feel of a minor city-state.


  For centuries Yar-del, with its superior location and powerful navy, had been the destination for merchants on the eastern side of the continent. The prince of Glaston and the sovereigns of the other free cities of the north didn’t help their cause when they opted to spend more on personal consumption than on creating and maintaining a powerful navy.


  “The city seems so… so dingy.” Peter’s comment drew Farrell’s attention. “Isn’t Glaston the wealthiest of the Northern Free Cities?”


  “It is, but since Yar-del fell, all the northern cities, except Spagrom, have fallen on hard times.” Farrell stopped to watch a gaunt, dirty child approach a well-dressed merchant. When the man raised his ring-covered hand, Farrell exerted the barest hint of power toward the mud. The man’s feet slid forward, dumping him ass-first in the muck. The impact, and another small use of magic, caused the man’s purse to come loose, landing inches from the child.


  Quicker than the wealthy man could react, the boy scooped up the small leather bag and ran off. Attempting to get to his feet, the man suddenly lurched forward, planting his red face into the soggy dirt.


  “Was that necessary?” Miceral shook his head.


  Farrell shrugged. “I hate bullies.”


  “What happened to not drawing attention to ourselves?” Scanning the area around them, Miceral motioned for them to start walking.


  “No one will be able to trace it to me. I used very little power.”


  “Even so, I’d feel better if you didn’t try to right every wrong you see on the way to the ship.”


  Farrell nodded. He didn’t mean to put Miceral on edge. “Sorry, I just reacted.”


  “I know.” He put a hand on Farrell’s shoulder. “And it’s one of the things I love about you, but we promised Wilhelm we’d watch out for Peter. That’s got to be first in your mind.”


  “Speaking of putting me first, I’m hungry.” Peter patted his stomach. “Can we stop and get something to eat?”


  Miceral smiled at Farrell and nodded. “Between you and Peter, I’m not sure we’ll have enough food on board. We may need to hire a second ship to carry provisions.”


  “Is he going to be this bad the whole trip?”


  Farrell put his arm around Peter’s shoulder. “Sadly, it’ll probably get worse.”


   


   


  THE THREE munched on bread baked with cheese and meat as they walked toward the warehouse district. With the salty air, the sound of the waves, and the call of seagulls, if Farrell closed his eyes he could almost imagine himself back in Yar-del. As a boy he’d begged his master to take him back so he could run into the water and splash around. Who cared if he slept in the servants’ quarters in a tiny room on a pallet? Most days those memories drowned out the ache of the loss of Kel’s gleaming city.


  But today images of his youth fueled his excitement. With Kel’s help, he would reclaim what they’d lost, and he could take Miceral to the spots he had staked out as his own. Kel. Everything depended on finding the great Kel. And today, with the smell of the ocean in his nostrils, they’d begin the journey to find him.


  “Kelvin!” Miceral’s angry voice forced him away from his thoughts. Only now did he realize they’d been calling his “name.”


  Farrell could see the reproach in Miceral’s eyes. He should have been keeping an eye on their surroundings, not dreaming of what only might happen. “Sorry. My mind was elsewhere.”


  “I knew that.” Miceral’s tone didn’t soften with Farrell’s apology. “Try to remember that even if we aren’t mercenaries, we really are supposed to guard Peter.”


  “You couldn’t have said that privately? It had to be out loud?” Farrell’s face flushed and his ears grew warm. He deserved the reprimand, but he still didn’t like it.


  “Sorry. But I can’t baby you.” Miceral’s tone said more than his words. “You may not be in danger, but Peter is our responsibility. We promised Wilhelm.”


  “Fine.” Farrell tried not to let the rebuke bother him, but it still ruined his mood. Maybe they should have left Peter in Belsport and found a different way to get to Dumbarten. He had no doubts that he’d slip up again. And as much as it embarrassed him, Miceral was right. He did need to make sure Peter didn’t come to any harm.


  Mercenaries seemed to outnumber merchants, vendors, and buyers. Every ship had its share of determined-looking men, casting their gaze at the press of people moving past their ships.


  “The docks at Belsport don’t have this many mercs standing guard.” Peter mimicked Miceral and kept his hand resting on his sword.


  “With Yar-del gone, the pirate problem has exploded, making life more difficult for honest merchants.” This close to his ancestral home, Farrell felt the bite of his loss anew.


  “Your father leveraged our skills to create a bidding war among the merchant vessels he contacted.” Miceral chuckled even as he rolled his eyes. “From what Darius told us, the captain of the Seafoam Rose invited us to travel with his ship free of charge.”


  “That sounds like my father.” Peter’s eyes darted from ship to stall and back. “Leave it to him to find guards he didn’t have to pay and use them to get out of paying for my passage, as well.”


  Farrell looked at Miceral and couldn’t stifle a laugh.


  “That shady town square merchant.” Miceral seemed to grip his sword tighter. “He stole our weapons when our heads were turned.”


  “Not really.” Farrell gave his partner a wink. “Since we don’t actually work for him, he can’t sell our services. Since he hired us out, he acted as our agent, and he owes us a fee. When he sees what we charge, he’ll wish he’d just paid for our passage instead of trying to strike a bargain.”


  “You can’t do that.” Peter’s protest caught them by surprise, but they quickly recovered and began laughing.


  “Spoken like a true son of Belsport.” Miceral put his arm around Peter. “And yes, we can.”


   


   


  WHEN THEY arrived at the ship, Farrell noticed a middle-aged man giving orders to a group of sailors. The man ran his hand over his leathery skin and pushed back a strand of graying hair. When the officer spotted the trio, his face broke into a grin and he beckoned them over.


  “Greeting, Your Highness,” he said when they were closer. His attempt at a formal bow came off comical. “I’m Captain Nathan of the Seafoam Rose. It’s an honor to have you on board.”


  “Thank you, Captain.” Peter gave the man the barest of nods. “I’m pleased to be aboard so fine a vessel.”


  “I can see Your Highness has an astute eye. The Rose is the finest ship in Glaston.” This came from a large, muscular man dressed as an officer.


  “Prince Peter.” The captain politely motioned toward the newcomer. “May I present Mr. Emerson, the first officer of the Seafoam Rose.”


  “An honor to meet you, Your Highness.” Farrell noted Mr. Emerson did a much better job of bowing to the prince. “If I can make your voyage any easier, please let me know.”


  “Captain,” Miceral interrupted, his eyes darting around, surveying the wharf. “Permission to take the prince aboard and see to his accommodations.”


  “Permission granted.” He pointed toward the deck. “Ask any sailor to show you to the prince’s quarters. As Prince Wilhelm instructed, you two will be staying in the anteroom to the prince’s room. A might cramped, but ain’t that everything on a ship?”


  Farrell smiled. It had been years since he’d last been on a vessel like the Rose. The accommodations notwithstanding, he looked forward to the trip. “Sounds about right, Captain.”


  


  Chapter 8
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  WELL-BUILT AND sleek—at least for a merchant vessel—the Seafoam Rose raced across the water despite a full hold. Driven by a strong eastern breeze, the vessel left a small wake in its path. Before they’d set sail, Farrell probed the spells used to prevent leaks and rot. What he found impressed him. The ship’s owner must have spent a fair number of coins to pay for the amount of magic used to preserve this ship. Despite that, Farrell had found a couple of spells that needed to be repaired, and he took care of them without telling the captain.


  Under the clear, sunny sky, Farrell sat cross-legged, hovering above the quarterdeck, Kel’s open book in his lap. It still amazed him how a centuries-old book could reach out and connect him to a man—nay, a legend—he’d never met. But reading the long, flowing script, he could almost see his distant ancestor feeling terribly clever at spots and grinning at others.


  Having sat for the better part of the morning, Farrell closed the book and sent it back to their quarters. Lowering his legs, he took a moment to stretch and breathe in deeply. He’d always enjoyed the times he went to sea with one of his mother’s ships. Aside from being free of Heminaltose and his mother’s watchful eye, occasionally one of the junior officers had proved good company.


  Recalling that aspect of his prior trips made him feel a bit guilty, with his life partner mere feet away. He grabbed the stiff leather jerkin he now had to wear at all times and shifted it to make it more comfortable. It still amazed him how people could wear armor all day and not complain.


  “Can you come spar with Peter? It will be a lot easier for me to train him if I can step back and watch.” Miceral’s voice in his mind broke his concentration.


  “Sure.” He didn’t have anything better to do. “Give me a minute to get ready.”


  Peter’s lesson continued for almost an hour. By the time Miceral called an end to their training, Peter and Farrell were sweaty messes.


  “You’ve made a big improvement in just three days.” Farrell looked to Miceral, who nodded.


  “He’s right. You’ll be the best swordsman in Belsport before I send you home.”


  “Go ahead and wash up first.” Farrell gave Miceral back the practice weapon and retrieved his sword and staff. “I’ll fill the tub with clean, warm water.”


  Peter grinned at him. “Did I ever mention that you’re the best servant I’ve ever had?”


  “Did I mention I could turn the water to ice while you’re sitting in the tub?” He conjured a snowball and tossed it the air.


  “Go.” Miceral nodded toward the stairs before swatting Farrell’s snowball out to sea. “I’ll make sure he behaves.”


   


   


  AFTER LUNCH Farrell went in search of a quieter place to sit than the quarterdeck. He traveled from bow to stern before he settled on the small empty space before the bowsprit. When the spray hit his face, he knew couldn’t read there, but as a place to sit and think, it was perfect. Sitting cross-legged, he peered at the unbroken expanse of sea before him. The stiff breeze that propelled them made it impossible for him to see much besides the water.


  Tentatively he pushed his consciousness under the waves. The vast array of life that dwelled just below the awareness of humans amazed and fascinated him. Under scrutiny of his wizard’s inner sight, the water teamed with life. Ambient energy swirled in a dazzling display of mostly blue and green hues. Tiny organisms, too small for the naked eye, saturated the water. As they moved about, they created a shimmering effect in the energy. Something unseen in the pools of power found on land.


  Farrell lost himself in the beauty of the menagerie visible only in the deep waters far offshore. Gently he probed the water in search of new creatures. His mind brushed against a myriad of life, most of which lacked the requisite consciousness to be aware of their own existence, let alone the mind probing them.


  As he prepared to end his search, he felt the barest touch of a mind push against his. Curiosity and bewilderment exuded from the counterprobe, but it vanished as quickly as it appeared. Farrell extended his search, delving deeper into the water in a vain attempt to reestablish the link.


  Returning to “his” world, it appeared to be midafternoon. Not wanting to go back to their cramped room, he tried to convince himself to work on at least one of the magical projects he hoped to complete before they reached Dumbarten. Sitting under the warm sun, listening to the ship move and the waves break beneath, he quickly rejected all thoughts of work.


  He put his hand into his endless pocket and summoned a black recorder. A gift from his mother when she’d discovered his love of music, the instrument was made of a light, highly polished, and lacquered wood not found in the seven kingdoms. Heminaltose had told him it came from Erd and was the work of a highly respected craftsman whose instruments commanded prices only the wealthy could afford.


  As much as the gift had cost, Farrell valued far more the time his mother had spent teaching him how to play it properly. Since her death, Farrell rarely took out the instrument. Even holding it proved painful. Yet today, under the clear sky with the sea rushing around him, it felt right.


  Farrell put the instrument to his lips, and a flood of memories rushed forward. The last time he had played, he knew war would come soon. His master let him sit on the walls of Yar-del and play while he, the queen, and her advisors discussed plans.


  Unsure what to play, he closed his eyes and let the sea inspire his fingers. Reflecting his jumbled emotions, the light, cheery tune he selected had a measure of sadness. He opened his eyes and ignored everything except the water and the music.


  The sun had moved much closer to the western horizon when he laid his much-loved instrument in his lap. Released from the almost hypnotic effect of the moment, he again felt a faint whiff of consciousness touch him and vanish immediately. When it passed, he felt the presence of people behind him.


  Peter and Miceral leaned against one side of the bowsprit and several sailors, including the first mate, stood on the other side.


  “Nice playing, master wizard,” Emerson, the ship’s first officer, said. “A welcome change from the bawdy songs the crew favors when they want music.”


  “Thank you.”


  Miceral grinned when their eyes met. “I’ve never heard you play that pipe before.”


  “That’s because when I play it, bad memories of my mother usually creep into my thoughts.” He shoved the recorder back in his pocket.


  “Next time you feel moved to play, let me know.” Emerson motioned for the sailors to get back to work. “I’m a fair hand at the lute and would be pleased to join you instead of taking requests from this lot.”


  Farrell regarded the man and realized he’d allowed Emerson’s size and commanding presence to mislead him. The first officer had an untold story, but it would have to wait. “I look forward to it.”


   


   


  FOR THE next week, they kept to the same routine—wake up, morning weapons practice, eat lunch, then Peter spending time with Captain Nathan or Mr. Emerson, learning how the ship worked and how to command the crew. Miceral assumed guard duty most of the time, and Farrell read, worked on some spells, or watched the water.


  Ten days from Glaston brought the first overcast day, and the weather threatened to get worse. The rough, choppy water forced the ship up and then released the Rose from its frothy grip to crash back into the sea. Miceral cancelled weapons practice, letting Peter follow the captain closely to learn how to handle a vessel during less than ideal conditions.


  By noon, the weather had not changed for the worse, so Farrell returned to his favorite spot to observe the sea. Would the agitation caused by the weather change what he saw with his inner eye? Would different life come to the surface in the absence of strong sunshine? Or would things be the same as always?


  Since he first detected a consciousness in the water, Farrell had hoped to make contact and let whomever, or whatever, know they had nothing to fear from him. Having found nothing so far and not know knowing what to look for, Farrell decided he’d change his tactics. Rather than search for something specific, he opened his consciousness and sent it into the water.


  The initial rush of impulses almost overwhelmed him. With a bit of effort, he learned to recognize the signals from plants and other inanimate objects. These he let pass through him without touching his mind. The collection of life that remained ranged from the microscopic to a squid bigger than Nerti. Most of the life he encountered barely understood its own existence. If they felt his presence, they had no way to express their acknowledgment.


  Farrell spent over an hour watching and listening with nothing more exciting than a school of fish the size of the Seafoam Rose swimming past. He hadn’t expected he’d be successful in finding the unknown consciousness, so his failure didn’t upset him.


  The lack of results, however, made it hard to resist the urge to be more proactive. But he knew he couldn’t force anything, so he maintained his vigil. Taking a deep breath, he shuddered as a presence brushed against his mind.


  “Hello.” He tried hard to project calm, peaceful emotions. Maddeningly, the mind quickly darted away at the first hint of his touch. Frustrated, he almost gave up, when an image of Arritisa’s avatar filled his thoughts. He projected the image of the giant white manatee, and the water turned eerily quiet.


  “Chosen?”


  Unprepared for an answer, Farrell felt the soft, tentative voice strike him like a sledgehammer. Paralyzed by the tiny voice, Farrell feared to respond. Would the speaker flee if he tried to locate it? But if he didn’t respond, the creature would almost certainly leave.


  “Arritisa has called me Her Chosen.” When his chest started to burn, he realized he’d been holding his breath. Slowly he exhaled, trying not to alter his thoughts.


  “Chosen, we, Arritisa’s servants, bid you welcome to Her domain.” The voice was stronger and more confident. “We felt your presence for many light cycles, but we were fearful you might not be Her Chosen.”


  Convinced the presence would not flee, Farrell extended his inner sight in an attempt to locate the source. At first nothing new appeared, only more of the same small, unaware organisms he had been finding for days. Then just at the edge of his probe, he felt a strong, familiar mind.


  “How can I assist Her servants?”


  “It is not what aid you can give us, but what we must do for you.”


  He carefully considered their words. What could he possibly need from Arritisa’s domain that would help him find Kel and free the dwarves? “I do not understand. I am not seeking anything from the Holy Mother of the Sea.”


  “Our Blessed Mother told us to seek you out and teach you what we know of the sea. She did not explain why, only that this was our task to complete. Do you reject our offer?”


  “No, please.” Farrell almost tumbled over the railing when the ship lurched. “I’m not rejecting Her offer.”


  Silence followed his reply. Keeping his senses on the source, Farrell noticed the speaker approach the Rose. At the current pace, he—and he assumed the speaker was male—would be right in front of him any moment.


  “Please tell the others on the floating wooden shell you sit on not to harm us.” Six dolphins broke the surface of the water. It struck him that this was an amazing act of faith.


  Rather than create a scene, Farrell cast a spell hiding the dolphins. “I’ve made sure none on the shell can see you. You won’t be harmed.”


  Just to be certain, Farrell created an invisible shield around the slick gray mammals. Twisting until he could see behind him, Farrell noted none of the sailors seemed aware of the dolphins. Miceral, however, made eye contact with him.


  “What’s happening, Farrell?”


  “Arritisa sent dolphins to give me a message.” He turned back toward the water.


  “Give you a message?”


  Farrell nodded without knowing if Miceral could see him. “They can speak as clearly as unicorns or peregrines.”


  He watched the six dolphins staring at him intently. The intelligence he saw in their eyes reminded him of the playful consciousness of his adopted peregrine brothers more than the ancient wisdom of Nerti and Rothdin. “What message have you for me?”


  “You must learn from your sire’s words the way to breathe in our realm. When we return at the beginning of the new light cycle, you must come with us below the waves. Arritisa wishes her servants to provide you with knowledge they possess.”


  Farrell stared blankly as the six dolphins swam backward, matching the speed of the vessel. Had he really heard that right? “How long am I expected to stay with you below the waves?”


  “We cannot answer that. It is not we who will be teaching you.”


  The “how” question he wanted to ask disappeared. “Whom will I be meeting with? Others of your kind?”


  “You will be meeting with others who serve Arritisa. You must ask them how long you must stay. But it will take some time for us to reach them.”


  “How can Arritisa expect me to go with you? I can’t breathe underwater.”


  “We have told you all that we were sent to convey. Arritisa said you would know which sire to ask.” One by one, the dolphins disappeared beneath the water. Farrell thought the last one nodded in his direction before joining the others.


  He stared at the empty water, trying to track the pod as they swam away. When he couldn’t sense them, he shook his head. “What now?”


  


  Chapter 9
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  “YOU’RE PLANNING to jump in the ocean after them?” Miceral stared at him, eyebrows raised.


  Any hope Miceral would support his decision dissipated with those words. “Why wouldn’t I? When Nerti showed up and said to come with her, I did. And don’t say this is different. No two situations are identical, but these are similar enough to be the same. Arritisa wants me to follow Her messengers, just as Lenore needed Nerti to bring me to Northhelm.”


  “What if Kel’s book doesn’t have the information you need?” The muscles in Miceral’s face relaxed a fraction. “Will you still go?”


  “No.” Farrell shook his head. “I can’t. Without some form of help, I’d die in a few minutes.”


  “Why would Kel create a spell like that and hide it from the world?” Standing off to the side, Peter drew their attention.


  “Arritisa no doubt showed up one day and told him to.” Gripping the rail, Farrell leaned forward to stare at the endless water. “I’m beginning to think Kel had as much interaction with the Six as I have.”


  “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Miceral joined him. “Don’t you want guidance from the Six?”


  “Guidance is good, but what I seem to get are orders. Fight Meglar. Fortify Haven. Free the dwarves. Save Northhelm—although that one worked out pretty well.” He winked at his partner. “The point is, every time a god or goddess shows up, I get something else to do. I’m only one person.”


  Tapping the wood with his fist, he turned around. Snapping his right hand, Farrell fetched Kel’s book. “Might as well get started.”


  Lifting his legs, he resumed floating at the front of the vessel. Peering into the book, he vaguely heard Miceral and Peter leave. He knew he’d be bad company for a time, so he didn’t try to stop them.


  For the rest of the day, he studied the thick tome. It took several spells to find the right passages, and even then, he had to search for other information before he could understand everything he read. Kel seemed to delight in breaking things up into smaller parts, then burying them in the middle of nonrelated topics. The process proved excruciating at times. Only after he assembled all the disparate passages did his heart beat faster as he saw exactly what his ancestor left him.


  As the sun slowly set off the stern, Farrell made his way across a ship that had turned into a beehive of activity. Knowing the prospect of dinner motivated even the laziest sailor, he tried not to get in anyone’s way as he walked. He reached his cabin with only one near collision. Before he opened the door, he heard Peter’s voice.


  “Should I go see if he’s done?” The question, asked so earnestly, made Farrell’s grin widen. Food motivated hungry teenagers as well.


  “I’m coming,” he said just before opening the door. Peter and Miceral sat on a trunk, each holding a well-used rag. Three sets of armor and weapons sat neatly arranged at their feet. “I… um… think I have my answers.”


  “How convenient,” Peter grumbled. “Astounding even, that this task from Arritisa had to be done on the day we agreed to clean our weapons.”


  “Yes, it is.” Miceral glared at Farrell. “If you ever leave me alone with a whiny teenager again, it’s… it’s… let’s just say I won’t be my usual happy self.”


  “Hey!” Peter threw his rag at his armor. “I’m not whiny.”


  “Was he mad I wasn’t here to do most of the work magically or that he had to do mine too?” Farrell raised an eyebrow and stared at Peter.


  Miceral gathered a pile of newly oiled armor and shoved it toward Farrell. “Probably some of both. But before you say anything else, he didn’t whine about it near as much as you did your first time.”


  Farrell tried to look outraged but couldn’t stop from laughing at the memory. “In my defense, he’s not a grand master wizard. Your way is time consuming and inefficient. I do a better job with a wave of my hand, and a lot faster too.”


  “See.” Peter pointed from Farrell to Miceral. “You could have let him do it when he finished reading Kel’s book.”


  Letting out a sigh, Miceral collected his armor and looked pointedly at the young prince. “The point of this was for you to learn how to clean and maintain your own gear. Farrell won’t always be with you. And while you, as a prince, will have servants to tend to your needs, if you don’t know how to properly do it yourself, how will you know if your servants did it right?”


  Farrell swirled his finger and their armor disappeared. Putting his arm around Peter, he turned him away from Miceral. “I’m sorry the weapons master forced you to do my work. I’ll find a way to make it up to you before the journey is over.”


  “Can you get me out of weapons practice tomorrow?”


  “I said I’d make it up to you, not grant you any wish you desire.” Farrell laughed. “Besides, even I can’t get out of practice. You’ll need help from the Six for that. But as a start, I’ll go collect our food while you two wash up.”


   


   


  AFTER THEIR tasteless meal, Farrell stretched his lean frame toward the low ceiling. The way his tunic hung on his body, he knew he’d lost weight already. He’d worry about it when they reached Dumbarten.


  Miceral came up behind him, wrapped his hands around Farrell’s chest, and pulled them closer. Nuzzling his lips under Farrell’s hair, Miceral kissed him several times on the back of the neck.


  “Hey! I’m still in the room, you two,” Peter said before frowning at the pair.


  Miceral rested his head on Farrell’s shoulder. “If you’re embarrassed, you can go stand in the hallway.”


  “I’m not leaving. Farrell said he’d explain what he learned today.”


  After kissing Farrell again, Miceral let go. “You did promise to tell us.”


  “True.” He stretched again, twisting to get the kinks out. “But I was enjoying you holding me.”


  “Later.” As if to emphasize his point, Miceral sat on the floor. “I don’t want you to get distracted.”


  Glaring at Peter, Farrell said, “You had to bring that up?”


  “Don’t blame me. Miceral suggested I leave.”


  Farrell shook his head and looked at Miceral. “How is it, no matter where we go, I get outnumbered? Kerstand, Alicia, and now Peter. If it weren’t for Nerti, no one would have my back.”


  “Oh, I have your back.” Miceral gave him a suggestive leer that made Farrell’s face get hot.


  “Stop it!” Peter put his hands over his ears, causing the other two to laugh.


  “Okay, fine.” He put his hand into his endless pocket and pulled out a small canvas bag. “Anyone want an apple? I still have a few left.”


  He tossed them each one, took another for himself, and stashed the bag back into his pocket. Lifting his legs one by one, Farrell summoned his ancestor’s book once he’d settled into place.


  “Funny thing about Kel’s book, you can look at pages and unless you know what you’re supposed to find, you won’t see it.” He stared at the book for a moment before he flipped to the needed sheet. “It’s a humbling experience to know Kel employed a concealment spell I didn’t even notice.”


  “As you keep saying, this is Kel you’re speaking about.” Miceral crunched on his apple, then wiped a bit of juice from his lip. “He should be able to fool even you.”


  “True.” He scanned the page to make sure he had the facts right. “To summarize, Arritisa visited Kel years after he completed Yar-del. She told him to devise spells that would let him breathe under water indefinitely and at depths that would crush a normal person. Kel said he put them in the book he was writing for Lenore because he was told I’d need them.”


  “Are you sure he hid them and not Arritisa?” Peter asked before taking another bit.


  It took a moment for Farrell to realize his mouth was open. He swallowed and shook his head. “An excellent point. You’re probably right. However he hid them, the spells took years to perfect. Kel personally tested them several times and then had a couple of other master wizards try it to be sure. I’m confident they’ll work.”


  “You’re going to blindly trust his word?” The muscles in Miceral’s face twitched as his eyes narrowed. “From a book thousands of years old?”


  “No, love.” He shut the book and smiled. “We’re going to test it tonight in a controlled manner. I’ll tie a rope around myself before I get in the water. If anything feels wrong, I’ll have you haul me up.”


  “How does that help? If there’s a problem, I won’t be able to bring you up fast enough.”


  Farrell gave Peter a wink when he noticed their friend looking uncomfortable. “That sounds like you don’t have much confidence in my skills, or Kel’s. I do not, however, plan to leap in and descend to the great depths all at once. I’m going to stay close to the surface to see if the breathing spell works for an extended period. Once I’m certain I can breathe underwater, I’ll test the other spell. That way, even if there’s a problem, you’ll be able to yank me up with one pull of your big muscles.”


  The smile Farrell hoped for never materialized. If anything, Miceral’s face got tighter. “I don’t think it’s a time to joke.”


  Farrell stepped down and held out his free hand for Miceral. When his partner took it, Farrell helped Miceral to his feet. “I’m not treating this lightly, Ral. But Arritisa said to do this. And remember, Kel created these spells, not me. You know, that guy who’s better than me?”


  Miceral’s lips twitched just enough that his face softened. “Even he made mistakes. If it doesn’t work, you could die.”


  “Only if I’m reckless, and I promise you I won’t do anything foolish. Don’t forget, we’re linked.” He tapped the amulet under his tunic. “I’ll keep my link open. That way you’ll feel everything I do. If I’m surprised, shocked, concerned, you’ll know immediately. And I give you permission to pull me up if you feel something you don’t like.”


  Miceral didn’t answer, but he didn’t object either, which Farrell took as a good sign. He tossed the book on his cot. “C’mon. Let’s test this now so we can get some sleep.”


   


   


  ONCE TOPSIDE, Farrell collected a lengthy coil of rope. They made their way to a quiet part of the ship, and Farrell tied the cord around his waist. Handing the other end to Miceral, he gave him a deep, serious kiss. “I’ll be fine. I promise.”


  “I know.” Miceral touched his pendant. “But I’m still going to worry.”


  Farrell turned to Peter and nodded toward his partner. “See that he doesn’t worry too much. I’ll be back before you miss me.”


  Rather than drag things out, he swung himself overboard. Using magic to slow his descent, he slipped quietly into the water. He bobbed up and down with the waves as he carefully cast the breathing spell. When he felt the magic fill him, Farrell cast the second part. For a moment he thought he felt something touch him, but the sensation disappeared instantly. Before he could investigate further, magic from Kel’s spells coursed through him.


  He waited for his senses to adjust, and when nothing felt out of place, he relaxed and let himself sink below the surface. For several seconds after he allowed himself to submerge into the chilly water, he couldn’t bring himself to test Kel’s spell. Finally, when his lungs began to burn, he tentatively inhaled.


  Expecting to choke and sputter, he was immensely pleased when air dispelled the fiery ache in his chest.


  “So far, it’s working.” He hoped updates would help ease Miceral’s concern. “I can breathe as if I were standing on deck.”


  “Good.” Miceral still sounded anxious. “Don’t waste time down there. Figure out if it works and get back.”


  “Promise.”


  He felt Miceral’s grunt in his mind and choked off a laugh. He didn’t even know if he could laugh underwater, so he didn’t want to take the risk.


  Light from the sliver of a moon barely penetrated this far below the surface. It felt as though he floated in black ink. The drag from the ship’s movement left him at an angle that upset his sense of balance. It took several attempts to find the right spell before he could “stand” upright. He adjusted the rope so it ran up his back, and then closed his eyes to focus on how his body reacted to the situation.


  The energy hugged his body like a tight personal shield. He switched to wizard’s sight and gasped softly.


  “What’s wrong?”


  He forgot Miceral could feel his surprise. “Nothing’s wrong. The spell changes the water into air and expels some kind of gas that slowly rises to the surface. It’s amazing.”


  Testing the spell, Farrell drew as deep a breath as he could. The exchange surged, as did the draw on his energy. “Well, that’s interesting.”


  “What now?” Miceral’s tense reply told him his partner didn’t share his excitement over this experiment.


  “The more air I need, the more energy the spell requires.”


  “Do you have enough?”


  “Easy, Ral. There is so much energy around me that I can replace what I use and have twice as much as when I started.”


  The silence lingered, and Farrell sensed Miceral’s tension.


  “I’m confident I won’t run out of air.” Grasping the end of the rope, he exerted his will and watched as power raced up toward the surface. “I’m going to test the second spell.”


  “How far down are you planning to go?”


  “As far as the rope will take me.”


  Farrell changed the spell that let him float and used it to pull him down. Within a few dozen feet, all hint of light vanished. He collected some of the energy around him and created a small glowing globe.


  A pair of large fish bolted, startling him. It took a moment for Farrell’s logical side to remind him his shields would repel any would-be attacker.


  “What just happened? And what are you doing to the rope?” Miceral asked.


  “I need to go deeper than the coil of rope would let me, so I put a spell on it to make it longer.”


  “How much longer?”


  Farrell laughed through their mental link. “I really don’t know. It won’t go on forever, maybe fifty or a hundred times longer than the original. Let me know when it gets close to the end. I don’t want to pull you in with me.”


  He vaguely heard Miceral’s answer, focusing instead on his surroundings. Still using his wizard’s sight, Farrell saw the vast amount of energy and life in what would appear to nonwizards to be empty water. The occasional fish would flash by, but otherwise he spent the time alone.


  The pressure he’d expected never materialized. He tried to gauge its effect on the spell, but his senses didn’t extend to the skin of energy surrounding him.


  “You’re running out of rope.”


  “Thanks.” He slowed his descent until he came to a stop. Estimating the exact distance proved difficult, but he had a reasonable idea. “I don’t know how deep I’ll need to go, but I’m about two thousand feet down now.”


  “And?”


  Breathing deeply, he scanned his body. “Everything feels normal. It’s like I’m back on deck with you.”


  “How long do you plan to stay down there?”


  “I don’t know.” He scanned his surroundings again. “I’m as far down as I can go and everything is working as expected. There doesn’t seem any point to staying longer.”


  “Then come back.”


  He felt Miceral tug on the rope. “Okay, but let me handle the ascent.”


  Casting a spell he’d prepared for this moment, he let the rope pull him upward. Farrell continued his observations, knowing it would take some time to get to the surface. As on the way down, he saw very little. He extinguished his globe when he saw the first hint of light above him.


  “I’m almost to the surface. Is it safe for me to come up?”


  “Yes. There’s no one around.”


  Using the rope to pull himself up, Farrell smiled at the shock on Peter’s face when he appeared on deck. When Farrell jumped up, Peter nearly knocked him back over the rail.


  Miceral pulled him into a bear hug. “Everything go as expected?”


  Planting a kiss on Miceral’s cheek, Farrell slowly untied the rope. “Different, but no problems. The spell to ward off the pressure from the deep felt weird.”


  “Weird?” Miceral gathered the rope into a coil. “How so?”


  Farrell stared at his partner as he wrapped the wet rope into a bundle. “I feared I would get hot wrapped inside the energy skin, but there was no heat buildup.”


  “That’s good, right?” Miceral tied off the rope, and the three started walking.


  “I’m not sure. Kel suggested the farther down you went, the colder the water would be. But I couldn’t feel any change.”


  “Maybe you didn’t go down far enough?” Peter said, drawing a glare from Miceral.


  “Perhaps. Or the shield could have kept me warm. I don’t know.”


  They walked by several sailors who nodded as they passed.


  “What else happened?” Miceral kept a tight grip on Farrell’s hand.


  Although his partner couldn’t see it, Farrell’s smile grew. “Nothing. The shield absorbed the water pressure like a sponge. I could sense the water squeezing the shield, but I felt nothing. Hopefully it works equally well tomorrow.”


  He regretted adding the last part even before he saw the scowl on Miceral’s face.


  Miceral opened the door to their cabin. “Hopefully.”


  


  Chapter 10


  [image: ]


   


  FARRELL SET a large tray down on the small table the three used for their meals. “I asked Nerti to have the cooks at Haven prepare this for us. Having no idea how long I’ll be down there, I thought something high in protein would help keep my energy levels up.”


  “You mean we could have had them make food for us all this time?” Peter’s indignation didn’t stop him from grabbing a large pastry filled with meat and cheese.


  “Unless you’ve learned how to fetch, I don’t know how we could have brought anything in every day.” He didn’t wait for an answer and grabbed two large boiled eggs. Yes, it had been a bother for his staff, but he asked very little of them compared to most rulers. Facing the unknown on a full stomach meant one less worry.


  “We’re your guards, not your valets.” Miceral didn’t look up from the eggs he was peeling. “Of course, you could ask Wilhelm to pay us to fetch you meals from Belsport. Let me know how that conversation goes.”


  Farrell nearly choked as he watched Peter glare at them both before taking a huge bite. The younger man’s face softened as he chewed.


  “Forgot how real food tastes, didn’t you?” Farrell gave him a wink and picked up a pastry from the tray. “I went on enough ocean voyages to know how quickly ship fare kills your sense of taste. Enjoy it. You might not get anything like this again until we reach Dumbarten.”


  Conversation dried up as they focused on their breakfast. Despite his looming departure, Farrell felt more at peace seeing Miceral enjoy his food. He knew the good mood would pass when he had to leave, but he still appreciated the moment.


  When they finished everything on the tray, he flicked his hand and sent the empty platter back to Haven. No one spoke as he brushed his teeth and collected a few things he wanted to take along. As he stuffed Kel’s book in his endless pocket, he felt a now-familiar presence.


  “They’re here.” Farrell noted the worried look on his partner’s face and motioned for Peter to step out. When just of the two them remained, he said, “I promise to be careful.”


  “You’ve said that before.” Miceral pointed to Farrell’s hands. “Try harder this time.”


  Keeping his gaze locked on Miceral’s, Farrell leaned closer for a kiss. “I will,” he whispered as they pulled back. “We should go. If the crew sees the dolphins, it might be a problem.”


  Peter was standing by the door when they exited. The three of them quietly made their way to the bow, where Farrell felt the dolphins’ presence. Although he couldn’t see them, he could feel their apprehension as they stayed just below the surface.


  “Remember your promise.” Miceral took a step forward, then stopped. “If your spells start to fail or things get too dangerous, you’re to open a Door and get someplace safe.”


  “I promise, my love,” he whispered. The urge to kiss Miceral nearly overpowered him. “I should go.”


  Nodding to Peter, he vaulted the railing and magically lowered himself into the water. Two dolphins broke from the surface and swam toward him.


  “Chosen, hold on to both of us and we can begin.”


  They assumed positions on either side of him, and as soon as he had a firm grip, their powerful tails propelled them forward. The Seafoam Rose looked small and distant when he turned his head for one last glance at Miceral.


  “Prepare yourself, Chosen. We are about to go under the waves.”


  A moment after the warning, the dolphins pulled Farrell beneath the surface. Despite the spells, he felt a brief surge of panic as water covered his head. He forced himself to breathe and began to relax when his lungs filled normally.


  Moving faster than he thought possible, Farrell watched the water slowly get darker the deeper they went. A scan of himself and the spells allayed any lingering fears. Both spells worked as expected. Beyond his shield, the sea bristled with unclaimed energy and tiny, almost invisible forms of life. Seeing all the free power, Farrell thought about the debates he and Master Sanduval had over the collection spell they devised.


  Twice he tried to contact Miceral through their link but never made a connection. His attempts to reach Nerti’s mind also failed. “Do you know why I can’t contact my friends?”


  “To answer that, we would need to know how you communicate with them.”


  Feeling foolish, he realized they wouldn’t be able to answer. “Of course.”


  With no way to answer the question, he turned his thoughts to his surroundings. The spell he’d used at Belsport threatened to turn the hunt for energy into a race to bind territory to a single wizard’s will. He and his former master spent many hours discussing the ramifications of the spell. By effectively locking out all others from a specific territory, a new order would arise among the haves and the have-nots. New wizards would need to apprentice themselves to older ones to gain access to stores of power or seek out places not yet bound. Monarchs could order their territory bound to a central source, like he’d done in Belsport, then give access only to those who swore fealty to the crown.


  Since only power created internally escaped the reach of the spell, a new discipline of magic would emerge. Clothing, bedding, tools, books would all be subjected to spells designed to catch and redirect even the smallest specks of power. Wars would likely erupt for control of particularly fertile areas. Seeing the vast amounts of unclaimed power around him, however, Farrell wondered if these concerns were still valid.


  It was all but impossible, even with the spells he’d learned from Kel, to reach, much less bind the ocean floor. Any wizard in need of power could simply take to ship, sail far enough out to sea, and harvest all they could manage.


  As it always did, this line of thought made his mind reel. Refocusing his attention on what was happening around him, he realized they’d stopped their descent. They still moved at a speed that would make the fastest sailing ship jealous, but he lost track of their direction. Nor could he effectively judge how much time had elapsed since they left the Seafoam Rose.


  As the minutes passed, thoughts of unclaimed power gave way to a different concern. “Excuse my ignorance, but don’t you both need to breathe?”


  “We who serve the Blessed Mother can go for many parts of a light cycle before we need to return to the surface.” Farrell couldn’t tell which of his guides spoke. “Others will take our place before that becomes necessary.”


  Farrell noticed the other dolphins in the pod shadowed the trio, swimming in a protective semicircle around them. Their graceful motions belied the speed they maintained. “How far are we from our goal?”


  “We near the point where we will turn you over to another.”


  A few minutes later, the dolphins slowed their pace noticeably. In the dim light, Farrell didn’t see the small box-like structure until they came to a stop. It reminded him of a coffin floating upright. But the lack of magic in the area left him baffled as to how it remained in its place.


  As they drifted closer, more details came into focus. Approximately seven feet tall and three feet wide, the “box” seemed to be a guard station. Farrell created a globe of green light and noticed a long cord attached to the bottom of the box that disappeared into the water below.


  “Hail, Chosen of our great goddess, Arritisa.” This voice felt different from the dolphins. More human. And male. Searching, he grew frustrated when he couldn’t locate the speaker.


  “Hail, servant of Arritisa.” His annoyance seeped into his greeting.


  Suddenly he noticed the guardhouse spun slowly clockwise. The outline of an opening emerged, and he almost jumped when he saw someone standing in the box. The creature—he didn’t quite know what to call it—ducked to exit the structure. Stepping in the water, the sentry moved forward as if on a platform.


  Dressed in a uniform made of something Farrell didn’t recognize, the guard held a long three-pronged spear in his right hand. Hairless, the soldier had small nubs where Farrell expected to see ears. In place of a nose, two slits flared in sync with what appeared to be breathing. The glow from the wizard’s light cast a sea-green tint to his host’s skin. Only when he changed the color of his light to white did Farrell realize the guard’s skin was greenish.


  Knowing he stared, he made eye contact with his host. He smiled when he noticed the guard giving him the same once-over. Two rows of thin, pointy teeth smiled back at him.


  “I trust you find my appearance as odd as I find yours.” His smile widened as he laughed mentally in Farrell’s mind. “I am Argus, Lord of the Western March of Rastoria.”


  Argus brought both hands together in front of his face and spread his webbed fingers wide. Resting his lips on the tips of his first two fingers, he lowered his hands and bowed his head.


  “The blessings of my master, Honorus, to you and your people.” Farrell tried to imitate Argus’s greeting. “I am Farrell, Lord of Haven, Servant of Honorus, and Chosen of Arritisa.


  Argus nodded his smooth head slightly to the left and stared at Farrell for a long moment. The almost all-black eyes had a thin circle of white around the edges. The silent stare continued long enough that Farrell wondered if he’d insulted Argus.


  “Allow me to release my friends before we continue.” Argus turned to the dolphins, who bobbed their heads and quickly swam off. “Now, it is left to me to bear you the rest of the way.”


  If not for the amused lilt to Argus’s voice, Farrell might have worried when his new guide bared his pointy teeth again.


  “I’m grateful for the help.” Help doing what exactly, he didn’t know. “Forgive my earlier staring. My people have no knowledge of your existence. This is an astounding discovery for me.”


  “The blessed goddess has preserved the secret of our existence since the dawn of time. Had not our Lady commanded we reveal ourselves to you, we would be hidden still.”


  “I am honored by the privilege you bestow upon me and will do my utmost to preserve your secret.”


  Argus made a sound that felt like laughter. “Your oath is noble but not warranted. Our Lady has decreed we are to aid Her Chosen in the coming war.”


  The revelation froze Farrell’s thoughts as he considered the implications of what he’d just heard. Finally, he managed an absent nod to acknowledge Argus’s pledge.


  “Come, this is not the place to talk of such matters.” Argus extended his left hand. The webbing between his long fingers extended halfway to the tips. “Take my hand and I’ll take you to our fair city, where the king and high priestess can explain in full.”


  Mindful of the membrane he noticed between Argus’s fingers, Farrell tentatively accepted his guide’s hand.


  “Fear not, Chosen, you cannot harm my hand.” He laughed again. “We Arlefors are a hardy race.”


  Argus’s viselike grip reinforced his words. He effortlessly rotated his body until his head faced the ocean floor. With far less grace, Farrell did likewise, evoking an amused face from his guide. “If you are ready, we shall proceed.”


  Farrell kicked his feet as Argus propelled them toward the bottom of the ocean.


  “Your assistance is not necessary, Chosen. I can easily bear us to our destination.”


  Slightly embarrassed, Farrell turned his attention to his surroundings. In the growing darkness, he realized he’d left his globe of light back at the guardhouse. “If I create more light so I can see, will that cause you problems?”


  “No and yes.” Argus turned his head toward Farrell for a moment. “We can see in the bright light found on the surface, but we can see better down in our world.”


  “Better for you to see well than for both of us to see poorly.” Farrell used a variation of his spell to increase how far he could see. He adjusted the magic twice before the world around him came into focus. Far below, he saw what looked like a cluster of light.


  “Are those lights I see?”


  “Indeed, Chosen. That is Rastoria, the home of my people and our destination.”


  A city at the bottom of the ocean? He’d never come across even a whiff of a rumor of such a thing. Then again, nothing had mentioned Arlefors either. The light increased as they neared their destination, allowing the outline of a large city to take shape.


  “Amazing.” Bubbles escaped his mouth, drawing a look from his guide. Argus smiled but said nothing.


  A quartet of swimmers materialized below them. Appearing small at first, the four slowly grew larger as the gap between them closed. A moment of panic hit Farrell when he noticed the spears the four newcomers carried. Alone, unarmed, and thousands of feet beneath the surface, he couldn’t be sure the spells that let him survive could withstand an attack. If things turned….


  “My sons approach.” Argus slowed their descent. “Together we will escort you to King Clayden.”


  “Thank you.” The moment of panic faded, but he kept his attention on the newcomers. Arritisa may have sent for him, but She didn’t say to let down his guard.


  Argus’s sons stopped just before they reached their father. Without a word—at least nothing Farrell heard—they turned about and swam back the way they’d come.


  As Argus matched the pace of his sons, Rastoria came into better focus. Delicate towers topped by wide multilevel structures rose up everywhere. Made of a stone Farrell had never seen, these buildings would have been impossible to create on land without enormous amounts of magic. His mind reeled at the spells and power necessary to sustain such structures. Below them low, wide buildings covered the ocean floor, surrounding and supporting the lofty fingers of stone.


  Nearing the sea bottom, they followed a broad avenue that ended in front of a large, squat, yet ornate building. Guards appeared at regular intervals.


  “Behold, the Holy Shrine to the great Lady of the Sea.” Argus pointed toward the building that dominated their view. “King Clayden and High Priestess Burcia wait to greet you.”


  Straining his slowly improving sight, Farrell saw tiny figures arrayed on the steps of the massive building. The size of the temple had deceived him, making their destination seem much closer.


  His guards slowed the pace of their approach as Arlefors crammed the boulevard leading to the temple. Most floated in front of what looked like storefronts or office buildings. A myriad of questions filled Farrell’s mind. What did Arlefors eat? What kind of stone did they use in their buildings? How did they work their metal? Did they even have smiths?


  His daydreaming ended when he noticed the crowds had disappeared. His escorts had left the crowded city proper and were crossing a large empty plaza in front of the palace. This close, Farrell noticed what he’d originally thought were steps were really tiered stories.


  Realizing his stupidity, a smirk curled his lips. Stairs, streets, roads, walls, moats, and a host of other things he took for granted in his world were unnecessary to a race that swam everywhere. Argus finally came to a halt twenty feet from the edge of the building.


  Two unarmed Arlefors stood in front of a company of well-armed soldiers wearing two distinct sets of uniforms. The guards to Farrell’s left wore the colors of the king—at least he assumed the king stood to the left. The person to the right looked like a priestess.


  In the Seven Kingdoms, protocol demanded that those seeking an audience with a king or high priestess waited to be addressed before they spoke. Since he and Argus had not discussed this, Farrell stuck to what he knew and hoped he didn’t offend anyone.


  “Hail, Chosen of our great lady, Arritisa.” The one Farrell thought was the king stepped forward. “I am Clayden. Welcome to Rastoria.”


  Argus moved them closer and came to a halt five feet from his sovereign. Farrell, worried he might float away, tentatively placed his feet on the stone landing. A soldier in the green robe of a cleric of Arritisa immediately swam forward and bowed briefly before she clipped a heavy belt around Farrell’s waist.


  “To keep you grounded, Chosen,” a new, more feminine voice said. “We prefer to walk unless we are in a hurry.” The guard bowed her head and moved back.


  “Hail, Clayden, King of Rastoria and servant of Arritisa.” He crossed both arms over his chest in the Yar-del tradition of greeting. “My thanks for personally welcoming me to your city.”


  Clayden smiled, exposing his pointed teeth. “With your permission, now that the niceties of decorum have been met, let us dispense with the formalities. I know nothing of your protocols and I’m certain you know none of ours. This will make speaking much simpler.”


  Bubbles floated from his mouth when Farrell laughed. “That would be appreciated, Your Majesty.”


  “Excellent. The first order is to call me Clayden. It’s scandalous how little respect I receive from my own subjects.”


  “You would receive a great deal more respect, brother, if you followed my advice and assumed a more formal approach.” The high priestess arched a hairless eyebrow at the king before turning to their guest.


  “I am Burcia, high priestess of Arritisa. In Her name I bid you welcome to Rastoria.”


  Again Farrell crossed his arms and bowed deeply. “My thanks, Holy Mother. The blessing of my master, Honorus, to you and your people.”


  Burcia stared at him for a moment before her eyes went wide. “I see the hand of more than just the holy mother has touched you, Chosen of Arritisa and Servant of Honorus.”


