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      A thousand years ago…

      “Braden Reis.”

      He didn’t look up at the sound of his own name being spoken from the doorway. Instead, he swallowed, squeezing his eyes shut as he ran his tongue across his parched lips. The sound of his own breath was a turbulent noise in his ears. He forced himself to concentrate on that sound, focusing his mind on every sharp hiss of air he sucked into his chest.

      The sound of approaching footsteps made him flinch. Try as he might, he couldn’t stop his hands from trembling.

      “On your feet.”

      Braden ignored the command, knowing there would be a penalty for his defiance. He squeezed his hands into fists in anticipation of the pain. For heartbeats, he waited. When nothing happened, he allowed himself to relax a bit.

      The pain hit with force.

      Molten-silver lightning raged like a firestorm through his mind. He threw his head back, clenching his teeth. Slumping to the floor, Braden convulsed as liquid energies seared through his body. Bile rose in his throat, choking him as he writhed on the floor.

      The pain lessened only gradually, taking a long time to completely go away. He lay on his back on the cold stone, staring upward, spent and gasping.

      A different voice, soft and repulsively familiar, addressed him from the doorway. “Think very carefully, Ambassador Reis. There are many kinds of deaths, some much worse than others.”

      He shuddered at the sound of that voice. It was despicably seductive, stroking like soft velvet down the length of his nerves. Braden kept his eyes squeezed closed, so loath was he to gaze upon that face.

      He could feel her moving toward him across the cell. Her hands brushed his skin, a silken caress as she slid her arms around his torso. With gentle pressure she compelled him to his feet. He stood, swaying, naked from the waist up, arms chained behind his back. His breath still came in gasps.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way,” she whispered gently in his ear as her soft fingertips stroked the skin of his back. “You can still choose to make a difference. Think of the lives you could save. It’s the right thing to do.”

      His eyes shot open, glaring his contempt at her.

      “Don’t lecture me on morals, woman,” he grated. “You have no idea what they are.”

      The smile that bloomed on her lovely face was only a dim reflection of the delight that filled her eyes. His response had pleased her. It sickened him, knowing that he had given her exactly what she’d wanted.

      “I want you to die knowing that they chose me to inherit your legacy,” she informed him with a grin. “One way or another, your gift will be put to the service of Xerys. With your power inside me, I will be the one destined for greatness. And you?” She looked at him sadly and scoffed with a shrug. “You’ll just be dead.”

      Hearing her words, Braden Reis closed his eyes and bowed his head in acceptance of defeat. Never before in his life had he felt so utterly powerless.

      The sound of her slippered footsteps moved away from him across the floor. Then hands were upon him, wrenching him forward. Braden allowed his guards to escort him out of the cell.

      The despair that gripped him dulled his senses. It was as though he moved through a dim and murky haze, the world around him distant and strangely muted. They ushered him up many flights of stairs toward the floor of the Lyceum. The dance of magelight that churned at their feet only served to confound his senses all the more.

      Braden gazed ahead with bleary eyes at the woman who strode before him. She glided in a sway of blue silks, platinum curls spiraling to her waist. She moved with an easy grace, every motion poised, every step a deliberate, calculated seduction. Arden Hannah was just as alluring as she was vile. It was a powerful and frightening dichotomy. She gazed back at him and smiled, her wide eyes glistening in the magelight.

      He dropped his stare back to the floor.

      They reached the level of the Assembly. There, his guards wrenched back on Braden’s arms, forcing him to a halt. The sound of a staff rapping thrice upon wood resounded throughout the hall. There was a pause. Then the knocks were answered in kind, echoing from the other side of the barred doorway.

      The bars were thrown from the inside, the enormous double doors cast open, shuddering on their hinges with a throaty groan. Braden avoided Arden’s eyes as his guards forced him forward. He could see very little, only shadowy silhouettes of people gathered above in the galleries. Within, the room was completely dark save for a single sphere of brilliant light in the center of the hall. It was toward that orb of light that he was made to walk.

      Braden forced himself to hold his head up despite the chill fingers of dread that caressed his bare skin. Nervous sweat trickled down his brow. He couldn’t help trembling as he stepped within that sphere of light. There he paused, hands bound behind him, completely blinded by the dazzling brilliance. That was the purpose of the light: to protect the anonymity of those gathered above in the galleries.

      The doors slammed closed, sealing the chamber with a resounding thud. An awful, gaping silence struck the room. The silence lingered, long moments stretching on and on. Braden continued to stand, blinking against the glare, eyes groping desperately for the sight of just one face he could recognize. But he could make out nothing; the thick wall of light was dense and unyielding.

      A deep and resonant voice addressed him:

      “Braden Reis, you have been convicted, attainted, and condemned of high treason committed against the state of Caladorn and the Lyceum of Bryn Calazar. A sentence of death has been pronounced against you. May the gods have mercy on your soul.”

      Braden bowed his head under the sheer weight of the words. A paralyzing numbness overcame him. He stood there shaking, withered by the miserable knowledge that he had failed so utterly in his purpose.

      Slithering ropes of energy twined around him, restraining him completely as they forced him roughly to his knees in the circle of light. He fought to draw breath, but succeeded only in producing a strangled wheeze.