  “Fine, fine.” Clayden clapped his hands quickly, creating a small rush of water to wash over Farrell. “Decorum has been met. Come, Chosen, I have much to ask. Burcia tells me you are covered in some kind of magic that allows you to survive. Is that true?”


  “Please, call me Farrell. Chosen is so formal.” He winked at the king.


  Clayden’s laugh produced no bubbles but drew a scowl from his sister. “Farrell it is.”


  “To answer your question, Ki… Clayden, the high priestess is correct. I need magic to protect me or else I could not be here. My people cannot survive the pressure this far below the surface.”


  “Fascinating.” Clayden put his oversized hand on Farrell’s shoulder and led him farther inside. “Do you think you could find a spell that would allow me to walk among your kind?”


  Farrell almost missed the question, trying to take in every detail around him. Globes of wizard’s fire set on regularly spaced stone sconces danced in the gently moving water. The shimmering light reflecting off walls and the odd flecks of quartz gave Farrell a moment of vertigo. Blinking several times, he focused on answering the king.


  “I believe nothing is impossible, but I’d need so much more information before I could attempt such a spell. How you breathe, what you eat, your vulnerabilities are just a few of the issues I’d need to consider before I could safely cast a spell on you or your people.”


  Clayden’s mental sigh felt more resigned than frustrated. “Nothing is ever as simple as I wish it to be. But no matter. You are not here to help me, but for us to help you”


  Burcia gave Clayden a look that Farrell could only describe as a sneer. “Finally you address that which Arritisa desires and not your own petty whims.”


  “You must excuse my sister. Ever since we were children, she has tried to tell me what to do.” The king shrugged, never looking at Burcia.


  Clayden led them to large set of double doors. On this side, the soldiers wore the livery of the temple. Across the threshold, the king’s men stood guard.


  “Does this building serve as both temple and palace?” Farrell nodded to both sets of guards as he passed.


  “Arritisa’s house was built for both the hierarchy of the temple and for the royal family and its staff.” Clayden stared at his sister expectantly, but she remained silent. “Usually it is a good arrangement as we both serve the same interest—the will of the Blessed Mother.”


  They entered a large, well-lit room. Farrell counted six doors as he scanned the art-covered walls. Stone benches—at least he thought they were stone—lined the far wall, and chairs sat scattered about the bare floor. Noting the lack of carpet and tapestries, Farrell had to remind himself he stood at the bottom of the ocean, not in a palace in the Seven Kingdoms. When he looked closer at the artwork, he found the paint was actually little flecks of colored shells or tiles set close together.


  “Tell me, Chosen.” Burcia’s tone put Farrell on alert. “What is the relationship between temple and crown on the surface?”


  Farrell took a moment to choose his words carefully. “Ours is a different world than yours, Holy Mother. In the Seven Kingdoms, the Six are all afforded the same deference, even in those kingdoms where one deity is especially significant. No one temple has such influence as Arritisa’s temple must have in Rastoria. Because of that, the temples have little authority over the crown. All receive a great measure of respect, but with the different temples each vying for power, there is little any one prelate can do to exert control.”


  From the smile Clayden wore and Burcia’s half-hidden scowl, he realized his attempts to avoid becoming enmeshed in their power struggle had failed. Being a monarch, he naturally related to Clayden’s position. More than that, Farrell felt more comfortable dealing with the less formal king than the stuffy priestess.


  “An interesting revelation.” Burcia’s voice felt colder than the water around him. “Although there is much I would like to ask on this topic, Arritisa’s wishes regarding you take priority.”


  “Stated more simply, my sister is unhappy with your answer.”


  Clayden’s conspiratorial wink reinforced why Farrell liked the king over his sister. He knew the comparison, based on only a few minutes spent together, didn’t give Burcia a fair opportunity, but he had more in common with the brother.


  “Nephew, that type of comment is best not aired in front of guests.”


  Farrell didn’t recognize the speaker, but he followed the king’s gaze to find someone walking into the room from a heretofore hidden door. The newcomer’s pale red robe stood apart from the royal green and the temple blue. A flat white pendant on a silvery chain fluttered as he approached. Magic radiated from the man, centered on the staff he carried.


  “Chosen, may I present Rastoria’s chief wizard, Teberus,” the king said, motioning for his uncle to come closer.


  Farrell assessed the newcomer using his inner sight and determined Teberus to be midlevel master class at best. Crossing his arms across his chest, Farrell bowed. “I am honored to meet you, Master Teberus.”


  “The honor is mine, Chosen.”


  “Teberus will take over, Chosen.” Burcia nodded toward her uncle. “He is best suited to pass along that which our Blessed Lady wishes you to know.”


  Teberus bowed politely to the high priestess and led Farrell toward the benches. Gesturing with his free hand toward the seat, Teberus sat without waiting for Farrell. “What would you like to discuss?”


  “That is what I’d hoped you’d tell me.”


  “My apologies, Chosen, but it is hard to know where to begin without insulting a wizard as powerful as you.”


  “Perhaps if you would simply call me Farrell instead of Chosen, it might prove easier.” A small smile curled the ends of his lips up, drawing a roar of laughter from the elder magician.


  “I see you and my nephew, Clayden, were born of the same womb.” Teberus did something Farrell thought might be a wink.


  “Sometimes it feels invigorating to shed the yoke of ruling and try to act like everyone else. Even if only for a short time.”


  Teberus nodded several times. “Well said, though many who are not king would feel no pity for you.”


  “Of course.”


  An awkward silence followed. Farrell searched for the proper questions to ask but found it hard to focus as Teberus continued to stare at him. Finally Teberus broke the silence.


  “Chosen—I mean Farrell—did Arritisa tell you what she expected Rastoria to teach you?


  Farrell shook his head. “She told me nothing. I assumed it had to deal with magic, but now I’m not so sure.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  Farrell brushed his tongue over his lips, tasting a hint of brine. “Understand I know little—make that nothing—about your race. Before I answer you, it would be helpful if I could ask some questions to find out if my assumptions are correct.”


  “A wise suggestion.” The elderly Arlefor stared at him again. “Proceed.”


  “Can I assume you have most of the same basic abilities that wizards have in my realm?”


  Teberus blinked, breaking his focus. “An excellent question, but how can I know what you consider basic? Clearly you have something in mind. Please be direct and do not worry about hurt feelings.”


  “Very well. Can you gauge the strength of other wizards?” Teberus nodded.


  Having assumed Teberus could, Farrell swallowed before asking what he needed to know. “Look at me with your inner eye, please.”


  “I have already beheld your power.” Teberus cocked his head slightly. “Many of Rastoria’s wizards have done so since your arrival.”


  Farrell smiled. Slowly he removed the dampening spells he kept around himself. “Look again.” Teberus’s focus seemed far away at first, and then he blinked several times before he roared in delight.


  “Outstanding. In truth, we did wonder why Arritisa would choose someone whose aura was so common. Now you shine as bright as the Champion we expected.”


  Farrell restored his spells, returning his appearance to that of a wizard of average talent.


  “I must assume you have the same talent to see my abilities,” Teberus said.


  “I can, and I risk offending you by explaining myself, but here it is. Your aura is no greater than a midlevel master wizard in my realm. Although I’m one of a handful of what we call grand master wizards, there are numerous others who shine much brighter than you.”


  Teberus gave him a long, slow, nod. “And now you wonder if this was a waste of time.”


  Farrell resisted the urge to nod his agreement. “No, not that. Arritisa exerted great effort to have my ancestor devise the spells I’m using so I could come to Rastoria without delay when She sent her messengers. There is a reason. I just don’t know what it would be anymore.”


  “I too am at a loss. There is little I can offer one as talented as you.”


  He wasn’t ready to concede that point. Arritisa wanted him here for a reason, and it had to be more than to just meet the Arlefors. She could have done that without the need for Kel working out the spells.


  “I think there are three areas that might be productive.” Even with the lack of powerful wizards, there had to be some arcane knowledge the goddess wanted him to learn. “Collection and storage of power, use of power, and any particularly powerful combat or defensive spells you and your people have perfected.”


  It took a few moments for Teberus to respond. “As for the last, I doubt there is much we can offer. Our race is not gifted with wizards of great power, grand masters as you call them. I myself am one of the three most powerful wizards in our people’s recorded history. We also do not store much power. There is so much available, there is no need to waste time storing it for future use. That leaves use of power.”


  “It has been my experience, when dealing with the Six, nothing is as it seems.”


  “You’ve met the Six?” Teberus’s shock was clear in his mental voice.


  “Not all Six, just Honorus, Khron, and Arritisa.” After he answered he realized how his words must have sounded. “But they do not commune with me on a regular basis. Usually they show up when they need me to do something I’m supposed to, but I’ve veered off the path.”


  “That doesn’t sound like a situation I’d like to find myself in.”


  Remembering his first encounter with Honorus, Farrell laughed. “You’re a wise man… Arlefor…. Sorry.”


  Teberus waved his hand. “No need to apologize. But I still think it will be most productive to start with how we use power.”


  Having nothing better to suggest, Farrell gestured his agreement.


  “Before I begin, tell me what you see around you.”


  “The ocean teams with life and power unmatched on land. There is more raw energy on the bottom of the sea surrounding your city than in all the Seven Kingdoms combined. And that excludes all the power floating in the water between floor and surface. It’s almost overwhelming.”


  “What you see as vast amounts, we see as normal. Arlefor wizards have no need to amass and store power. All that the ocean contains is available to serve their needs.”


  “Incredible.” Here was knowledge worth learning. “How is that possible? No wizard I know of can draw on power from more than a few hundred feet at most.”


  Teberus smiled. “Unlike the land, the oceans are a fluid, moving mass. What is here this moment”—he gestured to the water before his face—“is somewhere else the next. But it’s all connected. In theory, I can collect power from the far reaches of the world by pulling it through the water.”


  “What of the energy on the ocean floor? There’s so much there. How is that different from what’s on the surface?”


  “The difference is that water is connected and air is not.” Teberus whisked his staff around. “The ocean floor is saturated with water for dozens of feet. Water permeates everything, much like air does in your world.”


  “So they’re the same.”


  “No, Chosen.” Teberus’s smile reminded Farrell of Heminaltose whenever someone—usually Farrell—had done something particularly stupid. “If you freeze air, does it solidify? If you heat it, does air boil? Do you see the difference?”


  Farrell nodded. “It’s similar to when lightning strikes. If you stand in a pool of water, you’d be harmed, but not so those around you but not in the water.”


  “I’ll have to take your word for it. The ocean is so vast that, although the energy is dispersed, only those in the immediate area would be hurt. But you get my point.” His eyes twinkled for an instant. “Which leads us back to how water is connected….”


  “But air is not,” Farrell said, drawing a nod from his new teacher. “I think this is what I’ve been sent to learn.”


  “Agreed. So, at the risk of offending you, let me instruct you as I would a new student. Though I suspect you’ll be a much quicker student than my novices.” His alien laugh filled Farrell’s head.


  “I certainly hope so.”


  


  Chapter 11
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  MICERAL WATCHED Farrell speed off, holding on to two dolphins. Once they were several ship lengths away, the trio disappeared under the small, gentle waves. On board the Seafoam Rose, sailors went about their business as if nothing unusual had occurred.


  Finally, Miceral turned away and instructed Peter to change for weapons practice. They’d only been going a few minutes when Miceral nearly hit the prince in the head with the flat of his sword. He barely had time to shift the blow, and he still knocked Peter from his feet.


  “Practice is cancelled.” Miceral collected their weapons after checking to see Peter wasn’t hurt. “It’s not safe for you if I’m this distracted.”


  “No complaints from me.” Peter quickly unbuckled his chest plate. “He’ll be fine, you know.”


  Miceral heard Peter’s voice while staring out to where Farrell had disappeared. “What was that?”


  “I said Farrell is going to be fine.” Peter stood next to him by the railing. “Arritisa wouldn’t send him off into danger. The Six need him.”


  Miceral laughed softly. “Using logic won’t help. I know what you say is true, but I’m still worried.”


  Peter shook his head. “Father was right. Newlyjoineds.”


  He tried not to laugh, but eventually his resolve broke. “Watch it.”


  “Sails off the starboard bow!”


  The cry from the crow’s nest caused Miceral to twist and look back. His superior eyesight caught a glimpse of a sail just above the horizon. Anxious sailors rushed to the sides, peering where the lookout directed. Captain Nathan, surrounded by his men, stared through a spyglass.


  “Pirates!” he hissed, lowering the brass tube. Collapsing the eyepiece, he wheeled about, looking directly at Miceral. “Where’s Kelvin?”


  “He left the ship to take care of another matter.”


  “Left the ship!” Nathan let loose a string of curses, some of which Miceral had never heard before. “He was hired to guard this ship! From something just like that!” He snapped his head toward the approaching vessel.


  “We were hired to protect Prince Peter. Neither Kelvin nor I answer to you.”


  “My deal with Prince Wilhelm was that you two would guard this ship as the price of passage. He made no mention of side trips or the wizard leaving.”


  Miceral shook his head. Engaging Nathan in this argument did no good. “Captain, I’m not privy to your deal with Wilhelm. Our instructions were to guard Prince Peter. Kelvin needed to leave to handle a matter. I can’t elaborate.”


  Nathan glared at Miceral. “Get that blasted wizard back now!”


  “How do you expect me to do that? He’s the wizard, not me!” Miceral met the captain’s gaze, daring him to say more. After a brief stare-off, Nathan turned away, muttering a new string of inspired curses. When Miceral shook his head, he noticed Peter.


  Peter’s attempt to keep control of his fear didn’t fool Miceral. Peter had lived a sheltered life. War had never touched Belsport in his lifetime. The invasion of his home a couple of months earlier had been his first taste, and Wilhelm had kept Peter and his sister Alicia under guard deep in the Citadel.


  A sense of pride and a paternal need to protect filled Miceral. Khron help him, he’d keep Peter safe.


  “Go put on your full set of armor and meet me here.” Peter gulped, then nodded. Miceral put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’ll do fine. You’re a good swordsman. Believe it and believe in yourself. Together, we’re going to get through this safely. Understood?”


  “Yes, Mi—Elgin.”


  “Good. Now go get your gear.” He watched Peter run off and said a silent prayer to Khron for help keeping his promise.


  Watching the crew scurry around, Miceral sought out Captain Nathan. He knew he wouldn’t like the answer, but he asked the obvious anyway. “What defenses does this vessel have?”


  The older man shifted his weight and looked away. “Just you and my sailors. The owner was counting on that wizard friend of yours to be our primary defense. You and him.”


  “So the bastard cut back on his protection hoping to save money.” He didn’t need to see the captain nod to know the answer. Emerson appeared next to Miceral, shouting orders for the crew to put on every piece of canvas they could muster.


  Men scrambled like rats from a flooded hold. Some quickly scampered up the rigging as others waited to tie off ropes. Sails unfurled and fluttered while the first mate yelled out adjustments. Miceral felt an immediate increase in speed.


  Feeling alone, Miceral formed an image of his partner in his mind. “Farrell?” After a few heartbeats with no reply, he tried again with no success. He stopped when Peter returned, dressed in his battle armor with a helmet cradled in his arm.


  Miceral cast a critical eye over his young charge. He and Wilhelm had had a lively discussion about what armor to provide Peter in the event the ship came under attack. Miceral had argued for plain but sturdy armor to avoid being the center of notice. Wilhelm countered that anyone wearing armor on the ship would be viewed as a soldier and singled out immediately by the enemy. Since Peter would be noticed, Wilhelm wanted his son to have the finest protection available.


  High quality and made specifically for him, Peter’s armor fit perfectly. Miceral adjusted the straps on the breastplate to ensure Peter had maximum range of motion, then requested the plumed helmet.


  “Your father may have been right about providing the best protection he could find, but there is no sense drawing any more attention to yourself than necessary.” He ripped the green-feathered top off the head guard and then used his thumb to smooth down any rough edges. “Hopefully that will draw less attention than a bright green row of bristles.”


  He knelt down to adjust some of the lower pieces when Peter stepped away. “What are you doing? I know how to put on my armor correctly.”


  With the crew and officers all on deck, Miceral chose his words carefully. “Yes, my prince, I know you can. But as one hired by your father to see to your safety, it falls to me to be certain you are well protected.”


  Peter looked annoyed but let Miceral finish his inspection. “Any word from Kelvin?”


  “None.” He tried not to show the fear that coiled around his chest. They’d always been able to communicate since Miceral put on the amulet. Farrell had mentioned great distance would limit their ability to reach each other, but Miceral took that to mean thousands of miles. And Farrell couldn’t be that far away already.


  Frustrated, he closed his eyes and focused hard. “Farrell!”


  The silence that followed seemed unnatural, as if even the sea went quiet while he waited for an answer.


  “Miceral?” Klissmor’s voice in his mind sent a jolt through Miceral.


  “Klissmor?” How? “What’s wrong?”


  “That is what I need to ask you.” Klissmor sounded concerned, creating another wave of uncertainty in Miceral.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I felt your distress and heard you shout your mate’s name. What is wrong?”


  “Pirates are chasing the ship and I can’t reach Farrell.”


  “Why can’t you reach Farrell?” For the first time Miceral could remember, he heard a hint of panic in his friend’s voice. “Where did he go?”


  He quickly explained the situation, noting increased agitation from Klissmor. “And now I can’t reach him through our link.”


  “How could you let him go?” Nerti yelled into his mind when he stopped talking.


  “I told you. Arritisa sent messengers. There was no way to say no to them.”


  “You should have tried.” Nerti’s tone pushed him over the edge.


  “Instead of yelling at me—which isn’t helping—why don’t you try to reach Farrell?”


  It felt as if Nerti wanted to say something, but she kept silent.


  “You are correct,” Klissmor said. “We should be trying to help. Give us a moment.”


  Time felt suspended, and Miceral realized he had been staring at the deck. When he looked up, he saw Peter watching him expectantly. “I’m speaking to Klissmor and Nerti. They’re… they’re trying to reach Far—Kelvin.”


  Miceral squinted in the direction of the pursuing ship. “It’s a ways off. We might outrun them.”


  “No, we won’t.” Peter shook his head. “There’s too much daylight left.”


  The conviction in Peter’s words surprised Miceral. He’d expected fear or anxiety but not the calm, grim resolve. “Why do you say that?”


  Peter hesitated and then shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong.”


  He put a hand on Peter’s shoulder and forced the teen to look at him. “No, that’s not what I meant. Tell me why you came to that conclusion.”


  “Geometry and ship construction.” He pointed toward the vessel. “If a corsair can see a ship, it’s close enough to run down most merchant vessels in half a day, given favorable winds. We’re moving fast enough that these conditions favor them.”


  “But the Rose is a first-rate ship.” Miceral based his opinion on what Farrell had said after inspecting the vessel. “Maybe she can outrun the pirates?”


  “That might add a few hours to the chase, but we’ve got almost an entire day of light left. My teachers always told me, if pirates catch you in their sights before lunch, start praying to Arritisa for help.”


  Miceral started to respond when he felt Klissmor’s voice back in his mind. “We were unsuccessful in reaching Farrell. It is possible the water prevents our thoughts from reaching him.”


  “Please keep trying. I know he is alive. Otherwise”—he attempted to remove the chain, but he couldn’t get it over his head—“I could remove my amulet.”


  “Nerti and I will continue, but I fear he is too deep in Arritisa’s realm for our message to reach him.”


  Miceral thought he saw something break the surface of the water. For a moment he thought the dolphins had returned with… “Arritisa’s messengers.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “That’s how to reach Farrell.” Miceral stared at the water as if he could will a dolphin to appear. “Ask Lenore to relay a message to one of Arritisa’s messengers. They can get it to Farrell.”


  Klissmor didn’t answer immediately, and Miceral held his breath waiting for him to say it worked. “Nerti asked the Blessed Mother for help. She is sending a message through Her Sister. We will keep you apprised if we learn more.”


  “Klissmor is trying to get Kelvin a message.” He watched Peter nod gravely. “We’ve done all we can to reach him. Come on, I need to get my armor.”


  Miceral did his best to appear calm as they went back to their cabin. Tense sailors, constantly glancing aft, moved with a sense of urgency to carry out orders. The normal banter among the crew disappeared as fear focused their attention on one goal, and one goal only—speed.


  Closing the cabin door, Miceral pulled the bag Wesfazial had enchanted with an endless pocket. He motioned for Peter to keep watch on the door, then began unpacking.


  A small pile of weapons sat next to his armor on the deck when he slid the bag back under his cot. “I think that’s everything.”


  “That looks like enough for three warriors.” Peter’s armor jingled as he walked closer. “Do you plan to carry it all?”


  Miceral nodded, slipping the chain mail over his head. “I’m stronger than three men, so it’s only fair.”


  With Peter’s help he adjusted the rest of his armor. He strapped two swords on his back and then slid a mace into a hook on the left side of his belt. A small battle-axe found a home in a hook on the right, and he stuffed several heavy knives into sheaths on the leather sword sashes that crossed his torso. Finally, he grabbed an oversized leather quiver and tucked it under his left arm.


  “What’s in there?”


  “A nasty surprise for the pirates Farrell made for this trip.” He lifted the flap to reveal a dozen heavy metal javelins. “Hopefully these will instill a dose of fear among the enemy before they close on us.”


  Dressed and armed, the pair made their way aft. The corsair seemed to have closed the gap some since last he’d looked. Miceral had begun unpacking his javelins when he heard someone approach.


  “Hope you’re able to hoist those,” Emerson said, pointing to the heavy spears in Miceral’s hand. “Doubt any man on this ship could toss one of those stem to stern.”


  Placing the bundle against the gunwale, Miceral shrugged. “It won’t be a problem. I’m hopeful I can punch a few holes in their sails when they get closer.”


  The first officer raised an eyebrow. “That would be a throw worthy of the legends, Master Elgin.”


  “Bards have a way of leaving out important facts when creating sagas, Mr. Emerson.” Miceral winked at the officer.


  “My best efforts notwithstanding, you may get a chance to debunk a few myths.” Emerson’s smirk lasted less than a heartbeat. “Our pursuers gain on us despite all we do to increase our speed.”


  “Did you really think we could outrun them to Dumbarten?”


  The sailor shook his head and looked toward the barely visible ship on the horizon. “Just until nightfall. If we can keep away from them until then, I plan to alter course in the dark. At the rate they’re gaining on us, however, they’ll overtake us by midafternoon if not sooner. Captain said they broke out oars shortly after they spotted us. No way this vessel can outrun a sleek corsair sail on sail. Toss in slave-powered oars, and we won’t make it the day before we’re forced to fight. Sure wish we had that friend of yours to help. Never watched wizards fight at sea, though I heard tell that Yar-del was famous for assigning one to every ship in its navy.”


  “Don’t give up hope. Kelvin may yet make it back in time to aid us.” Miceral tried to sound hopeful. Emerson looked like he wanted to ask something but shook his head instead and walked off.


  “Do you think Kelvin will make it back in time?” Peter asked.


  Although he wanted to calm Peter’s fear, Miceral knew better than to minimize their plight. “It’s possible Lenore will get a message to him soon, but he may be a great distance away. Even if he gets the message, he might not be able to reach us in time.”


  Peter swallowed and nodded. “So we need to be prepared to rely only on ourselves.”


  “Exactly.”


  They stood by the rail in silence, watching the enemy ship relentlessly inch closer. Despite his words, Miceral didn’t expect Farrell to make it in time. And given the position of the pirate vessel, he knew they’d need help to make it to dark without being attacked.


  Lenore, we really need Your help. He didn’t know what She could do, but it didn’t hurt to ask.


   


   


  FARRELL SPENT a couple of hours listening to Teberus explain how magic worked in Rastoria. As they expected, he quickly grasped the basics, allowing the elder wizard to teach him the finer points novices normally waited years to learn.


  Essentially, Arlefor wizards pulled vast amounts of energy into themselves and used overwhelming power to accomplish what they wished. The technique turned out to be only a minor variation from how Farrell had learned to power spells, but that small difference proved life-changing. Mastering what Teberus taught him would allow him to wield power at a level previously thought to be impossible.


  “It’s so simple.” Farrell watched the power flow into his body, then let it drain away a heartbeat later. “How could we have not discovered this before?”


  Shaking his head slowly, Teberus leaned forward in his seat. “My opinion would be it lies in the amount of power available. Wizards of your world learned to use power sparingly because it is scarce—scarce relative to my world. The focus of learning would be on maximizing results using as little power as possible. Few, if any, would get acclaim for learning how to use more power than necessary just to prove they could.”


  Farrell found Teberus’s logic compelling. His ability to see to the heart of a problem brought a smile to Farrell’s face. “Your use of deductive reasoning reminds me of my late master. You two would no doubt have been good friends had you the opportunity to sit and talk for even a few minutes.”


  “His student honors him with his talents.”


  Teberus continued to lecture him on the every trick and tactic he knew. Deep in conversation, Teberus suddenly stopped midsentence and turned toward the door Farrell had used to enter the room. Two temple guards swam quickly to where Burcia stood in conference with some of her advisors. Burcia nodded and the two soldiers swam off, but not before one cast a worried look at Farrell.


  The high priestess’s face told Farrell something was afoot. She stared at Farrell for a moment before she went to a small door in the back of the room.


  “Has something happened that concerns me?” he asked Teberus.


  “That is not clear to me, but the fact my niece sent for her brother means it is a matter of high importance.”


  Before Farrell could suggest Teberus go deal with whatever problem had arisen, Clayden burst into the room, his sister a step behind.


  “Chosen, my apologies for interrupting.” Clayden’s grave tone caused Farrell to tense. “A message has been received in a roundabout manner from a servant of Lenore named Nerti. Is that name familiar to you?”


  “She is a good friend and advisor.”


  “I see.” He turned to his sister, who nodded. “She asked that Lenore speak to Arritisa, who then made a dolphin available to receive the message.”


  Burcia elbowed her brother in the ribs. “Give him the message, brother.”


  “Yes, the message.” Clayden nodded quickly, not bothering to spar with his sister. “The ship you came from is under threat of attack by a hostile vessel called ‘Pirates,’ I believe they said.”


  Farrell’s body tensed. “Miceral!”


  He concentrated on his link to Miceral and focused his thoughts on their shared amulet. “Miceral!”


  Clayden set a large hand on Farrell’s shoulder. “My apologies, Chosen, but we don’t understand what you are saying.”


  Farrell listened for any hint of a response through his link, but he heard nothing. “I’m sorry. I was calling Miceral, my life partner. He and my friend are still on that ship. I must get to them immediately.” Farrell started toward the door, but a firm grip stopped him.


  “A moment, friend Farrell.” Rayden held tight to his weight belt. “Argus is preparing a force to accompany you to the surface and aid your friends. It will take only a few minutes.”


  “Minutes they may not have.” Farrell lost his focus and unconsciously started to draw power into himself. A dozen ideas on how to reach Miceral drifted in and out of his thoughts.


  “Stay calm.” Teberus placed a gnarled but powerful hand on Farrell’s arm. “The few seconds it will take to reach the correct decision will not be the difference between life and death.”


  “Why can’t I reach them?”


  Teberus ignored the question and turned to his nephew. “Prepare your troops, but we must send Farrell to his friends now. We can follow after him.”


  Clayden nodded as the wizard turned to his niece. “How quickly can you summon assistance to bear our friend to his vessel without delay?”


  “I alerted several dolphin pods to attend me the moment I heard the message.” Burcia looked to her guard, who gave her a quick nod. “I expect them any time.”


  “Excellent. Have them meet us at the entrance to the temple.” Teberus didn’t wait for an answer before returning his focus to Farrell. “Chosen, I do not know for sure why you can’t speak to your mate. Were I to hazard a guess, it has to do with Arritisa. Our people were meant to remain a secret. If your people could hear our voices, we would be discovered. But that is only a guess.”


  The answer, while sensible, frustrated him. Why would Arritisa send him to a place where he couldn’t reach any of his friends? No, wait. “That can’t be right. When I was testing the spell last night, I was able to speak to Miceral.”


  Was Arritisa deliberately blocking him?


  “There could be many reasons why it worked while you were in close proximity to your mate and why it won’t work now. Maybe it is the city, the amount of water between you two, the materials we use to build our city. Maybe Arritisa has prevented your thoughts from leaving our city. But finding an answer will only delay your reaching your friends.”


  The urge to argue each point had to be tamped down. Teberus was right. He needed to reach the Seafoam Rose as soon as possible. The mystery could wait for another time.


  “Agreed. We can revisit the why another day.”


  “Correct.” Teberus brought a webbed hand to his lips. “I know your thoughts are with your mate and friend, but I have one last gift to give you. Perhaps the most important yet. This is our most powerful spell, and only someone capable of controlling enormous amounts of power can hope to cast it. Done right, the entire power and fury of the ocean are yours to command. But it requires your full concentration.”


  Farrell took a moment to comprehend what he’d heard. “Is there time?”


  “If you trust me, there is. Let us join minds so I can teach you instantly.”


  Perhaps if the danger to Miceral and Peter hadn’t been so imminent, Farrell might have taken more time to consider the request. Instead, he reached out a link for the other wizard to take. With their minds joined, Farrell “watched” as Teberus executed the spell twice. Teberus let go of the link, and Farrell left his mind.


  Farrell blinked as he assimilated the new knowledge. “A gift whose worth is beyond my ability to return.”


  “Not so. As Chosen of our Blessed Mother, you fight for us all. Consider it part of Rastoria’s contribution to your cause.” Teberus bowed and stepped back.


  “Come with me, Chosen. I shall personally swim you to your escorts.” Clayden reached out and removed the heavy belt from Farrell’s waist. “Argus and his force will follow as soon as they can.”


  “My thanks to you all.” He bowed first to Teberus, then turned toward Burcia. “High Priestess, please convey my gratitude to Arritisa for Her gifts. One day I hope to have the privilege of hosting you in my kingdom. I fear, however, it will appear dull and ugly compared to your home, but nevertheless it would be my privilege to be your host.”


  Farrell grabbed hold of Clayden’s shoulder just before the king pushed off with a powerful surge. With nothing else to occupy his thoughts, his worst fears returned.


  “Hold on, Miceral. I’m on my way.” Even if Miceral couldn’t hear him, he needed to say it.


  


  Chapter 12
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  WHEN THE sun reached midday, Miceral felt Klissmor’s touch in his mind. “A message was relayed to Farrell. He is racing to reach you, but he is a great distance away.”


  “That’s good news.” Kind of good, at least. “Can you speak to him?”


  “No. The Holy Mother advised us that Arritisa prevents communication with those under the waves. Your mate was told to make for the surface so he can contact you. This too will take some time. I wish my message brought you better news.”


  “Knowing he’s on the way gives us hope. We just need to stay alive until he reaches us. Thank you, old friend.” Klissmor withdrew, leaving Miceral to wonder if he’d ever speak to the unicorn again.


  “Peter, go tell the—” He stopped when he realized a merc would not give orders to a prince. “Captain Nathan!” Miceral shouted above the wind. When the older man turned, he said, “I’ve made contact with Kelvin. He’s trying to get back as quickly as he can. He’s a great distance away, however, so we need to keep ahead of them until he gets here.”


  Nathan scowled, tossing a hand in the air. “Perhaps you can get out and ask them to kindly slow down and give us time for our wizard to get here and blast them to tiny bits.”


  “I could, but that would require you stop the vessel. I’m no sailor, but that seems counterproductive to my request.” He flashed a big grin, which was returned by the captain.


  “Aye, lad, that it would.” The captain stared up at the sails. “I’ll keep the Rose running downwind, to Neblor with direction. But I’ve got this lady running as fast as she’s ever gone, and they’re still gaining on us. Let’s hope Master Kelvin gets here in time.”


  Miceral nodded. Like everyone else on board, he kept one eye on the sun and the other on the pursuing vessel. The sun moved too slowly and the distance between the ships closed too rapidly.


  As the pirate vessel drew nearer, Miceral saw a hint of something on the other ship. Turning to Peter, he said, “Stay here. I need to find Emerson.”


  The first mate stood under the mainsail, barking orders to the crew. “Mr. Emerson.”


  “What do you need, Elgin?” His tone told Miceral he felt the stress.


  “I think the enemy might have a ballista or catapult on deck.” That got the officer’s attention. “I mean, most pirate ships carry them now. If they have one and they disable our sails, we’ll for sure not elude them.”


  Emerson followed Miceral back to where Peter stood. Scanning the distant ship with a brass spyglass, Emerson stood silent for several moments. “It is hard for me to tell. We’re still too far away.”


  “May I?” Miceral held out his hand.


  Emerson handed him the instrument. “Not that it will do you any good. I have darn near perfect sight, and I can’t tell.”


  Miceral tuned out the man’s voice and focused the approaching vessel. His inspection provided no new insights, but just before he gave up, he spotted a man walking to the bow.


  “Take a look now.” He handed the small telescope back to the first mate. “I thought I saw them bring a spear to the bow that could only be fired from a ballista.”


  Emerson stood quietly, his eye trained where Miceral directed. Finally he collapsed the spyglass and shook his head. “I can’t tell what it was, but it doesn’t look like anything a man could throw. Either way, I think you’re correct. They have something in the bow they mean to turn on us.”


  After staring at their enemy a bit longer, Emerson handed Miceral the brass tube. “Keep a watch on them while I see if we can’t coax a bit more speed from the Rose.”


  Over the next hour, little changed except tensions mounted as the pirate vessel crept ever nearer. Miceral did his best to maintain a close watch, looking for any sign of increased activity. Keeping his focus proved difficult when nothing happened.


  “Miceral?” Farrell’s voice in his mind caused Miceral to jump.


  “Farrell!” He noted Peter’s stare and mouthed his partner’s name. “Where in Neblor are you?”


  “As best I can tell, north and west of you. What’s your situation?” Farrell’s voice held the same angst Miceral observed on the faces around him.


  “The pirates are closing in on us.” He tried to keep his mental voice calm. Panic wouldn’t bring Farrell any sooner. “My best estimate is they’ll overtake us in two hours, definitely less than three. But I think they have a ballista on board. If they use it to foul our rigging or rip our sails, they’ll catch us sooner. We could really use your help.”


  “I’m trying. Really I am.” The frustration in Farrell’s voice made Miceral feel a bit guilty that he’d added the last sentence. “I don’t have a good enough image to open a Door to a moving ship and I can’t risk flying, because if I miss you, I might not make it in time. This way is slower, but the dolphins assure me they know where you are.”


  “I know you’re doing your best. Can they tell you when you’ll be here?”


  “My guides don’t understand time like we do, so it’s hard to judge what they’re telling me. I know we’re not close, but we should arrive well before sunset. Sorry I can’t be more specific.”


  Given the rate the corsair closed on them, Miceral still doubted Farrell would make it in time. “Just hurry. Please.”


  Farrell didn’t reply immediately. Before he could ask if something was wrong, Farrell’s voice reappeared in his mind.


  “Sorry, I was trying to speak with you and the dolphins at once. From what they can tell, it will probably take us about the same amount of time to reach you as it will take the pirates. We’re farther away, but we can travel faster. If, however, they manage to slow you down, they will get there before me.”


  “Understood. Be careful.”


  “Ha!” Despite Farrell’s laugh, he didn’t sound amused. “I’m not the one about to be attacked by pirates. You be careful.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “I love you, Ral. Please be in one piece when I get there.”


  The anguish in his partner’s voice almost overwhelmed Miceral “It will take more than a few pirates to keep me from you.”


  “I have to go. My new escorts tell me we can travel faster underwater without having to fight the waves.” Miceral felt the link go silent.


  “What did he say?” Peter barely contained his fear.


  “That he’s on his way, but it’s anyone’s guess if he beats the pirates to the Rose.” Miceral waved the first mate to their position. “Don’t mention this conversation to Emerson.”


  “Understood.”


  When Emerson came down to check on them, Miceral spoke first. “I’ve noticed more activity. I’m thinking we’re almost in range of whatever they’ve got on deck.”


  Emerson stared over the bow. “I’ll advise the captain and let him decide our next move.”


  Miceral watched the first officer and captain speak. Nathan looked at the approaching corsair, then nodded to Emerson. The two began barking orders, sending sailors running around.


  The sails fluttered briefly as the men worked to trim the canvas. The Seafoam Rose slowed slightly but then quickly surged ahead. A loud splash off the port side drew everyone’s attention. Although he didn’t see what happened, Miceral knew they’d been fired upon.


  Emerson and the captain worked in tandem, shouting orders as they prepared another maneuver. On the pirate ship, Miceral saw brigands scurrying about.


  “Peter, come here.” He handed the teen the spyglass. “I’m going to try to knock out their catapult. Watch where my javelins land and let me know immediately how far off the mark I am.”


  Miceral squinted, trying to gauge the distance as best he could. After testing the weight and balance of his weapon, he leaned back and let the magically altered spear fly. He watched it arc all the way to the vessel, where it disappeared from view.


  “Ten feet too far, four feet to the left,” Peter shouted. “But you took out one of the sailors. And now the sailors are arguing with each other.”


  Ignoring Peter’s voice, Miceral plucked a second javelin and closed his eyes to familiarize himself with its balance. Focusing on his target, he hurled the metal rod as hard as he could. When the spear began its descent, Miceral turned away—he knew it would miss.


  “Short,” Peter said. “It was right on target, but it hit the front of the ship.”


  “Got it.” Grabbing another javelin, Miceral made sure to keep his current position. He’d been high and low with his first two tosses. This time he felt lucky.


  “Miceral! They fired the weapon again!”


  “Elgin,” he growled when their eyes met. “Just keep your attention on the ballista.”


  “I am, but they fired it again.”


  “I heard you.” He concentrated on his goal and made his third attempt. When the weapon struck, he didn’t need Peter to tell him what happened. The front of the ship exploded in a mass of flying wood and ropes.


  “Direct hit!” Peter screamed. “You did it! It’s totally destroyed.”


  Miceral turned around to look at Peter, but his eyes focused on the sails above the young prince. The spear Peter called out had cut through one sail and embedded itself in another. Slowly gravity pulled the barbed tail toward the deck, creating a big tear in the mainsail.


   


   


  CAPTAIN NATHAN swore furiously, pausing only to issue orders. Sailors quickly scaled the rigging carrying needles and thread in a desperate attempt to repair the torn canvas. Emerson stared at Miceral, then walked over with a determined stride.


  “I saw you take out their ballista.” His voice held an unspoken accusation. “How’s that possible?”


  “Magic.” Miceral handed the officer a javelin. “Kelvin enchanted these before we arrived. They’re practically weightless, and the spell lets me throw them much farther than a normal spear. But when they land, they return to their true mass.”


  Twirling the javelin with his fingers, Emerson nodded toward the enemy ship. “Can you use the rest to slow them down?”


  “I’ll try, but even if I manage to damage their sails, they still have their oars. I doubt I can destroy enough of them to make a difference.” Hefting a javelin to estimate its weight, he looked over at Peter, who opened the spyglass.


  “Where should I be watching?”


  Miceral turned to Emerson, who still watched the approaching ship. “I only have nine left. The odds of my hitting an oar or two are rather slim, but any holes I put in their sails probably won’t slow them very much.”


  Emerson drummed his fingers along the rail before handing the javelin back to Miceral. “Aim for the sails. Maybe you’ll get lucky and destroy a mast or a spar.”


  “That’s as sound a plan as any. Watch the mast closest to us, Peter. At least if I miss, the spear will hit a sail or two.”


  Miceral’s first four throws missed the mast, but they left multiple holes in several sails. Each hole started small but quickly widened as the wind continued its relentless push against the canvas. With each new tear, the corsair slowed a little more, but the sleek vessel still gained on the larger Seafoam Rose.


  On his fifth attempt, Miceral’s spear struck the foremast. Two-thirds of the way up the tall spar, the heavy steel missile drove itself deep into the wood. Miceral exchanged looks of disappointment with the first officer.


  “I can keep putting holes in their sails, and it might even make the men in the rigging jumpy, but I think I’m wasting my weapons.”


  A strong gust of wind elicited a new round of curses from the men trying to repair the damage to the Rose’s sails. The crew had nearly finished closing the hole in the mainsail, but the long gash to the forward sail would likely not be fixed before the pirates caught them. Barring a miracle, they would be overtaken within the hour.


  “Look!” Peter yelled.


  Miceral spun around and watched as the top third of the pirate’s forward mast toppled over under pressure from the wind. The vessel seemed to lurch as the damaged spar fouled the rest of the rigging.


  “Well done, Master Elgin,” Captain Nathan shouted from the helm. His demeanor improved noticeably as he barked out orders to try to regain their speed.


  The smaller ship started to lose ground as the crew struggled to clear the damage, but Miceral’s good feeling quickly faded. The sweep of the oars increased even as the pirates improvised to get more sail on their depleted mast.


  At first Miceral dared to hope they’d keep ahead of the buccaneers, but soon he noted the ship began to creep closer. With a look toward the first officer, he asked, “Any chance we’ll get that mainsail fixed?”


  “Not unless we take it down. Even ripped, it’s better than no sail.”


  Miceral nodded his understanding. Not the answer he’d been hoping to hear. “They’ll still catch us before sunset.”


  “Agreed, but keep it to yourself.” Emerson picked up one of the four remaining javelins. “Maybe you can make lightning strike again.”


  “I think I’ll hold these until they get closer. It will improve my odds of causing real damage.”


  “Don’t wait too long. I don’t want to smell them before you try your luck again.” The officer returned to the forward section and could soon be heard exhorting the men to redouble their efforts.


  Miceral waited until he heard the thud of the drum used to hammer out the pace for the pirates’ oarsmen. Peter offered to spot for him, but at this distance, Miceral felt comfortable with his own observations.


  His first attempt shattered one oar before damaging a second one that broke after two more strokes. The second javelin struck the hull and quivered up and down, almost mocking the warrior. Another oar shattered with the third toss. Miceral opted to keep the last spear for the inevitable assault.


  “My apologies, Captain. I was not able to do more than break three oars. This last spear is reserved for their captain.” Hoisting the remaining javelin in his right hand, Miceral bared his teeth in a wicked grin.


  “Lad, you did a right decent job. Restored the balance, you did, and then some. We just might stay ahead of them long enough for your wizard to save our backsides.”


  Miceral didn’t want to speculate. Right now he didn’t expect Farrell to make it before the pirates boarded them, but it didn’t hurt for the crew to have hope.


  New oars replaced the damaged one, and the pirate crew cleared the last of the fouled rigging and sails. The speedy sloop slowly began to gain on them again, the cadence hammered out by the drummer increasing as the brigands moved in for the capture. Miceral had bought them time. But would it be enough for Farrell to get back?


  After an hour of trying, the crew had made little headway with the damaged sail. The stiff breeze ripped the stitches before the men could finish the job. Without furling the canvas, they had little chance of succeeding, but they couldn’t risk taking it down. Finally, Emerson ordered the men out of the rigging.


  “Tiring the men trying to do the impossible isn’t fair to them,” the first officer told Captain Nathan. “Not when they’re going to be fighting for their lives soon enough.”


  The captain seemed ready to argue, but after a moment’s pause nodded crisply. Emerson stepped off, barking orders for the men to arm themselves.


  Miceral grabbed Peter by the shoulders, bringing them face-to-face. “Listen to me. Nothing fancy and nothing heroic. Stay close to me and guard my back. I’ll do the same for you. If I give you an order, you obey me without question, even if I tell you to run. Remember who and what I am if you have a mind to try to protect me. Farrell will be here soon, so above all else, stay alive.”


  Hand on the hilt of his sword, the young prince nodded.


  “Scared?” Miceral asked.


  “A little. I’ve never been in battle before.”


  Miceral cupped his hand behind Peter’s head, pulling him closer. “Good. You’re supposed to be. Only fools look forward to war. The rest of us just hide our fear.”


  “Even you?”


  “Even me.” He let go of Peter and picked up his last javelin. “Come on, let’s go help with the defense of the Rose.”


  “We have few spears and fewer bows,” he heard the first officer say. “Anyone who’s good with either, come forward now.”


  One sailor, an older seaman with iron-gray hair, stepped from the group. “I used to hunt a fair bit with my pa when I was a kid. I think I can still shoot straight.”


  “Close enough. Find a safe place and concentrate on picking off their archers. I doubt they’ll have many, but those they have will probably be doing the same thing, so be careful. Anyone else?”


  Two others raised a hand and accepted a bow and a quiver of arrows. Before Emerson could ask again, Peter held out his hand.


  “I’m a good shot. My father had me train with all types of weapons.”


  Beaming like a proud parent, Miceral nodded when Emerson looked over.


  “Give him the bow,” Miceral said. “If you have an extra, I’m a decent shot as well. But I’ll take any spears you can spare.”


  Emerson nodded and handed Miceral a quarter of the ship’s compliment of twenty spears. “Any suggestions for a battle plan?”


  “Prince Peter and I will be the first line of defense as we’re the most capable fighters. We’ll take up a position on the aftcastle.”


  Nathan and Emerson exchanged worried stares.


  “Shouldn’t he be down below?” Nathan asked.


  “You need every fighter you have. The prince is a better swordsman than any on this vessel excepting Kelvin and myself. The best way for me to keep him safe is to help defeat the pirates. To do that, we need to be on deck.”


  Again the ship’s officers stared at each other. Nathan shrugged. “Just so long as you tell Prince Wilhelm it was your idea.”


  “If we make it back to tell Prince Wilhelm, we’ll have been victorious, so it won’t matter.”


  Emerson smirked, avoiding the captain’s gaze. “What’s your plan?”


  Miceral knew the best plan called for him to use his superior strength and speed. But that required hand-to-hand fighting. “If you try to prevent them from grappling with us, they’ll just pick us off. We don’t have enough men to stop them from boarding us.”


  “So you suggest we hide until they come aboard?” The sneer on Nathan’s faced matched his tone. “Why don’t we just abandon ship now and give them the Rose and her cargo?”


  “Captain—” Miceral had to check himself before he insulted the man. “I guarantee you they’ve got people in the rigging waiting to pick off anyone who tries to cast off their grappling hooks. It’s what I would do if I were them. The best place to defend ourselves is on the Rose, where we hold the advantage.”


  “What advantage? Once they get on board, they’ll surround us.”


  “He’s right, Captain.” Emerson’s voice seemed to surprise his superior. “If we find defensible positions here, it’s better than exposing ourselves to their missiles. Besides, I’m willing to bet they’re not prepared to deal with Master Elgin and the prince. That might be enough to keep us alive.”


  Nathan turned from one to the other, then tossed his hands up. “Fine. We’ll do it your way. But you better be as good as Wilhelm said you were.”


  “My father didn’t lie, Captain.” Peter stared at the man, as if daring Nathan to challenge him. “Elgin is that good.”


  When no one else spoke, Miceral led Peter to the position in the bow he’d picked earlier. Waiting would be the enemy now. With limited weapons, they couldn’t afford to waste a single arrow or spear by firing before the pirates were in range.


  The minutes dragged on as the sound of the drums from the pirate ship grew louder. Miceral could hear the enemy talking about the lack of targets. Some expressed concern when they couldn’t find the weapons that had shattered their ballista and snapped their mast. Most had a bad feeling about this ship, but they seemed more afraid of someone on their ship and resigned themselves to the impending attack.


  Building on those fears, Miceral decided to send a new message. The pirate ship had just inched with range of Peter’s bow. Motioning for the younger man to stay down, Miceral grabbed a spear, stood up, and quickly locked in on a target. With a quick release, he hurled the long spear at a sailor in the rigging. The man fell to the deck, the spear still lodged in his skull. After two more archers fell victim to Miceral’s spears, talk of avoiding the Rose began anew.


  “Those weren’t magically enhanced.” Emerson hugged the crates the crew placed on deck to provide cover. An arrow sunk into the wood a few inches away from him, causing him to duck lower. Miceral spotted the shooter and knocked him from his perch with a spear through the chest.


  Using the confusion from the dead pirate’s scream, Emerson made his way to Miceral’s side.


  “Thanks for drawing someone into the open.” Miceral’s lips twisted into a smirk. “For some reason, everyone’s hunkering down suddenly.”


  Emerson’s eyes narrowed for an instant as he stared at Miceral. Finally, he snorted softly and smiled. “Imagine that.”


  For the next half an hour, Miceral, Emerson, and Peter struggled to find targets. Occasionally one or two pirates scurried across the deck, providing the trio with someone to shoot. Only one sailor made it to his destination and eventually, no one else tried.


  “Should we save our last arrows for when they try to board?” Peter asked. “It’s hard to find a clear target, despite how close they are.”


  Emerson nodded and divided the arrows into three piles.


  “Don’t leave me any,” Miceral said. “When they board, I intend to give them a proper welcome.”


  The first officer didn’t ask what he meant. Instead, he handed half the arrows to Peter and led them cautiously toward the main deck.


  The Seafoam Rose was a big vessel, even for an ocean-going merchant ship. With three masts, an aft and forecastle, she rode higher than her would-be conqueror. Short of swinging over on ropes and climbing down the rigging—a dangerous proposition that would leave any who tried it exposed to attack—the only viable crossing would be the main deck.


  Nathan and Emerson organized the men on the starboard side of the deck. Counting Miceral and Peter, they totaled fifty-one. Enough to give the pirates a good fight, but Miceral still didn’t like their chances. Nathan planned to lead half the crew, leaving Emerson the other half. Peter and the other archers divided the remaining arrows between them and found positions with good protection and a reasonably free line of sight.


  Miceral grabbed his last javelin and crept toward the starboard rail. The tip of pirate’s prow had just reached their stern. He could see men crouched under the protection of the gunwale. “They’re almost here—be ready.”


  Moving faster than the enemy could react, Miceral scaled the short staircase and quickly found a protected spot in the aftcastle. Peering through a narrow opening, he scanned the clusters of men he could see. At the rear of the largest group, Miceral spotted someone who, by clothing at least, appeared to be an officer. With no one else standing out as being the captain, this man became his target.


  Springing to his feet, he hurled the spear before anyone could target him. One of the pirates huddled by the rail fired an arrow, which Miceral caught in midflight. Flashing the enemy a wicked grin, he snapped the shaft in half before dropping back behind his cover.


  Miceral closed one eye and stared through the space between crates. He watched the men look toward where their officer had been standing, and from the shouts he knew he’d hit his mark. One pirate tried to pull the spear out but failed. When he turned to ask for help, a stream of blood dribbled out of his mouth and over the feathers of the arrow protruding from his neck. Everyone else ducked immediately and remained out of sight.


  Miceral traced the shaft’s path back to where Peter knelt, nocking another arrow. He gave his friend a wink and a nod. Before either could enjoy the small victory, a hail of arrows and spears whistled across the deck. Under the cover of this barrage, dozens of grappling hooks landed on the deck of the Rose. Once the barbs dug into whatever purchase they could find, the two vessels inched closer. Miceral heard the faint thud of the two ships colliding and slipped the mace and axe from his belt.


  With the ships tethered together, the pirates flipped long wooden planks from their ship onto the Seafoam Rose. Hooks on the ends secured the slim pathway firmly in place. The first wave of invaders ran across the boards, screaming at the top of their lungs. If they expect to scare the crew into surrender, that hope dissipated when four of their number fell dead from a round of arrows.


  Miceral used the distraction to leap from his hiding place. Screaming his own battle cry, he rushed the startled pirates. From his right, Emerson and Nathan led the crew in defense of their ship.


  The ferocity of the resistance appeared to catch the invaders by surprise. Miceral killed anything in his reach, stalling the attack momentarily. Peter stood next to Miceral and proved the value of all the long hours of practice he’d been put through.


  Unfortunately, Miceral couldn’t defend all points of entry onto the vessel. The pirates quickly learned to avoid the armed warrior who moved with the speed of lightning.


  The initial advantage of the Rose’s crew quickly evaporated as the pirates brought superior numbers onto the trading ship. To avoiding being surrounded, the defenders fell back to a predetermined, more defensible position. This allowed the rest of the pirates to cross unimpeded.


  “Now would be a good time to arrive, Farrell.” Miceral didn’t know if Farrell could hear him, but if he didn’t arrive soon, there’d be no one left to rescue.


  “I’m almost there, Ral.” Farrell’s voice distracted Miceral enough that he cut off an opponent’s arm instead of slicing through the man’s neck. “Hang on!”


  “We might not have too much more time, so hurry.”


  Like wolves on a wounded deer, the invaders sensed they had the upper hand. Several bared their rotting teeth in anticipation of an easy kill. For a long moment, the two sides stared at each other, waiting for the other to make a move. The pirates watched for their rest of their cohorts to arrive. The defenders tried to maintain the most defensible position they had left.


  Miceral glanced over and saw Nathan unsuccessfully trying to staunch the flow of blood from a nasty gash on his upper right arm. No longer able to wield a sword, Nathan moved to the rear of the pack. Miceral used the lull to return his axe and mace to his belt and drew both swords, holding them out. The pirates seemed to draw back, as if waiting for something.


  “Something” arrived in the person of a tall, lanky man in a white linen shirt. Unarmed, the man showed no signs he’d taken part in the fight. If the enemy hadn’t moved aside as he made his way to the front of their pack, Miceral wouldn’t have believed he was a pirate.


  “Where is your wizard?” The man directed the question to Miceral.


  “Who?”


  “Don’t play games with me, merc. You have no hope. Surrender the wizard now, and we may be merciful. Resist and you’ll either become shark food or spend your remaining time on Nendor pulling an oar.” The twitch in his face told Miceral the pirate lied. “I’ll not make this offer twice.”


  Miceral sized up his foe and vowed to Khron that this man at least would die before they took him or the Seafoam Rose. Still hoping Farrell would arrive, Miceral let the standoff continue.


  “Mercenary, I grow tired. Tell me where the wizard is or—”


  The air off the port side suddenly erupted in a column of water.


  “Surrender now or you will all die!” The voice boomed across the ship with enough force to cause men to clutch their ears.


  Farrell stood on top of the fountain of water, glowing almost white against the setting sun.


  


  Chapter 13
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  MICERAL WATCHED the triumphant expressions on the pirates’ faces disappear in an instant. Even their leader looked a bit less confident. “I’d suggest you listen to him. You won’t like what happens if you resist.”


  “Nice entrance. Glad you could make it.”


  “Is everyone okay?” Farrell remained on his watery pedestal, his gaze never moving from the enemy.


  “Peter and I are fine. There are casualties among the crew.” Miceral resisted the urge to turn around. Instead, he kept his focus on the leader, hoping the man couldn’t tell he and Farrell were communicating. “Nathan’s been injured.”


  “I’ll see to him as soon as I deal with the pirates.”


  “Be careful. The one in front was looking for you specifically.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes. He kept asking ‘Where is your wizard?’”


  Miceral locked eyes with his adversary. The stoic expression gave away nothing. Something felt wrong. If the pirates had counted a wizard among them, the Rose would be in their hands by now. So why the bravado?


  “This feels like a trap.” He spared a split-second glance at his partner.


  “He’s not a wizard. None of them are. But I’ll shield you just in case.”


  “Pirate.” Farrell’s voice cut through the silence. His platform moved until he stepped on board the Rose. “I’ll give you to the count of three to surrender. After that, I’ll kill you all where you stand.”


  Miceral noticed the momentary shimmer that told him Farrell surrounded them in a shield. The hint of a smile on the pirate’s face seized his heart. Whatever they’d wanted, Farrell had just given it to them.


  “Take down the shield! That’s what he wants.” He lunged forward just as something black seeped out of the leader. Time seemed to slow as Miceral watched the dark mist move toward the shield, then abruptly jerk to the right and zoom toward Farrell.


  Farrell didn’t react at first. He stood still, as if he expected the attack. The smoke surrounded his personal shield, and Farrell slowly shook his head. “Fools. Did you really think a spell given to a nonwizard would—?”


  Farrell’s words stopped as the ebony power shot through the shield and struck him. His lips remained open, his whole body frozen in midsentence. The ship rocked gently in the water, and Farrell toppled face-first onto the deck.


  “Farrell!” Miceral’s heart seized when he couldn’t feel anything from his mate.


  The shield protecting him and the other sailors flickered twice, then blinked out. Miceral surged forward as the pirate leader turned toward Farrell and said, “Who’s the foo—?


  The man’s head flew from his torso and a fountain of blood pumped up. Before the body fell, Miceral had killed two more pirates who stood between him and Farrell. He ignored the stunned looks of the men who died beneath his blades. The need to reach Farrell pushed aside any prohibitions about revealing his true power. It wouldn’t matter if anyone noticed his skill if holding back cost Farrell his life. Somewhere he registered Peter and Emerson shouting to the others on the Rose, and he could hear the fighting resume.


  Miceral kicked the pirate closest to him so hard the man barreled over at least six of his brethren as he flew back. Even so, at least two dozen more brigands blocked his path.


  Twisting and spinning too fast for anyone to follow, much less stop, Miceral barely kept control of his emotions. Letting his rage fuel his actions was the surest way to make a mistake. If he let himself get injured, he’d never reach Farrell.


  Halfway to his partner, he caught a flash from the corner of his eye and leapt to his left. Miceral watch a ball of reddish wizard’s fire whiz by, striking the men he had been about to fight. The magical attack cleared a lane to where he could see Farrell still lying facedown on the deck.


  Parrying a sword and slicing the man to his sternum, Miceral spared a glance to his left, where the attack originated. Standing on a gangplank, another well-dressed pirate held a short black staff aimed in Miceral’s direction. The man, who reminded Miceral of a merchant or aristocrat, kept flicking the staff as a stream of curses flew from his mouth. He finally threw the staff in the water and reached to his waist.


  Indecision froze Miceral for an instant. The moans of the dying men struck by the magic reminded him that the clear path to Farrell was an illusion. And the next attack might hit Farrell.


  Miceral slid a short knife from his chest strap, but his throw faltered as water flowed up from the ocean and gathered around the pirate. The man didn’t seem to notice as he tugged furiously at another black tube in his belt. Once it cleared the leather, he turned his gaze back on Miceral. The triumphant expression morphed into fear as the liquid fingers closed around him. In one fluid motion, the “hand” yanked him from his perch and dragged the pirate into the sea.


  The shock of what happened froze everyone for a moment. Miceral recovered first and screamed. “Have at ’em! Push ’em into the sea!”


  Before the rejuvenated crew of the Rose could lay into their attackers, the sea erupted around both vessels. This time, instead of taking shape, the water broke like a wave, and when it pulled back, dozens of tall, armed creatures ringed the ships.


  Twisting, Miceral found both sides surrounded. Grasping his fallen sword, he turned toward Farrell and froze. One of the creatures hovered over him. Slowly the creature turned Farrell onto his back.


  “Stop!” Miceral shook off his inertia and broke for his partner.


  The creature glanced up and extended his arm. A wave of dizziness stuck Miceral, and when it passed, he found he couldn’t move. Straining every muscle, he didn’t budge. Sparing Miceral a last glance, the large green being ran his hand over Farrell’s prone form.


  “Farrell! Wake up!” Miceral’s heart pounded in his chest. He’d never been this helpless before. Rage—blinding, furious, adrenaline-filled rage—coursed through him. This couldn’t be happening. Lenore, Honorus, Khron, they hadn’t meant for Farrell to be killed like this. “Farrell!”


  Farrell never answered. Miceral could see his chest rise and fall, but he otherwise remained still. An eerie silence surrounded him, and he noted everyone he could see stopped moving. The creature over Farrell looked up, and despite having no idea who or what these beings were, Miceral could see the worry on its face. He—Miceral assumed it was a he—snapped a webbed finger, and three more of his kind joined him.


  For the first time, Miceral noticed the creatures wore two different colors. The four around Farrell all wore red, while the others wore blue. Only after the four red-clad creatures conferred did someone in a sea green robe approach. She—because this one seemed more feminine to Miceral—knelt and placed her hand on Farrell’s forehead.


  For several long seconds the female kept still. When she peered up, she shook her smooth head. The four in red moved around Farrell’s still body, two on either side, while the woman stayed near his head. She had her back to Miceral, but he could see the concern on the others’ alien faces. They extended four sets of hands over Farrell and closed their eyes.


  Panic griped Miceral. If he could move, he knew he’d be shaking uncontrollably. He focused his attention of the first creature to reach Farrell. “Stop!”


  He “shouted” as hard as he could, but the creature either didn’t hear him or ignored the command. When a dull green light emanated from the creatures’ hands, Miceral strained so hard against his bonds, he thought he’d pass out from the effort. His control lost, he couldn’t stop the cry that ripped through him.


  “Faaaarrrreeelllll!”


  The mental scream, fueled by his fear and anger, continued until his brain hurt. Panting, he watched as the green hue faded. The woman shook her head again.


  “Miceral, what’s wrong?” It took Miceral a moment to realize Klissmor was speaking to him and not Farrell.


  “Farrell’s unconscious and creatures from the sea appeared—”


  “Creatures from the sea attacked Farrell?” The urgency to his friend’s question focused Miceral’s thoughts. “I thought you said pirates were chasing you.”


  “No, I mean, yes, pirates attacked us. They’re the ones who used magic on Farrell. But the pirate wasn’t a wizard; at least, Farrell said he wasn’t. And the attack went through his shield and knocked him out. Then another pirate fired a magical weapon at me, but it missed. That’s when the sea creatures appeared. One of them must be a wizard, because he waved his hand at me and I can’t move. No one—”


  “Miceral!” Klissmor shouted. If Miceral could have moved, he’d have covered his ears. “Losing your focus will not help. I need to know specifics.”


  “I was trying to—”


  “You were three words from hysterical.” Klissmor’s voice felt strained as a sense of calm spread through Miceral’s body. Using the unicorn’s voice, Miceral focused on a mental image of his friend to regain some of his composure. “That’s better. Now focus your attention on these creatures. I need to see them.”


  Pushing down his fears, Miceral concentrated on relaxing and stared at the creatures, who had resumed whatever they’d tried before. The female slowly put her hands back on Farrell’s head as the red-clad creatures recreated the green nimbus.


  “Priestess of Arritisa!” Klissmor’s voice echoed in Miceral’s mind.


  The female jerked her hands off Farrell. She twisted around and stared at Miceral. Her eyes narrowed before she turned toward the one Miceral deemed the leader.


  “The one before you is not only the Chosen of Arritisa, he is the Servant of Honorus. You risk much if you harm him.”


  Miceral doubted Klissmor’s threat would stay their hands. The creature that had frozen Miceral and the crew rose from his crouch. He spared a glance at the priestess and moved slowly toward Miceral.


  Despite towering over Miceral, the creature seemed hesitant. Unable to move, Miceral felt his pulse quicken as the creature drew closer.


  “Be calm. If he means you harm, Nerti and Rothdin are with me. Together we may be able to break his concentration and free you from his spell.”


  The tall being stopped an arm’s reach away. His dark eyes seemed trained on Miceral’s chest. After a heartbeat, his eyes opened wider and he reached forward. The long finger touched the chain to Miceral’s amulet. Slowly he drew the white pendant from under Miceral’s armor.


  “You must be Farrell’s mate.” The voice felt strange but was male.


  “I am. How did you know that?”


  Miceral strained his eyes up and saw the head tilt to the right. “Interesting. Another voice spoke at first.”


  “That was Klissmor.” Miceral wished he didn’t need Klissmor to speak for him.


  “You only needed to focus on them as you are now,” Klissmor said with just a hint of rebuke.


  “I do not know what a Klissmor is, but I am Teberus, chief wizard of Rastoria.” Teberus touched Miceral’s outstretched sword arm, freeing him from the spell. “My kind are known as Arlefors. Arritisa sent your mate to us for aid. We followed him here but arrived too late to help.”


  Miceral pulled back but found the hand that gripped him held fast. Before he could try again, Teberus released him. As he turned the point of his sword down, he stepped around the Arlefor wizard to get to Farrell’s side.


  “What’s happened to him?” He hadn’t focused his thought, but he hoped Teberus would hear him.


  “We don’t know.” The voice sounded different. When the priestess looked at him, he knew who addressed him. “I’ve asked that our high priestess come here to assist. Maybe her knowledge exceeds mine.”


  “It is nothing the temple or healers can fix.” Teberus resumed his place near Farrell’s right shoulder. “There is a magic here that I don’t understand.”


  “Teberus.” Klissmor’s voice didn’t come from Miceral, but he could hear his friend. “Our wizards are assembling to help. Is his condition dire?”


  “No, he’s stable, but I fear his mind is trapped.” When Teberus shook his head, a chill caused Miceral to shiver. “If his mind is kept imprisoned for too long, we may not be able to call him back.”


  “Miceral.” Klissmor’s voice resonated in his head. “I know your aversion to others in your mind, but I fear we must. Your presence on scene is essential for the wizards to help Farrell.”


  Another icy wave flooded his body. “You can rip my mind from my body if it will save Farrell. Just do it.”


  “Such extreme measures are not necessary.” Klissmor sounded tired suddenly. “When the wizards are ready, I’ll let you know what we need.”


  “Hold on, Farrell.” Miceral gently rubbed Farrell’s cheek as tears welled in his eyes. “We’ll free you.”


  The ocean gushed again, and another group of Arlefors stepped on deck. A group of heavily armed Arlefors in the same green as the priestesses took defensive positions around a tall priestess.


  “The Holy Mother, Burcia, has arrived,” the priestess to his right said as she bowed deeply.


  The other Arlefors bowed their heads but continued with their tasks. Walking slowly behind her guards, Burcia nodded to Teberus and the other wizards.


  “Sister Gruta has explained what she can, uncle. Can you add more?”


  “Gruta understands as much as I, which is to say, very little.” Teberus cast a sideward glance in Miceral’s direction. “Farrell’s mate is in contact with his people. They are trying to find someone who might be of help.”


  Burcia turned her deep green eyes on Miceral and bowed. “Greeting, Chosen. I wish I could greet you in better times.”


  “Agreed, Holy Mother.” Miceral nodded to the priestess and turned his focus back to Farrell. The purple knot growing on Farrell’s forehead reminded him that nothing made sense. How had a nonwizard defeated Farrell so easily?


  “Master Teberus?” Miceral waited until the wizard looked up. “The one who did this…. Farrell said there were no wizards among the pirates. How could this happen?”


  Despite his limited knowledge of Arlefors, Miceral could see the surprise on Teberus’s face. “He who did this used a weapon created by a powerful wizard. The one we pulled into the sea had another.”


  “How is that possible?” Miceral knew enough about wizardry to know Farrell should have been able to easily defend himself. “Farrell was prepared for an attack.”


  “It is something we do not understand.” Teberus stood up. “Show me the one who did this.”


  He didn’t want to leave Farrell’s side, but if he could help in any way, he would. Miceral brushed a stray hair from Farrell’s paler than normal skin. “I’ll be right back.”


  As they moved toward the dead pirate, Miceral remembered the crew of the Rose. “Master Teberus, can you release my companions?”


  “I am loath to do so. They might react badly to our presence.”


  “If you free the first officer and Prince Peter”—Miceral pointed toward Emerson and Peter—“they’ll be able to help control the others.”


  The wizard stared where Miceral pointed. After a moment, he motioned toward another red-clothed Arlefor. “It shall be as you asked. Please explain the situation while I examine the one who imprisoned Farrell.”


  Without waiting for Miceral’s answer, Teberus moved toward the pirate who had felled Farrell. At first Miceral thought to object at being dismissed but quickly pushed aside the petty emotion. He couldn’t help Teberus, so better to do something within his abilities.


  Emerson’s sword hovered inches above the unprotected head of a pirate whose sword lay on the deck between the two men. The wide-eyed look frozen on the man’s face captured the last moment before death.


  Miceral grabbed the first officer’s wrist and nodded to the wizard. Without the downward momentum to power the blow, Emerson’s strike was easily contained.


  “What?” Emerson tried to draw his arm back, but Miceral held tight.


  “Farrell brought reinforcements. Their wizards froze everyone until they could sort out the fight.”


  “Who?”


  Miceral stared at Emerson until he understood what he’d said. “Someone Kelvin made friends with. I don’t have time to explain. Kelvin’s been hurt. These are friends.” He pointed to the two Arlefor wizards next to him. “They’ll free whomever you say. When the crew is free, have them round up the pirates. We’ll deal with them later.”


  Before Emerson could speak, Miceral went back to Farrell. His slipup probably wouldn’t go unnoticed, and right now, he didn’t have time to be clever.


  Three steps toward his goal, a thick hand with webbed fingers grasped his forearm.


  “Chosen. A moment, please.” Teberus released him as soon as Miceral turned around. “I need to speak to your wizards.”


  “I’ll see if they’re available now.” He could feel a dull ache start to build in the back of his head. He’d have to rethink his resistance to mental communications. “Klissmor?”


  “We are all here.” The edge to Klissmor’s voice remained.


  “They’re ready.” When Teberus stared at him, he shook his head. “My apologies, I forget you can’t hear me when I speak aloud.”


  “I can hear you.” Teberus bared his pointy teeth. “I just do not understand the sounds.”


  Miceral resisted the urge grab the hilt of his sword at the macabre smile. “They’re ready.”


  “I do not know how your link works, but it would be helpful if I could speak to them like I did with the one called Klissmor.”


  “I….” His bravado a moment ago with Klissmor evaporated when faced with the request.


  “Relax, my friend.” Klissmor’s presence calmed Miceral’s growing anxiety. “You won’t feel my presence.”


  Miceral took a deep breath. “Will I be able to hear?”


  “Every word. Ready?”


  “No, but let’s do it.” He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.


  “I need your eyes open for everyone to see.”


  He snapped his lids open, blinking several times before could focus again. “Sorry.”


  “Master Teberus.” Miceral knew the words came from him, but as promised, he didn’t feel anything. “I have Masters Erstad and Wesfazial as well as Wizard-Priestess Glendora. Ask your questions to Miceral and we four will also hear you.”


  “Astounding.” The elder Arlefor glanced at the high priestess. “All four at once?”


  “Wizard.” Miceral had heard that tone enough to know Klissmor’s mood. “Maintaining this link, this far away with this many minds, is a strain. If we are to save Farrell, you must focus on him.”


  “Of course. My apologies.” Teberus bowed deeply. “My examination of the one who did this to Farrell confirmed that he is no wizard.”


  “Then how in the eight gates of Neblor did that man defeat Farrell?” Even though Teberus couldn’t know, Miceral recognized the voice as Wesfazial’s.


  “The obvious answer is the correct one. A wizard gave this man the weapon.”


  “But Farrell could defeat all four of us and all the other wizards you brought with you and not be tested.” Erstad’s steady temperament sounded tested. “No weapon used by a nonwizard should be capable of this.”


  Teberus raised the crest of his hairless eyebrow. “But since that is what happened, we must use it as the basis of our search for a cure.”


  No one answered. As the silence dragged on, Miceral’s anxiety slowly returned. If Haven’s senior wizards didn’t know what to do, who could?


  “Tell us what happened.” Erstad’s request almost didn’t register with Miceral.


  “No,” Klissmor said. “Show them. Let them see the memory.”


  Miceral closed his eyes and focused on reliving the attack. The clarity of the image caused his chest to tighten, making it hard to breathe. He knew the result, but watching it again, almost in slow motion, added to his agony.


  When the image played over again, he realized Klissmor must have been guiding his thoughts.


  “My apologies, old friend—the need is great.” Klissmor’s voice didn’t interrupt the stream of images.


  “Do whatever you need. Just find a way to save Farrell.”


  “Your friends are doing all they can. Have faith that Lenore will send us what we need.”


  When the memory started for the third time, he didn’t find any comfort in Klissmor’s assertion. The Six wouldn’t—couldn’t—help. He needed something that didn’t exist—a great wizard like Heminaltose or Kel.


  “In theory, I recognize the magic.” Erstad sounded confused. “But I’ll need to find a reference to be sure.”


  “What about Farrell?” He knew he shouted, or at least what Farrell told him passed for shouting, but he couldn’t prevent it. “He could be dead before you find that.”


  “It can’t be helped, Miceral. I need to be sure before I suggest a counterspell. If I’m wrong, whatever I try might kill him.”


  “He is in no immediate danger.” Teberus put his hand on Farrell’s forehead. “But my fear is the number of spells that draw on him for power. I can only give him but so much. If he doesn’t wake, his body will burn out.”


  “Do what you can, Master Teberus. We’ll begin searching immediately and contact you when we find the answer.” When Erstad stopped speaking, Klissmor’s presence left with him.


  “Hurry. Please.” Miceral knew no one heard him.


  


  Chapter 14
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  ARLEFORS VAULTED the rail, heading back into the ocean as unnatural waves washed their replacements onto the deck.


  “My people can only remain out of the water for limited times,” Teberus said as he returned from the ocean. “The king is bringing more wizards along with his guards. You shall not be left defenseless.”


  “Give your king my thanks.” The pending arrival of new Arlefors did little to dispel Miceral’s feeling of helplessness.”


  It had been almost thirty minutes since Erstad left to search for an answer. Miceral felt that with every shallow breath he took, Farrell slipped farther away. Even the constant attention by healers, wizards, and priestesses didn’t convince him that Farrell could be brought back. Miceral didn’t need to be a wizard to know what happened to Farrell shouldn’t have been possible.


  And yet it happened.


  “Miceral?” Klissmor’s tired voice startled him enough that he reached for a weapon.


  “Yes?” He didn’t even try to hide the hopeful edge to his voice.


  “The wizards have a theory¸ but to test it, they need to send one of their own to investigate.”


  “Farrell won’t live long enough for—”


  “Stop!” Klissmor’s barked command felt like a slap to the head. “Maintaining our link at such a distance is extremely taxing. Even with Nerti’s support, we may only get one attempt to send you help. You must do as I say or we may not save your mate.”


  Emotions flooded Miceral, almost drowning his ability to act. Alerted to the problem, he suddenly heard the depth of his friend’s exhaustion in every word. But the last four words washed those concerns away.


  Not save Farrell? Fear gripped him like a vise and threatened to rob him of his will to act. A mental nudge steadied him just before he froze in panic. Steeling himself, he blinked as he realized he’d contributed to Klissmor’s exhaustion with his need. He swallowed and breathed in deeply. When his lungs screamed in protest, he exhaled the salty air. “I understand. What do you need me to do?”


  “Erstad needs to enter your mind and use your eyes to open the Door.”


  Despite his promise to cooperate, Miceral felt his chest seize at the idea. “I… I’ll do whatever…. If Farrell needs….”


  “I shall never leave you, friend.”


  Klissmor’s words soothed him enough that he could nod. “Thank you.”


  “I am not a foolish unicorn. Nerti would horn me many times if I failed you.”


  Miceral laughed at the image and felt his body relax. “What must I do?”


  “Relax and let me guide you both.”


  Klissmor’s touch barely registered. He could feel the other mind at the edge of his consciousness, but like a puff of wind, it eluded him.


  “Turn in a circle slowly so we may see our options.” The voice sounded like Klissmor’s, but someone else spoke.


  Shamed by his friend’s willingness to dare any risk to save Farrell, Miceral did as instructed. Ignoring the questioning look he received from Teberus, Miceral completed a full rotation and waited.


  “Turn to your left and let me see the main deck again.”


  Silently Miceral completed the turn, a baby step at a time.


  “Stop!” Expecting the command, Miceral remained in position. “Hold it there until I’m finished.”


  Standing still, he wondered if he’d feel the magic. After a moment passed without anything happening, Miceral remembered the Door originated in Haven. Erstad didn’t need to work his magic through the link.


  Staring expectantly, he was still surprised by the flash.


  “I’ve done all I can for now,” Klissmor said, his voice harsh and strained. “I will rest now and make contact later.”


  The touch of the other mind in his faded before Miceral could say thank you. Seeing the Door open, Miceral realized what lay on the other side. “Peter?”


  “Yes, Mic—Elgin?” Miceral almost didn’t notice the use of his true name.


  “We’re leaving. Can you get a crew member to help you fetch our things?”


  “Leaving?”


  “That Door leads to Haven. We can treat Farrell there.” He turned toward the Arlefor wizard. “We’re taking Farrell home.”


  “A moment, please.” Teberus placed a hand on Miceral’s arm. “I’d recommend against such an action. The deed occurred here. Any residual power from the spell will only be accessible here.”


  “Then we can come back.” Miceral didn’t care about anything but getting Farrell to safety. “Erstad can stay here and gather what he needs.”


  “Again, I’d recommend against that.”


  “Against what?” The voice from behind him wasn’t Erstad’s.


  “Cylinda?” Anger trumped Miceral’s surprise. “Where’s Erstad?”


  “Holding the Door open in Haven.”


  “Why are you…?” Her glare stole his voice. The concern etched on her face seemed the mirror of his.


  “I’m a wizard healer. I have the best chance of saving him.” She nearly choked on the last two words. Miceral watched her blink several times. “Please step aside.”


  “No!” He saw her flinch and softened his tone. “We’re taking him to Haven. He’ll be safer there.”


  “I know not what you two say, but I want to reiterate my strong belief that the Chosen is better served if he remains here.”


  “By the Six! What is the cause of this insanity?” Looking to Cylinda for support, Miceral found none. “He needs to go home!”


  “I agree with Teberus.” She turned to the Arlefor who loomed over Miceral’s shoulder. “We need to keep him here to be sure we don’t miss anything.”


  “This makes no sense.”


  “Because you’re not a wizard.” Cylinda’s tone was patient yet firm. “Miceral, you must trust that we also care about Farrell and would do nothing to jeopardize his life. I know your instincts say to take him home, but keeping him here, right where he is, is the best thing until we figure out what exactly happened.”


  The plea in her voice matched the one he saw in her expression. Unable to formulate an argument to counter hers, he nodded and stepped aside.


  Visibly relieved, Cylinda seemed to fly to Farrell’s prone form. Gently she brushed aside a lock of hair and rested her hand against his chin. She swallowed hard, and Miceral saw her wipe away a tear that slowly rolled out of her eye.


  Her attention stayed locked on Farrell’s face for a bit longer. Miceral couldn’t tell what she saw, but he detected nothing encouraging in her body language. Finally, she jerked her head up and looked at Teberus.


  Cylinda’s gaze moved from the Arlefor to Farrell and back. She gestured with her hands around the torso of the body before her. When he looked up again, Teberus shrugged.


  “What’s happening?” Miceral asked when his frustration threatened to explode his head. Teberus looked at him and raised an eyebrow.


  With a glance toward her fellow wizard, Cylinda stood up. “I’m sorry, Miceral. Teberus can’t understand when we speak aloud, and I can’t talk to you and mentally to him at once.”


  “By the Six!” Even outside Northhelm, when they’d all expected to die, he hadn’t felt this close to losing it. “I don’t care about that! Tell me what’s wrong with him!”


  “The short answer is, I don’t know.” She held up a hand, cutting off another profanity-laced rant. “Yelling at me won’t help me figure it out. Clearly there is a complicated spell involved, and I don’t want to rush to a decision.”


  “But….” He couldn’t bring himself to say what he thought.


  “Miceral, please.” Something in her voice told him the plea was more than just professional. Cylinda’s pain almost mirrored his own.


  “I’m… I’ll….” He swallowed loudly and nodded. “Let me know when you learn something.”


  “Of course.” Cylinda turned her attention back to Farrell. Teberus knelt across from her, and the two began pointing and touching Farrell in various places.


  Miceral remained close for a time, just in case. As the minutes dragged on, he felt himself inching closer, as if he could see what the wizards saw. Finally he backed away, recognizing he would only hinder the pair.


   


   


  CYLINDA HAD been on board the Rose a while when an Arlefor tapped Master Teberus on the shoulder. Even Miceral could tell the wizard looked startled. After a moment the second Arlefor left, and Teberus stood up.


  With a slight bow to Cylinda, he took three long steps and disappeared over the rail. Miceral’s hopes for an update were quickly dashed when Cylinda tucked her head down and returned her attention to Farrell.


  “He’s not just a friend or shield mate, is he?” Emerson’s voice barely registered at first.


  Slowly Miceral turned his head toward the first officer. “Does it matter?”


  “No, Miceral, it does not.” Emerson arched an eyebrow. “But as I suspected, neither you nor Farrell were who you seemed.”


  Miceral restrained the impulse to snap the man’s neck. “You play a dangerous game, friend. Do you really want to pick a fight with me now?”


  “I have no desire to spar with you at all. I’m merely pointing out that your true identities have been revealed.” He continued to stare at Miceral for another few moments, then looked at where the others knelt beside Farrell. “Whoever you may be, Arritisa clearly has blessed you both. I—the entire crew of the Rose—owe you our lives. For what it’s worth, the crew is saying prayers to Arritisa for his recovery.” Emerson didn’t wait for an answer; he wouldn’t have gotten one if he had.


  Time felt as if it had stopped moving. The ship bobbed on the water, the crew moved around, but Cylinda hardly twitched. Miceral sat against the wall, frustrated that he could do nothing but let things play out.


  The lack of action nearly lulled Miceral to sleep when a blue nimbus surrounded Cylinda’s hand. He jerked up but stopped himself before he rushed to her side. His time with Farrell taught him to respect a wizard’s space when they were working magic.


  “Miceral.” Cylinda’s voice sounded reedy and thin. “I need you, please.”


  Faster than he intended, he settled into a squat beside her. “Yes?”


  Anticipation warred with despair as he waited for her response. Cylinda’s expression hadn’t changed, so he didn’t expect good news. The small shake of her head confirmed his suspicion.


  “There’s no change, but I’m reasonably sure what’s happened.”


  The rush of hope Miceral felt at first withered under the expression on the wizard’s face. “What’s wrong?” Can you cure him?”


  Cylinda started taking short, staccato breaths, and Miceral noticed a slight glisten around the edges of her eyes. She swallowed and pinched her nose. “I think so. But I can’t even attempt it until I get to Dreth.”


  “What! That’s days away. He’ll—”


  “Farrell will die if I try it without the proper instructions.” She seemed to draw strength from the conviction of her words. “This was a piece of very high magic. I’ve read about this in a book in Kel’s library. With Yar-del captured, the only place I know for sure I’ll find a copy of that book is in Dreth.”


  “Fine, let’s open a Door there and get started.”


  “Miceral….” She exhaled, looking as if Honorus had dropped a mountain on her. “You have to stop. I can’t fight you and stay focused. I know it’s hard, but we can’t do this your way. There is only one way to do this, and that is to bring this ship and the dead pirate to Dreth. And before you ask, no, I can’t go to Dreth to get the book and come back. Even if I could open a Door to somewhere in the city, it’s a bit more complicated than that.”


  “What’s complicated? Get the book, come back, and….” He stopped when she closed her eyes and a tear leaked out of one corner. “I’m sorry. I just… just can’t stand not being able to do something.”


  “I know. I feel equally frustrated, more than I can explain.” Cylinda sniffed and opened her eyes. “But I’m going to tell you now, you need to stay focused and stop fighting me. There is no guarantee I can get hold of the book, but if I’m to have any chance, I need you to stay calm.”


  “What do you mean?” He felt his tentative grip on his control slipping and took a moment to calm himself. “Why wouldn’t you be able to use the book?”


  “The only other copy of the book I know of is in the possession of the Order of Kel. A secretive organization that I’m not supposed to know exists, much less know where to find it.”


  Miceral felt as though he’d missed something, but he pushed aside his questions. “I take it you know where it is?”


  “Yes. Don’t ask me how I know. I can’t tell you.” She held up a hand before he could protest. “Understand, what we do is bigger than any of us, bigger than all of us. The Six move us about like pieces on Their board in Their war with Neldin. Each of us has a defined role and we are not permitted to step beyond those boundaries. In order to save Farrell, I’ll very likely need to defy the Six and do something I should not. Such disobedience comes with a price. If I tell you how and why, I’ll be putting your life at risk along with my own. That is something I won’t do.”


  “They would punish you for saving him?” He didn’t try to hide his disbelief.


  “Remember what I said about the bigger war.” Cylinda waited until he nodded before she continued. “The Six have plans thousands of years in the making. Move one piece out of order, or beyond its role, and the entirety of Their plans might be ruined. I’m afraid you will need to trust me, because I’m not going to drag you or anyone else along with me in defying the Six.”


  “I don’t understand why you need to defy Them. Don’t They want you to save Farrell? Isn’t he Their Champion?”


  “He is and They do, but it’s complicated. Regardless, my hope is that I can save him and avoid Their ire. If I fail….” She shrugged.


  Miceral tried to process her words. As their silence dragged on, he noticed red-clothed Arlefors moving about, collecting people and things.


  “What are they doing?”


  Cylinda twisted until she could observe the wizards. “Teberus is trying to protect us.”


  Miceral followed the activity. When one of the Arlefors closest to him bent down, his hand flew to his sword. “Stop!”


  “What….” Cylinda scanned the ship. “What’s wrong?”


  Miceral stepped closer to the wizard. “They’re disturbing the one who did this to Farrell. You said he has to stay here.”


  “Miceral, stop.” Cylinda moved closer until she barred Miceral’s path to the dead pirate. “Don’t interfere.”


  “Why not? You said—”


  “Stop!” Her shout bordered on hysterical. When he turned toward Cylinda, he could almost feel the fire in her eyes. “Are you going to fight me every league to Dumbarten?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Every time you do something like this, you make it that much harder to save Farrell.” Exhaustion gave her anger an extra edge. “The wizards are collecting bits of magic and scattering them on the waves.”


  “Why?”


  “That’s my point. You have no idea what we’re doing, yet you interfere at every turn.” She shook her head and made a quick movement with her hand. “Meglar is behind this attack. Sooner or later he’ll realize something happened and might come looking for us. Teberus and his wizards are shielding us as best they can, but it might not be enough. As an extra precaution, they’re taking snippets of the energy he gave the two dead pirates and spreading it over the ocean. That and the concealing spells will make it harder for Meglar to find us.”


  “Oh.”


  “Now, if you’re finished, let us do what we need to without further delay.”


  Her dismissal stung, but he knew he deserved it. When Miceral spotted Peter and Emerson off to the side, he took a last glance at Farrell and moved to join his friends.


  


  Chapter 15
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  MICERAL CLUTCHED the railing so hard his knuckles nearly turned white. He managed to keep from falling down, but it proved a hollow victory as the spray soaked him when the Seafoam Rose landed hard in the choppy sea. Several hundred yards away, the lighter and smaller corsair they’d captured struggled to keep up with the heavier merchant vessel. If not for the Yar-del seamen and naval officers who had come through the Door from Haven, Miceral figured the ship would have floundered by now.


  For six days, Arritisa had blessed them with favorable conditions—he felt certain the Arlefors helped as well—but today the weather turned foul. With a fair wind, Nathan estimated they’d have made Dreth by midday. Tacking against a strong headwind as they had all day, they were pressing to make it by sunset. If not, they’d have to heave to and wait until morning.


  The roll of the ship forced him to twist. Behind him, he saw Teberus helping Cylinda to her feet. Checking to see he had the feel of the ship—or as best he could, given the conditions—he made his way to where the two wizards seemed engaged in conversation.


  “Can’t you do something to make this easier?” Miceral asked Cylinda. Turning toward Teberus, he noted the Arlefor’s brow was furrowed. He repeated the question mentally.


  “Even under the best of circumstances, a wizard shouldn’t meddle with the weather. But with Meglar searching for us, it is a risk we can’t take.”


  “What about—” He stopped when he saw Cylinda frown. “Sorry. I’m doing it again.”


  “My people are doing all we can to speed your journey, but when the sea is this angry, there is little we can do to settle her.”


  “Thank you for all you’ve done.” Miceral hoped he sounded as grateful as he felt. “Without you, we’d be leagues farther from Dreth.”


  “We’ll make it today or I’ll fly him to Honorus’s temple myself.” Cylinda’s voice had an edge that mirrored the determination she’d displayed since she arrived.


  “Cylinda…. Thank you.” The ship rolled, forcing them to struggle to stay upright. “I’ve been difficult since you’ve arrived, and I’ve never properly—”


  “Land ho!”


  Sailors across the deck peered up toward the lookout.


  “How far?” Emerson shouted.


  “Less than an hour, sir.”


  When Miceral looked away, he found himself alone. Twisting, he finally spied Cylinda and Teberus moving toward the bow. The two exchanged a look just before the Arlefor deftly leapt over the rail.


  “What…?” Miceral’s question was asked of the air. Cylinda sped past him, heading toward the wheelhouse.


  Following as best he could, Miceral marveled at the wizard’s sea legs.


  “Captain!” She paused until Nathan spared a glance in her direction. “Teberus and his people are going to redouble their efforts. He asks that you try not to fight them.”


  “And just how do you suggest I carry out such a precise instruction?” He grunted as he and another sailor struggled to control the wheel. “That—”


  “Would be them trying to aid you.”


  He opened his mouth, but before he spoke, the wheel turned again. “Mr. Emerson!”


  The first mate looked soaked and haggard when he appeared near Cylinda. “Aye, Captain?”


  “Our friends from the sea are trying to help us. Do the best you can to not work at cross winds to them.”


  When Emerson cocked his head, the captain pointed to the wheel moving on its own in ways even Miceral knew shouldn’t happen. “Aye, sir. I’ll see what we can do, but….”


  “Just try your best, Mr. Emerson.”


  The officer saluted and moved away. Cylinda turned to her right and sent a globe of blue energy across the water toward the corsair. She waited until the ball returned and landed in her hand. With an absent wave of her fingers, the globe dispersed.


  “We’ll make it before the harbor closes.” For the first time all day, her body seemed less rigid. “Teberus and his people will get us there in time.”


  Miceral nodded, leaving unasked what he really wanted to know. What then? Rather than harass the frazzled wizard, he left in search of Peter. Much as he wanted to go check on Farrell, he knew it would only frustrate him more. Farrell lay resting where he’d fallen, cut off from everyone by several layers of protection Teberus and Cylinda had spent the first two days creating.


  Being unable to touch his life partner’s skin fueled his rage and made him unreasonable. Though his mind knew Cylinda continued to do everything possible, his heart told him there had to be something else they could try. In the end his mind won the battle.


   


   


  MICERAL STEPPED on deck, followed by Peter, and immediately noticed the weather had cleared. The change left him wondering if outside forces influenced the shift, but the cloud cover behind them appeared consistent with normal weather patterns.


  He could see Dumbarten’s capitol, Dreth, as the prow rose and fell in the still-choppy sea. Old even when Kel had left to found Yar-del, the ancient city sprawled in front of the ship dwarfed anything Miceral imagined existed. Boats packed the vast harbor. Easily twice the size of Belsport, Dreth housed dozens of ships, with many more creating chaos as they came and went.


  Beyond the piers and warehouses, the city rose, built all the way up the hills that framed the capitol. The palace, a huge complex in the heart of the urban center, had been built on a small rise overlooking the harbor. It alone was bigger than many lesser cities in the Seven Kingdoms.


  As they approached the chaotic port, Nathan barked orders to the crew and piloted the ship toward the southern side of the harbor. The warship, now flying Prince Peter’s personal flag, took up a position slightly to the north. Miceral received word from Teberus that his people would be leaving them, but that Cylinda could reach them should the need arise.


  The dockworkers appeared less than happy when the two ships arrived. Their grumbling continued until someone spotted Peter. The man turned his gaze up and his eyes went wide when he noted the flag on the warship. Word seemed to spread outward, and soon soldiers, merchants, and additional laborers filled the dock.


  “I’m going to find help,” Cylinda said before sailors could tie off the boat. “Stay on board until I return.”


  Before Miceral could protest, she disappeared. Frustrated, he clenched his jaw to refrain from yelling after her. Peter stood next to him and they silently stared into the city.


  Emerson appeared at Miceral’s side. “Where to next for you three… four?”


  “The Grand Temple of Honorus.” Miceral turned to his left, and when he noticed the confused look in the first mate’s eyes, he said, “Farrell needs help, and Cylinda believes that is where we’ll find it.”


  “Do you trust her?”


  “Of course.” He didn’t try to hide his annoyance. “How could you even ask that?”


  Emerson held up his hands and stepped back. “Whoa. I meant, do you trust her instincts? What happened to Farrell is beyond her ability to fix, so maybe a healers’ temple would be wiser.”


  Miceral shook his head and turned his gaze back toward the warehouses. “No. She understands the problem but needs a tome from somewhere to make sure she cures Farrell, not kills him.”


  The three stood silently at the rail as the crew moved around them. Miceral spared a glance to the bags at his feet. If he’d known where the temple was, he’d have left the moment Cylinda disappeared. But Farrell never discussed the city with him, and Miceral didn’t want to risk wandering around Dreth in the dark.


  “Dumbarten is my home, so I’m leaving the Rose to accompany you.” Emerson’s voice broke the silence.


  “You weren’t invited.” The harsh words conveyed almost as much as the stare Miceral fixed on the man. “What we do doesn’t concern you.”


  “If I’m right, what you do concerns all of Nendor.” He arched an eyebrow at Miceral.


  The comment, and the offhand manner in which it was spoken, sent a chill up Miceral’s back. How could Emerson know Farrell’s importance to the Six and the war? Keeping the man close made sense, but not with Farrell incapacitated. And he still needed to protect Peter.


  “Even if that were true—especially if that were true—the answer is still no.”


  The smirk on Emerson’s lips faltered slightly, but he didn’t back away. “Dreth is a big place and different from any city you’ve been to on Ardus. Not only am I able to guide you, I’ve got connections, important ones that reach all the way to the palace and the king. You may not know it, but you need me.”


  “What’s in it for you?” Peter asked. “You don’t need us.”


  Miceral nodded in agreement. “Exactly.”


  “As I said, if I’m right, what you’re doing is going to have a profound impact on the world—my world. What’s in it for me, Prince Peter? Is not my survival a big enough stake?”


  “Who are you?” Miceral didn’t expect the truth, but he asked anyway.


  Emerson crossed his arms over his chest. “You first.”


  “Good evening, Mr. Emerson.” He turned his back on the officer.


  “As I expected.” The man turned and walked away.


  “I don’t trust him,” Peter said.


  Scanning the young man’s face, Miceral could see the fear he tried so hard to hide. “The funny thing is, I do.”


  “You do?”


  “Not enough to risk Farrell’s life or yours, but yes, I do.” He worried a piece of wood on the rail with his fingernail. “Go to battle with a man, fight together for your lives, and look him in the eye, and it’s hard not to trust him. Whoever he is, I don’t think his intentions are evil.”


  “So why not accept his offer?”


  “We don’t need him, and the fewer who know our business, the better.” Lanterns flared around the city; most had the telltale signs he’d come to recognize as wizard’s fire. Though they may have been helpful to those walking, they did little to dispel the general darkness descending on the city that matched his mood.


  Since Cylinda snuck off, Miceral didn’t know which direction to watch. With his focus to the east, he was surprised when she suddenly appeared from the north with a company of temple guards. She and an older priest led the soldiers up the plank.