      The Prime Warden himself stepped forward into the wash of light to carry out his sentence. Panic seized Braden at the sight of the object displayed in Zavier Renquist’s hands: a stone of many facets, lifeless, dull and black. It hung from the bands of a silver collar that shone like satin in the light.

      The sight of the Soulstone was ghastly, terrifying.

      Braden’s eyes shot up, groping at Renquist’s face. But in the gaze of his executioner, he found no trace of mercy.
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      Three weeks prior...

      Rain pelted the dark streets of Aerysius as thunder rolled expansively across the cloud-choked night. Merris Bryar shivered as her feet splashed through growing rivulets in the street, hugging her black cloak tightly against her body. She was drenched, her toes almost numb in her wet slippers. It was a terrible storm, the worst yet of the season. There was really no good reason for anyone to be moving about the city streets on such a night.

      Which was exactly why Merris stalked the man who walked ahead of her through the storm.

      Of all the people in Aerysius, the person Merris followed had the least excuse to be skulking through the shadows of the city. Merris hung well back from him, relying on the cloak she wore to obscure her features in the darkness. Her quest was dangerous, but that did little to daunt her. Rather, the thrill of the risk she was taking urged her forward.

      Merris was no stranger to the night. She knew perfectly well how to navigate the city streets unseen. Her father had been a cutpurse, her mother a sot and a swindler. Their combined examples had served Merris well in her youth. This was not the first time she had tracked a mark through the city streets under the cover of darkness.

      It was just the first time she had done so since becoming an acolyte mage.

      And back when Merris had forged a living on the streets, she would never, ever, have considered selecting Cyrus Krane himself, the Prime Warden of Aerysius, as her quarry.

      Merris moved as silently as she could, keeping at least a block’s distance between herself and Cyrus Krane. She kept to the shadows, moving low, using the pillars of balconies and the arches of doorways as concealment. The rattle of the downpour covered any noise her slippered feet might have possibly made. Merris smiled slightly. She knew exactly what she was doing; she was in her element.

      She watched as Krane turned and crossed the cobbled street toward the opening of an alleyway. Tonight, the Prime Warden wore just the thick, black cloak of a common mage rather than the white cloak with the Silver Star that was the emblem of his office.

      As Krane disappeared around the corner, Merris dashed forward. She didn’t dare take the chance of losing him in the darkness. Ducking down behind a large bin, she wedged her body behind it and peered around the edge of a building. By the light of a street lamp, she could barely make out Krane’s shadowy figure. The Prime Warden had stopped, glancing around as he reached for the handle of a door. He cracked the door open. Into that opening Cyrus Krane quietly slipped, pulling the door closed after him.

      Merris pulled back behind the bin, pressing up against the cold stone wall. She sat hugging her knees against her chest, shivering, wondering what she should do. She bit her lip, considering. She knew better than to follow her quarry inside the building. The right thing would be to turn back and return to the Hall of the Watchers. But she had no proof to validate her suspicions. Without proof, she would be sorely punished, most likely expelled from Aerysius for sure.

      There really was no decision to be made. She rose from her hiding place behind the bin and slipped quietly into the alley. Here, the cobblestones ran with icy rainwater that flowed over the tops of her slippers. She splashed across the street through fast-moving rivulets, pausing beside the building Krane had disappeared into.

      She stood there considering the door as the rain came down steadily, plastering her hair against her face. The wood was made of age-grayed pine, reinforced with iron bands. It looked like any other back-alley door in the heart of Aerysius.

      Merris gripped the rusted metal handle. She started to pull it open but stopped herself, taking a deep breath and holding it in. Then, with gentle pressure, she pulled the door open just a fraction. Leaning forward, she glanced within then stole quietly inside.

      She found herself in some type of storage cellar or undercroft. The room was very dim, lit only by two tapers that glowed from sconces on opposing walls. All around the room were stacked row upon row of wooden crates, the floor littered with straw. The only exit was another door at the far end.

      The cellar appeared empty, but anyone could be hiding within those rows of crates. Merris strained to listen. All she could hear was the sound of pattering rain. She considered the door on the opposite wall. Krane must have gone through there ahead of her. Merris did not want to follow him into the guts of the building; she had pushed her luck already.

      But she had come this far. Gathering her courage, she took a step forward into the cellar. Then another.

      Merris reached the door and pressed an ear up against the wood, straining to listen. There were no sounds coming from the other side. Her hand trembled as she reached for the handle, depressing the latch. The door swung inward, revealing dark depths beyond.

      The corridor ahead was lightless, narrow, and empty.

      Merris moved forward into the shadows, pulling the door closed behind her. She lingered there for a moment, uncertain, trailing her hand along the cold wall. The stone was rough and uneven, carved by the harsh strokes of tools. This building was old, she surmised, possibly as old as Aerysius itself. So unlike the rest of the structures in the city, which had been seamlessly wrought by magecraft.

      Merris stepped into the darkness, using her hands to grope along the walls to either side. She strained to hear the sound of footsteps that might be following. Her fingers traced the stone, searching for a doorway. Ten paces. Fifteen. Twenty. Still no sign of either door or passage leading off. The narrow corridor led straight ahead into the dark bowels of the ancient structure.

      When her next footstep felt only air, Merris drew up short. She reached down ahead with her foot, finally encountering stone.

      Stairs. Leading downward into blackness.

      She shivered, knowing in her heart that she should turn around and go back. Merris forced herself to press forward anyway. It was imperative that she follow through with this plan, despite the risk.