  The priest wore a plain white robe cinched at the waist by a platinum link belt adorned with dozens of precious gems. Over the robe he wore a blue chasuble embroidered with gold, silver, and platinum threads. A solid white stole with silver tips completed his raiment. With each step the priest leaned on a solid gold crosier that curved in on itself at the top. Whomever Cylinda found, he had some rank within the priesthood.


  Before they set foot on deck, Emerson quickly walked over to intercept them. “What is the meaning—” The first officer drew up as if pulled by a string. “Holy Father?”


  The cleric raised a graying eyebrow, and Miceral noted how the priest shifted his position slightly. “Emerson?”


  After a deep bow, the officer stood at attention. “Yes, Holy Father. This was my current assignment.”


  “I see.” The man’s lips curled down slightly before he turned to Cylinda. “Where is he?”


  Cylinda motioned toward the makeshift shelter they’d erected on deck. Miceral had argued Farrell should be moved below deck but relented when Cylinda pointed out Teberus couldn’t get down the stairs.


  With a grace that belied his slightly portly build, the cleric made his way to Farrell’s side. He placed a hand on Farrell’s chest and closed his eyes. A pale blue nimbus surrounded the priest’s hand, then winked out when he opened his eyes. After a brief glance at Cylinda, he stood and snapped his fingers at his guards.


  “I want him taken to the temple.”


  “No!” Miceral moved between the soldiers and Farrell.


  “Miceral….” Cylinda’s shoulders slumped. “High Priest Gedrin came personally to make sure we could get Farrell to the temple as quickly as possible.”


  Miceral shook his head, his hand drifting to his sword. “No one moves him until I’m convinced it’s the right decision. He’s my life partner, not yours.”


  Gedrin laid a hand on Cylinda’s shoulder. “Let me.”


  He stared at her for a moment before her body relaxed and she nodded. Turning toward Miceral, the man’s face lacked any hostility.


  “My apologies, Miceral. You are of course correct.” He came closer and gave Miceral’s forearm a squeeze. The ornate robe jingled softly as he moved.


  Miceral stared into Gedrin’s gray eyes, looking for some hint of deceit. Finding none, he nodded. “So he stays here?”


  The wrinkles on the priest’s face deepened as he frowned slightly. “No, he will be safer if we move him. The Temple of Honorus is protected by powerful magic from prying eyes. More importantly, we have a vast library of magic that is second only to the Temple of Falcron in Bowient. Believe me when I say I understand what the Chosen means to Honorus and the world. If there were a better option, I would fully support taking him there.”


  “You can cure him?”


  “Not I, no. But we will bring together Dumbarten’s finest minds to undo this dark magic. You have my word.”


  Miceral felt his ears turn red. He hadn’t meant to doubt the word of a high priest—the high priest—of Honorus.


  “I never doubted you, Holy Father. I’m just—”


  “Concerned for your life partner, I know.” Gedrin smiled and gripped Miceral’s arm again. “But now that I’ve explained things, I’d like to move him to the temple, if you’ve no objection.”


  Closing his eyes, Miceral nodded. The temple might not have any answers, but it felt like a step forward. “Let’s go.”


   


   


  ALTHOUGH HE’D agreed to move Farrell, Miceral refused to let anyone else carry him. Several times guards offered to take over if he grew tired. He politely, or as politely as he could, declined their help.


  Father Gedrin talked the entire way to the temple, pointing out places and buildings like a tour guide. Although the priest clearly meant for it to be a distraction from the serious situation at hand, Miceral found it annoying. But he had paid enough attention to learn a few things about Dreth and Dumbarten.


  The original walls, built to protect Dreth when Kentar warred with the other kingdoms of Dumbarten, now formed the boundary to the royal compound. Over the centuries, as Kentar united the island under its rule, the city quickly outgrew the walls. Now the bureaucracy needed to rule the kingdom required all the space in the old city and then some. Only the temples escaped eviction as the kings of Dumbarten expanded beyond the original palace.


  As they moved closer to the palace compound, Miceral noticed how the homes became larger and more lavishly adorned. Private guards, dressed in the colors of the house they served, stood watch before gated walls. Most appeared bored, paying little attention until they noticed the high priest and his guards. Twice the king’s soldiers approached to inquire if the Holy Father needed help. Both times the captain of his guard dismissed them without explanation.


  The palace guards waved them through when they reached the thick wall of the old city. Gedrin nodded to the soldiers as he passed, then continued his commentary.


  The temples of the gods occupied a broad avenue that ran north from the gate. Like at Trellham, Honorus’s temple had been built in the center, with His Sisters to the left and His Brothers to the right. Here too, the space between Honorus’s and Khron’s temples held no trace of the structure that Neldin’s house once occupied. In its place a barren, empty space, bound by a tall iron fence, extended from the temples on either side.


  Constructed using different colors of polished marble, Honorus’s temple sparkled in the artificial lights that adorned the front. Massive, befitting its status as the central temple of the patron deity of Dumbarten, the temple caused Miceral to stare for an instant. Streaks of bright blue and green ran up and down thick columns that lined the front portico running the length of the temple. Two massive doors, hewn from a rich and highly polished pure white marble, were guarded by two pairs of temple guards.


  Gedrin avoided the main entrance, led them to the side of the temple, and touched his staff to what appeared to be a blank wall. The outline of a door appeared, and Miceral heard a faint click. The guard closest to the door grasped a ring and pulled it open.


  Lights flared the instant the high priest stepped into the corridor.


  “We’ll take him to the examining rooms at the end of the hall,” Gedrin said to the guard who had opened the door. The soldier nodded and led the way.


  Emerson drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Miceral had forgotten the man had come with them.


  “Something wrong?” Miceral asked.


  “No.” Emerson shook his head quickly, his eyes darting toward the high priest. “It’s just been a while since I’ve been inside this part of the temple.”


  The smile the officer gave him felt forced, but before Miceral could inquire further, a globe of light drifted closer, illuminating Farrell’s pale skin. Miceral noted the gentle rise and fall of his partner’s chest—the only sign of life for nearly a week. Emerson would need to face his demons inside the temple on his own.


  


  Chapter 16
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  MICERAL FELT the gentle push of the healer moving him back. “Lord Miceral, please step away from the table.”


  He knew he couldn’t help, but keeping his distance while others put their hands on Farrell went against his every instinct. How could they expect him to stand against the wall and just watch?


  “A word, Holy Father?”


  Cylinda’s request, spoken in barely more than a whisper, would have gone unnoticed but for Miceral’s enhanced hearing. The terse, almost angry tone alerted him to something important. Pretending to watch the healers, Miceral sat against the wall and strained to hear.


  “Yes, Master Cylinda?”


  “I fear that your healers won’t be able to help him.”


  “These are cleric healers.” Gedrin kept his voice down, but the hint of annoyance still came through. “They might succeed where you failed.”


  “Father Gedrin, listen to me. I recognized the spell. It’s one Kel devised.”


  Before he could stop himself, Miceral turned toward the pair. Cylinda had never told him she knew for sure what happened to Farrell. He noted the skepticism on the priest’s face before he returned to his feigned indifference.


  “And you know this how?”


  “In the royal library at Yar-del, there was a book of magic. This spell was found on those pages.”


  “Putting aside the obvious question, how does that help us?”


  “Kel made a copy of the book and brought it to Dumbarten. He entrusted it to the safe keeping of the Order.” The last word was so soft, Miceral almost missed it.


  He heard Gedrin gasp. “Order? I’m not sure what you mean.”


  “Holy Father, you know what Farrell means to your Master. Now is not the time to pretend you don’t know of what I speak.”


  “Master Cylinda.” Gedrin raised his voice enough that more than Miceral turned toward the two. The priest took Cylinda’s elbow and guided her to an empty corner of the room.


  Miceral stood up quietly and moved toward the pair. As he neared where Farrell lay, a healer turned toward him, eyebrow raised. Miceral held up his hands and backed away from the table. He pointed toward an empty chair across from where the healer stood. Straining to be sure he didn’t miss anything, he sat down as quietly as he could.


  “Whatever you think you know, you are mistaken,” Gedrin said, his angry words coming out louder than before.


  “Father, there isn’t time to have this debate.” Cylinda took a breath, then exhaled louder than normal. “In the old High Temple of Honorus, well outside the city walls, there is a chamber few visit. Tucked away in a corner is a stone, rather ordinary except for how random its presence is in that room.”


  In response to Cylinda’s slow yet steady words, Gedrin’s breathing became louder and quicker. No doubt if Miceral could check, he’d find the high priest’s pulse had quickened as well.


  “On that stone are the names of Kel’s descendants. None of the names should be there because no one has been able to find a living descendant of Kel’s.”


  “How can you know this?” With his back turned to the room, Gedrin couldn’t see Miceral and the others react to his voice. “Who gave you this information?”


  Cylinda seemed unmoved by the accusation. “Surely you can see Honorus has touched me.”


  “Of course, but….”


  “Mine is the second to last name on the stone.”


  Gedrin’s head recoiled and he took a small step backward. “That’s not possible. She’s….”


  “His is the last.” Cylinda stared at the high priest, her jaw clenched. Miceral wondered if she had a spell at the ready.


  Gedrin spun to his right until he could see Farrell. His eyes narrowed as he stared at the prone, quiet body. After a few heartbeats, he noticed Miceral watching. When they locked eyes, Gedrin’s grew wider.


  Without a word to Miceral, he returned his attention to Cylinda. Before he could speak, she cut him off. “He’s a Muchari. You knew that. He’s heard every word we’ve said.”


  He pointed a finger at Cylinda. “You knew he was listening.”


  “I did, but Farrell has shared everything with Miceral, as is Honorus’s desire.”


  “Tread carefully, wizard. Do not add blasphemy to your sins.”


  Cylinda snorted, her eyes losing a bit of their tension. “Sins? What we’ve spoken of has nothing to do with the temple. And I know Father Teclelion shared with you the circumstances of their union ceremony. So I think I’m on solid ground stating Honorus’s wishes regarding Miceral and Farrell.”


  “Still.” Gedrin shook his head. “You should not be privy to such information.”


  “Yes, I should.” She punctuated her words with a nod. “The person on that stone was very much allowed to have this knowledge.”


  Silence followed, and Gedrin alternately looked at Cylinda and away. Finally, he tilted his head up with a purpose. “What is it you want?”


  “A tome. I know the spell Meglar used, but I haven’t studied it. Before I attempt to undo it, I’ll want to study the components again.”


  “Attempt?” Miceral didn’t mean to speak the word out loud. As all eyes in the room turned toward him, he stood up and moved closer. Keeping his voice low, he asked, “Once you have the book, why can’t you fix this?”


  “Because there isn’t a counterspell in the book, just the spell itself. I’ll need to figure out how to save Farrell on my own.”


  “Not so, Master Cylinda.” Gedrin tilted his head to the side. “We shall all help you save the Chosen.”


  “Who are you?” Miceral asked when Father Gedrin left.


  Cylinda shook her head. “Remember what I told you on board the Seafoam Rose. Knowing can be dangerous for you.”


  “And yet you told Gedrin.”


  “It was the only way.” She shrugged. “And he is the first Prelate of Honorus. If anyone can be trusted with my secret, it’s him.”


  “You trust him more than me?” Even as he spoke the words, Miceral realized how ridiculous it sounded. But if the High Priest could be told, she could tell him.


  “No, of course not. But Honorus is unlikely to punish His high priest.”


  “Farrell’s life depends on you, and you think you can keep secrets from me? That’s unacceptable.”


  “Miceral….”


  “No!” He snapped his finger toward the wizard’s face. “Why did you let me hear what you told Gedrin if you didn’t want to tell me? He’s my life partner. I have a right to know.”


  Cylinda stared at him for a moment, then shifted her gaze over his shoulder. When Miceral turned he saw Emerson and Peter staring at them. Before he could return his attention to the wizard, she grabbed him by the arm.


  “Come.” She tugged him lightly. “This is not a discussion for everyone’s ears.”


  Without waiting for his response, she opened a door and led the way out. After passing several doors, Cylinda opened the fifth door on the left. She never looked inside, but motioned for him to go first.


  The room was empty except for two small stools and several pegs. Miceral watched Cylinda wave her hand in front of the door before she turned toward him.


  “This will suit our needs.” She waited for a moment, but when he didn’t speak, she nodded once. “What I tell you goes no farther than this room. Not even to Farrell.”


  “I won’t promise that.”


  “It wasn’t a request.” Her eyes narrowed as her jaw tightened. “There will be no debate. Either you swear or I leave. Agree or don’t, but those are my terms.”


  “You don’t get to dictate terms like this is a contract negotiation.”


  “Yes, I do!” She moved closer, her body looking ready to strike. “You have no idea the stakes involve. Not just for me, or you, but for Farrell and the world. You want answers? Fine, but they come with a price. Either you pay it, or find the answers on your own.”


  From how Farrell talked about her, Miceral knew Cylinda to be powerful and determined. She never raised her voice, but he’d never doubted her talents or resolve.


  “And before you start thinking you can decline and let Farrell ferret this out later, forget that notion. Once I cure him, you’ll never see me again. Count on it. As powerful as Farrell is, I promise you, Honorus will ensure he never finds me again.”


  “You’d abandon us?”


  “Yes.” Her voice wavered, but it only added force to her word. “I’ll have no choice.”


  The regret he heard made his choice. “I agree. I swear by Lenore I’ll not reveal what you tell me until either you release me or you tell Farrell.”


  “Very well.” Rather than appear to gloat, Cylinda sighed, as if she had hoped Miceral wouldn’t agree. “Before we start, know that there is much I cannot tell you. The Six have forbidden me from speaking of some things, and no amount of protesting from you will give me the ability to answer some questions.”


  “That sounds very convenient.” He didn’t try to hide his skepticism.


  “Quite the opposite.” She turned away and faced the wall. “Most of what I will tell you, Farrell is not permitted to know. It is why you had to swear an unbreakable oath not to repeat what I tell you.”


  “Unbreakable oath?”


  Miceral saw a twinkle of amusement in her eyes when Cylinda looked at him again. “Don’t sound so distraught. It is the Six, not I, who bind you to your word. Besides, I can’t see you swearing a false oath, so what is the issue?”


  Her words calmed Miceral’s sense of outrage. He never planned to break his oath, so it mattered not that it could not be broken. “There is no issue. Just tell me who you are.”


  Cylinda’s lips flirted with a smirk as she inclined her head slightly. “Some background is needed, so have a bit of patience. Kel founded the Order shortly after he left Yar-del. Its purpose has been to keep tabs on Neldin’s followers against the day they rose up again.”


  “Neldin has no followers,” Miceral said.


  “Yes, he does. Meglar and his family are just the most visible examples.” She walked over to a stool and sat down. Using her hands, she smoothed the creases in her pants until they disappeared. “Kel knew that Neldin could never be truly defeated, only stopped for a time. Three millennia is an eternity to us, even to wizards who live for centuries, but to the gods?” She shrugged.


  “So who was—is—in this Order of Kel?”


  “Originally, the kings or queens of Yar-del and Dumbarten, the first prelate of Honorus, and a handful of wizards and military people. Kel’s heir was the titular head of the order.”


  “And Dumbarten’s kings accepted that?”


  Cylinda chuckled. “No, they were less than pleased, but in the two thousand years since Kel left Yar-del, every king or queen except two had been a grand master wizard. The two exceptions were so close it didn’t make a lot of difference.”


  Miceral leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms on his chest. He tried not to frown at her attempts to divert the conversation. “How is all this related to Farrell’s name and yours being on the stone?


  “A wizard is taught the value of patience, Miceral.” The left side of her mouth curled up. “Just as one doesn’t rush a complicated spell, important information must be given in whole.”


  Cocking his head to the side, he glared her attempt at humor. “Spare me the wizardry lesson.”


  Cylinda raised an eyebrow and returned his stare. “Although Kel left Yar-del and never returned, he did make appearances in Dumbarten for centuries. He would show up without warning and disappear just as fast. Just when folks assumed he’d never return, he’d turn up.”


  “Farrell seems to believe he’s alive.”


  “I’m inclined to agree with Farrell. Kel’s book would be proof enough, but he’s left other evidence that he’s still among us. The last known contact with Kel came well more than five centuries ago. One day, members of the order found a stone in the meeting room as well a door in what had been a solid wall of rock and earth. Under the stone was a message.


  “The stone would list the names of all his living descendants, but only his successor could enter the room.”


  The reminder that Cylinda was a descendant of Kel stifled his next question. Anger boiled in him, threatening his already fragile control of his emotions. “All this time and you never told him? Did you ever think about how much it would have helped to know he had at least one relative still alive?”


  She avoided his gaze and walked over to face the blank stone wall. “Every day since I arrived.”


  Though she spoke in barely more than a whisper, Miceral heard every word. “How can you claim to care about him when you let him suffer like that?”


  “Things are never that simple, Miceral.” Slowly she turned, and he could see tears at the corners of her eyes.


  “Oh yes, I forgot, Honorus ordered you not to say anything.” Snorting, he shook his head. Miceral had expected answers to make him feel better, not worse. With every word, Cylinda fanned his anger until now it burned fiercely and hot.


  Instead of flinching under his harsh words, Cylinda narrowed her eyes and her jaw muscles tightened. “You have no idea what you’re talking about, so I’ll forgive you for your sarcasm. Everything I’ve done, everyone has done, has been for the sole purpose of preparing Farrell to face Meglar.”


  Miceral had heard this justification before. “The notion that this is for his benefit wears thin. Nothing would have been better for him than to have his friends and family to support him.”


  Cylinda stared at him, shaking her head slowly. “I know how much you love him and that you think you know what’s best for him, but you weren’t there. The Farrell you know, the one confident in his abilities, the one who looks for answers himself rather than seeks others to solve them, the one who has only himself to depend on, did not exist ten years ago. We did what we had to do.”


  After pushing himself off the wall, Miceral flung his arms wide. “Honorus isolated Farrell for his own good? That’s what you want me to believe?”


  “Farrell has never been alone, nor has he been without help or guidance.”


  “Ridiculous.” He waved a hand at her and started for the door. Part of him wanted to leave, but he still didn’t have his answers. Spinning on his heel, he found Cylinda staring at him. “You still haven’t told me what I’ve asked.”


  “As I was trying—”


  “You’ve done everything but try to answer my question!” Realizing that yelling wouldn’t help him convince her to answer, he took a deep breath to compose himself. “The story about Kel, the Order, and that Neblor-be-damned room, none of that tells me who you are. Who you really are. We both know your name and Farrell’s aren’t on that rock. So tell me, Cylinda, whose names are on Kel’s stone?”


  She avoided his glare, picking at a bit of string on her tunic sleeve. Miceral’s chest started to burn, and he realized he had been holding his breath. He forced himself to exhale. As he prepared to repeat his question, Cylinda finally looked up.


  “The last two names are Halloran and his mother, Zenora.”


  


  Chapter 17
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  HOLDING FARRELL’S hand, Miceral drew comfort from the warmth. Despite the assurances from Father Gedrin and the wizards, he didn’t trust the stasis spells to keep Farrell alive as long as necessary. To Miceral’s eye, his life partner had lost weight and his skin had an unhealthy pallor.


  It had been three days since Gedrin had interrupted their conversation in the small room with the requested book. Cylinda had disappeared without a word once she’d received Kel’s tome, and Miceral had barely seen her since.


  He kept reminding himself that if she had told him the truth—and Gedrin obviously believed her—then Farrell could still be saved. By all he knew, Zenora was a formidable wizard. She of all the wizards he could think of had not only the skill, but also the motivation to save Farrell.


  “It’s his kingdom. He deserves to know.” Gedrin’s voice alerted him to the priest’s arrival.


  “Right now, Markus doesn’t need to be told,” Cylinda said. “When Farrell is healed, we can let him know. Until then, he will only get in the way.”


  “Get in the way? He’s the king.”


  “I’m well aware of who Markus is, Holy Father, but I say we wait.” The door opened and the wizard and priest entered. “What is it you think telling him will do to help? He can’t read Kel’s book. Neither can any of his wizards, including his aunt. I don’t need any further distractions.”


  “If you’re planning to bring King Rothdin and Queen Nerti into Dreth, he needs to be told.”


  “Why?” Her tone had changed in the past few days. “How will telling him help us cure Farrell? Besides, I didn’t come to Dumbarten for help. I came to Honorus’s temple. Unless you’re saying you answer to Markus—a development the other monarchs of Endor would not be pleased to hear—I see no reason to tell him.”


  “This is still Dumbarten, not… someone else’s domain.”


  “Father Gedrin, you’ve long argued that Dumbarten’s reach doesn’t extend to the temple grounds.” She raised an eyebrow at him, as if waiting for a denial. “What really has you worried is your wizards have seen Farrell’s aura.”


  “Indeed.” Whether he meant to or not, the priest stared at the unconscious body. “They’re concerned we might not be able to contain him without more help.”


  “I understand.” She moved to the foot of the bed, her staff clicking as she walked. “I’ll let Rothdin and Nerti explain to you why that won’t be an issue.”


  “And what if my position is the same after I speak with them?” The prelate appeared to Miceral’s left and laid a hand on Farrell’s forehead. “Markus is the king. He deserves to know.”


  “Father, clearly I can’t stop you, but no one is saying don’t ever tell Markus. Just wait until we’ve made the attempt.”


  Miceral felt like he’d stepped between two warriors about to duel. He looked from Cylinda to Gedrin, waiting for one of them to blink. Finally the priest nodded.


  “Very well, I will defer to Lord Rothdin’s wisdom in this.”


  “Thank you.” Her relieved smile lacked any sense of triumph.


  With the standoff over, Miceral found his voice. “What’s this about Nerti and Rothdin?”


  “Cylinda believes she has found a way to revive your partner.” Gedrin’s wan smile didn’t seem encouraging. “But… I’ll let her explain.”


  He glanced at the wizard, who rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she said. “How long until they arrive?”


  “I spoke to Teclelion just before I came to find you. He said he’d send them through at tenth hour this morning, our time.” Gedrin shifted his gaze to the clock on a table. “You have about a quarter of an hour.”


  The high priest smirked and left before Cylinda could say anything.


  “That man.” Shaking her head, she smiled at Miceral. For the first time since he’d met Cylinda, the smile seemed genuine and familiar. She motioned toward two green-robed healers in the doorway. When the pair started to walk over, she turned her gaze on Miceral. “We need…. I’d like to talk about how to help Farrell. Let’s go find an empty room.”


  “I’m not leaving.”


  “Miceral, I realize you don’t agree with what happened, but believe me when I say I had no choice. It was this or lose Halloran. Better we both suffer than he died.”


  Hearing the pain in her voice, Miceral tried to see past his anger. If he were being honest, he didn’t believe Cylinda meant to hurt Farrell. “I accept you believe that.”


  When the healers reached Farrell’s bed, Miceral stood up and followed Cylinda. She didn’t speak as she led them through a side door. For the first time since he’d arrived, Miceral took a moment to examine the surroundings.


  The stone felt old. To most people the walls were just more rocks piled onto each other, but not to him. Having spent his entire life inside a mountain, he’d become more attuned to his surroundings. Even with all the paintings, tapestries, and other wall hangings, he could tell they’d used marble and granite, the latter with a hint of quartz running through the odd stone.


  Cylinda walked farther into the temple than last time. When she stopped by an open door, she didn’t turn to acknowledge him before entering. Unlike the first room, this one had several overstuffed chairs, a sideboard with a pitcher and glasses, and a floor-to-ceiling set of shelves crammed with books. On a small table near one of the chairs, what appeared to be Kel’s book sat opened.


  “Have a seat if you like.” She motioned toward one of the two chairs opposite the one next to Kel’s book. After settling into her seat, she ran a finger across the open page. Tapping the sheet several times, she turned to Miceral. “One advantage of a magical book no one can read—no one will try to take it either.”


  Miceral almost told her he’d stand but decided to try to be civil. She was Farrell’s mother, and when he woke up, all three of them would likely spend time together. When he sat down and leaned back, the supple leather seemed to envelop him in a soft embrace. “These are comfortable.”


  “This is one of Gedrin’s reading rooms.”


  “So you know how to revive him?” Civility only extended so far.


  “Yes, I believe I do.” She glanced at the book. “The spell is quite insidious. It traps the wizard inside his own mind. Farrell might not even know what’s happened to him.”


  “How did the spell get past his shield?” He couldn’t believe he hadn’t asked anyone before. “It was still up when Farrell was struck.”


  “The magic involved is ingenious. It used some of Farrell’s energy to slip past his shields.”


  “Farrell’s energy?” He didn’t expect to understand everything, but this made no sense. “The man who attacked him wasn’t a wizard. How could he have stolen some of Farrell’s energy?”


  “The pirate was merely a vessel. Meglar was the source of the spell.”


  Miceral felt his heart pounding harder and sat forward. “You can determine that?”


  “I can.” Cylinda chewed her lower lip, then stood up. “Every wizard has their own feel, almost like the sound of their voice. Unlike a voice, however, I’ve never heard of any wizard being able to change the feel of their magic.”


  “You hid yours from Farrell all these years.”


  “No. Honorus did that.” She paused, shaking her head. “He changed everything about me; my looks, my age, my aura, so that no one would be able to recognize me.”


  Not even her son. Cylinda—Zenora’s pain brought Miceral to the brink of tears. Farrell had always spoken of how much his mother had loved him. To have that ripped away…. Miceral knew what that felt like.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up such painful memories.”


  Pinching the bridge of her nose with one hand, Cylinda waved the other in his direction. “Please, ask your questions. You need to trust me if we are to save Farrell.”


  Trust her? How could he trust someone whose entire existence was a lie? When she removed her hand, Miceral saw tiny beads of water at the edges of her eyes. “It’s going to be hard to trust you, Cylinda. Nothing I know about you is true.”


  “You need to get past that, or else we won’t be able to save him.” The edge to her voice cut through her sorrow. “Right now he’s lost inside his own mind. I… once I might have been able to reach him, but right now, he’d never accept me as real. That leaves you.”


  “I… I have….” He sank back into the chair. “Me?”


  “Yes, Miceral, you. There is no one else.” She moved the chair closer and put Kel’s book on the table between them. “Right now Farrell’s trapped. He needs someone to find him and guide him out. If I’m right, the only person he’ll trust is you.”


  “Me?” He wasn’t a wizard. “How?”


  “Your amulet.” Cylinda reached under her tunic and pulled out a white pendant identical to Farrell’s. She stared at it as she turned the circle over and back. “Mine and Farrell’s were never attuned as they were meant to be, but Honorus left me this one link to my old life.”


  He gave her some time to work through her emotions before clearing his throat. When she looked up, he said, “Are his defenses down? Farrell said I could only use it to enter his mind if he let me or if I could overpower his control.”


  “No.” She gave the pendant a last look, then tucked it away. “Quite the opposite. Because of the spell, Farrell is at war in his mind. I don’t know what he’s fighting, but his defenses are at full alert.”


  “So how do I get through? I couldn’t break through in the best of times, but now? It will be like a baby attacking Master Baylec with his teething ring.”


  “That is why Nerti and Rothdin are coming. Theirs are among the most powerful minds on Nendor. They will help you.”


  “Which means one or both of them need to possess me.” He’d do it, of course. Somehow he’d find a way to put aside his fear. What choice did he have? If he couldn’t, Farrell would die.


  “It won’t be that bad, Miceral. So long as you welcome them into your mind, the process will go smoothly.”


  “I’ll…. It won’t be a problem. Klissmor did it on board the Rose. I can do it again.”


  “This won’t be that simple.” She paused and stared at him. It seemed as if she was looking for something. Finally, she blinked and then nodded. “Klissmor used your eyes to see. This will require more. If we’re right, Farrell will resist any attempt to enter his mind. Your link is the only way in that won’t shatter his consciousness and leave him worse than dead.”


  Miceral’s chest tightened. “What does that mean?”


  “Forcing your way into his mind would be like trying to enter Haven if the main gates were closed.”


  “So I could do permanent damage to him?”


  “It’s a possibility, but Nerti and Rothdin are like having the two finest healers ever to handle a complex injury. If you three can’t reach him without damaging his mind, Farrell will die anyway. The attempt has to be made.”


  He wanted to ask if there were another way, but he remembered how pale and unhealthy Farrell looked. They needed to free him now. “I agree.”


  “I knew you would, but there’s more. The moment you attempt to enter his mind, I expect he will lash out—with magic. That is what Father Gedrin alluded to. His wizards have seen how powerful Farrell is and are concerned.”


  He stared at her, not sure what to make of the comment. If Farrell attacked them magically, they had no defense. “What are you trying to tell me? That we’ll die?”


  “I hope not.” She tried to smile, but it did nothing to ease Miceral’s fears. “That is what I’m working on with Father Gedrin and his wizard-priests. We’re going to shield you.”


  “Father Gedrin is a wizard?”


  “No, but there are many strong wizards among Honorus’s clerics. He is gathering the most powerful to assist me.” Cylinda paused and stared at the wall over his shoulder. “I’m… confident we’ll be able to keep you safe.”


  “You don’t sound so sure.”


  “No, I’m very sure you won’t be harmed.”


  “I sense a ‘but,’ Ze—Cylinda. What are you afraid of?”


  “Farrell is powerful; more powerful than even he knows. As Champion of the Six, he has strengths he hasn’t tapped into. With his defenses down, anyone with wizard’s sight can see his full aura, and it’s blinding. Of course, talent is just one facet of what makes a wizard powerful. Training, practice, and skill are all important. The bad news is, Farrell is a genius when it comes to magic. Even Heminaltose couldn’t match his skill.”


  Miceral stared at his boots, breathing slowly. “Which means he might kill us all.”


  “Not everyone, no. The risk is to me first, then the wizard-priests. If… if he overpowers me, Nerti and Rothdin will do whatever they must to stop the attacks.”


  Miceral felt his skin tingle. “You mean destroy his mind?”


  “Yes.” Cylinda’s flat inflection told him much about her resolve.


  Miceral nodded, as much to reassure himself as to answer her. “What else can we do? If we don’t try, Farrell will die.”


  “I agree we have to try, but I wanted Erstad and Wesfazial to join me. Father Gedrin is worried, however, that if the three of us try and fail, there’d be no one left to guard Haven. He’s right, of course, but I’d still feel better with those two than an army of wizard-priests.”


  For Gedrin to prepare for their failure by keeping away her two most capable assistants only confirmed for him the validity of Cylinda’s risk assessment. He didn’t mind putting himself in danger, but the chance they might blast Farrell’s mind apart gave him pause.


  “It’s really that dangerous… to Farrell, I mean?”


  “Nerti and Rothdin will do everything they can to help you reach him before they need to harm him. As I said, there couldn’t be two better choices to make the attempt.” She moved closer and put a hand on his upper arm. “They’ll go over what you need to know from their end. Once they feel you’re ready, we’ll begin.”


  “How long will this take?”


  “I can’t say. Time has no meaning inside your mind. Think of it like a dream. When you wake up, you don’t know how long you’ve been asleep. So it might take minutes, or hours, or more. My hope is that once you get inside his mind, that will end the magical attack on our bodies. If not, he might kill himself trying to cast spells he doesn’t have the energy to fuel.”


  “Which means I need to work fast.”


  “Yes.”


  Another risk Miceral didn’t know about. “Are we even sure this will work—I mean, if everything goes right? It seems there are more chances Farrell will die than recover.”


  The hand on his arm tightened for the barest instant. “It’s our only option.”


  


  Chapter 18
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  THE ROOM where Farrell rested seemed so much smaller when Miceral returned. Dozens of priests stood around the high priest, all looking as grim as Miceral felt. Even the arrival of Rothdin and Nerti didn’t lighten his mood.


  To save Farrell, Miceral would gladly forfeit his own life. But his death would only ensure Farrell’s as well. That thought kept him focused on what he needed to do.


  Rothdin had been terse and to the point when he instructed Miceral on how they would proceed. If anyone doubted the depth of his feeling for his adopted son, the way his feathers stood out answered the question.


  By contrast, Nerti showed no outward signs, but she snapped at a priest who asked a simple question. The man’s query had been appropriate given the circumstances, but Nerti berated him as a simpleton and insinuated they might need someone with more intelligence given the stakes. Father Gedrin smoothed things over, but even his voice showed signs of strain.


  Miceral scanned the room and found Cylinda gently stroking Farrell’s hair. She looked up as he approached but didn’t stop.


  “I’ve wanted to do this for ten years.” She used her free hand to wipe a tear from her eye. “But this wasn’t how I envisioned our… it.”


  “I’m sorry for being angry with you earlier. I’m sure this hasn’t been easy for you.”


  She pushed aside a stray lock of brown hair and bent down to kiss Farrell’s forehead. When Cylinda looked up, Miceral saw more tears welling in her eyes. “You have a right to be angry, if not at me, at the unfairness of things. I saw him become the man and wizard he was meant to be, to fall in love and be loved in return. I was there to see him joined with his life partner and to see the joy and happiness I’ve always wanted for him. What mother could ask for more?”


  She sniffed and used the edge of her sleeve to dry her eyes. “Farrell, however, got none of that. He’s had to do all these things and more without knowing his mother was there, that she watched him, and that she couldn’t have been prouder of him.”


  “He never stopped loving…” He tried to say you but found he couldn’t speak the word. When he scanned the room, he noticed some of the priests staring in their direction. “…his mother. When he wakes up, he’ll tell you that himself.”


  Cylinda swallowed loudly, closed her eyes, and shook her head. “No, he won’t. When he wakes up, neither you nor Father Gedrin will be able to tell him the truth.”


  “You can’t….”


  “It’s not my decision, Miceral.” Cylinda’s eyebrows bristled, and he could hear the frustration in her voice. She noticed the others and continued in a whisper. “Honorus’s avatar paid me a visit last night. It’s not time.”


  “Surely He knows how much it would help Farrell to know the truth.”


  “Honorus knows far more than either of us. Being here today—for him—that came with a price.” Her smile looked forced and held no joy. “In my mind, it was—is—worth it.”


  From the slight quiver in her voice, Miceral doubted she believed the words. Cylinda stared at her son, the muscles in her face twitching. She appeared small and fragile, nothing like the wizard who’d dispatched her enemy with cold efficiency at Belsport.


  Without realizing it at first, Miceral put an arm around her shoulder and drew her closer. He expected her to pull away, but she twisted slightly and buried her head against his tunic. Despite her attempts to maintain control, Miceral felt her tremble.


  “Though it might not mean much, I’ll do everything I can to bring him back.” He didn’t know how he would do it yet, but he’d find a way.


  Her head moved up and down but she didn’t answer. After what felt like minutes, she brought her hand up to her face. She drew a deep breath and pulled back. “I know you will. Everyone knows how much you love him.”


  Before Miceral could answer, someone cleared his throat next to him. The young priest stared at them, wide-eyed, and twisted the end of one of his sleeves. “Excuse me, Lord Miceral, but the Holy Father said it’s time to begin.”


  “Very well, tell him we’ll be over when we’re ready.”


  The man’s brow furrowed, and he opened and shut his mouth twice.


  “Tell the Holy Father, we—Master Cylinda and I—need a bit more time, and we’ll attend to him as soon as we’re ready.” Miceral stared at the young priest until he nodded.


  “Yes, m’lord.” He took a step back and gave Miceral a polite but hardly deferential bow. Without waiting for an acknowledgment, the priest turned and walked away. After the man disappeared behind some other priests, Cylinda began to laugh.


  “You realize you’ve totally upended that boy’s entire existence.”


  Miceral glanced in the man’s direction and shrugged. “He’ll recover. In my experience, priests and priestesses often forget that just because they serve the gods doesn’t mean they’re entitled to the same reverence as the Six.”


  She wiped her face a second time. “As protectors of unicorns and peregrines, your people’s perspective on the Six is rather unique. You can’t apply them to humans.”


  “Last I checked, there wasn’t a set of rules for humans and another for everyone else.” Miceral tried to inject a touch of humor into his tone, but it still sounded like a lecture.


  “Well said.” For a moment it seemed she wanted to say more. Without speaking she closed her eyes and rubbed her temples.


  “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Miceral asked. “I mean, maybe we should get Erstad to come help.”


  Instead of the rebuke Miceral expected, Cylinda chuckled. “I appreciate the concern and know it’s not entirely for my wellbeing, but I’m ready to do my part.”


  Miceral felt his cheeks burn. “I meant no disrespect. You mentioned earlier that Farrell might overpower you, so I….”


  “One must always prepare for the worst, but I’m confident I can do what’s needed. Remember, I survived both encounters with… him.”


  “Once only with divine intervention.”


  She shook her head. “Not entirely true.” Checking their surroundings, she motioned for them to move away from the others. “At Yar-del we fought him to a standstill for hours. We’d hope to be able to defeat him, but when that proved futile, we attempted our final gambit. The point is, however, we were able to stand up to his focused attack for well more time than you should need. And that was from a very determined opponent targeting his attack directly at me. Farrell may lash out, but it will be wild and unfocused. Unless he attempts a suicide attack, I believe my defenses will hold.”


  Miceral nodded once. Voicing his concerns had been foolish. One did not question someone’s ability before a fight.


  “He is, however—” Cylinda paused until Miceral looked at her again. “—a greater danger to himself than others right now. We walk a fine line supporting him. Give him too much energy and we risk what he’ll do with it in a blind rage. Too little and he’ll die before you can reach him.”


  “I understand.” Miceral felt her gray eyes search for signs he spoke truthfully. “I need to move quickly.”


  “Very well.” She swallowed hard, but her body seemed to relax just a bit. “We should tell the others we’re ready.”


   


   


  AS MICERAL settled onto the mat a young cleric had provided, he watched the nervous wizard-priests cluster around four ancient-looking priests. He’d heard enough to know their concerns about Farrell’s aura. Father Gedrin’s soothing words did little to ease their anxiety.


  Ignoring the commotion around her, Cylinda carefully placed four identical smooth black stone cubes in a row that separated Farrell from the rest of the room. When she appeared satisfied with their placement, she went back to the first block and tapped it with her staff. The room turned eerily quiet as she repeated the act with the other three.


  Cylinda gave the row of cubes a last critical glance and then took her seat on a pallet to Miceral’s left. Using her free hand, she smoothed her robe and laid her staff across her lap.


  “I’m ready, Holy Father.” Cylinda’s voice sounded harsh in the tense silence.


  Father Gedrin put his right hand over his heart and extended the left. “May Honorus bless you all and grant you the strength to save the Chosen.”


  Without waiting for a response, he motioned toward the door, and the nonwizards quickly filed out. Last to leave, the high prelate looked at Miceral and nodded before he turned and joined the others. The click of the lock signaled the start—of what, remained to be determined.


  “We are ready, Miceral.” Nerti’s voice lacked its normal authoritative tone. Instead it felt soothing, almost motherly. “I have no doubt you will be successful.”


  He turned to his right, and the unicorn queen winked at him. A smile forced itself onto Miceral’s lips, and he nodded his thanks.


  “We both believe in you.” Rothdin’s steady, commanding tone seemed to complement rather than contrast his friend’s. “With the blessing of Honorus, we shall save your mate and my son.”


  Drawing a deep breath, Miceral readied himself. The process itself was simple enough—focus his thoughts through the amulet and reach out to Farrell’s mind as if to speak to him silently. He’d done that hundreds of times. Once there, Rothdin promised to guide Miceral as they tried to rescue Farrell.


  Despite how easy it sounded, Miceral remained concerned he’d fail. A host of regrets threatened to overwhelm him as he remembered all the times Farrell had offered to teach him how to better use the amulet. Even one lesson would have made him more confident today.


  Nothing useful ever came of these self-destructive thoughts, he reminded himself. The past would never change, so he needed to focus on the present and the future.


  He stared at the white amulet, looking at the details of the carved eagle he’d seen hundreds of times. Each individual feather seemed to move as the light danced across the intricate details. The eyelids appeared to open and shut depending on the angle, and the beak seemed to move as he twisted it back and forth.


  “It is a sign Honorus is here to guide us.” The certainty in Rothdin’s voice helped strengthen Miceral’s confidence.


  It wasn’t until he nodded that Miceral realized the peregrine had read his thoughts. The initial burst of angst dissipated when he couldn’t feel Rothdin in his mind. “I really don’t even know you’re here.”


  “It would be a blow to my ego if you could.” For a moment Rothdin’s feathers softened. “Let’s go. He awaits our rescue.”


  Staring at the white eagle again, Miceral concentrated on calling Farrell. Without saying a word, he felt the familiar touch of his partner’s mind. Unlike the calm, reassuring feeling he usually experienced, this time a wave of chaotic, fearful emotions struck him the moment he made contact.


  Resisting the urge to back away, Miceral pressed forward. A wall of swirling black enveloped him, robbing him of more than just light. The ground—or whatever he stood upon—seemed to evaporate, leaving him feeling stuck between falling and floating. The quiet he normally experienced upon entering Farrell’s mind turned to complete silence as even the sound of his breathing disappeared.


  For a moment Miceral wondered if the nothingness he felt meant he’d died. Before he could follow that thought, the darkness started to shred and patches of light reached him. The ground reformed beneath him and his hearing returned.


  “Farrell’s mind is strong. He is trying to will us to not be anymore.” Rothdin’s calm voice steadied Miceral.


  Movement to Miceral’s right caused him to turn. Rothdin, his wings tucked against his body, stared into the distance. When the peregrine shifted his gaze toward Miceral, he asked, “Not be?”


  “He is trying to cause us to cease to exist. Fear not. I have dispelled that attack.”


  Miceral felt as though Rothdin left off the words for now, but he didn’t voice the thought.


  “Why is he attacking us? Where is he? I can’t see—”


  “Be calm, young one.” Rothdin extended his wing and laid it gently across Miceral’s back. A warm, soothing feeling flooded Miceral’s consciousness, allowing him to focus again. “Your mate’s anxiety is affecting you.”


  “How can you be so confident?”


  “Farrell believes what is happening is real and is reacting accordingly. He is using spells that would work against real opponents, and against his imaginary foes, his imaginary spells work.” He swept his left wing from right to left. “But I know all of this—everything we encounter—is an illusion, and it cannot affect me. If you focus, you can do the same.”


  “Focus on what?” How could he believe he was really here and yet this place didn’t exist?


  “Now is not the time to explain all this, but remember my words. Nothing is real, and more importantly, it cannot harm you unless you let it.”


  Miceral nodded. “I’ll try.”


  “Do more than try. Do it.” Rothdin turned his head and locked gazes with Miceral. “Your life may depend on it.”


  “But if it’s not real….”


  “If you believe it is real, your mind will act as if it has harmed you.”


  Talking it through helped him understand. “Meaning if I believe I’m dead….”


  “Correct. Your mind would end your life functions.” Rothdin’s dark irises flared wide, and the feathers over his eyes rose. “Now, we must find him before he uses all his energy.”


  Suddenly the ground stirred and Miceral moved forward. He felt the wind whip around him as he heard wings flap. Rothdin’s efforts caused a bounce that contrasted to the smooth movement Miceral experienced when he flew with Farrell.


  Miceral glanced to his right and immediately started to flounder when he realized he and Rothdin were not connected. He grasped at the air, but he continued to fall. Looking down, he couldn’t see the ground.


  “It’s not real,” Rothdin said.


  Miceral closed his eyes, telling himself everything made sense.


  “It is second nature for me to fly, so my mind projects that image.” The peregrine’s voice had a hint of humor that Miceral found calming. “Be assured, we are linked. You cannot fall.”


  Tentatively, Miceral opened his eyes and found two enormous talons impossibly hooked under his arms. It’s not real, he reminded himself. Slowly he relaxed and let Rothdin take them to Farrell.


  “I am not taking us to Farrell. We are in his mind—he is everywhere.”


  It took Miceral a moment to realize Rothdin read his thoughts. “Then where—why can’t I see him?”


  “He is fleeing us.”


  “Why?” If Farrell knew he was here, why would he run away?


  “To him, we are another manifestation of his enemies. We need to force him to confront us.”


  “You mean fight us.” Could he do something that might harm Farrell? Would he?


  “It won’t be necessary to attack him. You must calm him and make him realize we are not his enemies.”


  Hints of colors began to creep into their surroundings. As the hues deepened, their speed seemed to increase. Soon solid images—rocks, hills, a river—took shape and snowballed until the landscape came into full view.


  “We are getting closer. Be alert,” Rothdin’s voice turned serious and grave. “Farrell will grow more and more desperate as his attacks have no effect. You must convince him you are real or else he will burn himself out trying to defeat what can’t be defeated.”


  “How?”


  “That is for you to determine. You are closest to his heart. Find a way.”


  Miceral heard the words but had no idea what to do with them. Find a way? How could he save his life partner if he didn’t know what demons Farrell fought? If Farrell saw him as an unrecognizable foe, how could Miceral convince him otherwise?


  Looking forward, he noticed a small speck of black start to take shape. Rothdin’s pace quickly turned what appeared to be a tiny mote into a swarm of creatures with jet-black wings wider than a peregrine’s. A loud, high-pitched screech, like slates being rubbed together, filled the sky. The flock flapped furiously, focused on a goal in front of them.


  A few heartbeats later, flashes of pale blue erupted in the midst of the dark creatures. The strikes caused holes to appear in the formation as pieces of black flew in all directions. As quickly as the spaces appeared, the swarm closed ranks and pressed on.


  Remnants of the fight rushed toward them in large and small chunks. Before they reached Miceral, they appeared to evaporate into wisps of black smoke.


  Peering forward, Miceral saw the object of the pack’s pursuit. He didn’t need to see the face to know who it was. In a swift and graceful movement, the man spun to face his enemies.


  “Foul spawn of Neblor, this ends now!” Farrell shouted as a wall of blue flames exploded from his staff.


  


  Chapter 19
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  BLUE FIRE raced across the sky, expanding as it moved. At first Miceral barely heard the sizzle over the din of the creatures’ cries. By the time the sheet of flames struck the densest area of the swarm, the sound of magic dissolving black flesh drowned out the angry shrieks.


  After frying the last winged enemy, the blue wave of energy continued unabated toward Miceral and Rothdin. Their pace never slowed, and Miceral felt a rush of panic as they flew into the teeth of the deadly fire. Miceral closed his eyes just before the two met.


  “It is not real,” Rothdin said as they met the energy head-on.


  Nothing happened. When Miceral opened his eyes, the sight of his partner robbed him of the ability to do anything more than stare. It seemed like forever since he’d last seen Farrell awake and alert. Even though he knew the Farrell flying away from them wasn’t a living, breathing body, it felt real to Miceral.


  Before Miceral could speak, Farrell aimed the metal end of his staff at them, and balls of wizard’s fire flew from the tip. This time Miceral kept his eyes opened, trying his best to convince himself it wasn’t real. A few feet in front of him, Miceral watched as one by one the globes seemed to burst and disappear.


  Rothdin might not have noticed, but Miceral could see the tiny changes in Farrell’s expression that spoke to the wizard’s surprise. Farrell never slowed his retreat as he launched the next attack—an expanding web of energy. This one evaporated without reaching its intended targets. Switching tactics, Farrell tried to hit them from above and sent lightning strikes down on the pair. Despite the sizzle, nothing struck them.


  “Speak to him.” Rothdin’s voice startled Miceral. “Make him realize we are not his enemy.”


  “Farrell.” He watched Farrell’s face register his call. “It’s me, Miceral.”


  “And I’m Honorus reborn.” Farrell’s mental voice came with a snort. “Do you take me for a fool?”


  The answer died on Miceral’s lips as a swarm of energy knives flew toward him. Even before this attack reached them, Miceral saw two more coming on the heels of the first.