      She had discovered a letter in Cyrus Krane’s office which professed his disappointment with her character and noted his intent to have Merris removed. Her entire existence in Aerysius depended on finding something she could use against him: some secret, some evidence of treachery. If she didn’t, then the Prime Warden would proceed with her expulsion.

      Merris was not about to let that happen; she couldn’t go back to life on the streets. She had to find something, anything she could use as leverage. Some token, some bargaining chip that would persuade the Prime Warden to let her remain and pursue her studies.

      He’d had no business testing her character in the first place. Krane had meddled where he didn’t belong….

      Merris followed the stairs cautiously as they curved around and down into darkness, arguing with herself at every step. She shouldn’t be here—this was becoming too dangerous. She greatly feared what she would find at the bottom of those stairs. Or, worse, what would find her. In the darkness, Merris’ imagination ran rampant. She wished for magelight or even a taper to light her path.

      A loud, metallic clank resounded from far below.

      Merris startled, flinching to a crouch. Another noise echoed up the stairwell. Trembling, she regained her feet and turned, ready to flee. From the depths below came the sound of voices.

      Merris stopped in her tracks, straining to listen. The voices were distant, too indistinct to make out words. They did not seem to be coming any closer.

      She bit her lip, trembling, glancing behind and ahead in desperate indecision. Her foot kept wanting to slide back up the stair behind her. She willed it forward instead. Courage nearly spent, Merris continued down the stairs in the direction of the voices.

      She moved slowly, cautiously, creeping forward as silently as she could. There was another sharp, metallic groan. The sound of the voices ceased.

      Then came another noise: that of approaching footsteps.

      Merris turned and ran. Dizzy with fear, she was not at all careful about her retreat. She took the stairs two at a time, curving back upward in the direction she had come. She staggered and almost fell as she gained the top of the steps, catching herself on the rough stone of the passage. Then she was sprinting forward again on unstable legs down the corridor in the direction of the cellar.

      She spilled through the cellar door, throwing it closed behind her and pulling it firmly shut. Wondrous light confronted her vision. She started toward the outer door, but brute stubbornness made her turn back.

      Determined to glean some answers from this harrowing night, Merris dropped to her knees and squirmed herself into a corner between two stacks of wooden crates. She wriggled her body between them as far as she could, pressing herself tightly against them and pulling the cowl of her black cloak down to conceal her face. She fought for control over her panting breath, willing the speed of her heart to slow its frenzied pace.

      Confident as she could be in her hiding spot, Merris waited as long moments dragged by. She strained to listen. Outside, there was the constant sound of the rain hitting the cobbled street. Inside the cellar, she could hear the faintest noise of soft, scurrying feet. Mice, or even rats, were about their business among the crates.

      Abruptly, the cellar door creaked open.

      Merris could see nothing; her eyes were veiled behind her cowl. The sound of voices only paces away made her flinch.

      “All seems to be progressing well,” echoed the familiar voice of Cyrus Krane. “Have Master Remzi keep working on the cipher. There’s not much time; we have little more than a fortnight.”

      “All shall be made ready,” responded the voice of another man. That voice Merris did not know. It was calmly authoritative, resonant and deep. Softly, Merris tried pulling back the lip of her cowl just enough to try to get a glimpse of the speaker. It was useless; the stack of crates in front of her blocked her view completely.

      Merris realized that the air around her was starting to feel atrociously cold. The fear in her gut was like a tight knot that slowly writhed, working its way upward to choke her throat. She shivered, hugging her arms tightly about herself. The dread within her grew along with the cold, condensing into icy panic. The panic swelled, evolving gradually into terror.

      Merris’ eyes widened with realization: there was… something else … in the cellar. Something in there with them. Something wrong.

      “I’m still working on the required payment,” Krane’s voice continued evenly, as if the Prime Warden himself sensed nothing at all out of sorts. “I have someone in mind, but nothing definitive as yet.”

      “Be certain there is no deviation from the covenant,” the deep voice responded. “Failure is greatly misliked by our Master.”

      Merris chewed her lip on the edge of panic, the terrible feeling of dread becoming almost unbearable.

      Movement stirred in front of her. Something streaked across her vision, coming to a rest on top of the stack of crates. A hand. A man’s hand with thick fingers relaxed against the edge of the crate in front of her. A wide, silver band encircled the third finger. Merris shirked back away from the sight of that hand, her eyes welling with tears as she struggled to keep from crying out.

      “There will be no failure,” Krane’s voice echoed, his tone full of dire promise.

      Merris heard the sound of the outer door creaking open and then closing once again as the Prime Warden took his leave. The other man yet remained behind, his hand still resting on top of the crate.

      The loss of Krane’s familiar presence came almost as a blow to Merris. She resisted a powerful urge to bolt out of her hiding place and run for the door.

      There was a rustle of fabric as the hand withdrew.

      The sound of footsteps, walking away.

      Then came the noise of the inner door shivering open and then closed.

      Merris lingered, trembling violently, not daring yet to move. The awful fear within her refused to subside. Moments crept by, painfully slow. She strained to listen, hearing nothing. Even the scurrying of the rats had ceased.