  Rothdin seemed to ignore the attack, almost as if he didn’t see it as he drew them closer to Farrell. After they flew through the knives without incident, a stiff breeze blew away the sickly yellow cloud surging for them. The last spell, a series of clear balls that expanded as they approached, simply winked out of existence.


  “Farrell is burning up his energy trying to attack Cylinda and the other wizards.” Nerti’s words seemed almost panicked. “You must convince him you are real.”


  “I’m trying, but he won’t listen.”


  “Try harder. His life depends on it.”


  Miceral blinked, more to clear his thoughts than his eyes. He’d known from the start that any plan to reach his life partner would seem fake. To make Farrell believe him, he’d need to sound sincere. Whatever that meant.


  “Farrell, please. You’re trapped inside your own mind.” Farrell blinked but didn’t attack. Even as Miceral said it, he knew how absurd his words sounded, but what else did he have except the truth? “Rothdin and I are here to help you.”


  Farrell slowed, but his shields seemed to shimmer. He stared at them and started to laugh. “You should have picked a better illusion, Meglar. Miceral can’t fly and my adoptive father is no wizard.”


  He lowered his staff, but before he could launch a new attack, Miceral shouted.


  “Stop!”


  Farrell flinched at the force of his word.


  “Think this through. You know I’m not Meglar. How would he know who I am? Or what I mean to you? Would Meglar know Rothdin adopted you?” Miceral hoped Farrell listened. “What’s the last thing you remember?”


  “I… I was on the Rose….” Farrell’s lips twitched. He opened and closed his mouth without saying more.


  “And you told the pirate to surrender.”


  “Yes, the pirate. He cast a spell at me and….” Farrell tilted his head, as if he’d heard something. Suddenly his eyes went wide. “He wasn’t a wizard!”


  “Do you know what happened next?”


  “I woke up… here. Wherever here is.”


  “Your body is in the High Temple of Honorus in Dreth. That spell knocked you unconscious and trapped you inside your mind.”


  Farrell’s brow furrowed, and his eyes seemed unfocused for an instant. After he blinked, his face tightened and he shook his head. Poking his staff forward a bit, Farrell glared at them. “You lie!”


  The moment of hope Miceral felt collapsed under a crushing wave of despair. “Listen to me, please. I’m telling the truth.”


  “What you say is impossible.” The metal end of the staff glowed blue. “Not even Meglar could have penetrated my shields with a spell given to a nonwizard.”


  “Keep trying to reason with him,” Nerti said. “When he’s listening, he’s not attacking Cylinda.”


  Miceral wanted to tell Nerti that Farrell wasn’t listening, but an argument with her wouldn’t help. “Farrell, think about it. What makes more sense? What I said, or that Meglar somehow sent me here to attack you?”


  The urge to say more fought with the knowledge that he needed to give Farrell time to weigh his words. After what felt like a lifetime, he decided to press his point.


  “Think about it. How long have you been under attack here before we arrived? Yet we haven’t attacked you, have we?”


  “Your words mean nothing. Nothing you’ve done so far has hurt me. Having failed, you seek to lull me into thinking I’m safe so I’ll let down my shields.”


  The lack of conviction told Miceral he’d made progress. He reached inside his shirt and pulled out his amulet. “Would Meglar know you gave me this on our six-month anniversary and we kissed to activate it? Or that you like farmer’s pie and black coffee? Would he know Lisle loves you like a son and would die for you?”


  Farrell blinked several times, and Miceral could see he’d started to make inroads. “Farrell, I was there on the mountain where you placed markers for your mother and your old masters. I held your hand as you told her how much you missed her. Would Meglar know that?”


  “If he’d captured you, he’d know….”


  “Even if Meglar captured me, he couldn’t get past this without you knowing.” He shook the white pendant. “Only the real me could know these things.”


  Miceral noticed a flicker of recognition in his partner’s eyes. He wanted to fly over and wrap his arms around Farrell, but before he could move, Farrell shook his head. “No! Meglar is trying to trick me. That pirate was no wizard. Nothing Meglar gave him could do what you said.”


  “Meglar used a spell he stole from Kel. I don’t understand it all, but he used some of your magic that he captured to create a spell that could get past your shields.”


  “Lies!” Despite how loudly he shouted, Farrell’s accusation lacked conviction.


  “It’s true.” Miceral’s hope grew with every second Farrell listened to him. “There’s a copy of Kel’s book in the Temple of Honorus. Cylinda and the temple wizards used it to determine the spell Meglar used.”


  “Cylinda? How did she get to Dreth?”


  “I screamed so loud Klissmor heard me. He… he used my eyes so Erstad could open a Door to the Rose, and Cylinda came to help.”


  “Cylinda? Why… she’s a wizard-healer.”


  “Right.” A smile broke across Miceral’s face. “You….”


  “Miceral!” The urgency of Nerti’s voice nearly knocked him over. “You must hurry, Farrell’s time is very short. His shield prevents the others from giving him more energy, and he is almost drained.”


  “I’m trying!” His frustration nearly had him in tears. “He’s not listening to me.”


  “Try harder!” The panic in her voice stifled any response.


  Swallowing his fears and the wave of grief that he was about to lose Farrell, Miceral breathed deeply to steady himself.


  “Farrell, I need you to listen to me. You’re killing yourself fighting us. In the real world, you’re burning yourself out trying to keep up these shields. You need to stop so I can bring you back.”


  “Ha! Just as I thought.” The glow of Farrell’s shield increased, dashing Miceral’s hopes. “If you think—”


  “Kill me!” Miceral shouted.


  “What?”


  “If you think I’m Meglar, then kill me. I won’t stop you.”


  “If you die here, you will die in the real world.” Rothdin’s warning barely registered.


  “You need to lower your shields or else you will die. I can’t… won’t let that happen. Kill me, and once I’m dead you’ll realize I’m not Meglar.”


  “Miceral….”


  “You have to lower your shields. Do it! Now!”


  Farrell blinked, and Miceral could see the beginning of his resolve weaken. The shields, however, never wavered.


  Miceral reached for a knife but found his sword belt and weapons missing. Remembering Rothdin’s words, he willed himself to be armed. Pulling a long knife from the belt, he looked back at Farrell.


  “I loved you the moment I met you and always will. Remember that, Farrell. Always. Win this war. For me and everyone else.”


  He turned the knife inward and stared at it as he pointed the blade right above his heart.


  “Miceral! No!”


  Gold energy surrounded the knife and pried it from his hand. When he looked up, he found Farrell inches away.


  “You crazy, muscle-bound oaf.” A real smile split Farrell’s face as tears ran down each cheek. “I believe you.”


  Miceral reached forward, but Farrell’s smile died as his eyes rolled back. Before Miceral could grab him, Farrell started to plummet toward the ground.


  “No!” Miceral watched in horror as the man he loved plunged to certain death. Paralyzed by the moment, his scream of anguish died as he saw Rothdin swoop down. The peregrine’s broad back impossibly settled under Farrell’s body and cradled the stricken wizard.


  “He is not dead.” Rothdin flew closer. “But we must wait until he wakes to bring him back.”


  “Why?”


  “He needs to be awake to follow us back.”


  “Oh.”


  “You did well, mate of my son. I am proud of you.”


  Miceral tried to thank the peregrine but couldn’t form the words. The relief he expected wouldn’t come until Farrell woke up. Seeing the unconscious body resting on Rothdin’s back, he couldn’t shake the feeling Farrell still might not survive.


  “It was a near thing, but Cylinda and the healers reached him in time.” Nerti sounded relieved, almost giddy. “They are restoring his energy—slowly.”


  “So he’ll wake up soon?”


  Nerti didn’t answer immediately. When the silence dragged on for more than a few heartbeats, his sense of dread started to reawaken. Before full panic set in, he felt Nerti’s mind touch his again.


  “The healers say his body is telling his mind he’s exhausted. What you see is a subconscious manifestation of that belief. The healers are working as fast as they can without risking harm. Fear not. He will wake soon.”


  Fearing the answer, he didn’t ask the unicorn for her definition of soon. Instead, he drifted closer and touched Farrell’s hand.


  “Soon.”


   


   


  MICERAL ENTERED the small room the temple set aside for Farrell’s recovery. A novice healer hovered over Farrell, offering him a silver cup.


  “It’s just water, m’lord.” The teen’s pale green robe looked new, and he barely looked old enough to shave.


  Standing in the doorway, Miceral smiled when he saw Farrell stare into the cup. “After I drugged him the last time he injured himself, he checks every cup that comes from a healer.”


  The teen turned quickly, nearly pulling the cup from Farrell’s hand in the process. “M’lord….”


  Farrell laughed. “Ignore him. He’s just teasing me—again.”


  His mouth still open, the novice turned from Farrell to Miceral and back. Miceral walked over to the bed. “I almost lost my chance to do it, so I need to tease you as much as I can now.”


  Instead of the smile Miceral expected, Farrell turned his head and stared at the ceiling.


  Miceral retrieved the still-full cup from his partner and put the water on the small table to the right of Farrell’s head. “Can you leave us?”


  Indecision clouded the novice’s face. “I’ve not…. I just arrived. I need to do an exam first.”


  “Tell your master I threw you out on the threat of harm, and if that’s a problem she can come see me herself.” Miceral fixed the young man with a stare devoid of any humor.


  “I’ll… I’ll….” Bowing as he walked backward, the healer left the room.


  “You didn’t need to threaten him.” Farrell didn’t look over.


  “He needed a reason to disobey his instructions.” Miceral shrugged and sat on the edge of the bed. Running his fingers under Farrell’s, he collected his partner’s hand and rubbed it gently. “Besides, I want some time alone with you.”


  “The master healer will be here soon to see what happened.”


  “And I’ll send her away too.” He kissed Farrell’s fingers. When Farrell didn’t move, Miceral caressed the skin on the back of the hand in his.


  Farrell’s face twitched twice during the period of silence. Whatever debate he had with himself, he didn’t share, and Miceral didn’t press him to speak. Finally, he turned toward Miceral.


  “You came for me.” A thin smile stretched his still-too-thin lips. “You risked everything to save me.”


  Returning the smile, Miceral squeezed a bit tighter. “I had help.”


  Farrell’s smile disappeared. “If it hadn’t worked, you would have died.”


  “I know. Rothdin told me.”


  Using his free hand, Farrell sat up a bit straighter. His eyes narrowed and he shook his head slightly. “Don’t do that again. Ever.”


  “I had no choice,” Miceral whispered.


  “There is always a choice.” Farrell freed his hand and reached for the cup. He swallowed half the contents, then locked gazes with Miceral. “It would have destroyed me.”


  “I’m not as important as you.”


  “You are to me!” His body quivered, and he spilled some of the water on his blanket. “By the Eight Gates!” He flicked his hand over the wet spot and the blanket dried.


  “Are you supposed to do magic?” Miceral pried the drink from Farrell’s hand. “I thought—”


  “I’m fine. There are no lasting physical injuries.”


  The master healer arrived just before Miceral could ask about nonphysical effects.


  “Chosen.” The elderly woman cast a withering glare at Miceral that he ignored. No doubt he’d get a lecture when he left. “You should be resting.”


  Farrell took a deep breath. “I’m fine.”


  “If you had let the healer I sent to check on you do his job, I’d better know the truth of that statement.” She pointed a bony finger at Miceral. “You need to leave. And if you dare threaten me, prince or not, I’ll have the holy father remove you from the temple.”


  “I’ll be back as soon as she leaves.” He leaned over and kissed Farrell on the forehead. “I love you.”


  He didn’t wait for an answer as the healer all but pushed him aside.


  Farrell twisted his head so he could see around the woman. “I love you too.”


  


  Chapter 20
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  FARRELL STRETCHED and ran his hands along his torso. He’d lost all the muscle he’d added training with Miceral and then some. Feeling how prominently his ribs stuck out caused him to quickly grab his tunic from the chair by his bed.


  Even four days later, he couldn’t quite wrap his mind around the implications of how Meglar defeated him. The spell—Kel’s spell—was both brilliant and brutal. History talked about Kel’s brilliance, his use of magic to help ordinary people, his vision for his kingdom. Nothing hinted at the ruthless mind that had created such spells.


  Worse, if Meglar had access to Kel’s works, what else could he use against Farrell? Given how easily he’d been defeated on the Rose, Farrell prayed Kel survived all these centuries.


  From the window of his room, Farrell could see the ocean just over the city walls. The sight and smell of the sea reminded him how much he’d given up living inside a mountain. They also dredged up memories of a place he no longer called home.


  A gentle breeze brushed over his skin, leaving goose bumps across his body.


  “You should put on your shirt, Prince Halloran,” Father Gedrin said.


  Farrell continued to stare at the water for a few moments longer, then turned to find the high priest propped against the doorframe. Gedrin wore his public, formal robes. Leaning slightly on the gold crosier, the man could easily be mistaken for a gaudy, tasteless wizard instead of Honorus’s high cleric.


  Slipping the beige tunic over his head, Farrell tucked it in as Gedrin entered the room. “I hadn’t expected the breeze to be that cool.” He bowed politely to Honorus’s prelate.


  “Dreth’s temperature can be deceiving at this time of the year.” He placed his crosier against the small table by the door. “Honorus and Lenore have truly blessed Dumbarten in many ways.”


  Farrell laughed. “Spoken like a true son of Dumbarten.”


  The priest inclined his head slightly and smiled pleasantly. “Guilty of the accusation.” An instant later, Gedrin’s face lost all humor, and he stared intently at Farrell.


  Not sure what the priest sought, Farrell remained still and let the examination continue.


  “Are you sure you’re up for this?” Gedrin’s voice seemed harsh after the long silence. “We can delay this further if need be.”


  “No.” Farrell tried not to sound as eager as he felt. “Time is not an ally in this war. Finding Kel is my priority.”


  “Your convictions and the indication in your book notwithstanding, we don’t know for certain that he still lives.”


  “All the more reason not to delay things. If he does not, it will certainly change what I do next.” That and Farrell wanted to resume his mission. “And if you are concerned about my health, you need not worry. The days spent in recovery have restored me fully.”


  “Excuse my bluntness, but you seem far too gaunt.”


  “I’ve always been skinny.” Farrell could see Gedrin didn’t accept his answer. “Part of it can be called my birthright, but most of it comes from being a grand master. I burn through a lot of energy, and a lot of it comes from me.”


  “You are not the first grand master I’ve met.”


  Chuckling, Farrell sat on the bed to pull on his boots. “Now it’s my turn to be blunt. You’ve never met anyone like me.”


  Father Gedrin raised an eyebrow and peered down his nose. Irked, Farrell yanked on his left boot and stamped it down to quell his annoyance.


  “Don’t look at me like that, Father. It’s not hubris. It’s a fact. From the time I was seven, Heminaltose and Sanduval trained me like someone ten or fifteen years older. On my sixteenth birthday, they deemed me ready to take an active role in the war. At the age of twenty, I assumed the role of leader of the opposition to Meglar. Since then I’ve prepared Haven for his attack, maintained Haven with the help of supporting wizards, and fought in at least ten different campaigns. Can you really say you’ve met any grand master who’s done that, let alone before their thirtieth year?”


  He hadn’t meant it to come out so harsh, but his recovery, separated from Miceral at the healers’ order, had worn his patience to a nub. Having done the deed, he stared at the priest, daring him to challenge his words. Father Gedrin met his gaze. Finally, the older man broke the link.


  “Perhaps I misspoke. I’ll trust you know your limitations best.” The smile felt genuine, but Farrell understood the nature of politicians—and high priests.


  “Thank you.” Farrell stepped into his right boot with far less energy. He toyed with offering an apology for his tone, but since Gedrin didn’t offer one, he opted to move on. “You seem dressed for a high mass. Should I change into something more formal?”


  “If you do, King Markus will be disappointed.” Gedrin retrieve his crosier. “He dislikes formal occasions.”


  “In that we share a common ground.” He smiled at his guest, but it faded quickly. “Are you expecting trouble?”


  “Trouble?” The priest turned his head to scan the rest of the room. “What do you mean?”


  “Your robes. They surround you with several layers of protection.”


  When Gedrin stared at him anew, Farrell felt like the priest was trying to look into his soul. He watched the man’s knuckles turn white as he tightened his grip on the golden staff. If he had been somewhere other than the High Temple of Honorus, Farrell might have engaged his defenses. But here, only his curiosity was aroused.


  “Interesting.” Gedrin’s hold on his crosier relaxed, and he cocked his head slightly. “Only a cleric should be able to see the divine protection in these vestments.” He laid his staff gently on the bed and raised both hands, palms outward, toward Farrell. “With your permission, Chosen?”


  Farrell nodded and without further words, the high priest laid both hands on Farrell’s face. Energy rushed into him. His body tingled, and it felt as though a thousand pins pricked his skin. The sensation barred his ability to measure how much time had passed. Just when he started to feel relief, his vision went black, then gray, then nothing.


  Farrell tamped down his panic and tried to find a focus. If Meglar’s spell had been reactivated, he didn’t want to forget his situation. Before he could analyze his surroundings, his vision was restored and he found himself back in his room with Gedrin standing inches away from him.


  Gedrin blinked, then rubbed his chin. “That Honorus’s hand is found on His Chosen is not surprising, but I also felt the presence of Arritisa, Lenore, Khron, and Seritia. Though none is as strong as that of the Sky Father, They are easily detected.”


  “According to my adoptive father, I am the Servant of Honorus. Lenore, Arritisa, and Khron made me Their Chosen, but I’ve never had contact with Seritia. It seems unlikely I could be Her Chosen.”


  The older man retrieved his staff and smiled. “Often have I spoken with my sister, the high priestess of Seritia, about the power of her Lady. Any who find true love, that which transcends lust, or admiration, or duty, a love that binds you to another on a level so deep it will last beyond time, they are chosen by the Goddess of Love. You are indeed blessed, son. Seritia’s blessing is more sought after than any other, even more than Khron’s.”


  Given his status, Farrell expected Seritia would one day choose him. Part of him felt relieved She hadn’t done it in person like Khron or Arritisa, but he didn’t appreciate the stealthy way She’d chosen him.


  Gedrin squeezed Farrell’s shoulder. “Fret not, Chosen. There are far worse things in life than being the Chosen of the Goddess of Love.”


  He bit back the urge to explain to a cleric why there were few things worse than being chosen. Instead he pasted his best fake smile onto his face. “Well said, Father.”


  “Come along.” The priest motioned toward the door. “There is much to do before we begin today.”


  Gedrin barely cleared the doorway when he began speaking.


  “Prince Halloran, tell me what you know of Kel’s departure from Kentar and the founding of Yar-del.”


  The first time Gedrin used his birth name, Farrell tensed visibly. But as Rothdin had explained, they needed the high priest’s full—and immediate—cooperation, and for that, Father Gedrin needed to know everything.


  “As prince of Yar-del, I know his story.”


  “Humor me.” Gedrin turned his head and smiled. “What you know—or most specifically, don’t know—could have an impact on what happens next.”


  Farrell stifled a sigh as he saw the wisdom in his host’s words. “Kel believed magic should be used to improve the lives of everyone, not just those who could afford to pay for it. He tried to prove this by using his power to help his family and his neighbors. When they became prosperous, they attracted the attention of the local nobility—specifically a cousin of King Vadra, Kentar. With Kel’s help, his family and neighbors resisted the duke’s attempts to take their land for himself. But when Kel answered Honorus’s call to fight at Trellham, the duke used his absence to take what he’d long coveted.


  “Two of Kel’s siblings died during the duke’s attack. I believe one was captured and three managed to hide.”


  “Two died, two were captured, and two hid in the temple of Honorus,” Gedrin corrected.


  Farrell accepted the new information with a nod. “As you say. Ancient history was only mildly of interest to me when I was younger.” Gedrin snorted but didn’t say any more. Farrell took the silence as a request to continue. “Needless to say, Kel didn’t take the news of what happened well. Using his connections, he raised a large army of dwarves and invaded the duke’s palace. Given his skill with magic and the dwarves’ military training, the fight ended before the king could send any forces to aid his cousin.


  “The duke was killed, some say by Kel’s hand.”


  “He did not kill Duke Vesian, but he told his army he didn’t care if the duke lived or died. Some took that to mean he wanted Vesian dead, and they never asked for his surrender.”


  “The image history paints of Kel as a benevolent king seems at odds with what I’m learning with each passing day.”


  Gedrin shrugged. “Kel did what he needed to do given the times he lived in. He placed his duty to Honorus above all others—even if it meant he needed to be ruthless.”


  “So you’re saying Honorus wanted him to kill Vesian?”


  “I can’t say, but I know Honorus had plans for Kel and his siblings—or at least one of them.”


  “You mean Hevnor?”


  “Correct.” Gedrin paused as they approached a pair of wooden doors inlaid with gold and silver. Two guards snapped to attention and each pulled on a metal ring so the two could enter. “Continue, please.”


  Farrell took a moment to remember where he’d left off. “After the duke was killed, Vadra put a price on Kel’s head—on his entire family, actually. Hoping to head off all-out war, Kel decided to confront the king. He concealed his army and marched them undetected to Dreth.”


  “That is one interpretation.” Gedrin’s voice remained neutral. “Another would be he had dynastic ambitions and sought to conquer Kentar before Vadra could prepare properly.”


  “History is always open to differing opinions, but the truth remains constant.”


  “And what do you, son of the House of Kel, believe to be the truth?”


  “Kel never wanted the throne,” Farrell said. “With the number of dwarves at his back, Kel could have laid siege to Dreth and forced Vadra to surrender or watch his city be destroyed. Instead he used his magic to slip into the city and confront Vadra.


  “According to my family history, Kel told Vadra to leave him and his family alone and Kel would consider the matter settled. Vadra agreed, telling Kel he would pardon him and his followers.”


  “Vadra did a fair bit more than simply agree.” Gedrin turned to Farrell with his eyebrow raised. “At Kel’s demand, he swore an oath to Honorus to pardon Kel and to leave his family and neighbors in peace.”


  Farrell snorted. “A vow he violated before Kel could reach his home. Vadra sent word to all his vassals that they should muster at Dreth. Kel soon learned of this treachery and made plans to march back to Dreth with his army. Honorus, however, stayed Kel’s hand and had him send the dwarves home.”


  “You sound like you disapprove.”


  “Disapprove is the wrong word, Father.” He paused as they passed another set of guards. “Vadra’s betrayal earned him death, but Honorus did him no favors by staying Kel’s hand.”


  “I would agree. Forcing him from his throne and appointing Hevnor king in his stead seemed a just punishment for his sin.”


  “That part always confounded me. Why did Honorus declare Hevnor king instead of Kel?”


  “Kel’s destiny was to be king of Yar-del.”


  “As I said, it makes little sense. If the Six wanted Kel to be king, why not give him an established kingdom like Kentar? Instead, They sent him across the sea to create a new kingdom from the empty space of Ardus.”


  “As with many things, the will of the Six is not always easily understood.” Gedrin pushed open a door and motioned for Farrell to enter. “We can sit here and discuss what I must tell you.”


  Farrell forced out a chuckle. “That sounds so dire.”


  “Serious is perhaps a better word.” He walked to a sideboard and filled two silver goblets from a metal ewer. He handed Farrell a cup and sat down. “Just water—well, mostly water. There is a dash of wine to give it flavor.”


  Farrell sniffed the liquid and determined it didn’t have enough alcohol to matter. He nearly drained the cup before setting it down.


  “This is plenty more on the sideboard. Help yourself.” Gedrin shifted his robes while Farrell refilled his cup. “These formal robes are a bother, but Markus will chide me for a month if I appear without them.”


  “I thought he loathed formal attire?”


  “He does. For him.” The priest finally seemed content with the position of his garments. “Once I came to a council meeting without my robes. You’d have thought I went naked. Seems I’d commented once too often on his lack of formality, and he turned the tables on me.”


  Farrell smiled. “Sounds fair.”


  “Spoken like a true monarch.” He nodded with his cup toward Farrell. “We should finish before the others arrive.”


  The idea of the priest testing him didn’t sit well with Farrell. “Have I fully answered your question, or did you want me to continue?”


  “No, I’m satisfied you understand the background. And I’m certain you’ve been taught the circumstances of his departure from Yar-del.”


  “Circumstances?” Farrell couldn’t hold back the snort. “What circumstances? One day Kel was king of Yar-del, the next his son Yardis found a note along with a book of spells and defenses he needed to know as king. Kel’s not been seen since.”


  Gedrin nodded, sipping his water slowly.


  Farrell’s pulse raced. “Or has he?”


  “Calm your excitement, I do not know where he is—or even if he still lives—but he was seen after he left Yar-del. Not often, and without notice, he’d appear in Dreth off and on for the next 1,500 years after he was presumed dead. He last appeared over 500 years ago. Then he disappeared and we’ve not had contact since.”


  “So it was during those visits that he founded the Order?”


  “Correct. I assume Miceral told you what he learned, so I’m going to skip over a lot. If there is something you don’t understand, ask.”


  Sitting back in his chair, Farrell nodded. “I shall.”


  “It appears Kel came to Dreth right after he left Yar-del. Whether he decided to do it on his own or the Six told him, we don’t know, but Kel determined the world was not ready for Neldin’s return. The Order of Kel was meant to collect information and keep alert for signs of Neldin’s reappearance.”


  “Did he really name the council after himself?”


  Gedrin smiled and shook his head. “No. During a long period of his absence, his descendant gave it that name. Perhaps they did it to remind people that Kel—and therefore Yar-del and its rulers—were the driving force behind the council. Kel did not appreciate the ‘honor’ given him, but by the time he protested, the name was too entrenched and it stuck.


  “The history of the Order and its work can be covered another day, but there are things you should know before the members arrive.” Gedrin took a long drink from his cup and then placed it on a table.


  “For the thousand years Kel came and went, he set the direction of the Order. We’ve sent envoys to the far kingdoms of Nendor searching for signs of Neldin’s return. Our factors would always come to Dreth to turn over the information they’d collected.”


  “So the Order had—has—spies all over the world that report back to Dumbarten.” Farrell raised an eyebrow.


  Gedrin laughed in response. “Though the Order is physically located in Dumbarten, the head had always been the king of Yar-del. If our people are spies, they are as much for Yar-del as Dumbarten.”


  Having never headed the Order, Farrell hadn’t seen it that way. “Well said.”


  “Kel’s last contact was an indirect visit. No one saw him come and go, but when the Order convened for its yearly meeting, Kel left us a message.” Gedrin chuckled. “Your ancestor did everything with a flair. When the king of Yar-del called the Order into session and the doors were ordered sealed, an image of Kel appeared over the council table. He pointed toward a door that had not been there before and a stone. He repeated his words in a continuing loop until someone had the sense to write it down—correctly.”


  “Correctly, eh?”


  “Indeed. The scribe didn’t get it exactly right. After he’d finished recording the instructions, Kel kept speaking. They needed to find the mistake and correct it before Kel disappeared.”


  “Has the image ever reappeared?”


  “Never.”


  “So the room—what’s in it?”


  “We don’t know. The stone has the names of his descendants on it. Your name—Halloran—and your mother’s are the last two. The room, he said was meant for his successor.”


  “Interesting choice of words.”


  “Yes, wasn’t it? Not heir or descendant, because every king, queen, prince, or princess has tried to enter the room without success. So what he meant by successor is hard to discern.”


  Farrell tried to control his excitement. “It could mean he’s not dead.”


  “That is a possibility. But the message made clear he expected someone to enter the room.”


  “Are you planning to tell me what Kel said in the message?” Despite trying to sound casual, Farrell heard the irritation he felt in his voice.


  “In due time, child.”


  Farrell ignored the bait this time. Although he found Gedrin likeable—for a high priest—he knew better than to spar with the prelate when he still needed something from him. He let the silence drag on until Gedrin either continued or decided to move into the room beyond. Finally, Gedrin sucked in air loudly through his nose.


  “I’ll be honest. I’m withholding the message to test a theory. Your mother once opined that the message would return if the successor entered the room. She had no proof for this, but she seemed to think Kel would want everyone to know who he would allow into his secret.”


  “From everything I’ve read about my distant ancestor, I’d expect the opposite.” Farrell thought the priest raised his eyebrow a fraction higher.


  “Such is the thinking of our Kel scholars. They feel he’d not want to give anyone false hope by suggesting they were chosen already.”


  Gedrin finished the rest of his water, so Farrell stood up and retrieved the pitcher. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”


  “Of course, Holy Father.” He refilled both cups and sent the silver ewer back to its place on the sideboard. “Has anyone ever been inside?”


  With his mouth full of water, Gedrin nodded while he swallowed. “Dozens. Every descendant of Kel’s went inside. All were summarily dumped on their royal arses back in the council chamber within thirty seconds of entering. Your mother tried several times, including once right before the final confrontation with Meglar. She planned to fight her way past the defenses, but even that attempt didn’t get her very far.”


  He could see his mother, determined to find a way, any way, to defeat his father. “I’m sure she put up a good fight.”


  “So far as anyone can tell from the sparse history of what went on inside the room—yes, she did.”


  “If we don’t know what’s in the room, why is everyone so eager to get inside?” Farrell’s question got a shrug for an answer. “Unless it furthers my quest to find my ancestor, I’m not going to try. I see no reason to make the attempt if it doesn’t lead me to Kel.”


  “Who can say what’s in the room, young wizard, but at the least, it’s a stone to turn over to be sure you’ve searched everywhere for you distant sire.” Gedrin slapped both hands onto his legs and stood up. “I’ve said all I need to at this point. I think the others should be here in a few moments, so before they arrive, I’d like to see if Kel speaks to you when you enter.”


  Farrell didn’t like how Gedrin planned to use him as a living test subject, but given the stakes, he went along with a smile.


  Gedrin led the way into a large, rectangular, rough-hewn room that was in stark contrast to the rest of the temple. As soon as he crossed the threshold, Farrell knew they’d just used a permanent Door.


  Bare walls added to the primitive feel of the space. In the center of the room, a massive table capable of seating at least thirty people rested atop a large, well-worn blue rug. The intricately patterned rug covered most of the floor, leaving only a foot’s width around the edges. In addition to the chairs around the table, more lined the wall to his left. Several large globes of dormant wizard’s fire hovered close to the ceiling, waiting for someone to ignite them and illuminate the entire room.


  Gedrin pointed to the globes. “Could you wake those, please?”


  Farrell waved his hand absently, and the orbs slowly increased in intensity until they blazed brightly. From the corner of his eye, he could see Gedrin staring at him. He almost said magic didn’t work that way, but after what had happened on the Rose, he realized it actually could.


  Still nothing happened. “Sorry, Father. It was a good try, making me light the globes. That should have announced my presence to the room. Looks like you were right.”


  “Or”—he titled his head slightly—“you’re not the successor.”


  “Or that.” Farrell scanned the room with his wizard’s sight, hoping to see some sign of residual power. The effort turned up nothing other than a spell linked to the lights.


  Aside from the Door they used, there were two other entrances in the room. The one directly opposite him was another permanent Door. Farrell almost missed the entryway. With a stone knob of the same color, it blended seamlessly into the rock around it.


  Gedrin led him farther inside, and Farrell felt a tiny surge of power from the Door at the far end of the room. Accompanied by a young wizard, Miceral and Peter entered with Nerti, Klissmor, and Rothdin. Keeping his eyes on his smiling partner, Farrell walked around the table.


  He greeted everyone, before stopping inches in front of Miceral. They stared at each other for a few heartbeats until Miceral reached out and grabbed Farrell’s hand.


  “It’s good to see you walking around.”


  “I’m just glad they finally let me out of that damn room.” Farrell winked and was about to move in for a kiss when the Door he and Father Gedrin had used flared to life again.


  Farrell didn’t turn around until he heard voices behind him.


  “If we all use the same terminus, how is it we never run into anyone else?” The speaker, a male who appeared a few years older than Farrell, tried to stop in the doorway but was pushed along by an older wizard. She shook her head and motioned for him to continue.


  “We’ve discussed this many times, Markus. The Door will only allow one connection at a time.”


  “Yes, but we emerge the moment we step through. What if two groups try to use their end at the same time?”


  The wizard rolled her eyes at their other traveling companion—a woman with steel gray hair and the bearing of a military officer. “Time has no meaning inside a Door. So while it seems instantaneous to you, you might not exit immediately after you step into your side.”


  “So you mean we’re just standing in the middle of nowhere while we wait for our turn to exit?”


  Father Gedrin cleared his throat, drawing all eyes to him. He remained their focus only until they noticed the group at the far end of the room. Farrell noted their expressions all followed the same path—from surprised to awestruck. The distraction allowed Farrell to use his inner sight to confirm what he already knew. The wizard was a grand master. From the way she spoke to the king, she could only be Grand Master Penelope, King Markus’s aunt.


  Once the trio recovered from their initial shock, they walked over to Farrell and the others. The two females with the king stopped by Father Gedrin’s side, but Markus continued until he stood before the small group. Farrell nodded politely as one would greet an equal. He felt sure he saw a note of disapproval on Penelope’s face.


  “You would be Cousin Halloran,” Markus said, grinning broadly. “Welcome to Dumbarten.”


  Farrell chuckled and bowed a bit deeper. “No one has called me cousin before. And the use of my birth name still sounds as if you address another.”


  “It is Halloran who shall sit on the throne of Yar-del when we reclaim your kingdom.” Markus bowed in return. “My advice, from an older cousin to his younger relation, would be to get used to the name.”


  He had no plans to ever sit on Yar-del’s throne, but he kept that to himself. “I wish we were as close to defeating Meglar as your words suggest, but I’ll keep your advice in mind against that day.”


  Markus continued to eye Farrell until his smile faded. “You look like your mother. I was saddened to hear of her fate, no matter how heroic her actions were.”


  “My thanks, Your Majesty.” Farrell kept his composure. “She died as a true queen of Yar-del. Defending her people to the end.”


  The king took a step to his right and stood in front of Miceral. “My information suggests you would be Miceral, Farrell’s life partner.”


  “Your information is correct, Your Majesty.” He gave the king a proper bow.


  The king glanced back at his cousin. “I think I can be forgiven for not having sent my congratulations and those of Dumbarten to you both before today.”


  Miceral smiled. “Of course, your majesty.”


  Markus scanned Miceral. “Are you also a wizard?”


  “No, Your Majesty, I am not.”


  “He is a Muchari, my lord,” Gedrin said. “Lord Miceral is the son of Horgon, leader of the Muchari.”


  The king seemed more amused than shocked. “Astounding. You seem well suited for each other. Are you as strong and fast as legends say?”


  “That, Your Majesty, would depend on what the legends attribute to my people.” Miceral gave the king a mischievous grin. “We try not to reveal ourselves to the world at large. Such secrecy does permit for quite a bit of artistic license on the part of poets and bards.”


  “At least the songs are accurate in one area. You hide among us.” He almost moved on but stopped. “And please call me Markus. You are joined to my cousin, the rightful king of Yar-del. We are equals—especially here.”


  Markus continued to his right, stopped in front of Peter, and raised an eyebrow. “You wear the colors of Belsport. Are you the prince’s envoy?”


  Peter bowed deeply. “Prince Peter of Belsport, Your Majesty.”


  The playful grin returned to Markus’s face. “Wilhelm’s son, are you? Outstanding. Tell your father Markus sends his regards.”


  Farrell only half listened as the king greeted Rothdin, Nerti, and Klissmor. Grand Master Penelope stared at him with an intensity that told Farrell she was trying to assess his power.


  “The king’s jovial spirit is not shared by his aunt, Princess Penelope.” He kept his thoughts tight so only Miceral would hear his words. “She has been trying to read my aura since they arrived.”


  “Is that a problem?” Miceral inched closer, and Farrell couldn’t stop himself from smiling.


  “No, and you don’t need to come closer to protect me.” When his partner stopped moving, Farrell reached over and hooked their pinky fingers together. “But I’m happy to have you stand closer just because.”


  “And you’ve already met my adopted son, Farrell, whom you call Halloran.” Farrell caught the end of Rothdin’s comment.


  “That is no doubt a story worth hearing, my lord.” Markus seemed to be enjoying himself. “I look forward to you explaining how you came to adopt my younger cousin.”


  Nerti and Klissmor stood waiting for the king to greet them, looking amused as only adults could at the reaction of children when faced with something new and wonderful.


  “Blessed are the unicorns of Lenore,” he said. “Though I come to you last, my welcome is just as heartfelt and sincere. Be welcome in Dumbarten.”


  Klissmor stepped forward, drawing Markus’s attention. “On behalf of Queen Nerti and myself, I thank you for your words of welcome, King Markus.”


  The king gave Klissmor a small nod, then bowed deeply to Nerti. “Your Majesty. Again, I welcome you to Dumbarten.”


  “You are a gracious host, Your Majesty.” She inclined her head in a way that would be insulting from anyone else.


  The Door behind them opened again, and Emerson emerged with a three others—two women and a man who looked like an older copy of the first mate.


  “Prince Fergus.” The king accepted the bow from the older man. “I see the wayward son has returned.”


  “Aye, Your Majesty. But I’m told he acquitted himself well.” Fergus smiled proudly as he glanced at Emerson.


  “I knew it.” Miceral sounded almost triumphant.


  “You knew he was a prince of Dumbarten?” Farrell paused when he realized Markus had brought the prince to him.


  “Cousin, this is Prince Fergus of Oglithan. I know you’ve met his son.”


  “Your Highness.” Farrell bowed politely, raising an eyebrow from the prince. “Your son was a great help on our trip.”


  Fergus continued to stare at him, looking irked. “Cousin of the king, yet I know of no royal cousin named Farrell.”


  “All will be explained in due time, Fergus, but suffice it to say it is you who should bow, not Farrell.”


  The exchange reminded him of something he’d meant to ask Nerti and Rothdin. “Do they all know my true name?”


  “Members of the Order are all sworn in the name of Honorus to secrecy,” Rothdin said. “Father Gedrin told the king and his aunt. The others will learn today.”


  As Markus made the introductions, Farrell linked the rest of his fingers with Miceral’s and nodded toward Grand Master Penelope. “I want to speak to the princess.”


  “Shouldn’t we wait for the king?”


  “I don’t want to. You know how long it will take for Fergus to fawn over Nerti and Rothdin.”


  He tugged gently and felt Miceral move with him. The princess raised an eyebrow slightly but otherwise just watched them approach.


  “Grand Master Penelope, an honor to meet you. My mother spoke highly of you.” Since he approached her as a grand master and not a prince, he didn’t bow.


  “Greetings, Master Farrell.” She glanced at him again. “Or is it grand master?”


  Farrell laughed and revealed his true aura. “My apologies, Princess. Hiding my true power is second nature.”


  “Oh.” The word seemed to sneak through her tight control. “My apologies, Grand Master Farrell.”


  He checked to see where the king and high priest stood and then leaned in a bit closer. “Can we dispense with all the titles and just have you call me Farrell?”


  The woman next to Penelope snorted, and Farrell caught the end of her eye roll. “Now there is no doubt he’s Markus’s cousin. At least they should get along well.”


  “Farrell, my apologies.” Penelope gestured toward the woman. “My life partner, the Lady Marisa.”


  Marisa bowed politely, and both Farrell and Miceral mirrored her action. “This is my life partner, Lord Miceral.”


  “Lord? You never use my title.”


  “In the scheme of things, by any measure, I outrank Penelope and you outrank Marisa. If they want to use a title, well then, let’s be sure you get the proper respect.”


  “Did I hear correctly?” Marisa said. “You are a Muchari and a prince?”


  “We don’t use titles among my people.” Miceral glanced at Farrell. “My father is the leader of our people, so I guess in human terms, I’m the crown prince.”


  “Um….” Farrell felt a bit silly at the attempt at airs. “I’m not sure what the protocol is, but I’d like you to meet Nerti and Rothdin.”


  Penelope turned to Marisa. “At least the boy has better manners than my nephew.”


  As Marisa chuckled, Penelope motioned toward the unicorns and peregrine. “Be nice, dear. There’s a lot going on today.”


  Farrell made the introductions and watched as everyone fawned over Nerti, Klissmor, and Rothdin. Having done the same when he first met them, he tried not to smirk.


  “You were never this fawning.” Nerti’s voice appeared in his mind. “As I recall you were disrespectful, bordering on rude, when I first appeared.”


  “Me? You snapped at me for asking legitimate questions. How was…?” He noted the twinkle in her eyes and frowned. “I…. You…. Fine.”


  Nerti’s mental laugh made him smile. Her playful side only came out for people she cared about. He liked feeling her attention.


  “Of course I care. You were silly like a young foal at the time, but you are an honorable man, even by unicorn standards.” She moved away from the others and nuzzled him. “I too would have been deeply saddened if you left us. Don’t ever doubt that.”


  Farrell felt his nose tingle and struggled not to tear up. “I won’t.”


  “All who are coming are here.” Gedrin’s voice drew all eyes to him. “Please seal the room.”


  Marisa walked to the Door they’d used, and Emerson shut the other. Power flared once both doors clicked shut, power he’d not noticed during his scan.


  “Everyone please be se… comfortable.” Markus changed his word when he looked at the three nonhumans. “Father Gedrin and I call this council to order.”


  “Seek my council and ask to see the room I left behind.” Farrell’s chest seized.


  Gedrin looked at him. “Excuse me, Chosen?”


  “It was a quote in Kel’s book. ‘Seek my council and ask to see the room I left behind.’ At the time I assumed Kel misspelled counsel. That passage was part of why I believe he’s still alive. Now….”


  “Ah.” The priest nodded. “The fact he meant this group and not his advice does not make it any less likely he’s alive.”


  “True.” He didn’t feel as confident as he sounded.


  Markus cleared his throat and stared at the priest. “Shall we begin?”


  “I thought the Order was headed by the crown?” Farrell looked at Markus, who nodded and glanced at Gedrin.


  “The year Yar-del fell, Honorus sent me a dream that made clear his desire for the Order to come under the joint direction of His temple and the crown.” Gedrin kept his gaze on the guests. “His majesty’s father was king then, and he had the same dream.”


  “My father believed the change was made in anticipation of your arrival.”


  “And now I’m here.” Conscious that he’d become the center of attention, Farrell tried to laugh off his comment. “I assume you won’t just hand me whatever it was Kel left behind.”


  “That is correct.” Markus smiled. “Even were we of a mind to make it easy for you, we have nothing to give you.”


  “Right. Whatever he left, it’s hidden in that room.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “The one that won’t let anyone inside.”


  “I’ve not told him the content of Kel’s message.” Gedrin pulled a scroll from his sleeve. “I thought Your Majesty would like to do the honors.”


  The king stared at the paper for a moment before accepting. “It didn’t appear?”


  “It did not, Your Majesty.” The smirk on Gedrin’s face was hidden from the king, but it was conveyed in the tone of his voice.


  Markus’s lips twitched, but he kept a neutral expression. “Can I assume he told you that Kel left a message?”


  “He did, cousin.”


  “Well, then, here’s what he said.” He unrolled the paper and held it lengthwise between his hands. “When the darkness returns, my successor will come seeking aid. It is my hope this council will have followed its mission and be able to provide knowledge and wisdom. But since I cannot rely on the competence of others, I leave behind aid of my own. Only my successor can enter the room over there and claim what she or he may find. To my successor I leave one last bit of advice. Let the eye direct where you use the arm. If Honorus is generous, I will be here to help you in your task. If not, I wish you the blessings of the Six, as you belong to All, not just One.”


  “Not much help there.” If anything, Kel’s words confused him even more. Miceral squeezed Farrell’s hand under the table. “I guess I’d best go find out what Kel left me.”


  “A moment, please.” Fergus stood up, drawing all eyes toward him. “The Order has been tasked with guarding this room and other valuable information since its founding. What proof do we have that Farrell is an heir of Kel’s, let alone his successor?”


  Gedrin turned to the king, who nodded. “King Markus and I are convinced this is Kel’s heir. His true name is Halloran, a name all in this room are familiar with.”


  More than a few shocked expressions greeted that announcement. Gedrin and the king both stared at the prince. Fergus’s jaw tightened, and Farrell thought he might voice another objection. Instead, one of the women with him stood up.


  “Prince Fergus’s question is valid. Members of the Order were selected to work together to confront Neldin should he return, not blindly follow the words of a few. No matter who those few are.” She searched the room, and Farrell noted a few nods. “For centuries we’ve guarded this room. Why rush to anoint him heir and successor?”


  The air shifted as Rothdin rose to his full height. “My adopted son is who he claims. Do you doubt my word?”


  “Father.” Farrell stood up. “Her question is valid.”


  “No, Chosen, it is not,” Father Gedrin glared at the woman. “Duchess Thermia, the temple and crown are convinced he is Halloran, son of Zenora. None would deny him the right to enter the room.”


  She licked her lips and swallowed. “I appreciate you believe his claim, but….”


  “He never claimed he was Halloran.” Gedrin’s jaw tightened, and he never took his eyes off Thermia.


  “There is an easy way to resolve this.” Marisa’s voice broke the tension. She stood up and walked to a corner of the room. “Turn over the stone.”


  Without waiting for an answer, she picked up the brick-shaped rock and turned it over. In bold blue letters, Halloran’s name glowed.


  “Any further questions?” Markus asked as Marisa returned the stone to its original place. “Hearing none, I’ll speak for the council and say Halloran is permitted to try his luck with Kel’s room.”


  “And lest any forget, entry into the room does not mean he will come away with anything Kel left inside,” Marisa added. “Other descendants of Kel have been inside the room and found nothing before they were pushed out. If Halloran finds something, it will be clear he is Kel’s successor.”


  “All this way for an empty room?” Miceral asked.


  “The room won’t be empty.” Farrell didn’t want to appear too confident, but he knew this had been meant for him. “Kel left me something inside.”


  The king appeared at Farrell’s side. Together they walked the few feet to the door. To Farrell’s inner eye, the door held no powerful spell, no hidden magic. It was just a stone door.


  “This is it, cousin. I hope you find more inside than any before you.” Markus pulled the handle and stepped back as the door swung.
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  AT FIRST glance, Farrell saw nothing, but it felt familiar. Correction, it had a familiar feel. When he closed the door, he felt the surge of power directed at his presence. Rather than summon a ball of light, Farrell turned his shields iridescent as he increased the strength.


  Nothing new showed up now that he was inside. The circular room was empty. Shifting to wizard’s sight, he saw signs of massive stored power everywhere. Spells woven into the floor and walls crisscrossed, leaving a near blinding landscape. The awe he felt at such a massive effort was tempered by fear of what the spells were meant to do.


  In the center of the room, a smooth white marble stone broke up the otherwise uniform dark gray rock. Cautiously he walked toward the oddity, certain it had some significance. As he moved closer, the stone began to glow brighter. The light distracted him and he stopped walking.


  Nothing was ever as it seemed with Kel. Despite its prominence, the stone might not be the prize he sought. He felt a moment of panic when he realized he’d probably walked into the trap Kel had set.


  Blocking out everything else, he stared hard at the spells around him and ignored them. Kel meant for him to find these. Somewhere in the room, Kel had laid spells he didn’t want anyone to find until it was too late. If he could find those, he might be able to counter them before they defeated him.


  Sifting through the spells near the surface took time and effort. It also took discipline not to move until he made certain he could do so safely. Using every trick at his command, he didn’t find anything that constituted a serious threat. He stopped his search and considered what he knew. Only Kel’s successor could enter. His continued presence suggested that, much as he suspected, Farrell bore that title. Kel also hid something in this room. Something he thought Farrell could use in the fight against Neldin. Last, the spells meant to keep everyone else out had not been activated.


  Since he was allowed to remain, he needed to search for whatever Kel had left him. Kel’s words were “whatever he or she may find.” He took those words to mean he might find some, all, or none of what Kel stashed inside this room. So far he’d found none.


  Minutes passed, but he kept at his task. Pushing past a set of tightly packed spells, he found it. Hidden, powerful, and bordering on dark magic, the spell flared to life the moment his mind touched it.


  “Neldin’s balls, Kel! Are you trying to kill me?” His scream echoed around the empty room. Instantly, powerful magic struck his shield on all sides. Miceral, Rothdin, and Nerti screamed into his mind, but he ignored them to focus on the new threat.


  Make that threats. It took him a second, but he soon discovered two different spells attacked at once. The first assault struck with the force of a sledgehammer, an attack his shields easily repelled. The second spell solidified Farrell’s image of Kel as ruthless and ingenious.


  Woven tightly with the first spell, the second almost escaped notice. The attack acted like a leech sucking energy from his shields. The more power he used to maintain the protection, the stronger the drain. As the intensity of the offensive on his shield increased steadily, Farrell realized his own energy fueled the attack. If he didn’t find a counter soon, he’d be defenseless before he could escape.


  Moving to the center of the room, Farrell extended the shield under his feet as a precaution. Instead of drawing his shields closer to conserve his power, he extended them. Despite the added drain on his power, he took a gamble that his energy would last until he’d completed his plan.


  He removed his staff from his back and pulled out a couple of the short Cytus wood staffs he’d infused with power during his time on the Rose. For maximum efficiency, he tucked them inside his tunic so the smooth wood pressed against his skin.


  With his shields extended about half the diameter of the room, he created a second layer of defense closer to his body. It wouldn’t last long, but it provided a cushion against the parasitic effects of Kel’s spell.


  He used his staff as a stylus and slowly etched his own spell on the floor. Inside the second protective barrier, the energy he directed to his spell reached the desired location. Satisfied Kel’s spell couldn’t siphon off his energy, he increased the pace of his countermeasure. Once Farrell covered the floor inside the inner shield with his spell, he moved away from the center until his inner and outer shields touched.


  Farrell ignored the relentless assault and the increasing burden it placed on his defenses and walked a circular route around the area he’d enchanted. As he neared the completion of his work, the level of power directed against him increased noticeably. A quick assessment of his defense satisfied him he’d have time to finish, so he redoubled his efforts until he’d covered the entire floor with his spell.


  When he filled the last empty space, he stepped back toward the center under the still-growing attack. At this rate, even his shields faced imminent failure. If his counterspell didn’t work, he’d need to find a way out of the room—fast.


  Farrell retracted his inner shield until it formed a second skin around him. He diverted as much power as he could spare to this safeguard and tapped his staff three times on the stone floor to activate his countermeasure.


  Nothing happened at first, but he didn’t expect there to be an immediate change. Carefully he pulled his outer shield toward him, reinforcing it as it retreated. Once the wall of energy crossed into the space where Farrell had woven his counterspell, the amount of force directed against him leveled off. As the distance between the two shields shrank, Farrell felt the attack abate. By the time the gap could be measured in inches, Kel’s barrage sputtered a few times and then stopped.


  Safe inside his sanctuary, he dismissed the outer shield and diverted it to his remaining defenses. Kel’s spells were, however, still active outside the area of his counterspell. He’d need to deal with them later, when he wanted to leave.


  Using the reprieve, he examined the center stone. Although it continued to radiate light, it defied all attempts to examine it with his wizard’s sight. Cautiously he bent down to look closer. He extended his hand and could feel heat radiating from the area. Nothing happened, so he touched the warm stone with his palm.


  Maintaining his position, he pushed outward with his will. The stone sank gently into the floor, making a grating sound as it fell.


  Farrell jumped up, on guard for a new attack as he watched the white marble disappear. He recreated a shield beneath his feet and waited. Long moments passed, but the room remained silent and calm. He slowly let out his breath. Before he could squat down again to examine the area, he felt a surge against the shield under his feet.


  Staring at the opening, he watched the energy flare twice before he recognized the spell. “Stupid,” he whispered to the empty room. He waved the tip of his staff over the empty space and stepped back.


  The stone pulsed again, and this time an image of his ancestor appeared from the gap in the floor. The man before him appeared middle-aged, despite being centuries old when he’d cast this spell.


  Kel stared at Farrell. When a smile formed on his lips, Farrell almost thought the real Kel stood before him.


  “I knew one of my line would be clever enough to survive my test.” The voice caused Farrell to jump despite its light tone. “Hopefully you were not hurt in the attempt.”


  Farrell blinked. The exchange felt so real. What stood inches away was not Kel, but how could he have created something that could interact with someone? When the image started to walk forward, Farrell woke from his thoughts.


  “Stop!” He shook his head at his stupidity. It was a premade messenger. It couldn’t hear him. “Now I’m talking to myself.”


  “Really?” Kel’s likeness tilted his head, his expression almost whimsical. “I thought you addressed me.”


  “You can hear me?”


  “Of course. I’m standing right here.”


  “But… you’re not real.” He quickly checked again to be sure. “You’re an illusion.”


  “Indeed, but I am capable of interacting with you.”


  Farrell stared with his mouth slightly open. The complexity of the spell nearly overwhelmed his thoughts. When Kel laughed, Farrell stopped trying to think of how to cast the spell. “Don’t be so surprised. Having lived more than two thousand years, I’ve had a lot of time to dream up all manner of useless spells. Many are in the book you’ve already received from Khron’s priest. This particular spell took me decades to perfect. I kept trying to leave for good, but the spell kept dissolving before I could finish casting it. Thankfully Beatrice left me a book with her thoughts on the topic that was a great help. But she was ever the better wizard.”


  “Beatrice was better than you?” The debates between his master and mother over who was the better wizard, Beatrice or Kel, had usually ended in a draw.


  “Beatrice was a dear friend and a great wizard, but her passion was more academic than practical application. Whereas I had a flair for the dramatic and would put my theories into practice for all to see, she preferred to keep her great works private and act without taking credit.


  “But I digress. Tell me why I shouldn’t keep walking.”


  Farrell tapped his staff on the ground and illuminated the runes he’d etched onto the floor. “Because if you move beyond the small area around the white stone, my counterspell will very likely void the bindings on your spell.”


  Kel glanced at the floor, then at Farrell. “Can you turn it off?”


  “Yes.” He almost withdrew his spell, but a thought stopped him. “I’ll do it, but only if you promise to deactivate your spells first.”


  “They will not harm you so long as I am here.”


  “And if you leave?” Farrell’s question drew a loud chuckle.


  “So distrustful.” He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, Kel smiled. “As you wished, the spells are deactivated. You proved yourself powerful enough to handle what I have stowed here. In the future, should you enter the room, it will recognize you. But be warned—only you may enter unharmed. The spells will not permit you to bring anyone else with you.”


  Farrell almost questioned the rule but stopped when he had a thought. “And the room can discern between me and another?”


  “If you were to bring in another person, he or she had better be very good at defending themselves.”


  “History has not done you justice.” Farrell wished the real Kel stood before him and not an illusion. “It will take a few moments to undo my counterspell. Please be patient.”


  “Since I am a mere animated image, time has no meaning to me. Take as much time as you need.” He gestured about a quarter of the way around the room from the lone door. “I need to take you over there.”


  Farrell moved his staff over a narrow area of the floor. When he’d woven the counterspell, he made it contiguous so it could be more quickly applied. Erasing part of it required a small modification he originally did not have the time to incorporate. Carefully he carved a path through the spell in the direction Kel motioned he was heading.


  “Forgive me, ancestor, but I plan to keep most of my spell in place as a protection in case I did not word my request correctly.”


  “Delightfully distrustful. I can see you understand the nature of your opponent.”


  Farrell ignored the comment to focus on his task. When he completed the narrow walkway, he returned his staff to his back. “If you need me to free more space, please let me know. Hopefully this will prove sufficient.”


  Kel inclined his head slightly, causing Farrell to freeze. The angle of his face, the color of his hair and eyes, the way he smiled, how he held his head when he gave Farrell a quizzical look, all reminded the younger man of his deceased grandfather. Even the style of clothing Kel chose mirrored what Bren had worn when he ruled Yar-del.


  “You appear uncertain. Is there a question?”


  Even though the image wasn’t Kel, Farrell didn’t want to admit to his moment of weakness. “I… um… I don’t know what to do next.”


  “Well, that would depend. I will point you where you need to go. The rest is up to you…. How should I address you?”


  The question took him by surprise. It had been thrown in at the end in such an offhand way, he wondered if Kel was testing him. “My mother named me Halloran, but for my safety I have been called Farrell since I was two years old.”


  “Fascinating. If I were really me, I’d want to know the circumstances behind that answer.”


  “If you were really you, I’ve no doubt you’d already know them.”


  “Well met, my young friend, but you still haven’t told me how I should address you.” Kel’s image seemed so amused by the exchange, Farrell almost forgot he wasn’t real.


  “Farrell will be fine. Almost no one calls me Halloran, not even my life partner.” As Kel walked out of his spot, Farrell asked, “How should I address you? Your Majesty? Grand Master Kel? Ancestor? Great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather?”


  Kel turned so he stood inches from Farrell. “You may have left out a few ‘greats.’ Kel will do fine. Titles were one irritant I happily left behind when I abdicated the throne. Or, if you prefer, grandfather is acceptable. Just leave out all the ‘greats,’ if you don’t mind.”


  “You remind me of my grandfather, King Bren.” Farrell smiled at the image of Yar-del’s last king. He hadn’t known his grandfather well, but his mother told him what a kind, loving man he’d been. “I barely knew him, but from all I’ve been told, he was a good, honorable man. Since you don’t mind, I will call you grandfather.”


  After he said the words, he felt foolish. It wasn’t Kel standing in front of him. Why did it matter how he addressed the image? If—when—he met the real Kel, he’d have to ask him how he wanted to be addressed.


  “Grandfather it is.” Kel motioned toward the wall. “Shall we?”


  Farrell stared hard at the blank stone. Other than a faint residue of power, he detected nothing. He almost dismissed what he saw as the remains of the energy used to create the room. “Or not,” he whispered.


  Ignoring Kel, he examined the spot closer. Pushing out with his senses, he touched an innocuous stone-forming spell, the kind of magic he’d expect to find in a room carved from the bowels of a mountain. When it flared to life, he gasped.


  “Lord of the sky.” He smiled and turned toward Kel. “I’ve hidden spells before, but none so powerful as that.”


  “Hopefully you are better at it than I. You were not supposed to be able to find it without my aid.” Kel’s eyes danced and his lips curled upward. “Tell me what you see.”


  “A matrix of sorts. Layer upon layer of spell lines, overlapping and supporting each other. It’s incredible. You’ve woven the spells in such a way that they naturally hide themselves by confusing any eye that chances upon them. I didn’t think that possible without a concealment spell.”


  Farrell’s mind sped back the thousands of miles to Gharaha. If he could find a way to use this technique, he could finish the weapon without the need to cover everything with his tedious and time-consuming masking spell.


  “What else do you see?” Kel’s voice snapped him from his daydream.


  “Beyond that magic is a shield of great strength, powered from a small object below the floor.” He paused and turned toward Kel. “There is a small room protected by the spell. There may be objects in the room. I can’t tell. To be certain, I’d need to negate the spells between us.”


  Kel raised a bushy graying eyebrow. “Can you?”


  Farrell squinted as he scrutinized his ancestor’s handiwork to be certain he didn’t miss anything. “Yes, I believe I can.”


  He stood quietly as Kel stared at him. “Did you want me to”—he pointed toward the wall—“you know. Do it?”


  Kel nodded. “Please. After all, I’m not really here, so I can’t do it myself.”


  Farrell suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. If he knew anything, he knew Kel—or the image of Kel, in this case—controlled everything in the room. Ignoring the presence a foot away, he touched the spell with his mind and traced it backward to its point of origin. He whispered a few words, and Kel’s handiwork disappeared without any fanfare. When he turned to see what he should do next, he found Kel staring at him with a queer expression.


  “Something wrong, Grandfather?”


  “Wrong? No, nothing is wrong.” Kel seemed deep in thought. His eyebrows flared and he focused on Farrell. “That was unexpected. I’ve never seen it done quite like that before.”


  “Oh.” Erstad and Wesfazial often commented on how he did things differently. “It’s an easy enough thing to turn it off.”


  “If you say so. Still, that wasn’t exactly what I wanted.”


  “Did I do something wrong?” Disappointing Kel—even his image—stung.


  Kel smiled and waved a hand. “Of course you didn’t, my dear grandson. Quite the opposite. I meant this to see if you could finesse your way past the shields, much as I designed this room to test your ability to adapt quickly to unexpected attacks. I did not anticipate you could just turn off my spell. Your actions are astounding and fascinating.”


  Farrell felt the heat increase in his cheeks. Heminaltose had never praised his novel ways of dealing with problems. The mischievous expression returned to Kel’s face. “Care to see what I’ve hidden in that room?”


  Feeling like a child at winter festival about to enter the pie maker’s shop, Farrell nodded eagerly. Kel placed a shimmering hand on the wall directly in front of him. The wall flickered for a moment but didn’t change appearance. Kel’s hand passed through.


  “After you, grandson.” He moved to the side.


  Farrell stepped forward and hesitated. It could have been another test, but Kel’s expression and words said otherwise. Trusting his instincts, he walked toward the wall. His foot met no resistance, but he kept his eyes closed as he crossed the barrier. When he opened his eyes, Kel stood beside him.


  The wall shimmered again. Curious, Farrell reached back and touched the solid rock.


  “You’re the key.” He understood what Kel had done, but he still couldn’t comprehend the scope of the magic needed to construct and protect these rooms.


  “I am. Anyone who tries to blast their way into this chamber would cause the contents to shift somewhere else in the complex.”


  The small room—fifteen feet wide by ten feet long—was little more than barren rock. A sconce with a globe of pale blue wizard’s fire hung on each wall, and a small stone trunk sat to his left.


  “Did you bring the book I left for you in Northhelm?”


  Farrell nodded and withdrew the tome from his endless pocket. “I did.”


  “Of course you did.” Kel pointed to the left. “Place it on the trunk, please. Make sure all the book is on the stone top.”


  His boots echoed in the empty room. Carefully he did as instructed and stepped back. The book jumped slightly, then flew open almost to the end. When the pages settled, it opened to a blank sheet. Kel touched the page with his right finger, and the parchment turned black. Light from the globe overhead revealed the book acted as a portal into the chamber below. Craning his neck so as to not block the light, Farrell saw two objects at the bottom of the space.


  “The opening is real. You may reach inside and remove what you find.”


  Tentatively, Farrell put his hand through the page. His fingers touched a short, smooth, circular object. Grasping the tube, he turned it slightly to bring it through the opening.


  The four-foot long silver cylinder had a cap on one end. He placed it to the right of the book and reached for the second item. It felt like a box in well-oiled leather. He ran his fingers along the edges and worried the box might be bigger than the open page. He pulled it toward the opening, hoping it would fit.


  As he estimated, the box was too large for the page, but the book expanded like one of his endless pockets until Farrell could easily remove the small chest. Stitched on three sides, the item measured about three feet in length, two feet wide, and twelve inches thick.


  Farrell set the box next to the cylinder. He noticed Kel staring at him expectantly. Replaying Kel’s instructions, he ordered the globe over his head into the trunk. In the dark back corner, he observed a small leather pouch, which he quickly retrieved.


  Before he could set the bag next to the other two items, the page turned back to its original blank state. Kel nodded at him when he stole a glance at his guide. “Well done.”


  Farrell decided to examine the pouch first, and under the watchful eye of his grandfather, he untied the drawstring. A large blue gemstone the size of his fist tumbled into his hand when he upended the leather bag. When he held up the gem, it sparkled in the wizard’s fire.


  “It’s….” Farrell almost didn’t want to dare believe what he saw. It couldn’t be that, could it? “It’s….”


  “The Eye of Honorus.”


  Farrell’s eyes went wide. “The… the… Eye of Honorus?”


  “Don’t look so surprised, grandson. Did you think I’d go to all this effort to hide a few trinkets and baubles?”


  He’d expected something valuable, but the Eye? “No, but a Gift of the Gods? This is beyond my dreams.”


  “I’d suggest you keep your superlatives to a minimum for the moment.” Kel gestured to the other items. “You’ve not opened the cylinder.”


  With shaking hands, Farrell placed the Eye back in the pouch and reached for the silver tube. The top unscrewed easily, and Farrell peered into the cylinder. Nestled in a cushion of purple velvet rested a three-foot-long silver staff, topped with a round crystal. Farrell suspected he knew which Gift he held. As he drew the contents slowly from its container, he glanced up at Kel.


  “The Arm of Khron.” Kel put his ethereal hand on top of the chest. “Inside this box are two books, which have no fancy names, nor have they been touched by the divine. They are merely books I wrote for you, my heir. One explains the Eye and the Arm, the other gives you information I thought you might find useful. Call it hubris to place my own words beside gifts from Honorus and Khron, but hiding them inside this room and in that trunk kept them away from prying eyes.”


  Farrell snorted as he slid the Arm back into its case. “Among any other company, two previously unknown books penned by the legendary Kel would be a treasure beyond their weight in gold. To call them ‘merely books’ you wrote is like saying Dumbarten is merely an island off the coast of Lourdria.”


  “The containers are made to conceal the objects from even the most determined probes.” Kel’s demeanor changed, as if he were repeated a rehearsed speech. “Keep them wrapped when you’re not using them. One of the books deals with the Gifts, but it is by no means complete. I’ve scoured the world looking for information on how to use the Gifts, but there is a paucity of details available. My book on the Arm and the Eye contains everything I could find about either of them. The other tome is focused on magic I think you’ll find useful.”


  Kel went silent, his eyes unfocused. He stood so still he didn’t even appear to be breathing.


  “Am I being dismissed?” Farrell wondered if he’d get an answer. Sparks twinkled at the edges of Kel’s eyes, and he seemed to resume the demeanor he’d displayed when Farrell first encountered him.


  “In a word, yes.” Kel seemed a bit put off. “It takes a lot of energy to sustain this spell. You have what I meant for you to receive, so I’ll return from whence I came.”


  “Does that mean when I go, you’ll be gone for good?”


  “I truly don’t know what will happen when you leave. I created me to greet you and provide you with assistance in finding these items. Given the effort it took to do this much, more seemed imprudent.”


  Kel turned back toward the main room. He put his arm around Farrell’s shoulder and although it didn’t feel like a real arm or hand, Farrell felt something.


  “In theory you should be able to summon me anytime you return to this room. However, that is just speculation. I’ve never used this spell before.” Kel paused, looking thoughtful for a moment. “Well, that’s not entirely true. I used it several times, but this is the first time it’s been activated.”


  Farrell stopped walking. “You’ve used this spell other times? Several other times? I’ve never heard of….”


  “And that is how it should be. This is the one you were supposed to come to first.”


  “There are other rooms like this?”


  “Not exactly like this, but yes, I created other places for you to find. And don’t be surprised if those other ‘me’s’ are aware of what transpired here today.”


  Farrell almost shouted. He’d been right all the time. Kel was still alive. He opened his mouth to ask a question, but Kel’s voice stopped his words.


  “I wove into each ‘me’ a spell that allows us to share information. That way I didn’t need to go to each site to update each ‘me’ any time something important changed.”


  “Oh.”


  “Oh? You sound disappointed. And here I was particularly proud of that part of the spell.” Kel chuckled. “Do you know how difficult it is to create an open conduit into a spell so you can access it remotely at some later time from a spell you’ve not even created?”


  Farrell shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. To be honest, I can’t imagine half of what you came up with to create this sanctuary.”


  “So what caused your disappointment?”


  “I thought you were… I mean… that….” He let out a sigh. Not only did he feel foolish for what he thought, but all Kel had done to create this—and the other hidden caches—made him feel overmatched. “I thought you were still alive.”


  “Ah. My apologies, but I can’t answer that.”


  “Can’t or won’t?”


  “Can’t.” Kel stopped walking. “I only know what I knew when I created the spell. Certainly I was alive the last time I created or updated one of me, but that’s obvious. Nor can I say how long ago I did that, because time has no meaning to a magical image. I wish I could be more helpful.”


  Still disappointed, Farrell tried to put on a happy face as Kel started to walk again. “If you’d been any more helpful, you’d go fight Meglar for me. This has been more than I’d ever imagined. So lest I appear ungrateful, thank you, Grandfather.”


  They crossed back through the wall, and it solidified again after Kel passed through. He stopped walking a step from the marble flagstone. “It is time for me to go.” Kel inclined his head. “It was good to meet you, grandson.”


  Farrell returned the smile and bowed deeply. “Grandsire, it was my honor to have met you, even this you. I will see you again soon.”


  Kel cocked his head slightly. “Perhaps. One can never know for certain.” He stepped into the opening and winked out of existence.


  With only the cold granite for company, Farrell said, “I’m certain.”


  


  Chapter 22
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  FARRELL REALIZED he stood on a stretch of floor not covered by his counterspell and braced himself for an assault. As Kel promised, however, the spell did not activate. Farrell decided against checking on the spell more closely so he wouldn’t trigger it accidentally.


  He cautiously walked toward the door leading into the council room. Taking a deep breath, he tapped his staff several times onto the stone floor and watched as his spell evaporated into nothingness. If anyone else entered the room, the full force of Kel’s defensive spells would converge on the intruder—as Kel intended.


  The members of the order went silent the moment Farrell opened the door. He became the focus of everyone’s attention, making him feel a bit uneasy. To keep himself calm, Farrell locked his gaze on Miceral. The smile on his partner’s face made Farrell’s pulse quicken despite the setting. It had been too long since he’d been able to fall asleep wrapped in Miceral’s arms.


  “You look intact.” Miceral’s smile grew until it threatened to split his face in two.


  “For the most part.” He ignored the rest of the room and moved closer so he could hug Miceral. “It was… beyond anything I expected, in a very good way.”


  “Wonderful. Is our quest over?”


  “No, I’m afraid this is just the beginning.” Farrell reluctantly broke the embrace. “Let me explain to the Order what happened. I’m sure they’re going to tear me to bits if I don’t tell them something soon.”


  Everyone still looked at him, so he flashed them a smirk. “Anxious to hear what happened?”


  The room burst into chatter as people began to pepper him with questions from all sides. Unable to answer everyone at once, he held up his hand. “King Markus, perhaps you had best ask first.”


  “Thank you, cousin.” Markus motioned for the others to take their seats. “Start from the beginning. What happened when the door shut?”


  Farrell did his best to answer without making mention of the Gifts. He tried to deflect the group from asking more questions by saying he wouldn’t know for sure until he had a chance to read the two books. Nerti interrupted him after his third attempt to avoid giving more specific details. She’d barely said three words when his adoptive father spoke into his mind.


  “Nerti is going to ask a very long question so you and I may speak. You are withholding information about what happened.” Rothdin’s statement told Farrell he couldn’t, and shouldn’t, lie to his father.


  “Some of what happened is best kept a secret.” Farrell turned to his right, where Rothdin sat next to Nerti. The peregrine king never took his eyes off Nerti.


  “It is our opinion that you should not keep secrets from the group. The Order was established to help the Champion of the Six when Neldin returned. To do that, you need to trust them.”


  “I believe Kel wanted me to keep some of what happened a secret.”


  “Did he specifically tell you not to speak of what you learned with the Order?”


  “No, but….”


  “That is as it should be. Trusted allies deserve to know the truth.”


  “I agree, but I would like some time to discuss what I’ve learned with those I trust. I don’t know these people. How can I say I trust them?”


  “I trust them.”


  Farrell understood the message. Still, he hesitated because he feared the reaction his information would likely evoke. “Kel left me the Eye of Honorus and the Arm of Khron.”


  For an instant Farrell thought his father would give away that they were speaking.


  “Even that you must share.”


  Farrell heard a slight hesitation in his father’s voice. He owed Rothdin his life. And while that didn’t entitle his father to blind obedience, it did speak to the lengths the peregrine would go to keep him safe.


  “My instincts say to do the opposite, but you have the greater wisdom, Father. I shall do as you say.”


  The way Rothdin’s feathers moved told Farrell more than words his father’s thoughts.


  “Queen Nerti.” The room shifted its attention from Nerti to Farrell.


  “It’s about time. Even I have limits.”


  He caught the barest of winks from his friend.


  “I apologize for interrupting, but I would share with the room what you and my adoptive father wish me to disclose.” Farrell put his hand in his pocket and called for the Eye first. “Nerti’s question was an attempt to give my father time to convince me to share with the Order everything that happened.”


  “I knew it!” Prince Fergus stood up and pointed at Farrell. “I could tell you held back.”


  Farrell wasn’t sure how to answer, or even if he wanted to give him an explanation. The prince never gave him a chance to decide. He turned toward the king and high priest. “I told you we should have sent someone in there with him. How can we be sure he’s telling us everything?”


  “The room would not have let you in with me.”


  Fergus sneered at Farrell “We have only your word on that.”


  Emerson put his hand on his father’s arm. “Calm down, Father. We can discuss this without the accusations.”


  “Someone needs to confront him.” He crossed his arms, never taking his eyes off Farrell. “We gave him access to the room, and he admits he found things inside that he planned to keep to himself.”


  Farrell placed his palms on the stone table and leaned over to glare at the prince. “The Order didn’t give me anything, and neither did you. Kel left it for me and I claimed it.”


  “The Order—”


  “The Order was created to assist the Chosen to fight Neldin’s evil.” Father Gedrin came to his aid. “Farrell is correct. Whatever Kel hid inside that room was meant for Farrell. We were guardians, not owners.”


  “My son has given me his word he would not withhold anything from this group,” Rothdin said. “Would you question my word?”


  “No, of course not, Lord Rothdin, but who’s to say he’ll keep his word to you?”


  “Enough!” Markus slammed his hands on the table and stood up. “The Order has always encouraged its members to speak their mind, but civility and decorum are still a requirement. What cause do you have to question Farrell’s honor?”


  “Your Majesty.” Fergus’s voice lost the angry edge, but he did not, however, appear to back down. “Farrell admitted he planned to withhold information. I do not think my questions are out of line.”


  Farrell could feel Miceral tense up next to him. “Be calm, Ral. Once he stops talking, I’ll let them know what I learned and we can leave.”


  “Father.” Emerson stared up at his father. “Farrell… I believe you can trust him if he’s given his word.”


  “What do you suggest, Prince Fergus?” Penelope asked. “If you’re correct and he decides to keep some information private, who will force him? Lord Rothdin or Queen Nerti might be able to do it, but they seem content to trust him. So, since you don’t want to accept his word, what do we do next?”


  “I like her,” Miceral said.


  It took his best effort for Farrell not to smirk. “Only because she’s on my side. If that changes, I bet you’d feel differently.”


  “Perhaps if you let him address us, Prince Fergus, we’ll have a better idea if we want to continue this topic.” Markus glared at Fergus until the older man bowed and sat down. “My apologies, cousin. You were about to tell us what you found inside Kel’s secret chamber.”


  “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Farrell stood up and searched his pocket for the Eye and the Arm. “Everything I recounted earlier is accurate except that inside the trunk, in addition to the books Kel wrote, I found two other objects.”


  Taking out the Eye of Honorus first, Farrell placed it on the table. Feeling the stares from everyone in the room, he quickly found the Arm of Khron and laid it next to the Eye. He slowly unwound the knot on the small leather bag and pulled out the stone. The deep blue gem caught some of the wizard’s light and reflected it all around the room.


  “Is that…?” Gedrin leaned closer.


  “Yes, Holy Father, it is”—he raised his hand higher—“the Eye of Honorus.”


  


  Chapter 23
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  STANDING BEFORE a window in their new suite in the palace, Farrell could see the sprawling city below. Markus invited them to stay in the palace, and before they could answer, Father Gedrin informed them that their possessions had already been moved.


  Comfortable and well-appointed, the rooms the chamberlain assigned them did not compare in grandeur to the ones Wilhelm had provided in Belsport. Peter was given a room adjoining theirs, and Farrell created a door between the two that remained open while they were awake to prevent the young prince from feeling alone and isolated.


  Through a gap in the buildings, Farrell could see the old city walls surrounding barely a quarter of the city. From what little he could see, most of the inner city had been converted to government buildings. Miceral moved closer, wrapping his arms around Farrell.


  “I thought Yar-del City was impressive, but Dreth is beyond anything I imagined,” Farrell said.


  “It looks… plain.” Peter stood at the other open window. “All the buildings look the same.”


  “Dumbarten’s bureaucracy is probably the largest in the world.” Farrell sank back against Miceral, happy to be held following four days in the infirmary. “Building the space to house it probably didn’t allow for the array of architecture that Belsport’s much smaller workforce required.”


  Peter stared for a minute, then turned back into the room.


  “Why is he still here?” Farrell asked without turning around. “Wasn’t the plan to send him home as soon as we reached Dumbarten?”


  “Aside from the fact we were all a bit preoccupied helping a certain someone get better, who did you think would send him home? Me?”


  Farrell tried his best to keep his tone neutral. His partner wouldn’t think about using magic the way a grand master would. “He could have gone to Haven using the same Door that brought Rothdin, Nerti, and Klissmor here.”


  “True.” Miceral hugged him a bit tighter. “But like I said, we were a bit busy at the time. No one thought about sending him home.”


  “No harm. Inside Honorus’s temple, he’s as safe as in Belsport, but we should figure out how to send him home soon.”


  “He won’t like that, you know.”


  The first thought that came to him, he didn’t voice. Instead he tried a softer approach. “Peter’s wishes aren’t for us to consider. Wilhelm expects us to send him home. Peter can take that up with his father.”


  “You’re right, of course. I was just preparing you for his reaction when you tell him.”


  “Me?” Farrell twisted until he could face Miceral. “Why is this being dropped in my lap?”


  “Someone has to do it.”


  “Why can’t we tell him together?” Farrell had delivered unpleasant news to people before, but he didn’t want it to always be his responsibility.


  “That’s fair. Did you want to do it now?”


  Farrell shook his head. “No, let me speak to Wilhelm first.


  “What are you two talking about that you don’t want me to hear?”


  When he looked over Miceral’s shoulder, Farrell saw Peter staring them. Before he could decide how to answer, Miceral spoke first.


  “Assuming we were speaking in private, the whole of that was so you didn’t hear what we said.”


  “So you’re talking about me and don’t want me to hear it?”


  Farrell’s eyes narrowed at how Peter spoke to them. “Two things. First, don’t presume you’re the center of the world. Did it ever occur to you we might like to talk about things that we’d like to keep private? Miceral is my life partner, after all.”


  “I know where you’re going, but don’t.”


  “Why not?” He kept his eyes on Peter. “Just because we pretended to be his guards doesn’t give him the right to speak to us like the help. If anything, he needs a lesson in how to be tactful around other peers.”


  “He’s been through a lot too. Just let me handle it.” Miceral didn’t wait for Farrell to agree. “Peter, yes, we were talking about you, but it’s wasn’t bad. Our agreement with your father was to send you home when we reached Dumbarten, but things haven’t gone as planned. And now that we’re in the palace, it makes sense for you to stay for a bit. But that’s not our decision, it’s your father’s. So we were talking about contacting him to check if he is in agreement with you staying for a time.”


  “So much for sending him home.”


  “My way is better.” Miceral kissed the top of his head. “Wilhelm will want him home, so we won’t look like we’re sending him away.”


  The logic of Miceral’s answer made sense, but Farrell suspected things never worked out quite that simply. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and cringed.


  “Let’s go restart our training. I lost too much weight while I was unconscious.”


   


   


  AFTER TRAINING, Farrell sent a message via Haven to Wilhelm, requesting a meeting. When the message arrived from Haven less than an hour later that Wilhelm wanted to speak as soon as possible, Farrell had to check to be sure he had the time difference right. He hadn’t expected an answer until after the dinner hour, given Belsport’s location almost exactly halfway around the world.


  “It appears Wilhelm is eager for his son’s return.” Miceral wrapped his towel around his taut midsection. “You said it’s still a couple hours ’til dawn in Belsport.”


  “It is.” It took some effort, but Farrell pried his eyes off his partner’s nearly naked body. The effect had already started, so he adjusted his pants and stood up. “Why don’t you get dressed, and I’ll let Peter know I’m about to make contact with his father.”


  He left the room before he acted on his desire to undo the towel. Much as he wanted the time alone and the intimacy he’d missed during their ocean voyage, duty required he put it off a bit longer.


  The door he’d created between their room and Peter’s stood open, reminding him that he and Miceral still had no privacy. Peter sat on the bed, shirtless and without boots. He stared out the window and didn’t seem to notice he had company until Farrell tapped lightly on the doorframe.


  “Sorry to disturb you, Peter, but your father responded already and wants to talk to me as soon as I can arrange it.”


  When Peter slipped his tunic over his head, Farrell noticed he’d started to fill out—or fill out as much as one with his bloodline would. Wilhelm was only slightly less wiry than Farrell. To give Peter a bit more privacy, Farrell walked toward the open window.


  “Is there something wrong?” He turned to see Peter pull on a boot. “You seemed far away when I knocked.”


  Peter shook his head. Without meeting Farrell’s gaze, he picked up his other boot and stared at the dark brown leather. After waiting for his friend to look up, Farrell sat next to him on the bed. “Want to talk about it?”


  “You’re sending me home, aren’t you?”


  “I’m not sending you away. I’m doing what your father requested.”


  “You could tell him no.”


  “No, Peter, I can’t. You know that.” He put his arm around his friend’s shoulder. “What’s bothering you? And don’t say nothing, because I already know it’s something.”


  “I don’t want to go back to Belsport. I’d rather stay with you and Miceral.”


  “Ah.” Farrell nodded while he tried to find the best way to respond. Before he could add anything more, Peter moved away.


  “You’re mad.”


  “No, I’m not mad, I….”


  “You don’t want me around, do you?” The hurt in the teen’s voice tugged at Farrell’s emotions.


  “That’s not true. You’ve been a good friend and traveling companion. But I don’t get to decide. Your father isn’t just an ally. He’s also a friend. We agreed from the start of this journey we’d send you home when we reached Dumbarten.” When Peter tossed his boot down and moved to look out the window, Farrell joined him. “How can I tell him I’m keeping his son and heir?”


  “Tell him I don’t want to go back.”


  “It isn’t my place to tell him you wish to stay.” Farrell gave Peter some time to work through what he’d said.


  “I’m dressed.” Miceral’s voice made him nearly jump.


  “Give me a few moments. Peter doesn’t want to go back to Belsport.”


  “We assumed he’d say that, but did he say why not?”


  “I’m still trying to get him to tell me that.”


  Peter kept silent, so Farrell did likewise. It made sense to send Peter home before they continued their search for Kel. Especially since Farrell had no idea where he needed to go next. Peter hadn’t been a burden on board the Rose, but even in the middle of the ocean, it hadn’t been safe. On land there’d be more opportunity for Meglar and his allies to attack them. Despite that, he still felt his friend’s pain.


  “Why don’t you want to go home?”


  “I like being with you and Miceral. You treat me like a friend, not a child.”


  Farrell stifled a laugh but couldn’t hold back a smile. “You are a friend, Peter, but parents will always treat their children differently. Even when they’re not children anymore.”


  “I know, but in Belsport I have to watch what I say and how I act. Guards follow me everywhere—even the bathing chamber, though at least they stay outside. I have no real friends, only people who think it’s useful to be around me. I like being just Peter around you and Miceral.”


  Farrell sympathized. He’d long tried to avoid the formalities of court. “I wish I could offer you some hope, but you know from being in the Citadel, it will only get worse when you are on the throne.”


  “You and Miceral aren’t stifled like that.” Peter turned away, picked up his boot, and plopped down on the bed.


  “That’s true, but our situation is unique. The Muchari don’t stand on formality, probably because they serve the peregrines and unicorns. And wizards respect ability, not a title.”


  “But you’re also a prince.”


  “In name only. Haven isn’t a true kingdom, so my role isn’t as defined as it would be if I were king of Yar-del.” He left out how much he shirked his duty. Peter wouldn’t have the same ability to turn over his responsibilities.


  “I’d still rather stay here.” Peter pulled on his other boot with a sharp tug. “But I understand you can’t tell my father no.”


  “I wish I could give you a better answer, but if you can convince your father to let you stay, I’ll tell him we have no objections.” At least, he hoped Miceral wouldn’t object.


  Farrell didn’t want to see Peter’s reaction, so he moved to a blank spot on the wall and pulled his staff from his back. When he locked in the last point of the Door, he focused on the royal library in Belsport and pushed out with his will.


  The inky-black space shimmered and was replaced with the book-filled room. A haggard-looking Wilhelm stood behind a tall chair pushed under the table. Darius sat near a small fireplace, cradling a mug in his hands.


  Farrell started to move forward, but Wilhelm held up a hand and walked toward them. “I’ll come to you.”


  Darius rose slowly and followed the prince into the small bedroom.


  “Hello, son.” Wilhelm’s smile washed much of the tension from his face. “You look well.”


  Peter bowed. “Thank you, Father.”


  “Come,” Farrell said, pointing to the rest of the suite. “The sitting room is more comfortable.”


  They met Miceral on the way. He greeted their guests during the walk.


  Wilhelm stood in front of his son. “It’s so good to see you. You’ve filled out some while you’ve been gone. Grown a bit too, if I’m not mistaken.”


  “Miceral and Farrell made me practice every morning and work with the crew in the afternoon.” Peter’s eyes twinkled as he looked over his father’s shoulder. “Miceral, however, says you need to hire a better weapons master. He doesn’t think much of my previous masters.”


  “Is that right?” Wilhelm laughed. “First time a mercenary told me what to do and remained in my employ.” He winked conspiratorially at his son as he spoke.


  “But I’m no ordinary mercenary, am I?” Miceral bowed foppishly. “Your Majesty.”


  Miceral’s antics lightened the mood for everyone.


  “Incorrigible.” Wilhelm turned to his chief wizard. “What was I thinking, sending my only son on his coming-of-age voyage with these two overgrown children?”


  “It was the best option available.” Darius shrugged. “Had I more time, I could have found more suitable guards.”


  “Unlikely. Not for the fee you paid us.” Farrell raised an eyebrow, daring them to challenge him. Hearing nothing, he said, “Despite our obvious shortcomings, we are returning a more worldly and confident prince than you entrusted to our care. You will be pleased by how he’s handled himself.”


  “I’m not surprised. He is my son, after all. I never doubted he’d impress you.”


  Peter shifted his weight and peered down at his boot. “Father, did you really come all this way just to trade barbs with the hired help?”


  Darius and Miceral joined Wilhelm in laughing, while Farrell tried to glare at his friend. His look had no effect on Peter.


  Wilhelm rubbed his son’s head. “No, son, I did not. First, I want to let you know how proud I was to hear of your actions on the Seafoam Rose. No father could ask for a finer son.”


  Under his father’s praise, Peter started to blush. Wilhelm’s eyes looked moist, but his expression turned more serious. “Sadly, my real purpose is to share some disturbing news. As you suspected, Farrell, Meglar enlisted the services of one of my neighboring princes. That dung-for-brains Garreth has visions of ruling all the free cities of the west.”


  Farrell frowned. “No doubt those dreams were provided by Meglar and his wizards.”


  “No, I suspect he and the other princes all harbor such dreams. Meglar merely gave him the means to act on his desire.”


  Wilhelm explained how two days ago, Prince Garreth of Vilencia launched a surprise attack on his southern neighbor, Therssen. None of Meglar’s mindless Chamdon were spotted among Garreth’s forces, but he had powerful magic no one expected. The swiftness and ferocity of the attack completely overwhelmed Therssen in a single day. Prince Erick managed to escape Therssen along with some of his navy and sent warnings up and down the coast.


  “Our aid won’t reach Dagur before Garreth’s army.” Wilhelm’s voice held more defeat than his words. “Prince Saulmen is readying for an attack, but if Garreth hits him with the same force as he used in Therssen, Dagur won’t survive long enough for our reinforcements to arrive.”


  “If Dagur falls, what will you do?” Miceral asked.


  “We’re going to make a stand at Hamble.” Darius looked at Wilhelm, who nodded. “Our greatest need is wizards. We have no idea what Garreth is doing, but Prince Erick said his wizards were swept aside.”


  Farrell understood why Wilhelm needed to speak with him immediately. “You want my help.”


  “In a word, yes,” Wilhelm said.


  His first instinct was to agree, but he held back. “I… I can’t abandon what I’m doing. It’s too important—more so now than ever.”


  Wilhelm gave him a confused look. “Now? What happened since you left Belsport?”


  The idea of explaining his utter defeat at Meglar’s hands stole Farrell’s voice. He gave Miceral a pleading look.


  “Meglar found a way to incapacitate Farrell using one of Kel’s spells. Now Farrell needs to find Kel to learn what else he can expect.”


  Darius sat up in his chair, his eye wide. “You fought Meglar? When?”


  “No, not Meglar.” Farrell breathed out loudly. “Meglar gave a pirate—a nonwizard pirate—a weapon. Without going into too much detail, it was targeted for me. According to Father Gedrin, who got his information from Cylinda, Kel devised a spell that uses a wizard’s energy to penetrate their shields. He piggybacked onto that spell another one that traps the wizard in his own mind. If help hadn’t arrived, I’d have died for sure.”


  “Help? Who else was on the Rose?” Wilhelm searched from Miceral to Farrell to Peter. “I thought you were the only wizard on board.”


  “Wilhelm….” Farrell had to force himself to calm down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s just I’d rather not talk about that right now.”


  “It’s not a good topic.” Miceral put a hand gently on Farrell’s back. “We can talk about what happened another time.”


  Darius and Wilhelm exchanged glances but neither protested.


  “Besides….” Farrell tried to sound more in control. “We need to get to Haven so we can send you some assistance.”


  “Wait.” Wilhelm held out his hand when Farrell started to walk toward the Door. “There’s more. The attack on Therssen isn’t why I requested to speak with you. I could easily have sent that in a message. This isn’t widely known, but last night someone attempted to assassinate Alicia and myself. Fortunately, we were on alert following Garreth’s attack. If we hadn’t been, Darius isn’t sure he and the wizard constable would have spotted it in time.”


  “So either Garreth moved too soon or the assassin waited too long,” Miceral said.


  “Probably the latter, if I had to guess.” Darius sounded as tired as he looked.


  Farrell saw the fear in Peter’s face and remembered the day his mother and Heminaltose set out to confront Meglar. “You want Peter close so you can guard him, I assume.”


  “No.” Wilhelm moved behind his son and grabbed his shoulders. “I want him to stay with you and Miceral until we figure out who is behind this. Naturally, we assume Meglar is ultimately the puppet master, but we don’t know who is doing the dirty work. Keeping Peter far from Belsport makes sense while we ferret out the bastard.”


  Farrell mulled his friend’s words before answering. “You do realize what I’m about to do may be even more hazardous to Peter than returning to Belsport or better still, residing at Haven.”


  “Yes, I understand. I want to send Alicia to live at Haven. Under different circumstances that would have delighted both her and her would-be suitor, Prince Jursten, beyond words, but she doesn’t want to leave me.”


  “She’ll be safe there.” Farrell left out At least until Meglar shows up.


  “I know. But her living at Haven means I want Peter somewhere else. When I sent him off, I felt he was safer with you two than with anyone else. I still feel that way. And he looks up to and respects you both. I’m confident he would rather stay with you two than go anywhere else if he can’t come home.”


  Peter twisted until he could face his father. His look of fear had grown the more his father spoke. “Father, I’m ashamed to say I spent the last ten minutes before you arrived trying to convince Farrell to ask you to let me stay with them. I never thought to ask if I was needed back home.”


  “Peter.” Wilhelm tilted his chin up. “This was supposed to be your coming-of-age trip. Your last big adventure before your duty to Belsport forced you to be responsible instead of carefree. I sent you with Farrell and Miceral for many reasons. Your safety was but one of them. They are excellent role models for you, and they are true friends. I wanted you to learn from them and forge friendships to last a lifetime. Had you asked and had they agreed, I’d have let you stay with them as long as they felt safe.


  “Now I must ask you to stay with them, not only for your safety, but for the good of Belsport. Separated as we are, you, your sister, and I will ensure our city will not be leaderless even if one of us should fall. It’s a lot to ask of you, but I know you are strong and understand your duty. I said before, I couldn’t be prouder of you if I tried. You will be a great ruler, but even more, you will be a good man.”


  Farrell watched them hug and let them have their moment. When they moved apart, he cleared his throat. “We will of course let Peter stay with us during this crisis, but Miceral and I reserve the right to send Peter to Haven if we think things become too dangerous.”


  “Thank you. It is a comfort to know he is with you two if people are trying to kill my family and me.” Wilhelm turned back to Peter. “Son, I apologize for not consulting you first, but I truly believe you are safer with Farrell and Miceral than back at Belsport. Hopefully this won’t be for very long.”


  Peter gave his father a quick but forceful nod of understanding. “Make sure you keep safe, Father.”


  “I will.”


  “Let me take you and Darius to Haven.” Farrell motioned toward Peter’s room, where his Door remained active. “I want to speak to Erstad and Cylinda to arrange what assistance we can provide.”


  “Don’t be long, Farrell. We’re supposed to meet with Markus and Penelope before dinner.” Miceral kissed Farrell quickly before he let him leave.


  “No promises. I might need to locate a few weapons I want to give Darius and the others before I come back. That might take a bit of time.”


  Without waiting for an answer, Farrell redirected the Door to Haven. He knew it wouldn’t take long to arrange things, but he had plans to speak to Cylinda before he came back to Dumbarten. That might take a bit longer.


  


  Chapter 24
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  FARRELL RETURNED to find Miceral pacing their suite.


  “What happened? You were gone almost an hour.”


  “Cylinda left Haven, and no one could tell me when or to where.” He still didn’t like the lack of information. “But Erstad promised to get word to her—how, he wouldn’t say. After that… discussion, I stopped by my workroom so I could find a few weapons to send back with Darius.”


  “You look tired.” Miceral slipped behind him and began to knead Farrell’s shoulders. “Should we cancel dinner?”


  “No, I don’t think we can without offending the king.”


  “Markus doesn’t seem the type to find slights where none were intended.”


  Farrell let Miceral continue for a few more seconds before he turned around to give his partner a kiss. “This isn’t about a slight. He’s going to be eager to hear more about what I found in Kel’s room.”


  “But you don’t know any more.”


  “True, but that won’t matter to them.” He grabbed Miceral’s hand and led him back to their room. “Let me find suitable clothing for dinner.”


  The knock on the door stopped them a few feet from their room. “I forgot, Penelope sent word she and Marisa would stop by to take us to the king. That must be them.”


  “Stall for a minute. I just need a clean tunic.” He left Miceral to greet their guests.


  Footsteps behind him caused him to turn around. Peter stood at the foot of the bed. “Welcome back.”


  “Thanks, I think. You sound disappointed.” He pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it aside. With a thought, he sent it into his saddlebag with a flash.


  “Nice trick.” Peter sat in a plush blue velvet-upholstered chair. “I’m not disappointed, just confused. I wanted to stay, but now that I am, I want to be back in Belsport with my father.”


  “Totally understandable that you want to be there to help.” Farrell pulled out two shirts, a blue and a tan one, and held them up. “Which one?”


  “Are you joking?” Peter closed one eye and tilted his head. “I have no fashion sense at all. A fact my sister gets endless leagues of enjoyment from.”


  “Blue,” Miceral said from the doorway. “It gives you more color.”