      Just then, a blur of dark motion streaked across the edge of her vision. The form of a man, all in black, faceless and in shadow.
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      Sephana Clemley rolled over in bed, groaning in her sleep. She had been tossing fitfully most of the night. The sound of the rain needling the panes of her leaded-glass window had been keeping her awake. Normally, she would have found the sound of the raindrops soothing. But there was something different about this night. Even the cadence of the rain seemed charged with tension.

      Sephana’s hand groped blindly across the mattress, exploring, but finding only empty space at her side. Her groggy mind fumbled toward the vague rudiments of a question. But before the thought could even halfway form, an urgent clatter jolted her sharply out of sleep.

      Sephana jerked upright, throwing off her covers. Her eyes quickly scanned the dark interior of her bedchamber as another round of boisterous knocking echoed from the hallway.

      Her eyes darted to the empty mattress beside her as she reached for the cloak she always kept hanging from the poster of her bed. She pulled the black wool cloak on over her shoulders, holding it closed as she fumbled her way out into the dark hallway of her suite.

      “I’m coming,” she growled at the door, which was fairly shuddering from the abuse it was taking. Sephana paused, warily contemplating the door. Then she threw back the bolt and swept it open, glaring her ire at the person on the other side.

      Sephana blinked in shock at the wet, bedraggled woman who stood shivering on her threshold.

      “Merris?” she gasped, peering intently into the girl’s face.

      Her young acolyte’s skin was pale as chalk, her brown hair falling in wet disarray about her face. Her cloak dripped rainwater all over the freshly polished floor tiles. Merris’ usual composure was thoroughly shattered. She stood trembling, furiously wringing her hands, her blue eyes haunted by fear.

      “The Prime Warden is a traitor!” Merris exclaimed, sweeping past her into the room.

      Sephana closed the door to her chambers firmly, considering her acolyte with a vexed expression. Merris was dripping rainwater onto her costly Tiborian rug, she noted with a flare of annoyance. Sephana reached a hand out and guided the girl back onto the tile, pulling her in almost conversationally.

      “Be still,” she commanded, placing a steadying hand on the younger woman’s shoulder. “Come, now. First things first. Let’s get you out of these wet clothes.”

      She led Merris to her bedchamber and threw open the door of her wardrobe. Then she left the girl alone to dress. Sephana wandered out into the sitting room and made her way toward the hearth, her eyes narrowing slightly. The gray andirons that held the logs began to darken, taking on a deep-red glow. Within seconds, the hearth was ablaze with a lively dance of flame.

      Sephana busied herself by pouring a cup of wine from a wineskin that hung from a peg on the wall. Upon second thought, she poured another. Then she took a seat in one of the high-backed chairs before the fire, sipping her wine and observing the flames grow and spread throughout the kindling.

      Reaching out with her mind, Sephana tasted the flow of the magic field that moved like a swift current through the heart of Aerysius. It felt like a soothing cadence in the back of her head, like the soft tempo of a waltz. She grasped ahold of it, taking in just a small fraction and savoring its comforting presence.

      When Merris returned, Sephana noted with a flare of irritation that her acolyte had managed to select one of her own favorite gowns from the wardrobe, a yellow dress with a flowing skirt. It looked better on Merris, she noted.

      “Wine?” Sephana offered, extending her hand toward the second cup she’d poured while forcing a smile to her face.

      Merris approached slowly, timidly, at last dropping into the chair across from Sephana. Her hand trembled slightly as she raised the wine to her lips. Sephana studied her acolyte’s face as Merris closed her eyes and drank deeply from the cup. She looked back up with obvious reluctance.

      Brushing back a lock of burnished-gold hair, Sephana invited her, “Now, why don’t you tell me what’s troubling you, dear.”

      Merris squeezed her eyes shut, her hand coming up to rub her temple. “I followed the Prime Warden tonight,” she admitted in a tremulous voice that was little more than a whisper.

      Sephana’s mouth dropped open, her stomach twisting into knots. Merris was the Prime Warden’s own personal secretary, a highly coveted position. It was an honor reserved only for acolytes of the most unblemished reputation. That Merris might have abused her position troubled Sephana deeply; she was the girl’s own sworn mentor. Ultimately, Sephana herself was responsible for Merris’ actions. Or crimes.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Deceptively calm, Sephana’s words were carefully phrased to hide her ire. “Could you please explain to me what, exactly, made you think that it would be wise to shadow the Prime Warden of Aerysius?”

      “Please, hear me out,” the young woman begged, a note of panic cracking her voice. “He’s been meeting with strange people lately and receiving messages that are written in some sort of code. It’s all very irregular! And every time I turn around he’s—”

      Sephana threw her hands up in exasperation. “We are on the brink of war with Caladorn, Merris! Surely a few encrypted communiqués are not too far out of the realm of possibility?”

      “Not like this,” Merris insisted, leaning forward in her chair. “Please, just listen! I’ve never seen runes like these before. And every time he receives one of these notes, the Prime Warden tells me he’s feeling ill and has me cancel all of his appointments for the remainder of the day. Then he just leaves. Every time! I always thought he was just retiring to his chambers. But then this evening I actually caught him slipping out.”

      The sound of her door creaking open made Sephana startle. She sprang to her feet, nearly losing her grip on her cup of wine. Whirling, she brought her hand up to her chest in relief as she recognized the face of the man who entered. Closing her eyes, Sephana heaved a long sigh. Then she rounded on Merris, blaming the fool girl for inspiring such fear in the first place.