  Holding the blue shirt to his chest first, then the tan, Farrell showed them to Peter, who shrugged. “They both look fine to me.”


  “Well, then, blue it is.” He sent the unused shirt floating back to the small chest he and Miceral shared.


  “Don’t you ever do things the normal way?” Miceral walked over and shut the chest.


  “That is how I normally do things.” He winked at Peter and put on the shirt. “Do you really want me to change?”


  “Not a single thing.” He wrapped his arms around Farrell’s waist and pulled him closer. “I love you just as you are.”


  “Time for me to leave before I get sick.” Peter hopped off the bed.


  “Did you tell them about Dagur and the attempt on Wilhelm’s life?” Reaching into his endless pocket, Farrell retrieved the simple gold crown he wore as Haven’s prince.


  “No. I thought we’d do it when we met for dinner.”


  Farrell fought the frown he felt forming on his lips. “This is going to be a cheery and uplifting dinner.”


  “I’d be surprised if members didn’t send word back to the Order about Dagur, but I doubt they know about the attack on Wilhelm. We need to tell Markus to be sure.”


  “True.” Farrell sighed and stared at the crown. “I thought about wearing the Yar-del crown, but there are too many servants to be sure no one will talk.”


  “No need to justify it to me.” Miceral gently turned him around and took a step back. Farrell handed him the crown and let Miceral adjust the gold circlet. “You look handsome either way.”


  “Somehow I don’t think anyone cares if I’m handsome.”


  Miceral leaned in and kissed him on the lips. “Maybe not, but I do.”


  Before Farrell could feel self-conscious, Miceral grabbed his hand. “C’mon, they’re waiting for us.”


   


   


  FARRELL WRAPPED both arms around the thick down pillow and pushed his head deeper. He reached out for Miceral and found only an empty bed. Cracking open an eye, he found himself alone in their room. He debated returning to sleep but decided it must be late or else Miceral wouldn’t have left the bed.


  “Miceral?” Farrell threw back the sheet and swung his legs off the bed.


  “In the sitting room.”


  Extending his arm, Farrell summoned his pants. As he stepped into them, he remembered Miceral’s comment from the night before. Rather than fetch his shirt, he walked over to where it had been left. Once he slipped it over his head, he left their room to find his partner.


  He wanted to say he felt more “normal” having not used magic to call for his shirt, but he didn’t. The added time, however, made him feel inefficient.


  Before he left the room, he pulled back the blinds. From the position of the sun, he determined ninth hour had passed already. Even he never slept past eighth hour.


  “Why didn’t you wake me?”


  “You’re still recovering. I figured your body would let you know when it was time to get up.”


  The answer shouldn’t have bothered him any more than being allowed to sleep late, but both events left him mildly irritated. He almost said something, but he knew concern motivated Miceral’s actions. That thought made him smile as he walked to find Miceral.


  “I woke up alone while I was in the infirmary. I don’t want to do it anymore.”


  “Does it help I held you all night?”


  Farrell reached the sitting room and found Miceral staring out the window. “Yes.”


  Miceral turned, a smile on his face, and moved toward him. “Good, because I plan to hold you every night from now on.”


  “Every night?” He tried to sound upset, but his smile ruined the effort.


  “Yup.” Miceral wrapped his arms around Farrell’s waist. “And no using magic to keep me away.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He might use it to make Miceral hold him but not to push him away. Farrell stole a quick kiss and twisted so his back was to Miceral’s chest. Pressed against his partner, he always felt safe and happy.


  A knock on the door intruded into his moment. Farrell wanted to ignore it, but they were guests in Markus’s house. “I’ll get it.”


  Not happy for the interruption, he tried not to show his irritation as he opened the door. “Princess Penelope, Lady Marisa, what brings you to our quarters?” Farrell bowed politely and motioned for them to come inside.


  “I hope we are not disturbing you,” Penelope said.


  “Not at all.” The words rolled off his tongue smoothly, and even he almost believed his lie. They swept their gazes up and down his hastily thrown-on clothing.


  “Are you sure?” Marisa’s tone suggested she thought something very different from the truth.


  He blushed, which only reinforced what they thought. “No, you’re not. I just woke up. Miceral let me sleep late.” Marisa raised an eyebrow, making his face burn hotter. “He thought I needed to sleep more to recover my strength.”


  Penelope laughed, making his embarrassment complete. “Oh stop, Prince Farrell.” She touched him lightly on the arm. “We know what you mean, but it was funny how the more you tried to explain, the deeper you dug.”


  “He’s quite good at that,” Miceral said from behind them.


  “Thanks for the help.”


  “You were doing fine.” Miceral moved closer and bowed. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?”


  “Farrell requested my help.” She turned toward Farrell. “Or did I misunderstand?”


  “No, I asked, but I thought you’d give me some time to read Kel’s books first.”


  The princess rolled her eyes and licked her lips. “You’ve had all morning to read those books. Why do you think we waited this long before we knocked?”


  “All morning? Are you joking?” He turned from her to Miceral to Marisa and back. “It’s barely past ninth hour!”


  “Exactly. There are less than three hours left before noon. Had you risen at dawn as I do, you’d have had over four hours to cull his books for information.”


  Miceral’s soft chuckle grew until the sound of his laughter drew all eyes to him. He took a deep breath to collect himself and said, “Forgive me, Princess, but even in the best of times, dawn is not something Farrell is apt to see. Right now, however, Farrell is under healer’s orders to get as much rest as he can.”


  “Whatever the reason, dear, Farrell doesn’t rise at the same time as you.” Marisa gave Farrell a wink. “And no amount of complaining will change the fact that he hasn’t read the book yet.”


  “I was not complaining.” Penelope looked at the others in the room. Finding no support, she sighed. “Okay, I was, but it’s a valid one.”


  “Why don’t I take Miceral and Peter and show them around Dreth.” Marisa kissed Penelope on the cheek. “That will give you two time to read Kel’s books.”


  The thought of spending hours alone with the princess didn’t sit well with Farrell. She reminded him of some of the fussy old professors he’d had while at Heminaltose’s school. Unfortunately, it made sense to work with her, and she had the ability to get him easy access to the royal library if needed.


  He noticed Penelope staring, almost glaring, at him. “Despite my dislike of sunrises, I assure you I’m not lazy or a procrastinator.”


  “That remains to be seen, but given your talents, I’m inclined to believe you.” She held the stern look for a moment before she smiled. “Of course, I’d work better if we could stop by the kitchen for a snack. Marisa and I had breakfast many hours ago.”


   


   


  FARRELL STUFFED two apples wrapped in a white linen napkin into his pocket. From the corner of his eye, he saw Penelope shake her head. He’d quickly learned the gruff exterior didn’t match the person it hid.


  “Thank you for making sure I had breakfast.”


  “I had thought we’d just have a snack.” Her lips twisted into a frown. “Who knew you’d eat enough to feed the king’s guard. The head cook will be miffed at me for weeks now.”


  Given that Penelope ate almost nothing, he knew she hadn’t needed a snack. “I’ll see that I find a suitable way to repay the man for the kindness he and his staff showed me.”


  “It might take a chest of gold, given your appetite.”


  “Lucky for me you warned them I’d be hungry.” Despite her protestations, the cooks all seemed happy to help. “But I’ll talk to Markus about giving them a little something extra for their efforts.”


  “Humph.” She led them to a small room off the dining hall. “I’ve asked Father Gedrin to allow us access to the temple’s library. They’re expecting us.”


  The Door she opened let them out in the chamber for the Order. A pair of novices sitting at the table jumped to their feet as they entered.


  The one closest to them was tall, gangly, with a slightly crooked nose. The cloth of his pale blue robe gathered in bunches around the plain belt at his waist. When he noticed who they were, he appeared awed by their arrival.


  His companion stood a head shorter but carried himself with more confidence. He nudged his fellow novice, and the pair bowed.


  “On behalf of High Priest Gedrin, be welcome in the Sky Father’s home,” the shorter one said. “It’s an honor to assist you, Chosen.”


  “Still practicing how to be a fawning toady, Meekam?” Penelope peered down her nose at the young man.


  “Fawning? Yes, Aunt Penelope.” Meekam’s playful banter seemed to horrify his colleague. “Toady? Never. That’s beneath my dignity as a servant of Honorus.”


  “Humph. Gedrin’s trained you well.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He glanced toward the other novice and reached out to pull him closer. “This incredibly brilliant but still awkward novice is Arnold. Remember his name. He’ll be high priest one day, and I’ll be answering to him.”


  Arnold’s face, accentuated by his close-cropped red hair, turned almost crimson. “It’s… it’s… it’s an honor… honor to… to… to me… meet you both.”


  The way Arnold stared at him made Farrell uncomfortable, but he tried to maintain a genuine smile.


  “What’s wrong with you, Arnold?” Meekam put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “You’ve met with the king and other important people before. Why are you acting this way?”


  “Don’t you see the hand of the Holy Father?” Arnold stared at Meekam for a moment before turning back to Farrell. “He’s been touched by Honorus Himself.”


  “Of course he has, child.” Penelope sounded exasperated. “Why do you think people refer to him as ‘Chosen’?”


  “Forgive him,” Meekam said, putting his arm around Arnold’s shoulder. “As I said, he’s brilliant but still a bit naive. If you’ll follow us, we’ll take you to the library.”


   


   


  THE DAY passed quickly as they read Kel’s book. Farrell decided to only share Kel’s book on the Eye and the Arm. He kept the other in his pocket to read in private. Penelope sat next to him so they could both read the flowing, curvy script. The necessity made sense, but it made him uncomfortable at first to have someone other than Miceral that close to him. Once they began reading, however, he barely noticed her presence.


  The book proved short and to the point, something Farrell didn’t expect from his ancestor. When they’d turned the last page, he sat back and stared at the leather cover.


  “Why do I get the feeling this is a ruse?”


  “What do you mean?” Penelope turned the book over and opened it to the first page. “It seemed direct and concise.”


  “Too much so. Kel rarely did anything that makes it easy for me. Everything important is always hidden somewhere so I have to prove how clever I am by ferreting it out.” He watched her stare at the book and shook his head. “You won’t find the spell. It will be concealed too well.”


  Her sour look told him what she thought of his suggestion. “Thank you for your advice, but I’ll try myself all the same.”


  Farrell kept quiet and let her engage in her fruitless attempt. When she found nothing, she pushed the book slightly forward. “How can you be sure there is more here than we’ve seen?”


  “First, you were able to see all that I could. Kel thought too much of his brilliance to allow any not of his line to read the important thoughts.” Grabbing the book, he flipped through the pages, looking for some sign he’d missed. “But more importantly, this is so basic. There is nothing here we couldn’t find elsewhere.”


  The princess leaned back and crossed her arms. “It told you how to use the Eye of Honorus. That’s something of value.”


  “Value? Yes, it is that, but I’ll wager a chest of gold we can find that information in one or more of these books.” He gestured to the old volumes around them. “And he said he didn’t know how to use the Arm of Khron.”


  “What about the other book?” She raised an eyebrow. “Maybe there’s more there?”


  He shook his head. “No, that is a book of spells.”


  “You don’t think that’s useful?”


  “Of course it’s useful, but that doesn’t negate there is more here than we’ve seen.” He noted her skeptical look and slid the book toward her. “If you were Kel and went to all the effort to create that room and hide those items, would you really waste your time reciting the history of the gifts? We all learned early in our lives how the gods each created a Gift and gave it to Their followers. Honorus’s Eye, Lenore’s Ear, Neldin’s Hand, Arritisa’s Blood, Khron’s Arm, Seritia’s Heart, and Falcron’s Mind. How many times did the priests and priestesses talk about these wondrous gifts? How many times did we as kids dream about possessing one and benefiting from its power? Kel recounting that would be like telling me the history of Yar-del. It’s unnecessary.”


  Penelope chewed her top lip, nodding occasionally. Finally, she put her hand on the book and looked up. “Let’s say you’re right. How do we find what’s hidden?”


  “I’m not sure.” He shrugged when she rolled her eyes. “Please, do you have any brilliant ideas to share?”


  “No, but it’s your suggestion that something is hidden, not mine.”


  He noted her sarcasm and frowned. “You could at least try to be helpful.”


  “Fine.” She twisted her chair so she sat face-to-face with him. “Let’s start with what we know. Kel wrote this very basic book and hid it with the Eye and Arm. He created a secret room with great effort to hide both and located said room, books, and trinkets in the old Temple of Honorus.”


  “Hmm, you’re right.” Farrell twisted his neck to scan the rest of the large library. “He did.”


  “Did what?”


  The exasperation in her voice caused him to turn back to her. “Huh? Oh, I meant you’re right, he did pick this place on purpose.”


  Penelope lifted her hands almost to her head but stopped them with a jerk. Slowly she lowered them back to the table. “And you know that how?”


  “Of all the things you mentioned, the only thing he could control was the place—well, the books too, but that is what we’re talking about.” Sensing her confusion, he waved his hand absently. “Think of it like this. Kel needed to include the Gifts and the books, so those two had to be included. He needed to create a room and hide it to safeguard the gifts. But he could have sited that room anywhere.”


  “Not if he wanted the Order to guard it.”


  “No, that’s not accurate. The Order only met occasionally. The temple guarded the room, even if they didn’t know it. Besides, I don’t think Kel worried about having someone protect the room. He built it in this busy temple without anyone noticing. If he’d been worried about security, he’d have just hidden it entirely.”


  Penelope’s face twitched as she stared blankly at the table. After what seemed like an eternity of silence, she nodded and fixed her gaze on him. “I’m not convinced you’re correct, but I can’t rule out your theory either. Unfortunately, even if we knew for certain his choice of location was significant, we don’t know why. This temple is vast. How will you find the reason he wanted you here?”


  “The Eye.” He reached into his pocket for the leather pouch.


  “Excuse me?”


  “According to Kel, not even the mightiest wizard could hide something from the Eye. If Kel hid something in the temple, the Eye can find it.”


  “I confess, I forgot about the Eye, but do you know how to use it?”


  “No and yes. Kel said to use the Eye, I need to concentrate and ask it to show me what I want to see.” As he slid the blue stone from the bag, he couldn’t contain his smile. How many people—himself included—dreamed of holding a Gift of the Gods? He had not one, but two. “But I’ve not tried to use it yet.”


  “How can you ask it to show something when you don’t know what you’re looking for?”


  “The trick, I suppose, is making sure to ask the right question.”


  “No.” Her word, more a command, caused him to flinch. “This isn’t some game where you can test your theory or hope you get it right. What if doing it wrong causes permanent damage to you?”


  “It won’t.” When Penelope started to speak, Farrell held up his hand. “Let me finish.”


  He almost laughed at the glare he got in return. As both a prince and a grand master, he outranked her on either side. “Thank you. As I was saying, Kel would have warned me if using the Eye would pose a danger….”


  “That’s your assurance?” Her voice rose several octaves and a few decibels. “You’re going to leap into the unknown with nothing more than the hope your distant ancestor would remember to warn you about the dangers of using one of the most powerful objects in creation?”


  “Princess, I’m Honorus’s Chosen as well as the Champion of the Six.” His anger scrubbed any boastfulness from his words. “Do you really think His Gift would hurt me?”


  “In all likelihood, no.” Penelope’s tone lost its sharp edge. “But a bit of caution would be prudent.”


  “What would you suggest?” He caught himself bordering on sarcastic and took a deep breath. “You are my bit of caution. Having you here, to observe and act if needed, is about the only safeguard I could find that would be of any use.”


  “You could search for more information.”


  “Kel said he scoured the world for information to add to his book. And he had the Eye to help him. It is unlikely we’ll find any better answers in this library than he did.” Even she had to recognize that of all the places, this library would likely have been Kel’s first and primary source of information.


  The silence dragged on long enough that Farrell began to regret asking for her help. Finally, Penelope exhaled. “You make valid points. What do you need from me?”


  “I don’t exactly know yet. If everything works, you can help me decipher what we find. If not….” He shrugged. “Just be alert in case I get in trouble, I guess.”


  “How…? Never mind. Let’s get started.”


  Lacking any firm idea of what he should do, he raised the Eye and stared into the blue gem. Its flawless surface reflected the light from the wizard’s globes in the room. He ignored the face he saw and focused on the deep azure color. “Show me what Kel left for me.”


  Farrell’s vision blurred, and he felt a moment of disorientation. An instant later, his view zoomed in on a book on the shelf across from them. The binding of the book glowed pale blue. He held out his hand and summoned an old, well-oiled, leather-bound book.


  When the book settled on the table, Penelope reached out to grab it. A spark caused her to gasp and pull back her hand. Farrell cautiously touched the leather cover. When nothing happened, he turned to the first page.


  Penelope shook her hand with a rueful laugh. “Clearly the book is meant for you alone.”


  Farrell noted a power burn on two of her fingers and a small part of her palm and reached for her hand. “Let me see that.”


  She used her uninjured hand to wave him off. “It is nothing.”


  “My mother was one of the most powerful wizard-healers anyone could remember. I inherited a bit of her talent.” Without waiting for her to agree, he placed his hand over her damaged skin and reached out with his healing talent.


  The burns were minor, but it amazed him the attack penetrated Penelope’s strong personal shields. With a small effort, he healed the burn, and the mark evaporated with a twinkle of light.


  “Thank you,” she said. “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?”


  “One or two, but most of those I only show to Miceral.” He winked, but instead of the blush he’d expected, he got a deep laugh.


  “Stop this foolishness, you wicked child. I’m old enough to be your grandmother.” Penelope seemed to relax more than she had at any time since they’d arrived. “Open the book and let us look for our answers.”


  “At once, my lady, at once.” He tried to hide his smirk by turning his body. Penelope sat by his shoulder again, and they quietly thumbed through the pages. With each new page, Farrell’s anxiety grew. He started to turn the sheets faster, until Penelope stayed his hand.


  “Patience. What’s here will still be here if we take our time and read each page.” Despite her words, he detected a note of impatience as well.


  He continued at a slightly slower pace until they reached the end of the book. Flipping it back to the front, he resisted the urge to send it back to its place on the shelf. “There is nothing more here than a history of the Gifts.”


  “Are you certain that is the book the Eye showed you?”


  He nodded. “My vision was filled with just this book, and it was surrounded by a pale blue nimbus.”


  “I didn’t see that.”


  “I suspect if I hadn’t been seeing what the Eye meant for me to see, I wouldn’t have either. But I’m sure this is the right book.”


  “More riddles from your mysterious ancestor.” Her gaze was fixed on the book. “Why does he make it so difficult to find anything he wants us to know?”


  Farrell’s head snapped up. “Because he wants it to be hard—nay, impossible—to find.”


  “What does that mean?”


  Feeling confident he knew what to do, he smiled at her. “It means I need to use the Eye to find what’s hidden.”


  “Isn’t that what you did?”


  “Yes, but not enough.”


  “That makes no sense.” The sour, disapproving expression returned. “You don’t even know how to fully use the Eye, and you know you didn’t use it correctly?”


  “You lack the tricky nature of a scion of the House of Kel. Think about it. Everything Kel has done has been a test. Finding the book is only half the challenge.”


  He didn’t wait for a response before he picked up the Eye again. “The first time I asked it to show me what he left for me. That’s not specific enough. This is what he left. The better question would have been, show me what he wanted me to see.”


  “Do you do this often?” she asked.


  “Do what often?”


  “Act on a hunch without any further research.”


  Farrell laughed. “According to every master I ever trained under and Master Healer Heather, yes, I do it all the time. And other than a few injuries that required I spend some extended time with Master Heather, I’m no worse for the wear.”


  The princess didn’t show even a hint of a smile. “Magic is not a game. Someday you will attempt something which no amount of healing can repair.”


  “Now you sound like Heminaltose, Sanduval, my mother, Master Heather, and a half dozen other master wizards I know or knew.” Farrell lowered the Eye and screwed on a serious expression. “I will tell you what I told them. Wizardry is not a static, finite subject. We don’t know everything there is to know, not even close. For every bit of magic we use, someone had to have taken a chance at some point in time to discover it. Only through experimentation, trial and error, and attempting what no one else has done can we advance the body of knowledge.”


  Penelope stared at him, her expression hard for Farrell to read. She sucked in her bottom lip and held it for a few seconds. When she released it, she tilted her head to the left.


  “That is more than I expected from you, and for that I apologize.”


  “Apologize for what?”


  “For thinking of you like a powerful but untrained novice. Your response proves the depth of your knowledge. And you are right. By all accounts, Kel was considered a radical in his time because he challenged everything, including the relationship between wizards and rulers. It is not surprising he is widely considered the greatest wizard to have lived. If he were still alive, I suspect he would see much of himself in you.”


  Feeling a bit of the tension drain away, Farrell let his lips curl up a bit. “We can ask him when I find him.”


  “He’s dead, Farrell. No one could live that long.”


  “No, he’s alive. The cagey old wizard keeps leaving me clues that he’s not dead but won’t give me enough to find him.” He showed her the Eye. “But I think I have a way to find him now.”


  “First you should find out what he left for you in this book.”


  “Agreed.” Without thinking, he used his right hand, the one with the Eye, to reach for the book. When Honorus’s Gift touched the cover, the entire book began to glow pale blue. Farrell withdrew the Eye and stepped back.


  The blue light pulsed brighter and coalesced to a point in the center of the leather cover. Another pulse and a small image of Kel formed out of the pale blue energy.


  “Greetings to you, my descendant and heir. As the new Champion of the Six, I wish you well in whatever tasks they’ve set for you. Since only contact with the Eye of Honorus could activate this message, I congratulate you on passing that test.


  “The book explains what I know about the Eye and the Arm, so look to those if you have questions. As I’ve explained, I never used the Arm, so I do not know what Khron requires for its use. I’ve been told to instruct you to ask the assistance of the High Priest of Khron in Trellham to learn that secret. But, as I will explain, learn to use it you must.


  “One of the reasons I left Yar-del was so I could scour the world in search of weapons and knowledge you could use to fight Neldin’s evil. After many centuries of doing that, the Six decided I should collect the Gifts of the Gods. I was never told why, or what I should do with them, but I was told you would need them.


  “In your possession are two. Another awaits you at Seritia’s city of Agloth. As the new Champion, the task of finding the rest I hand off to you.


  “Once you leave Dumbarten, make your way to Agloth. Though I do not command you, still, the next stage of your journey is to Seritia’s city in the desert. Fare thee well, descendant of mine. I wish you all the blessings of the Six. Your devoted servant—Kel.”


  


  Chapter 25
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  GEDRIN MET them in a small but lavishly appointed dining room. A table that could easily seat eight had three places set for what looked like a formal dinner. When Farrell saw two novices standing next to a low table ready to serve them, he couldn’t stifle a groan. He’d suggested they not accept, but Penelope insisted decorum required they attend.


  Gedrin stood to greet his guests and quickly indicated they should sit. “Much like you, Chosen, I’m quite famished. Please, take a seat and we can get started.”


  Farrell tried to sneak a glance at Penelope, but she wore a neutral expression that told him to never play cards with her. At least Father Gedrin didn’t take offense at his breach of etiquette. He quietly took the seat to the right of the high priest. Penelope sat across from him but refused to make eye contact.


  “Had I known you’d be working so late, I’d have sent my invitation before the dinner hour.”


  “I really don’t notice my stomach when I’m working. Before I met Miceral, I routinely forgot to eat when I worked on important projects. At one point my two mentors used to join me at mealtime just to ensure I stopped and ate.”


  The priest looked down at his small paunch. “Unfortunately, that isn’t a trait I share with you.” He laughed, allowing his guests to do likewise. Their guides, Meekam and Arnold, joined their fellow students and began to serve dinner. “I asked the cooks to keep some food warm for us, but I fear we may have waited a bit too long.”


  Farrell found his words of apology unnecessary, as everything they ate was excellent: a fish soup in a light cream sauce, pheasant, fresh warm bread with plenty of butter, a fried potato cake he had never experienced before, and grilled vegetables.


  After he accepted a second heaping plate, he said, “If this is second-rate fare, then I can see why you don’t forget to eat.”


  “Where does he put it all?” Gedrin asked, looking at Penelope.


  “You know that wizardry is every bit as physically demanding as sword practice. Farrell has more tiny permanent spells he powers than any wizard I’ve ever met. His body needs as much as he can put into it not to burn out.”


  Focused on his meal, Farrell ignored the conversation until he noticed a silence. With a fork of potatoes and broccoli almost to his mouth, he saw his dinner companions watching him. He slowly lowered the fork and picked up his napkin.


  “Sorry. Sometimes when I’m enjoying my meal, I forget other people don’t eat like I do.”


  Father Gedrin waved his hand. “Please, don’t stop. It was rude of me to stare like that.” Gedrin motioned for the server with the pheasant. “Refill his plate, Hefrim.”


  Before Farrell could protest, the novice slid several slices of meat covered in gravy onto his plate. Despite how much he’d already eaten, he still felt his mouth salivate. Mindful of his audience, he ate what he had on his fork and cut into the pheasant. Rather than keep his host waiting, he quickly cleared his plate and waved off any more.


  After his staff cleared the empty dishes, Gedrin motioned toward the table being restocked with desserts, spirits, and a pot of coffee. “Queen Nerti informed me and my staff you enjoy coffee, so I had it included on the menu.”


  “Bribing me with sweets and coffee will often get you what you want.” Farrell selected several pastries with chocolate and accepted a cup of coffee from Meekam.


  Gedrin took a sip of sweet wine Arnold had poured for him and leaned forward. “Rather than pretend I asked you here just to keep me company, which, I might add, is a rare treat for me, I’ll get right to the point. Did you find anything useful?”


  “Indeed we did. Kel evidently snuck a book into your library with a hidden message.”


  Gedrin dismissed the novices from the room, then sat back. “Any indication how Kel obtained either the Eye or the Arm?”


  “None. But I sense you don’t approve of something.”


  “The Eye was Honorus’s Gift to His people. One person ought not be allowed to possess it.”


  Farrell expected this topic but hadn’t figured out his response. If Kel’s message was correct, the Eye was meant for one person to possess. “It will be used for the benefit of all Honorus’s people.”


  “By you.” Gedrin fixed Farrell a stare that made his body tense. Farrell pushed his chair back, prepared to leave, but Penelope raised a hand.


  “Holy Father, Farrell isn’t just any one person. He is the Chosen of Honorus and the Champion of the Six. Would you deny Their champion the use of such a powerful weapon in his fight on Their behalf?”


  Farrell struggled to keep his frown from becoming a smirk as Penelope cut Gedrin’s petty argument off at the knees.


  For an instant, Gedrin glared at the princess, but she met it with a stony expression Farrell envied. “That is a decision for the temple elders to determine.”


  “No, Holy Father, it is not.” Farrell folded his arms on his chest. “Until such time as Honorus Himself tells me to turn over the Eye to the temple, it shall remain with me to be used in my efforts to do His will.”


  “As the head of Honorus’s temple, I speak for Him.”


  “No, Holy Father. My task came from Honorus himself, not through the filter of a messenger.” He might have gone too far, but the debate had no merit. The Eye stayed with him.


  “How dare you talk to me like that?”


  “And how dare you treat me without the deference and respect I’m owed as Honorus’s Chosen!” He put his hands on the table and leaned forward. “I am His Chosen, His Champion, the one who must act for the Six in this war. Your job as head of His temple is to help me do His will. It is not to create meaningless bickering that does nothing but help Neldin.”


  To Neblor with lessons from Penelope. His glare had the edge it needed.


  Gedrin’s anger caused his eyes to twitch.


  “Farrell, calm down.” Penelope’s words didn’t tear his gaze from the high priest, but he took a deep breath and tried to rein in his anger. He exhaled and sat down.


  “Father Gedrin, I owe you my life for the help you and the temple gave me, but I will not yield. I need every weapon I can get to fight Meglar—the same Meglar who killed my mother, Sanduval, and Heminaltose. If I seem arrogant or heavy-handed, I suppose I am, but I can’t—won’t—go into battle with one hand tied behind my back. Answering to you, the council, or anyone else would do just that. I’m sorry if you disagree, but unless Honorus tells me otherwise, I plan to keep the Eye—and the Arm—and use them to fight Meglar.”


  Rather than answer right away, Gedrin reached for his wine and drained the crystal goblet. Still without speaking, he rose and went to the sideboard to retrieve the decanter of dessert wine. After pouring himself another cup, he turned back to his guests.


  “You are unique in all the world, young Champion. Perhaps I did not treat you fairly, but as head of His temple, I have the good of all to take into account. Though I still believe the Gifts were given by the gods for the benefit of all, I recognize these are not normal times. You make a sound argument. Anything that prevents you from fighting Neldin’s evil must be avoided. I think it prudent to table this discussion until after you have defeated Meglar.”


  Farrell nodded. “Thank you.” He decided not to add if he survived the war and if he decided not to keep the Eye, he would only give it to Rothdin. Let Father Gedrin or any other priest tell his adopted father he didn’t have a claim on the Gift.


   


   


  PENELOPE TOOK him back to the palace. Doors were forbidden inside the royal house of Hevnor, but that prohibition didn’t apply to the princess. Not familiar enough with his room, she took him to her rarely used suite. Farrell contacted Miceral and found him with Markus in the royal library. The king sent guards to fetch him, so Penelope waited with Farrell until they arrived.


  “Tomorrow you three should come stay with Marisa and me. Not only will it be better for the young heir to Belsport, I can grant you access to the ground so you can come and go as you need.”


  Farrell raised an eyebrow. He didn’t think she liked him that much. “I’m honored, but I’ll need to speak to Miceral first.”


  Her laugh took him by surprise. “Oh, I suspect when you ask, you’ll find he’s planning to ask you too. Marisa suggested we invite you to our home and had plans to work on your partner in your absence.”


  The guards appeared before he could answer.


  “Until tomorrow, Chosen.” She gave him a wink and a bit of a smile.


  “Good night, Princess.” Not only did Penelope have an amazing ability to be hard to read, she found new ways to throw him off balance. He heard the guard speak, but hadn’t listened. When they started to move, he instinctively followed. Without meaning to, he wore a silly grin as they made their way to the library.


  Miceral met him at the door with a hug and kiss before Farrell turned to bow to his cousin.


  “Thank you for sending me an escort.” He took Miceral’s hand, and they moved toward a group of chairs.


  “Miceral tells me you dined with Father Gedrin.” Markus tried to affect a casual, almost indifferent air, but Farrell saw behind the façade. “Did he corner you with his ‘I waited to eat to make sure you did not go without’ story?”


  Farrell chucked at how closely Markus’s words mirrored Gedrin’s. “Aye, that he did.”


  Markus’s face changed as if a lever had been pulled. Gone was the casual, jovial persona he’d shown for much of their interaction. “What did he want?”


  Farrell tried to hide his surprise and resisted the urge to look at Miceral. “Father Gedrin was of the opinion that the Eye of Honorus belongs with and to the temple, not an individual.”


  “Let me guess. The good father felt his particular temple would be the best place to safeguard and properly use Honorus’s holy artifact.”


  “We never got that far.” Farrell shrugged and sat next to Miceral on a small couch.


  Markus raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t find his logic persuasive?”


  Farrell laughed at the not so subtle hidden question. “Perhaps it would be better said that I pointed out why I had more need for the Eye right now than the temple. He decided we could revisit this discussion once this war is over.”


  “And you agreed to that?” Miceral didn’t sound convinced.


  “Not exactly. I agreed we didn’t need to discuss it anymore right now. But if he decides to raise this issue again, I’ll see what my adoptive father has to say about it first.”


  Markus’s brow furrowed for a moment; then his eyes opened wider. “Yes, I can see where the good father’s claim on the Eye would be seriously derailed should Rothdin want to claim it first.”


  Farrell went over what he and Penelope had learned, trying to keep it short but not leave out anything important. Several times during his explanation, he couldn’t stop from yawning. Each time Miceral’s body tensed, as if he expected Farrell to fall over or faint.


  As soon as he finished, Miceral stood up. “You’re tired. We should get you to bed.”


  “Not yet.” He stifled another yawn. “We need to go to Trellham first.”


  “That can wait. You’re supposed to be taking it easy. It can wait until morning.”


  “Actually, it can’t.” Farrell scanned the room for a place he could open a Door. “Tomorrow morning will be night in Trellham. Better to do it now and let me sleep in tomorrow.”


  “Farrell….” Miceral’s eye had the same concerned look he’d seen too often.


  But it needed to be done. “I’m fine—really. Sitting in the library, I used almost no magic, and Father Gedrin stuffed me full before raising the issue of the Eye, so I’ve hardly exerted myself at all today.”


  “If Gedrin invited him for dinner, I can vouch for the excellent, and plentiful, food.” Markus laughed. “The good father makes sure his priests are well fed.”


  Farrell looked at his partner, almost pleading for him to say yes and let them get on with things. He’d decided to go to bed if Miceral pressed him, but he wanted to deal with this now.


  “How long will this take?”


  Hearing Miceral’s answer, Farrell had to restrain himself from smiling too much. “I can’t say for sure. It’s really up to Father Aswick and Khron.”


  “Fine, but if it takes too long, you’re going to bed and we’ll try another time.”


  Rather than argue and delay their departure, Farrell nodded. “That’s fine. Hopefully this will be quick and we won’t have to discuss the definition of ‘too long.’”


  “Would it be rude of me to invite myself along?” Markus inquired.


  Farrell turned to Miceral for guidance, but the slight movement of the brow didn’t help. “Haven probably isn’t prepared for a royal visit.”


  “Nonsense.” Markus waved his hand and stood up. “I’m your cousin coming to see your home.”


  “Help me out here?” Farrell sent Miceral. “If we have to make plans for him to visit, we might be talking about what’s ‘too long’ before we even go.”


  “Give me a moment.”


  “Markus,” Farrell said out loud. “We’re going to the Khron’s temple in Trellham, not Haven. I have no way of contacting Father Aswick to ask if he’s receiving guests.”


  “Father said he’s happy to entertain Markus.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Be quicker than arguing with him.”


  Farrell hadn’t heard the start of Markus’s explanation on why his visit should be allowed, but he wanted to leave now. “Enough.” He laughed and held up his hands. “I surrender. You may come along.”


  “Really? You caved in after just that little bit?”


  “I’ve got a short curfew.” Farrell nodded toward Miceral. “We can bring you to Haven. Horgon, my first minister and Miceral’s father, has agreed to entertain you while we pay our visit to the temple.”


  Markus turned to Miceral. “Your father? Isn’t he the king of the Muchari?”


  “He is, but that means something very different than among humans. You can ask him to explain.” He gently gripped Farrell’s shoulders and kneaded them for a moment. “Farrell’s correct about my strict enforcement of his curfew. If I waste any more time, he’s going to believe I’m doing it to delay us so we can’t go.”


  “Exactly.” Farrell quickly laid out the Door, taking care to shield his work to avoid setting off the alarms that detected unauthorized use of magic like this. When the Door flared to life, he found Markus glaring at the portal.


  “That’s disconcerting.”


  “What?” Farrell examined his work and found nothing wrong.


  “I’ve been assured that only approved wizards can open a Door into or out of the palace. And yet you just did.”


  “If it’s any consolation, I can only open a Door out of the palace. The binding spells that protect the grounds are strong enough to prevent even me from opening one from somewhere else to here without permission.”


  Markus nodded but didn’t look comforted. Before the conversation went any further, Farrell motioned for Markus and his partner to step through.


  “Welcome to Haven, cousin.” Farrell received the hoped-for smile from his greeting. “I brought you to our suite because I need to leave the Door open or else I can’t get us back. This is the safest place to leave an open Door.”


  A magically amplified knock filled their suite.


  “That would be my father,” Miceral said. “He’s always early.”


  “A fine trait for a first minister.” Markus smiled.


  Horgon entered and, with the grace and polish Farrell admired so much, welcomed Markus and took charge of the visiting monarch. Relieved that Horgon had the situation under control, Farrell led Miceral toward the permanent Door in their room.


  Seconds later they stood outside the giant temple of Khron in the deserted dwarf city. The forty-foot dwarf statues looked down on them as they scaled the steps to the massive front doors. Though he knew it was just in his mind, it seemed the serious and solemn expressions on the faces of the stone guardians had softened since their first encounter.


  Farrell entered the temple and started for Father Aswick’s chamber. Miceral grabbed his arm, nearly yanking him off balance. He pointed toward the altar, and Farrell realized his error and bowed deeply.


  “What if he’s not here?” Miceral asked.


  “I believe he’s alerted the moment we enter the city.” Farrell reached in his pocket for the cylinder that held Khron’s gift. “But for certain he knew the moment we entered the temple.”


  “You are correct, Chosen.”


  They turned in the direction of the voice, and Farrell found the elderly dwarf standing at the end of the aisle. Aswick smiled broadly as he walked toward them. He wore the formal robes of his office, but he appeared years—even decades—younger.


  “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit? I expected you’d be gone for quite some time.”


  “We need your assistance, Holy Father.”


  Aswick surprised Farrell by not responding to his request. Instead he led them out of the temple.


  “For three hundred years I lived in those rooms. A change of scenery is always welcome.” When they reached the main entrance leading out into the city, he paused. “I’ve wanted to walk about outside the temple but feared to do so alone lest I encounter the ghosts of my long-dead people.”


  His eyes clouded with unshed tears as he stared out at the long-vacant city. After several moments, Aswick tore his gaze away and looked down. He pinched the bridge of his nose, took a deep breath, and looked up. “How may I be of assistance?”


  Farrell had kept his hand inside his pocket and finally removed it and the case. Without a word, he unsealed the top and slid the Arm into his hand. Aswick’s confused look turned to awe, followed quickly by outrage.


  “How did you come by that?”


  “Kel left it for me along with the Eye of Honorus.”


  Aswick stared at the Gift with a longing Farrell had seen in Gedrin’s eye. For reasons he didn’t understand, he opened his hand and offered it to the priest.


  The anger drained from the dwarf’s craggy face, replaced by a look of pure joy. He ran his thick fingers over the smooth surface but never tried to take it.


  “You honor me with your trust.” Aswick’s fingers lingered on the jewel before he pulled his hand away. “I will not take it. The Arm is with the one Khron wishes to have it.”


  Sensing the priest’s inner conflict, Farrell stowed the Arm in its container and put it away. Aswick’s eyes followed the movement and lingered on Farrell’s pocket long after the Arm had disappeared.


  “The Arm used to rest in this temple, but after Trellham’s destruction, we never saw it again. Our prayers for its return always went unanswered. It was believed Khron took it from the dwarves to punish us for our weakness. At least now we know he gave it to His champion.”


  “Can you tell us how to use it?” Miceral asked.


  “No, I cannot.” He shook his head. “All I know is that you need to use a specific prayer to Khron. I will use my ample free time to search the records both here and in Fracturn and Colograd.”


  Something about Father Aswick looking for the answer didn’t feel right. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t think asking you to look for me was what Kel meant when he sent me to you for aid.”


  “Short of asking for divine intervention, I don’t know what else I can do to help.”


  “You mean… ask….” He twisted until he could see the statue of Khron seated on the massive throne inside the temple. “Khron?”


  Aswick chuckled and clapped Farrell on the back. “That is generally what is meant by divine intervention, child.”


  The idea of asking Khron to show up and speak didn’t appeal to him, but he recognized it had merit. He swallowed with a bit of effort and nodded.


  Quietly the three returned to the main temple. Aswick led them to a small area just to the right of Khron’s throne. Miceral joined them, drawing a questioning look from Farrell.


  “Khron also chose me. Maybe I can help.”


  “All who wish to speak to Khron are welcome in His house.” Aswick made room to accommodate a third person.


  Farrell followed the priest’s example and knelt before the altar.


  “There are no special words needed to ask for His help.” Aswick’s voice was calm and soothing, and Farrell could see the unabashed joy Aswick felt for the chance to pray with them. “Open your hearts and let the Eternal Warrior hear your prayer. If your plea is worthy and your purpose true, He will send you what He deems necessary.”


  Although not exactly what he hoped for, Farrell accepted the words and tried to compose his prayer.


  “Holy Khron,” he began. “I come to You and seek Your help. My ancestor, Kel, passed on to me Your Gift and said I would need it to carry out Your will.”


  Farrell chewed his bottom lip. He’d prayed before for guidance and help but never for something this specific. Did he ask outright or did he just make a general request for assistance? Would Khron answer him if he didn’t couch it right? His struggle was interrupted by thick dwarfish fingers covering his hand.


  “Speak to him from the heart, child. He does not need flowery speech or the perfect words. Be honest with Him and yourself and let your prayer come out.”


  He took a deep breath and nodded several times before he let out the air.


  “Holy Khron, You have laid much at my feet, but I do all I can to be the Champion you need, the Champion you deserve. I’ve been given the Arm, but I do not know how to use it. I believe it came to me because that was Your will, and if I’m right, it must also be Your will that I use it in Your name. If You find me worthy of the honor You’ve given me, I ask that You show me how to use Your Gift so I can stand up to those who would enslave Your followers.”


  Farrell kept his head down but felt Aswick squeeze his hand. He could hear his breathing in the silent temple. As the seconds dragged on, he wondered if Khron had rejected his prayer, or if he needed to say more. Only the steady pressure of Father Aswick’s hand kept him from standing up in defeat.


  Suddenly the floor shook, as if hit with a thunderous blow, and a flash filled the temple. When he opened his eyes, the statue of Khron had been replaced by a shimmering ethereal body. The boots that filled the uppermost part of his vision shifted, and the building seemed to sway with the movement.


  “WELCOME, MY FAITHFUL CHAMPION.” The voice echoed off the walls of the massive temple. “REJOICE, FOR I HEARD YOUR WORDS AND DEEM YOU WORTHY. BRING OUT MY ARM THAT I MAY TEACH YOU TO USE IT.”


  Farrell’s hands fumbled for a moment to unscrew the top and expose the silver staff. He held it in front of him so Aswick and Miceral could add their hands to his.


  “TEACH THE FAITHFUL THAT IN TIMES OF NEED THEY MAY SEEK MY AID BY MEANS OF THIS PRAYER: HOLY FATHER, TRUE I HAVE BEEN TO THE CODE. GREAT IS MY NEED AS I SEEK A RIGHTEOUS GOAL. BLESS ME WITH YOUR GIFT IF YOU FIND ME WORTHY.”


  Farrell silently repeated the prayer several times. Khron said nothing until Farrell looked up.


  “KNOW THAT ONLY THOSE WORTHY OF AID WILL RECEIVE AN ANSWER TO THEIR PRAYER. AID WILL ONLY BE GIVEN FOR SPECIFIC TASKS AND WILL NOT LINGER BEYOND THE LIMITED PURPOSE FOR WHICH IT IS GIVEN. REMIND ALL WHO SEEK MY AID, THE ARM WILL ONLY ENHANCE WHAT THEY ALREADY POSSESS, AND NOTHING WILL SUPPLANT TRAINING AND PRACTICE.


  “GO FORTH WITH MY BLESSINGS.” The avatar disappeared with a flash.


  


  Chapter 26
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  THE SETTING sun barely peeked over the wall of the villa, hitting Farrell in the eye. The breakfast invitation from Penelope and Marisa meant getting up before dawn. Farrell suspected that had he wanted, Miceral would have let him sleep later, but he didn’t test his theory. Besides that, Peter expressed an eagerness to go with them after he’d spent the day with Marisa and their adopted daughter Claire.


  Hovering above the dirt courtyard, Farrell stared at the book in his lap. He’d spent what little free time he’d had during the day looking through Kel’s book for the spell Meglar used to defeat him, and today he’d found it. The simplicity of the magic defied the deadly results. It almost seemed too obvious, and yet defending against it eluded most people. Fortunately, now that Farrell knew how to cast the spell, it wouldn’t work on him a second time.


  Not that he expected Meglar to use the same spell again. Despite the common feeling among his mentors that Meglar was a brutish oaf who only won by overpowering his opponents, Farrell didn’t share their assessment of his father. Meglar might lack the creative genius of Kel, but that didn’t make him stupid.


  Satisfied he’d learned all he needed about the spell, he turned the page. From the corner of his eye, he noted the others enter the enclosed courtyard.


  “Why can’t he use a chair like normal people?” Penelope’s words matched the cool reception he’d gotten since they arrived.


  He looked up, and she glared at him for an instant before storming off. After a moment of watching her back, he turned toward Marisa, who stood with Miceral near the door.


  “Why is she so vexed with me?” He wished he’d stayed at the palace. “Why did you invite me to stay with you if she planned to act like this? Ice is warmer than she’s been today.”


  “You took Markus to Haven.”


  “By the Six.” Farrell stopped himself from saying anything worse. How could she be jealous of Markus’s brief visit?


  “He invited himself, actually.” Miceral rubbed Farrell’s back gently. “It would have been insulting to refuse.”


  “I know.” She shook her head. “I’ll speak to her. Markus will be here soon, and it won’t do for her to act like that toward you or him.”


  “If she wanted to go to Haven, why didn’t she ask?” Nerti rested in the shade with Klissmor and Rothdin. They’d been so quiet, Farrell almost forgot about them. “You did well not to say more. Marisa is a practical woman, but she wouldn’t have taken kindly to you disparaging her mate.”


  “Thank you. That’s why I held my tongue.”


  “You may not have spoken your thoughts, but Nerti and I heard them quite clearly.” Rothdin’s booming voice had a hint of humor. “I too am pleased you did not voice so unflattering an opinion of our host.”


  Peter entered the courtyard, led by a young woman about his age. She had long blonde hair and delicate yet striking features. While she had Penelope’s height and lean frame, she looked nothing like either mother.


  Marisa motioned for the pair to come closer. “Prince Farrell, may I present our daughter, Claire.”


  “Good morning, Your Majesty.” She bowed properly, if a tad quick, and turned to her mother. “May Peter and I go into the city?”


  “Claire!” Marisa barked her daughter’s name as though she addressed an out-of-line soldier. The young woman snapped to attention. “That is not how you were taught. Your bow was barely adequate, and you compounded your insult by ignoring Prince Farrell before he could return your greeting.”


  Farrell stepped down, ready to brush off the perceived slight, when Miceral squeezed his shoulder gently.


  “Don’t interfere with how Marisa parents her daughter. It’s not okay with her mother for Claire to be so informal toward you.”


  “How’d…?”


  Miceral released his grip. “I know you. Just let her apologize and be nice.”


  “Prince Farrell.” Claire, her cheeks bright red, bowed her head. “My apologies for being so rude. I mistook…. I was out of line.”


  “Apology accepted.” When she looked up, he winked at her with the eye her mother couldn’t see. “No offense taken. It took many such lectures when I was your age before I learned.”


  “Let’s hope she doesn’t require as many as you, Prince Farrell.” Marisa didn’t smile at his attempt at humor. “And no, you cannot go into the city. The king will be here soon, and you two need to stay.”


  “But I want to show Peter—” She stopped when Marisa glared at her. “Yes, Mother.”


  Farrell was about to say Peter couldn’t go either, but the loud peal of a gong reverberated throughout the house.


  “By the Six!” Marisa swore. “I told her to turn it down, not up!”


  “What was that?” Miceral turned to Farrell, who shook his head.


  “That’s Markus asking permission to come through our Door.” Marisa scanned her daughter, then Peter. “You two need to change. This is dinner with the king, not a party at one of the inns you visit when you think I’m not paying attention.”


  Peter looked at Farrell and Miceral, but before he could speak, Marisa turned her gaze on his one-time guards. “You both could also use a change.”


  Farrell opened his mouth to protest that Markus wouldn’t care, but something in his host’s eye told him to keep quiet. “We’ll go change right now.”