      “Now you have me jumping at shadows,” Sephana snapped as she rushed forward to greet their guest.

      Braden Reis paused in the act of closing the door as his eyes slid slowly from Sephana to Merris.

      “I wasn’t aware that you were expecting company,” he said in a questioning voice, eyebrows raised. He pushed the door the rest of the way closed behind him, latching it quietly. His eyes never left Merris.

      “Ambassador Reis,” Merris exclaimed, hastening to her feet with a look of dismay. “What are you doing here?”

      Sephana paused in mid-stride, turning back to her wayward acolyte with a seething expression on her face. “I’m afraid I am going to have to trust you with one of my own secrets for a change.”

      A frown of consternation nettled Merris’ brow before her eyes widened in sudden insight. “You’re lovers,” she gasped in realization. Her tone betrayed more than a trace of disapproval. “Master Sephana, I don’t understand… How can you be sure he’s not a spy for the Lyceum? I mean … how could you? He’s the enemy!”

      “I am not the enemy,” Braden assured her quickly, taking a step forward and drawing himself up. “At least, not yet, anyway. And not if I can help it.”

      “He’s been working night and day to forestall a war,” Sephana argued defensively.

      Without taking his eyes off Merris, Braden slipped an arm around Sephana. He was a tall man, muscular enough to fill out the indigo robes of the Lyceum better than most mages of his stature. He was the Ambassador of Bryn Calazar, and the blood of Caladorn was very obvious in his appearance. His skin was tanned olive, his hair thick and black. He had the characteristic full lips and almond eyes of a Northerner. A closely trimmed beard lent a chiseled look to his features.

      Sephana could tell by the wary expression on his face that Braden was anything but comfortable with the situation. They had worked hard to keep their relationship a secret, especially from other members of the Assembly.

      “Braden, you’ve met my acolyte, Merris Bryar,” Sephana offered curtly.

      Braden nodded stiffly. “Of course.” His dark eyes were clouded with concern.

      Sephana nodded. Braden met often with Prime Warden Krane in his capacity as the Lyceum’s ambassador. More than once he had been forestalled by Merris while seeking an audience unannounced. He could be rather brazen when he wanted to be, one of the myriad qualities that Sephana found so compelling about him.

      “Why don’t you have a seat, Braden,” Sephana sighed, stepping away from him. “Grab some wine for yourself. Merris has quite a story to share with us.”

      Braden’s confusion was obvious as he complied, helping himself to the wineskin. When they were all gathered in the chairs before the hearth, Sephana leaned forward in her seat and directed Merris firmly:

      “Now, start over from the beginning. This time, take your time and try to elaborate as much as you possibly can. Details, my dear. As many details as you can remember.”

      Merris swallowed. Then she obeyed. Sephana sat back and listened carefully as Merris unfolded her story for them, relaying all of the events she had experienced earlier that night. Sephana often found herself trading startled glances with Braden, who was listening attentively, broad shoulders tight with concern. By the end of Merris’ account, Braden’s look of concern had become eclipsed by an expression of incredulity. Sephana herself felt slightly nauseous. She regretted ever drinking the wine.

      “And then I fled,” Merris finished with a shrug. “I ran all the way back to the Hall. I didn’t dare return to my cell; the man in black saw me. He might know who I am.”

      Sephana turned to Braden. He was no longer looking at Merris, just staring down into the embers of the hearth. His hand scratched absently at the dark whiskers on his chin.

      “What do you make of all this?” she asked him.

      Braden threw back his head and swallowed the remainder of the wine in his cup. He looked almost dumbfounded as he shrugged, shaking his head. In a voice colored by a slight Northern accent, he responded, “I’m not sure what I can make of it. It could be anything … or nothing.” Narrowing his eyes, he turned to Merris. “This ring you saw. Can you describe it?”

      Merris nodded eagerly. “It was a silver ring. It had a blue stone. I think it might have been lapis. There was a rune overlaid in gold, but I didn’t recognize it.”

      “Do you think you could draw it?”

      Merris nodded. “I think so.”

      Sephana stood and went to her writing desk, retrieving parchment, ink, and quill. She handed them over to Merris and then sat back down again. As her acolyte sketched, Sephana felt Braden’s hand on hers, massaging her fingers with his thumb. The sensation was comforting, easing the tension within her. When Merris finished, she handed her sketch over to Braden.

      He squinted down at the parchment, studying it for seconds. Sephana peered at it over his shoulder, her eyes narrowing.

      Frowning in consternation, she wondered, “Do you recognize it?”

      “No,” he responded, still staring at the marks Merris had made. Slowly, he rotated the drawing first one direction then the other. He ran a hand through his tousled hair. Then he reached out, plucking the quill from Merris’ hand. He added two strokes to what was already there, tracing the ink boldly down at a curving angle.

      “Are you sure it didn’t look more like this?” he prodded her, handing it back.

      Merris stared for a moment at her altered sketch with a frown. At last, she nodded and looked back up at him with excitement in her eyes. “Yes—that’s it!”

      Braden’s somber gaze latched on to Merris’, capturing her stare with rigid intensity. “I cannot emphasize enough how important this is, Merris. Don’t just guess. I need you to be certain.”

      Merris paled, her eyes ticking upward to Sephana and then back again to Braden. She licked her lips. “I’m certain,” she whispered. “That’s what I saw.”