  He and Miceral corralled the two younger recipients of Marisa’s critical eye and headed toward their room. Miceral looked amused but kept his comments to himself.


  After changing into a clean tunic and pants, Farrell added a leather belt with a few precious gems, which he only wore during formal appearances. But when it came to a crown, he refused. Dinner at the palace might require he wear it, but they chose Penelope and Marisa’s house specifically to avoid formal state event.


  They arrived in the sitting room before Claire and Peter. Farrell smiled at their passive-aggressive behavior. The trick for the teens would be not to cross the line by taking too long and angering the Lady Marisa even further.


  Markus sat with his wife Dehlia and their two young children. Markus held a small stuffed lion and roared softly as he brought the toy closer to his daughter. She giggled and tried to grab the animal before the king pulled it away. His son, who looked a couple of years older—maybe seven or eight—stood up along with the queen when Farrell and Miceral entered the room. Markus remained seated but smiled at them.


  “I see Marisa made you change, much as my dear wife admonished me to clean up.” He brought the lion closer again and let his daughter grab it this time. Content, the princess hopped off his leg and went to her mother’s side.


  Peter and Claire arrived in time for Marisa to introduce Belsport’s heir to the queen. To accommodate Rothdin, Nerti, and Klissmor, Marisa had dinner served outside. The peregrine politely declined anything, preferring to eat later when he could hunt.


  In the quiet of the formal garden, they had a pleasant meal. At one point, Prince Hevnor asked to meet Farrell’s adopted father and the unicorns. Farrell escorted the young prince and watched as the three nonhumans took turns speaking to Dumbarten’s heir.


  When dessert arrived, Farrell found Miceral and Markus discussing military tactics interspersed with personal combat maneuvers. A reluctant Hevnor let his mother drag him away, and not even dessert could erase his pout.


  “Someone told me you enjoy coffee as much as I do, my lord.” Marisa pointed toward the small table where cups sat next to a silver ewer with steam coming from the top. “We here in Dreth are known for the quality of our beans, so I think you’ll be pleased.”


  “I would like some black coffee too,” Markus said, “and some private time with Farrell.”


  Farrell nodded, made his way to the table, and poured two mugs of coffee. Without turning away from the table, he reached out to Miceral. “Did he give you any hint what he wants?”


  “Not at all. We were discussing battle tactics when he looked up.”


  “Penelope has a safe room in the villa.” Markus motioned toward the open door and didn’t wait for Farrell to follow before he started to walk. “Penelope and I spoke earlier, and she and Miceral will join us after we’ve had a chance to speak first.”


  “This must be sensitive.”


  Markus shook his head. “Not really, but I’d prefer to speak freely and not wonder if anyone is using a listening spell or scrying our conversation.”


  Farrell kept such protections around himself that would detect anything, but he kept quiet and followed the king. They stopped before an unremarkable door with no handle or knob. Markus pulled out a small golden key and moved it closer to the wood. A keyhole appeared when the metal touched the door, and Markus used it to let them into the small room. Farrell felt the protection enclosing the space. Eight chairs surrounded a square oak table set with a pitcher of water and cups. Several more seats lined the wall.


  “I’m not sure how much your mother told you before she….” Markus shut his mouth and exhaled. “My apologies.”


  “She died, Markus.” He felt as if someone kicked him in the stomach as he spoke the words, but he pressed on. “You can’t offend me by speaking the truth.”


  “Perhaps not, but it isn’t necessary to remind you either.” Markus sat and motioned toward a seat on the opposite side of the table. “As I was trying to say, Honorus’s choice of Hevnor to rule Dumbarten ensured some connection to Yar-del, but thirty centuries makes even that kinship tentative.”


  Farrell laughed. “And yet you called me ‘cousin’ the first time we met.”


  “Because our two people are more linked than you may realize.” Markus drank some of his coffee. “Tell me, what do you know regarding the origins of your father’s family?”


  “The House of Vedri is as ancient as the House of Kel. Zargon was founded within years of Yar-del. Vedri came west from Lourdria after hearing about all the unoccupied land in Ardus.”


  “Vedri did not come from Lourdria. He was the illegitimate son of King Vadra.” Markus took another drink, as if to give Farrell time to absorb his words. “After the fight with Kel when Honorus removed Vadra from the throne, Vadra’s sons and their relatives retired to the southern end of Dumbarten, where they had lands. When Vadra died some years later—some say under suspicious circumstances—his sons were divided over what to do next. So divided that they and their supporters ended up fighting a pitched battle.


  “What actually happened is a matter of debate. History is spotty, but one version that is held above others is that Vadra’s youngest son, Vilden, was ambitious and chafed at being a vassal of the usurper Hevnor. He sought to create a new kingdom for himself in Ardus. His brothers had no issue with him leaving, but they opposed his attempt to take retainers and gold with him. When Vilden pressed his cause, a fight ensued. What exactly caused that fight isn’t entirely clear, but what we do know is that Vedri sided with Vilden, and he alone of Vadra’s sons survived.


  “It is said Neldin, disguised as a faithful retainer, instigated the sibling war. Others say it was not Neldin Himself, but a secret follower of the Dark Lord doing his master’s bidding. It matters little either way. At the end only Vedri survived.


  “After the fight, Vedri gathered the remains of his family and retainers and left Dumbarten. Hevnor eventually sought out the sons of Vadra, for they had not sworn allegiance to him after their father’s death. What he found were fallow lands, abandoned manor homes, and empty stables. The few who remained could only speak of the fight and how Vedri had gathered those who survived and led them to Ardus. At the time he did not know Vedri was an illegitimate son of Vadra.”


  “How did you finally learn of his birthright?”


  “When Kel founded the Order, he told us of Vedri’s connection to Vadra.”


  Farrell had no doubt Kel spoke the truth. “Why was this information kept from the world at large?”


  “As little as thirty years ago, a rebel nearly succeeded in using the Kentar invasion of Oglithan two thousand years ago as a rallying cry to rise up against my father. Imagine if it were known an heir to Vadra had not only survived, but founded the kingdom of Zargon.”


  “And of course Zargon wouldn’t have been interested in telling the world Vedri was a son of Vadra for fear it would invite an invasion from Dumbarten.” Farrell finished his drink. “That doesn’t explain why this information was kept from me. I’m a son of the House of Vedri.”


  “Would it have mattered, cousin?” Markus finished his drink and poured himself some water. “Would knowing your ancestors came from here and not Loudria have changed anything you did or thought?”


  “No, not that. But Neldin’s hand in Vedri’s actions would have been useful to know.”


  “Again, how so? Would knowing Neldin’s connection to the House of Vedri have changed your actions?” Markus peered at him over his cup before setting it down. “By the time you were old enough to understand, the connection between Neldin and Meglar had already been revealed. Given all your mother had to deal with, you can excuse her if she didn’t remember to correct an inaccuracy in your history lessons.”


  “Of course.” He’d have forgiven her anything to have her back. “You began by saying Dumbarten and Yar-del are more closely joined than I knew.”


  “Indeed.” Markus smiled. “Call it pride, arrogance, vanity, or even foolishness, but we in Dumbarten believe it is here, not Yar-del, that is the center of the fight against Neldin. Consider—Kel was born here, the Order was founded here, Hevnor, the brother of Kel, was chosen to rule after Vadra, and Kel returned here after he abdicated. Everything comes back to Dumbarten.


  “Since Hevnor’s time my ancestors have known that when Neldin returned, our people would be called upon to fight his evil. It is what drove the children of Hevnor to unite the island under one rule. The Order of Kel was founded on the belief that we will be at the fore of the fight. All that Dumbarten has done over the centuries has been to ensure we are ready and prepared when Neldin returns.


  “Yar-del, on the other hand, was the symbol everyone saw, the one everyone expected to be the first line of defense. Neldin focused his energy on Yar-del, leaving Dumbarten alone to quietly prepare to oppose His return.


  “We are far from where Neldin expects to find a threat. Remember, Honorus sent Kel away, told him to leave Dumbarten. Coincidence or plan? I believe it was part of a greater plan to deceive the deceiver. Neldin saw the enemy as Yar-del under the rule of Kel, whom He hated most. Kel, who ended Neldin’s reign in Trellham. Kel, whose talent closed the door from Neblor and ended Neldin’s dreams of world conquest.


  “How did Neldin begin this new war? By sending Meglar to destroy the symbol of His hated enemy. He not only conquered Yar-del, he destroyed it from within.”


  Markus’s choice of words irritated Farrell. He took a moment before he responded. “What you say is true, but that doesn’t explain why Dumbarten has always been the secret center of Honorus’s plans.”


  “Dumbarten’s geography and political stability have allowed us to grow and thrive unmolested. We have few enemies and none capable of posing a serious threat. Our navy keeps our shores safe and our trade ships protected. We have bustling ports, wealthy merchants, and a well-funded treasury. We’re isolated yet worldly, powerful yet neutral, and we’ve been vigilant for centuries.”


  Farrell nodded. “You’re Honorus’s army.”


  Markus placed his palms on the smooth wood in front of him and leaned forward. “No, cousin, Dumbarten is your army.”


  The room turned into a tomb as Farrell weighed Markus’s explanation. He almost resented Honorus for using his family as a throwaway decoy, but Kel would have been a target no matter where he lived. The theory, however, made sense, fiendishly good sense. But it didn’t matter.


  “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but I must decline your offer. To drag you and your army into this would condemn you and it to certain death. This war will turn on who is the better wizard, not whose army is bigger.”


  “I agree that this war will not be won simply by force of arms, but neither will it be won by wizards alone.” Markus kept his gaze on Farrell. “Not even you can defeat Meglar and his army.”


  “If I can lure my father and his troops onto the Plains of Gharaha, I will do just that, Markus.” He tried not to sound boastful, but he needed Markus to understand. “That was the plan Heminaltose received from Honorus. It’s what I’ve spent the last ten years perfecting.”


  Markus leaned back, looking as serious as Farrell had ever seen him. “Honorus left to Hevnor the task to forge the army to march beside his brother Kel. Notwithstanding any plans given to Heminaltose, if it is your destiny to stand up to Meglar, it is ours to march beside you.”


  “At the risk of offending you, cousin, do you fully understand this war? If I don’t beat Meglar, standing beside me will prove detrimental to you living a long life.”


  The king laughed. “There are never guarantees in war. But like you, I have trained my whole life for this fight. It is the task Honorus left to the House of Hevnor. I am eager to show Honorus we did not fail Him.”


  Farrell would have continued the argument, but he knew he couldn’t win. “It appears as you said, Markus—this is not my decision. My desire to handle this alone is as unrealistic as an attempt to calm the ocean. I must trust Honorus.” He smiled at his cousin and added, “I guess this makes us partners.”


  “Well said, cousin. Partners we shall be. And Meglar will know fear when he learns the children of Kel and Hevnor are united in opposition to his mad plans.”
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  “NO.” FARRELL turned his back on Penelope. The early-morning sun hadn’t crept high enough to warm the courtyard. He spun back a second later. “Absolutely not.”


  She raised an eyebrow slightly. “It’s not your decision.”


  “Actually, it is. You’re not coming with me.”


  Meeting his gaze, she didn’t flinch. “Try to stop me.”


  He crossed his arm and shook his head. “I won’t to have to because when I’m ready, I’ll just leave. I’d like to see you try to stop me.” He knew how childish he sounded, but this discussion was pointless.


  “Perhaps we can talk about this later?” Miceral said. Penelope had interrupted their morning training by announcing she planned to go to Agloth with them. “Farrell and I will discuss it and let you know our decision.”


  “There is nothing for you two to decide!” Penelope nearly shouted. “This isn’t just about you and Farrell. The fate of the world rests on your actions. We all have a stake in this war.”


  “She is correct.” Rothdin’s voice inside his mind caused him to flinch. “The choice is not yours alone.”


  Penelope’s smug expression told him that Rothdin spoke out loud.


  “Enough!” Farrell’s voice echoed across the yard. “What makes anyone think they have a say in what I do?”


  “We who serve the Six have some measure of say in what you do,” Rothdin said


  Farrell could feel his control slipping as his anger threatened to overwhelm him. “Everyone in Dumbarten has an interest in how the kingdom is managed, but they do not get to tell Markus how to run the kingdom.”


  “We’re trying to help, not give you orders.” Penelope’s eyes sought support from the others. Before they could weigh in, Farrell decided to end the debate.


  “My life! My task! My decision! It’s difficult enough trying not to make a fatal mistake without everyone adding his or her opinion. If you don’t like my decision, too bad. I’m not asking for anyone’s approval.”


  Before anyone could respond, Farrell walked away. After the third step, he lifted himself off the ground and flew over the wall and into the city. He didn’t look back as he soared over the bustling crowds below.


  Hiding himself from the throngs of people filling Dreth’s busy streets, Farrell searched for a place to land. He decided to sit atop one of the palace spires, but as he approached, he saw a better location. Skirting a pennant from the House of Hevnor flapping in the wind, Farrell cleared the palace and headed toward Honorus’s temple.


  Although not as high as the turrets he passed, the temple—like all of the Sky Father’s houses—had a wide ledge that could accommodate several peregrines. Facing the sea, this perch filled Farrell’s needs. His feet dangled over the edge as he watched the waves make their tireless trek toward land. Other than sitting by the ocean, however, Dreth felt nothing like Yar-del City.


  Kel had designed and built his city to endure. He planned to live there for centuries and didn’t want temporary buildings anywhere. Nothing about the city happened by chance. It had an elegant yet powerful feel, even in the less well-heeled neighborhoods.


  By contrast, Dreth sprawled. The palace and temples radiated strength and order, but the rest of the city seemed cobbled together by happenstance. As a whole, the city shouted its strength, but its aura came from its massive size that overwhelmed everyone, much like Dumbarten’s army.


  Though he appreciated the deep history and beauty of Dreth, nothing compared to Kel’s magnificent city. Even the sea seemed more majestic as it lapped against the nearly two-hundred-foot-high cliff upon which the city had been built. Where the sea crashed into Yar-del City’s unmovable wall of rock, here the waves ended with a whimper before the tide pulled the water back into the ocean.


  The noises from the busy city drowned out the rhythmic sound of the surf, but his mind still heard what his eyes saw. Ships dotted the horizon. Some made for the safety of the harbor, while others raised sails to begin their journey. A cool breeze caressed him and snatched the small warmth the still-low sun provided.


  His peace lasted for several minutes before he heard sounds rising from the busy city. Below he noticed the chaotic flow of goods and people come to a halt. He didn’t need to follow the eyes and arms peering skyward to know what they saw.


  The powerful gust of air from two eight-foot wings washed over him as his father’s massive form came to light on the perch built for him and his kind.


  “Truly you have the soul of a peregrine born.” Rothdin settled on the perfectly sized ledge and stared forward.


  “How did you know I’d be here?”


  “Your mate told me you find watching the ocean from a height peaceful when you need to think. What better place to do just that than from our master’s home?”


  They sat in silence, and Farrell ignored the crowd building below. He toyed with the idea of hiding them from view but decided such a move would only cause a greater commotion.


  “The task is mine, Father.”


  “It is, but the Six did not give this to you to do alone.”


  Rothdin kept his gaze toward the sea. Farrell expected him to say more, but his father kept silent. When he thought the silence lingered too long, Farrell spoke.


  “I agree, but since the responsibility is mine, I decide how best to carry it out.”


  “So you believe you are separate and apart from the others who labor on behalf of the Six?” Rothdin’s tone was patient, as if addressing a child.


  “Of course not, but neither do I answer to anyone but Honorus and His siblings.”


  Rothdin finally turned and for an instant, Farrell thought he saw disapproval in his father’s dark irises. “There is room in the sky for both listening to opinions and making your own decision.”


  The criticism stung. If it had come from anyone other than Rothdin, Farrell probably would have lashed out without collecting his thoughts.


  “I agree with you, Father, but that isn’t what happened. Even you told me you had some say—not an opinion or advice, but a say—in my decision. Even the sky is not big enough for two kings.”


  Instead of his father’s features bristling in anger as he expected, Farrell watched them go flat. Rothdin slowly nodded. “Your mate said much the same after you left. We who have answered the call are as invested in your success as the Six. We sometimes forget we are here to advise, not give orders. Know that we act out of love because we care about you, not because we want to order you about.”


  “Father, I know you care. You risked your life to save me.” Despite their obvious differences, Farrell had begun to see Rothdin as his father. He swallowed against the lump that had developed in his throat. “And it is not that I do not want advice, but I can’t—won’t—accept being told what I’m going to do next or that others have decided they are accompanying me.”


  “And in that, I apologize.” Rothdin stretched out his wing, wrapped it around Farrell, and drew him closer. Farrell felt the other wing come around and envelop him as well. “This is how a peregrine speaks to its young. Though you are grown according to your people and have done things only a grown man might do, you are still young to me.”


  The feathers tickled and had a faint musky smell, but the move had a calming effect on Farrell.


  “Nerti pointed out that I cannot view you as I do your brothers. Though you are still a fledging in my eyes, your maturity far eclipses Grohl and Takala. If you will return to the aerie, I promise that Nerti, Klissmor, Miceral, and I will present a united front on your behalf and respect any decision you make.”


  “Will Nerti accept it if Miceral and I decide to go on alone?” He hadn’t decided what to do, let alone that, but the answer would prove telling.


  Rothdin’s thoughts conveyed his amusement. “Though such a scenario did not arise, our decision was to support you in whatever choice you made. I suspect the idea that you would go without her hasn’t crossed her mind and should you decide that, it would test her resolve, but you will have my support if that is your final word.”


  “I haven’t decided anything yet, but my hope is to use a temple Door to go to Agloth, find what Kel left, and come back.” Even he didn’t expect things to be that simple, but he decided to try the easy way first.


  Rothdin unfolded his wings. “I shall do my best to ask Holy Honorus to aid your task.” He sounded as skeptical as Farrell felt.


   


   


  FARRELL MET an anxious Miceral when he returned with Rothdin. Everyone found an excuse to leave, most likely at his father’s suggestion. Once they were alone, Miceral relaxed.


  “Rothdin said he found you on the peregrine aerie atop Honorus’s temple.” Miceral handed him a goblet of watered-down wine. “Why do you like heights so much?”


  Farrell laughed and then took a sip. “When I was younger, it was something I could do that set me apart. None of Heminaltose’s other students were able to fly, and they were all much older than I.”


  “Really? None of them?”


  “None. Flying is one of those things that a wizard either can or can’t do. No one can explain it. Did you know Sanduval—the great and powerful Grand Master Sanduval—couldn’t fly?”


  “Nope, didn’t know that.” Miceral drained his cup and set it aside. “How many other students did Heminaltose have when you were there?”


  “When I arrived, Haven was still what it was created to be—a place to train wizards. Heminaltose never had more than four or five students at a time, and he tried to stagger their ages so he could rely on the older ones to train the younger ones.”


  A smile stretched his lips as he remembered his master’s school. It hadn’t been a carefree or even fun childhood, but remembering his master at the dinner table telling of his adventures, or watching him perform some complex magic like it was the simplest spell, were the memories he clung to most.


  Miceral refilled their cups. “What happened to them?”


  “One by one they moved on to other pursuits. The eldest I barely remember. He left when I was five. He went to Yar-del and died defending Heminaltose and my mother. Two others never achieved master status, and they left to find work with some noble family or merchant. The two closest in age to me were Samruel and Quonus. I think Heminaltose accepted Samruel when I was three or four. Quonus I remember coming when I was nine. He was three years older than me and a bully by nature. He didn’t like being told what to do and figured that since I was the youngest, whatever he didn’t want to do, he’d pass on to me.”


  “Heminaltose allowed that?”


  “Of course not. The first time he noticed I was doing something Quonus had been assigned was the last time Quonus passed off his chores to me. Heminaltose made it clear if he did it again, he’d be sent home, and I was under orders to report it.”


  Miceral snorted. “Sounds like your master didn’t think he could trust Quonus.”


  “In hindsight he trusted him too much, but I suspect he assumed we were boys, and what child loves chores?” He hadn’t remembered these events in years. “The first time Quonus tried, I told him no and if he asked again, I’d tell our master. He never tried again, but that’s about the time he started to try to bully me. Samruel protected me for a few years, but after he left, Quonus seemed Neblor-bent on making up for lost time.


  “I was thirteen when Samruel left and already strong enough to stand up to Quonus, despite him being three years older than me. But I lacked his cruel streak, so I learned to fly to avoid him. It infuriated him beyond words that he couldn’t find me when I flew off into the mountains. He’d send seeking spells, saying our master wanted me back. I never believed him, but the last time it happened, Heminaltose really did want me back.”


  Miceral shifted so he faced Farrell. “What happened?”


  “Heminaltose came looking for me. He was not happy with Quonus or me when he found out the reason I’d ignored all his summons.”


  “Why was he mad at you?”


  “Quonus showed the potential to become a fairly powerful wizard—midlevel master class, at least. Meglar’s threat distracted Heminaltose so much that he never noticed Quonus’s mean streak. By failing to tell my master what I knew about Quonus, I allowed Heminaltose to train someone likely to become an easy recruit for Meglar.


  “After that day, Heminaltose kept a closer eye on Quonus. Eventually, Quonus got tired of the constant surveillance and tried to take it out on me.”


  “How did that go?”


  “Badly for Quonus.” Farrell’s mouth felt dry, so he took a long drink. “The instant Quonus attacked me, Heminaltose sensed the assault and came to find us. Quonus must have hoped he’d kill me quickly and then make good his escape. He was such a fool. He’d mistaken my lack of interest in fighting him as weakness on my part. Had he taken the time, he’d have known that even at fourteen, I was already more powerful than he’d ever become.”


  Farrell closed his eyes. Thinking about the day sent a chill through his body. It had been the first time he’d ever hated someone enough to try to kill them. “He must have thought himself clever, but his constant sniping taught me to wear my shields at all times. Even taken unaware, I easily withstood his assault. When I turned to counter, for the first time since he’d started to torment me, I saw fear in his eyes.”


  He hated that he’d reveled in that moment. All the times he’d done as Samruel said and not retaliated, he’d felt weak. Seeing Quonus scared of him, however, made Farrell feel powerful. He’d never told anyone how much he’d enjoyed the feeling that day.


  “Did you kill him?” Farrell heard the fear in Miceral’s question


  He looked over and quickly turned away, unable to face his life partner. Miceral was a true warrior, one who fought only when needed and didn’t take pleasure in killing. Farrell couldn’t say the same. He had wanted to kill Quonus.


  “No. Not that I didn’t try.” He shook his head, still ashamed of what had happened. “I wanted to, tried even, but Heminaltose arrived just as I prepared to deliver a killing strike. He… he stopped me—barely.”


  Heminaltose had told him later that even he felt a twinge of fear when he saw Farrell about to attack his fellow student.


  “You never had the opportunity to meet my master, but Heminaltose was without peer. Our shields might have been tissue paper to him that day. He shouted his anger at us and in a heartbeat, he locked us both in a stasis spell so powerful I could barely breathe.” Farrell swallowed loudly.


  “I’ll bet Heminaltose wasn’t happy.”


  Farrell snorted softly. “That’s an understatement. To that point in my life, I’d never seen him that angry.”


  “What happened to Quonus?”


  “Heminaltose expelled him with bindings on his powers.” Farrell sighed. “None of that really answered your question. Once I learned to fly, I discovered I enjoyed the peace of sitting where no one could intrude on me. This proved especially true when I went to Yar-del or other big cities. Over time it has become a habit.”


  Miceral didn’t say anything, and Farrell began to worry he’d said too much. “Sorry you asked?” He tried to make it sound like a joke, but he heard the fear in his voice.


  Rather than answer, Miceral reached over. Farrell jumped at first from the contact but let Miceral lace their fingers together.


  “No, I’m not sorry I asked.” He bent forward and kissed Farrell’s fingers. “As ridiculous as this sounds, I’m sorry I couldn’t have been there to stop Quonus from making your life so miserable.”


  Farrell started to chuckle. “You being there is about the only thing that could have made it worse. If I’m skinny now, you should have seen me then. I did too much magic too soon, and it showed. One of the tailors used to say if I didn’t gain some weight soon, I’d blow away with the next good breeze.”


  Miceral smiled, but before he answered, his eyes darted over Farrell’s shoulder. Turning, Farrell saw a priestess of Seritia coming their way, escorted by Marisa.


  “Farrell, Miceral”—Marissa motioned toward them—“this is Mother Mergrania, High Priestess of Seritia for Dumbarten. She has asked to speak to you both.”


  Marissa turned and left. The middle-aged priestess watched their host walk away before she turned to face them. Her graying brown hair moved slightly in the gentle breeze.


  “Greetings, Chosen.” She bowed toward Farrell. “The high priestess in Agloth has denied your request to use a temple Door. All pilgrimages, even from Seritia’s Chosen, must be made over land.”


  “Pilgrimage?” Farrell turned to Miceral and saw the same confusion he felt etched on his partner’s face. “We… I’m not coming to ask for her blessing, Mother. Grand Master Kel left something for me in the city.”


  The priestess smiled. “I can see our Holy Mother has blessed you and Khron’s Chosen, but if you come to Agloth seeking anything, you are a pilgrim.”


  Farrell resisted the urge to throw up his hands. “Mother, I’m not going Agloth for my own purposes. As the champion of the Six, I’m going to Agloth to fulfill Their will. Can you ask the high priestess to reconsider? Anything that makes my task harder can’t be the will of the Six.”


  Mother Mergrania gave him a sympathetic shrug. “The denial came from Seritia Herself. Mother Joella was inclined to agree to your request, but the Holy Mother made Her will known.”


  It felt like Master Thomas just knocked him on his arse. The Six were trying to make it more difficult?


  “There is more.” The priestess sounded almost embarrassed as she drew Farrell’s attention back to her. “In order to gain admittance to the city, you must bring with you a devotee of each of Seritia’s five siblings.”


  “What?” Kel told him he had to go, but that was before he knew Seritia would make it so difficult. “Did She say why?”


  “No.” She shook her head. “At least not to me.”


  “This makes no sense.” He turned to Miceral and threw up his hands. “Why not tell me to bring Her Meglar’s head as well?”


  “It’s not that bad.” Miceral pulled Farrell’s hands into his. “Whatever Seritia’s reasons, She wouldn’t impose these conditions if She didn’t think they were important.”


  “Your life partner speaks the truth, Chosen,” the priestess said. “Though we might not see the wisdom in Her words, that doesn’t mean they are frivolous.”


  Farrell nodded several times and pulled his hands free. “I understand. Thank you for coming by to give me the message personally.”


  “Of course, Chosen.” She bowed her head politely. “The blessings of Seritia be with you both.”


  As he watched her leave, he felt his frustration build. He didn’t have the time to waste riding across half of Loudria to reach Agloth. Of course, before he could do that, he needed to assemble the right people. Something told him that Seritia had some very specific ideas on who She wanted him to bring with him to Agloth. The trick would be finding them.


  “What now?” Miceral asked, breaking the downward spiral his thoughts created.


  “Now? We figure out how to get to Agloth.”


  Somehow.
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  GODS OF NENDOR


   


  Arritisa—Goddess of the Sea.


  Falcron—God of Wisdom. He and his sister, Seritia, are sometimes referred to as the “The Twins.”


  Honorus—Eldest and king of the gods. Often referred to as the Sky Father and Lord of the Sky. The patron god of the peregrines.


  Khron—God of War. Closely associated with dwarves.


  Lenore—Goddess of the Earth. Often referred to as the Mother of Us All. Closely associated with Honorus. The patron goddess of unicorns and Muchari.


  Neldin—God of the Underworld. Sometimes referred to as the God of Death or God of Evil. Ruler of Neblor, the netherworld where his worshippers go after death.


  Seritia—Goddess of Love. She and her brother, Falcron, are sometimes referred to as “The Twins.”


   


  PEOPLE


   


  Aderic—Captain of the wizard constables of Belsport. Master wizard.


  Alicia—Princess of Belsport.


  Bartholomew—Master wizard residing at Northhelm who assisted Farrell in evacuating the city.


  Baylec—Muchari weapons master who trained Miceral and later Farrell.


  Beatrice—Legendary grand master wizard often mentioned in the same breath as Kel. Helped hide Northhelm from the world at large. One time teacher of Grand Master Heminaltose.


  Bren and Gena—Parents of Kel and Hevnor. They lived in Kentar and the island of Dumbarten over three thousand years before Farrell was born.


  Bren—Last King of Yar-del, descendant of Kel, father of Zenora.


  Christian—King of Honal and father of Prince Kerstand.


  Clement—Last King of Endor. Helped Farrell lead the resistance before his death.


  Covis—King of Respital.


  Cylinda—Master wizard who resides at Haven.


  Darius—Master wizard and chief wizard of Belsport.


  Erstad—Master wizard, mentor and teacher to Farrell.


  Farrell—Birth name Halloran. Grand master wizard and Prince of Haven. Son of Queen Zenora of Yar-del and King Meglar of Zargon. Descendant of Grand Master Kel. Was sent from Yar-del at the age of two and rumor spread that he’d been killed to keep Meglar from kidnapping him. Champion of the Six and Chosen of Honorus. Life partner of Miceral.


  Glaus—Baron of Honal and cousin of Prince Kerstand. Sent along with Kerstand to secure aid from Haven.


  Glendora—Wizard priestess of Lenore who came with the Muchari to Haven.


  Grohl—Peregrine. Son of Rothdin, brother of Takala, adoptive brother to Farrell.


  Heldin—King of Pelipan.


  Heminaltose—Grand master wizard and first teacher to Farrell. Considered the greatest wizard of his age. Founded Haven. Died along with Queen Zenora fighting Meglar at Yar-del City.


  Horgon—Father of Miceral, leader of the Muchari and first minister of Haven.


  Jameson—Master wizard residing at Northhelm when the city was evacuated.


  Jursten—Prince of Endor. Refused to be crowned king until Endor is restored.


  Kel—Grand master wizard. Considered the greatest wizard of all time by many. Ended the first war of the gods. First Champion of the Six. Founder of Yar-del.


  Kerstand—Prince of Honal. Sent to Haven to ensure the line of Honal survived the coming war.


  Klissmor—Unicorn. Mate to Queen Nerti. Allows Miceral to ride him.


  Lilian—Muchari wife of Ostert. Pregnant when her husband died at the battle of Belsport.


  Lisle—Housekeeper and surrogate mother to Farrell.


  Miceral—Muchari warrior. Son of Horgon, leader of the Muchari. Life partner of Farrell.


  Nerti—Unicorn queen. One of the oldest beings on Nendor. Mate to Klissmor. She allows Farrell to ride her to aid in the fight against Neldin.


  Ostert—Friend of Miceral and Farrell’s. Died at the Battle of Belsport.


  Peter—Prince of Belsport.


  Reinhard—Captain of the constables of Belsport.


  Rothdin—King of the peregrines. Father of Grohl and Takala. Adopted father of Farrell. One of the oldest beings on Nendor.


  Sanduval—Grand master wizard. Friend of Heminaltose. Assumed leadership of Haven after Heminaltose died. Mentor and teacher to Farrell. Killed by Meglar defending Endor.


  Takala—Peregrine. Son of Rothdin, brother of Grohl, adoptive brother to Farrell.


  Thomas—Weapons master of Yar-del.


  Wesfazial—Master wizard, mentor and teacher to Farrell.


  Wilhelm—Prince and sovereign of Belsport. Father of Peter and Alicia. Ally of Haven.


  Zenora—Queen of Yar-del, Halloran’s mother, and descendant of Kel. Married Prince Meglar of Zargon in an attempt to combine the two kingdoms. Betrayed by Meglar soon after the birth of their son. Died with Heminaltose fighting Meglar.


   


  PLACES


   


  Ardus—Smallest of the three main continents of Nendor. Home of the Seven Kingdoms as well as Haven. Last of the three major landmasses to be settled and developed.


  Arvendia—One of the Seven Kingdoms. Third kingdom to be conquered by Meglar.


  Belsport—A Free City of the West. Wealthiest and most northern of the Free Cities.


  Blue Marlin—Upscale Inn where Farrell and Miceral spent their postunion trip.


  Celtan—A Free City of the West.


  Colograd—One of the three dwarf kingdoms. Located in Lourdria.


  Cytus Wood—Tree native to Nendor. Its dense white wood is favored by wizards for its ability to store and channel large amounts of magical energy.


  Dagur—A Free City of the West.


  Dumbarten—Large island off the western coast of Lourdria. Birthplace of Kel.


  Eight Gates of Neblor—Mythical gates that bar the dark creatures of the underworld from invading the world. Often used as a curse or to express surprise.


  Endor—One of the Seven Kingdoms. Ally of Yar-del. Second of the Seven Kingdoms to be conquered by Meglar.


  Erd—Northern continent. Home to the dwarf kingdom of Fracturn and Falcron’s city of Bowient.


  Free Cities of the West—A collection of city-states on the Delmun Sea on the west coast of Ardus. No formal association among the cities.


  Fracturn—One of the three dwarf kingdoms. Located in Erd.


  Glaston—A Northern Free City.


  Hamble—A Free City of the West.


  Haven—Hidden sanctuary originally founded as a school for wizards. Built inside the Trellham Mountains. Expanded by Heminaltose as a place of refuge in anticipation of Meglar’s goal of conquering the Seven Kingdoms.


  Honal—Southwestern-most of the Seven Kingdoms.


  Kelse—A Northern Free City.


  Kentar—One of the three original kingdoms of Dumbarten. Home of Kel and his brother Hevnor, who became King of Dumbarten.


  Lourdria—Largest of the three main continents. Home of Seritia’s city of Agloth and dwarf kingdom of Colograd.


  Merchant Union City-States—A collection of small city-states on the Kessan Ocean on the east coast of Ardus.


  Nagden—A Free City of the West.


  Neblor—Underworld. Home of Neldin and his dark legions.


  Nendor—Name given to the world by the gods.


  Northern Free Cities—Collection of city-states on the north coast of Ardus.


  Pelipan—Northwestern-most of the Seven Kingdoms.


  Pelth—A Free City of the West.


  Plains of Gharaha—Grasslands that abut the Trellham Mountains in the valley where Haven is located.


  Realth—A Northern Free City.


  Respital—One of the Seven Kingdoms. Fourth kingdom to be conquered by Meglar.


  Spagrom—One of the Northern Free Cities.


  Spine of Khron—Large mountain range that forms the northern boundary of the Seven Kingdoms and separates them from the Tehbra Desert and the Northern Free Cities. Home to Northhelm.


  Southern Wastes—Frozen area on the southern tip of Ardus.


  Tabrum—A Northern Free City.


  Teclelion—High Priest of Honorus for Haven.


  Tehbra Desert—Large desert that covers the northern part of Ardus. Home to the Northern Free Cities.


  Therssen—A Free City of the West.


  Trellham—Oldest of the three dwarf kingdoms. Site of the first great war between the gods.


  Trellham Mountains—Mountain range running north-south on the western side of Ardus. Home to Haven and the dwarf city of Trellham.


  Valencia—A Free City of the West.


  Verona—High Priestess of Lenore for Haven.


  Yar-del—One of the Seven Kingdoms. Founded by Kel at the behest of Honorus. First of the Seven Kingdoms to be conquered by Meglar.


  Yar-del City—Capitol of Yar-del.


  Zargon—One of the Seven Kingdoms. Ruled by Meglar after he killed his father. Traditional enemy of Yar-del.


   


  CREATURES AND THINGS OF NENDOR


   


  Chamdon—Humans warped by dark magic into mindless creatures with enhanced strength and stamina. Meglar created them by accelerating the aging process in the subjects. Chamdon have short life spans, as they burn out their life force within a few days. Because of their limited mental capacity, they are easily directed by handlers who implant a command that the creatures carry out until redirected again or until death.


  Doors—A means of instantaneous travel between two distant places. Only certain wizards can create a Door, and the wizard must have a firm image of the destination in order to create a terminus to the portal.


  Muchari—Human-looking race of beings who have enhanced strength, speed, stamina, and senses. They are protectors of the unicorns and peregrines and are devoted to Lenore.


  Peregrines—Large raptors who are highly intelligent. When standing upright they are about eight feet tall. Peregrines can communicate mind to mind and have no defined lifespan. Rothdin, the peregrine king, is over seven thousand years old. Peregrines act as guardians of the skies for their lord and master, Honorus.


  Source—A near limitless vessel for storing magical energy. Created by Kel, the spell used to make a Source was a closely guarded family secret among Kel and his heirs. The Source at Yar-del was the only one until Meglar stole the spell and created his own Source. The remains of the Yar-del Source was transferred to Haven when Yar-del City fell to Meglar. Farrell created a second Source outside Haven to store energy to use in his battle with Meglar.


  Summer Festival—One of two major celebrations on Nendor. A traditional time for couples to hold their union ceremonies.


  Unicorns—Beloved of Lenore. They are the guardians of the earth and, like peregrines, communicate mind to mind. Queen Nerti is their ruler. She and her mate, Klissmor, are over seven thousand years old.


  Winter Festival—One of two major celebrations on Nendor. A traditional time for couples to hold their union ceremonies.
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  Champion of the Gods: Book Three


   


  By Andrew Q. Gordon


   


  Farrell thought his quest would end in Dumbarten, but he learns it has only begun. Now he needs to get to Agloth, the temple city to Seritia, but the Goddess Herself orders that he travel as a regular petitioner, and he must bring at least one follower of each of the Six gods of Nendor.


   


  Along with Miceral, Nerti and Klissmor, and Prince Peter, Farrell enlists the help of Grand Master Penelope and his peregrine brothers. Despite being attacked by a wizard allied with Meglar, they safely reach Agloth. The city, however, has its own secrets, and acquiring the Gift of the Gods Kel hid there will require undoing a millennia-long curse.


   


  After solving Agloth’s mystery, Farrell and his companions leave the others and travel to the Dwarf Kingdom of Fracturn in search of another Gift. When the same wizard who attacked them during their journey threatens Agloth, Farrell cuts short his time in Fracturn and rushes back to defend the city. Though Farrell and his allies gain the upper hand, the death of one of their companions distracts Farrell at a critical moment. Farrell’s opponent capitalizes on the tragedy, and Farrell struggles to survive while dealing with his crushing grief.
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  “WHY DON’T we send up flares that write my real name and lineage across the sky?” Farrell scanned the room for support. King Markus of Dumbarten, Princess Penelope, and her life partner Lady Marisa, avoided his gaze. He shook his head and turned around. “I don’t like this plan.”


  “You haven’t liked any of the suggestions we’ve made.” Markus stared at his cousin, his annoyance barely contained. “Do you have a better idea?”


  “Not yet.” He stood up and walked to the window. The king and Marisa didn’t know how magic worked. They assumed he’d wave his hand and make their impossible plan work.


  “That is because you make it look easy.” Nerti’s mental voice reminded him he’d kept their minds linked for these meetings. “Perhaps if you let someone else do the hard things, they’d see the effort needed.”


  “Even if I did that, they’d still expect me to find a way.” Seritia’s request that he bring a devotee from each of the Six and arrive like any other pilgrim played havoc with his original plan to sneak in and out without Meglar noticing. How was he supposed to travel to Her city in the middle of Lourdria—a nearly three-week journey on a fast horse—without attracting attention?


  “Rothdin and I have a suggestion, if you’d like to hear it.”


  The fact she and his adoptive father colluded in secret meant they weren’t sure he’d like the idea. “It can’t be any worse than sending a legion of heavily armored horse soldiers and accompanying support personnel.”


  “You have such confidence in us.” Despite her words, he could hear the amusement in her voice. “Perhaps I should keep my thoughts to myself.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything other than the utmost confidence in your counsel. Please tell me your idea.”


  “That’s better. But promise to hear me out before you object.”


  In the past, whenever someone asked him to promise that, he struggled to comply. “I’ll do my best.”


  “Have Penelope make a pilgrimage to Agloth. You, Miceral, and Peter accompany her as guards. Klissmor and I will find two more unicorns to carry Peter and Penelope. Your Brothers will fly with us as guards. The princess is a formidable wizard whose presence would explain any high magic you perform.”


  The idea had merit. A small contingent would not draw undue attention, at least not on the scale of a legion or two. And as Nerti suggested, the use of high magic would be easily attributed to Penelope. That said….


  “Your presence and that of Grohl and Takala is going to be hard to miss.”


  “Agreed, but since I’m going to accompany you wherever you go, we need to find a plausible reason for Klissmor and myself to accompany you.”


  “I think four unicorns and two peregrines are going to raise a few eyebrows, no matter what you say.” Despite his protest, he hadn’t dismissed the idea out of hand.


  “This is also true, but after Belsport, Meglar is aware we are active in the affairs of the world. Would not the king of Dumbarten want to make sure the gods are in his favor?”


  “Yes, but it is still going to stand out.”


  “Not if we send out several other groups at the same time.”


  Farrell smiled at the image in his mind of Nerti being pleased with her cleverness. “Can you explain that?”


  “Klissmor suggested that when we leave for Agloth, we send similar groups to strategic allies around the world. If Meglar is looking for us, he will have to divide his attention.”


  Dividing his attention wouldn’t stop Meglar, but it might slow him enough. And with everyone riding a unicorn, the time to Agloth would be less than half the usual journey.


  “I like it.”


  “Like what?” Markus asked.


  Lost in his conversation, he hadn’t heard the king walk up. “Nerti and Rothdin have come up with a suggestion on how to get to Agloth.”


  Markus raised an eyebrow. “And you like it?”


  “He is a wise human.” Nerti must have projected her thoughts to everyone, as the king reacted to her comment. He twisted, scanning the room before his confused gaze settled on Farrell.


  Farrell tapped a finger to his head. “She sees and hears everything I do.”


  A flicker of a reaction played across Markus’s face before he reined it in and presented a more neutral expression. “I’m not sure I’ll agree my cousin is wise, but I’m interested to hear what he does like.”


  Letting Nerti explain, Farrell watched to see the reactions of the others in the room. Markus and Marisa disapproved.


  “Three guards and one of the three is a boy?” Marisa stood and stepped behind her chair. She gripped the high back and stared at Farrell. “And you like this plan?”


  Markus leaned forward. “I agree. My aunt is far too valuable to Dumbarten to risk sending her across the continent with two guards and a child.”


  “First.” Farrell caught himself getting angry. He closed his eyes and breathed in deep. Calmer, he opened them and continued. “First, four unicorns, two peregrines, a Muchari, and two grand master wizards is hardly ‘two guards and a boy.’ Lose the ‘only humans count’ mentality and you might see why this is a good idea.”


  “Thank you.” From the way she spoke, Farrell knew the comment was only sent to him.


  “Second, and perhaps more to the point, the goal is to get to Agloth as safely and as fast as possible. Anyone not riding a unicorn is going to slow us by at least half.”


  “Fast isn’t better if you don’t make it alive.” Marisa shook her head. “If they send any force of note—”


  “The peregrines in the air will spot them well in advance, giving us time to flee.” Penelope stood up as she spoke and locked her eyes on Farrell. “I agree.”


  “You agree with him?” Marisa’s face had turned so red, Farrell worried she might faint.


  “No, dear, I agree with Nerti and Rothdin.” She raised an eyebrow. “Those two have lived a very long time. I suspect they know a thing or two about only taking appropriate risks.”


  “The princess is correct.” Rothdin’s booming voice filled their minds. “Queen Nerti and I would not have suggested this plan if we felt it was unduly dangerous for her, her mate, and my three sons. Everything we do from here on will contain risk. It is just a matter of how much. This task must be undertaken as quickly as possible.”


  “Between Farrell and myself, there isn’t much we can’t handle.” Penelope directed her words at the king. “And what we can’t fight our way through, we can outrun.”


  “The party we suggest addresses Seritia’s requirements and is fast enough and powerful enough to make it there safely.” Rothdin sounded more confident than Farrell felt.


  No one spoke, and Farrell let them mull over what had been said. Markus broke the silence by drumming his fingers on the table. Nodding, he rapped his knuckles on the stone top.


  “Explain to me again why this group?” He waved a hand in front of his face dismissively. “I understand the unicorns and peregrines represent Lenore and Honorus respectively. Miceral is the chosen of Khron, and you have to go, but why Penelope and the boy?”


  Markus pretending he didn’t understand what had already been discussed and agreed upon irked Farrell. “Prince Peter is a follower of Arritisa.”


  “And you are the Chosen of Arritisa. He isn’t necessary.”


  Fighting the urge to sigh, Farrell said, “I don’t count. The message said for me to bring a devotee of each of Seritia’s five siblings.” Nothing short of Arritisa showing herself and picking someone else would change his mind that Peter needed to be included. Markus stared at Farrell but said nothing. “He’s necessary. If you don’t believe me, ask Arritisa.”


  “Fine.” Markus sounded anything but fine with the decision. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re taking Dumbarten’s chief wizard.”


  “Why are we doing this, Markus?” Farrell skirted close to being disrespectful to his cousin, but he alone had the rank to speak plainly. “You know why Penelope is coming. I know you don’t like the plan, but being obstinate isn’t helping.”


  “My Aunt is a follower of Honorus, cousin.” Markus glared at him. “You already have your brothers. She isn’t needed.”


  Farrell turned toward Penelope, and everyone else’s head turned toward the princess. Penelope scowled at him and shook her head.


  “Why couldn’t you just have said it?”


  He shrugged. “I wasn’t sure you wanted me to tell him your business.”


  “Said what?” Markus shifted his attention between the two wizards. “Tell me what business?”


  “Markus, sometimes you can be so clueless.” Penelope rolled her eyes when the king’s eyes narrowed and his jaw tightened. “I’m going because I’m a devotee of Falcron.”


  “What?” Whatever the king expected, hearing his aunt felt a primary affinity toward the god of wisdom obviously wasn’t it. “The House of Hevnor follows Honorus.”


  “Yes, outwardly we do, but like many wizards, my primary worship is to Falcron.” They looked at each other for a moment longer until Penelope shook her head. “It doesn’t matter what you want, Markus. The will of Seritia is clear.”


  “Clear?” Markus laughed. “Telling Farrell he needs to bring a devotee of all five of her siblings is a clear sign you need to go?”


  “Yes.” Farrell paused to find the correct balance for his response. His cousin was never going to like the idea, but he needed to accept it or it complicated things. He briefly wondered how he’d moved from skeptical of Nerti’s plan to fully endorsing it. “Before we received Seritia’s message, I was planning to go alone, or with just Miceral and maybe Nerti and Klissmor. The goddess didn’t approve of my plans and imposed her will in a way that made it clear what she wanted.”


  “I’m still not following.” This time Farrell detected genuine confusion. When Penelope sighed, he waved her off.


  “Name someone else who could replace either Peter or Penelope.”


  Markus opened his mouth, paused, and then closed it.


  “Exactly.” Farrell held back a smile. “Not just someone else, but someone who knows what’s at stake, who I am, and can be counted on in a fight. Seritia made sure I’m bringing the people she wants.”


  “So it seems.” Markus walked over to the window and stared out. “My aunt is a powerful wizard, so I can understand why she must go, but the young prince? Has he even reached his age of majority?”


  “No, and I can’t tell you why he’s required either.” Farrell joined the king looking at the ocean off in the distance. “But I’m certain if I try to leave without him, Seritia, Arritisa, or both will make an appearance and make sure he’s included.”


  “I don’t like it, but what choice do I have?” The king sighed and turned to face Farrell. “I’m not used to being overruled or told what to do.”


  “Now that the Six are taking a more active role in our affairs, I’m afraid you’d better get used to it.”
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