      Sephana looked back and forth between her acolyte and her lover. Braden was a mage of the Order of Chancellors, well-schooled in the history and lore of his culture. He did not look pleased with Merris’ confirmation.

      “What is it?” Sephana pressed, gazing down at the completed rune.

      “It’s Venthic,” Braden explained, handing the parchment over to her as he rose to his feet. He paced away toward the hearth. “An ancient dialect of my people. It’s almost a dead language now, used only by a few of the original clans. This particular rune is dacros. It’s used as a symbol for the cult of Xerys.”

      Sephana found herself scowling. Turning to the young woman beside her, she tried to form her words as carefully as she could. “Merris, I’m not trying to scare you, but I do have to ask you one question. This man in black you spoke of—are you certain that it was a man? Or is it possible that it was not a man at all?”

      From his position by the hearth, Braden stiffened at the import of her words.

      Merris bit her lip. “He … looked like a man made of shadow. He terrified me.”

      “A necrator!” Sephana gasped.

      “What’s a necrator?” Merris wondered, looking suddenly very frail.

      Braden spun around, eyes wide with stark realization. He turned to Sephana. “We have to get her out of Aerysius. Tonight.”
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      Braden scrubbed his hands through his hair, fuming as he paced the length of the chamber. A dozen or more jumbled thoughts churned in his head, making it all but impossible to chase any single one of them. He glanced sideways at Merris, who sat across the room from him busily scribing away at the writing desk. She sat hunched over, thoroughly engrossed in her task.

      Braden swirled the wine in his cup absently. His eyes darted to Sephana, who stood gazing out the window into the dark, rain-clad night. Her hand lingered beside her face, absently stroking a lock of her red-gold hair between her fingers. She had changed into a pale green dress with rose embroidery, the affair covered by her black Master’s cloak with the Silver Star of Aerysius embroidered on the back.

      “Merris, if you please…” Sephana groaned, eyes sparkling with irritation.

      “Almost done,” the girl muttered, not bothering to look up from her work.

      Braden tossed his head back and downed a mouthful of wine.

      “There,” Merris announced, setting her quill down on the writing table with finality.

      Braden crossed the room toward her in two large strides. He scooped the parchment she had been working on up in his hand and held it before his face. His eyes hastily scanned the lavish, flowing script of the message, lingering for a moment on the signature at the bottom, then read back over the whole affair one more time.

      “Remarkable,” he muttered at last. The letter could have been written by the Prime Warden’s own hand. The signature was a perfect forgery. Braden had carried enough of Cyrus Krane’s letters back to the Lyceum to know that Merris was a marvel.

      “The Prime Warden is too busy to sign every slip of parchment that crosses his desk,” the young woman explained. “I’ve been rendering his signature for months, but recently he’s had me drafting most of his official documents, as well. He’s scarcely ever in his office of late.”

      Braden scanned the letter one last time, just to be sure. “This will do,” he assured her. He rolled the parchment up into a scroll. “We should try to copy his seal.”

      “There’s no time,” Sephana hissed from the window. A flash of lightning briefly illuminated her face, making her eyes gleam from the shadows. “She has to go now.”

      Braden nodded. He handed Merris back the scroll along with three other documents he had drafted earlier. “The first letter is for the guard on the Lyceum side of the portal,” he explained to her hastily. “Without that introduction, you’ll likely end up dead or in a cell. The second letter is for Grand Master Quinlan Reis, my brother. Ask for him the moment you arrive. The third letter is for Prime Warden Renquist. Use it only as a last resort. Give it to Quin, and he’ll know when it’s time to pass it along.”

      Merris’ eyes darkened with uncertainty as she received the scrolls into her hand, glancing quickly at Sephana in concern. “I didn’t realize that I’d be asked to commit treason.”

      “Oh, do shut up, Merris,” Sephana growled irritably. “Just pass the damn letters. If Prime Warden Krane is compromised, then don’t you suppose Renquist has a right to know before he commits his mages to a war?”

      “Yes, I suppose…” Merris said, sounding altogether unconvinced. She shoved Braden’s letters into the inside pocket of her cloak, retaining only the one scroll she had forged in her grasp.

      “Then let’s be about it.” Braden set his empty cup down on the writing desk. He was already halfway to the door when Sephana’s voice stopped him in his tracks.

      “Wait.”

      He turned, brows raised in question.

      “Go softly,” she muttered. “You have no idea what they already suspect. I’ll meet you by the fountain.”

      Braden acknowledged her only with a troubled nod.

      He cracked the door open and peered out, glancing up and down the length of the hallway. It was empty; most of the Masters were asleep in their beds at this hour of the night. Beckoning to Merris, he strolled casually out of Sephana’s suite toward a wide spiral stair.

      It was a long way down to the Chamber of Egress in the lowest subbasement below the Hall of the Watchers. Braden trailed his hand along the wooden rail as he hurried down the stairs, Merris following behind in his wake. They made no attempt at conversation; the descent was taxing.

      Braden loathed the way Aerysius was spread out so vertically; the spire of the Hall was just an acute exaggeration of the rest of the city. Aerysius was built into the granite face of a mountain precipice, its towers and arches sequestered high in the clouds. Its streets were often switchbacks, contorted with many bridges and sky ramps that spanned the mountainside.

      Braden longed for the sprawling balconies of the Lyceum that overlooked the dark waters of the sea. He missed Caladorn, missed the expansive openness of the plains, its fragrant gardens and fertile orchards. In Bryn Calazar, his spirit had always felt free and unconfined, so unlike the imprisoning embrace of mountain-born Aerysius, where he had spent the past nine years of his life.

      Wistfully, Braden mused that his time in Aerysius was most likely coming to an end.

      His thoughts drifted to Sephana as his feet continued to carry him, spiraling, down the stairs. Both of them had known from the beginning that their affair was destined to be but a temporary thing. But that didn’t mean that he had to be happy about leaving. His feelings for Sephana ran far deeper than he cared to admit.

      Braden glanced back at Merris. She was nimbly following behind without complaint, having no trouble keeping up. She was strong and vigorous with youth. She would have need of both those qualities in the very near future. Life for a young woman in Caladorn was extremely different from anything she was used to. Merris had grown up sheltered by the coddling ways of the Rhen. In the Lyceum, she would be forced to explore facets of herself she had never yet encountered. Either she would survive and flourish or she would fail; either way, she would be empowered. Her destiny would be completely in her own hands.

      The stairs finally ended in a wide hallway at a level below the ground floor. Here, Merris pulled up short, as if hesitant to move off the last marble step. Braden turned back to her, seeing how her eyes darted nervously up and down the corridor. He understood her agitation; that same hallway led to the Prime Warden’s own solar. Placing a steadying hand on her shoulder, Braden guided her down the passage in the opposite direction.

      “Keep your mind focused,” he advised under his breath. “We’re almost there.”

      Merris nodded, biting her lip. “Will it hurt?”

      Braden shook his head. “No. There will be no pain. It’s actually very quick.”

      Again, Merris nodded. Her brow was furrowed with doubt.

      As they turned a corner, he leaned into her and whispered, “Remember my brother. Ask for him first, before anything else. The Lyceum is not Aerysius; you will be in need of his guidance. You don’t want to be snatched up by just any passing mage. In fact, I’d advise you not to speak with anyone at all until you find Quin.”

      They rounded a corner and were confronted by a closed door ahead. Braden shoved it open, allowing Merris to pass through before he followed. “If you get into trouble, I mean real trouble, find the biggest man around and ask him to take you under his protection,” Braden advised as he guided Merris toward the opening of another stair. “He’ll have no choice but to defend you. It’s a matter of sharaq, what we call honor. If you can get his word, any man will defend you to the death.”

      Braden continued to guide Merris forward with the pressure of his hand on her back. He could feel the tension in her shoulders; she was frightened. Perhaps even frightened enough to balk. They were well below the Hall of the Watchers, in the levels carved out of the mountain centuries before the Hall was ever built or even imagined. This room, as well as those beneath it, had been cut out of solid rock by the first mages who had come to dwell in this high place. It was ancient, almost as ancient as the mountain itself.

      He took her hand, squeezing her fingers in reassurance, and led her down another flight of stairs. At the base of the steps, he guided her across a dim foyer to a large door, feeling Merris’ hand trembling in his grasp.

      “This is it,” he told her gently. “You have nothing to fear. It’s not as bad as you’re imagining.”

      “I’m scared,” she whispered.

      Braden nodded, knowing she had every right to be. He placed a comforting hand on her arm. “This is as far as I go. I’m sorry, but I can’t take the risk of being seen with you.”

      Merris nodded. Then, perhaps on impulse, she leaned forward and pressed a kiss against the whiskers of his cheek.

      “Thank you, Ambassador,” she said, smiling shyly. “I really do appreciate all you’ve done. And don’t worry; I will deliver your letters. Is there anything else you’d like me to tell your brother for you?”

      Braden shook his head with a scowl. “No. Absolutely nothing. And don’t worry; you’ll do just fine.”

      He drew himself up and offered her a formal bow. Then he turned and strode away.
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        * * *

      

      Merris stared after him, her eyes following the sway of his indigo robes as he disappeared back up the stairs. She felt suddenly very alone. Clutching the scroll she had prepared, Merris pushed open the shod door and started forward. A frown troubled her features as her eyes took in the large room on the other side.

      The Chamber of Egress was a wide, natural cavern. In the midst of the room were two concentric rings of freestanding arches. Stationed beside each individual arch was an armed guardsman. All of the sentries in the chamber wore the black uniform of Aerysius with the emblem of the Silver Star embroidered on their chests. But these guardsmen were altogether different from any Merris had ever seen. Every man within the Chamber of Egress was heavily armed and well armored. And the discipline of these men was absolute; each stood with spear and shield in hand, back straight in a stance of rigid attention beside the portal he warded. Not one face so much as swiveled in her direction at the sound of Merris’ entrance.

      Which do I choose? she wondered as she scanned the many arching doorways before her in consternation. Each portal must lead somewhere different in the Rhen. Perhaps some even led to lands far more distant. Some might lead nowhere at all.

      Clutching the scroll against her chest, Merris wandered toward the nearest arch. The portal’s sentry made no sign that he even took notice of her approach. Trembling, Merris moistened her lips before daring to address the stony figure.

      “Is this the way to Bryn Calazar?” she inquired timidly.

      At first, the portal’s guardian showed no sign that he had heard her. But then his arm shifted slightly. The spear in his grip now pointed across the room in the direction of another archway. Merris allowed her gaze to follow the direction indicated by the spear, her eyes widening in understanding.

      “Thank you,” she whispered and, gathering her skirts, made her way across the chamber.

      As she approached the second cross-vaulted arch, its guardian took one step forward, lowering his spear and barring her path.

      Swallowing, Merris looked down at the scroll in her hand. She extended it toward the sentry, announcing, “By order of the Prime Warden, you are commanded to let me pass.”

      The guardsman appeared to take no notice of the scroll. Merris frowned, her eyes darting around the room in confusion. There was no one else to give the letter to. Completely befuddled by what she was supposed to do, Merris took a guess. She held the scroll up before her face and delicately unrolled it. She read the contents aloud in a firm voice that miraculously did not falter:

      “‘The acolyte Merris Bryar is granted passage to Bryn Calazar through the Portal of Egress.’ The scroll is signed, ‘Cyrus Krane, Prime Warden of Aerysius, Guardian of the Eightfold Light.’”

      She turned the scroll around, showing the guardian her perfect forgery of Cyrus Krane’s bold signature. There was a pause of five slow heartbeats. Then the man raised his spear and stepped back, returning to his station beside the arch. Merris rolled the scroll back up, unable to contain the sigh of relief that escaped her chest.

      She nodded her gratitude at the guardsman as she tucked the scroll back under her arm. She took one last glance around the chamber then moved forward under the cross-vaulted arch, positioning herself right in the center between all four columns.

      Merris closed her eyes and held her breath.

      A sudden gush of light surrounded her as the world shifted and lurched beneath her feet.
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        * * *

      

      The rain had stopped. For now, at least. In its place, a murky layer of fog had descended to enshroud Aerysius in a pall of gloom. The lights from the oil lamps that hedged the avenues formed diffuse, yellow orbs. The fog was almost palpably thick; it was impossible to make out even the outline of structures just across the street.

      Sephana only knew she was standing beside Regent Font because of the trickling sound made by the water. The soft gurgling noise it produced was the only evidence that the fountain even existed at all.

      She paced away and then retraced her steps back again slowly. Glancing over her shoulder, Sephana regarded the gray entrance to Torte Street. No one had come from that direction in minutes. Aerysius seemed like a city deserted; it was as though she was alone in the chill thickness of night. It was either very late or already very early. Even the bakers had not yet risen to prepare the morning dough.

      A distant clop-clopping noise echoed from far away. A coach was moving through the cobbled streets somewhere high above on an upper terrace of the city. Sephana’s eyes darted in the direction of the sound.

      A hand on her shoulder made her flinch.

      Sephana whirled, gasping, her heart leaping from her chest into her throat. She had to choke back a sigh of relief when her eyes took in Braden’s familiar features. Her glare shot daggers at him; Sephana did not like being startled. She liked it even less when her nerves were already affray.

      “What took you so long?” she hissed, swiping a golden curl back away from her face. Her eyes squinted as they raked sharply over him. He was dressed in the same deep-indigo robes he always wore, the Silver Star of the Lyceum embroidered on his breast. His expression was careworn, but otherwise he looked hale. Relieved, she collapsed against him.

      Braden put an arm around her, rubbing her back and replying gently, “I came as quickly as I could.”

      Sephana pulled away enough to stare up into his face. “I was worried,” she admitted, although it sounded more like an accusation.

      He scowled, reaching up to rub the back of his neck. “I still am. You’ll be the first person they come looking for once Merris turns up missing.”

      Sephana dismissed his statement with a wave of her hand. “Then let them come. I have a few questions myself for Prime Warden Krane. And I’m certain the Assembly would be very interested to hear his answers.”

      “I’m certain they would,” Braden agreed stiffly. “But you’re going to need evidence. You can’t just accuse the Prime Warden of Aerysius of conspiring with cultists without evidence, Seph.”

      “Then let’s go get some,” she announced, already walking away from him, black cloak flapping in her wake. Behind her, she could hear him jogging to catch up. He grabbed her arm, pulling her to a stop.

      “Wait.”

      She looked up into Braden’s gentle eyes and was troubled by what she saw there. Worry was written in them, and something else, as well. Troubled shadows of fear darkened his expression.

      Sephana couldn’t think of another time when she had ever seen Braden Reis afraid. He was one of the bravest men she knew. He was no Battlemage; he had never wielded his power in the taking of a life. His was a different kind of courage entirely. Braden was the lead negotiator between two rampantly hostile nations on the eve of war. That took more nerve than Sephana knew she could ever possess.

      “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Braden muttered, running a hand through the dark strands of his hair. “Why don’t you go back to the Hall and wait for me.”

      Sephana couldn’t help the grin that sprang instantly to her lips. “It would seem, Ambassador Reis, that you don’t know me well at all.”

      He sucked in a cheek and shook his head, thoroughly indifferent to her attempt at levity. “I’m going alone, Seph. It won’t do us any good if we both get discovered. I want you to go back to the Hall and wait.”

      “No,” Sephana insisted doggedly. Despite the cold logic of his argument, she was having none of it. “You need me, Braden. You may have knowledge that I lack, but the one thing I do know better than you is Aerysius itself. And if we do run into trouble down there, then you really will need me by your side.” She was referring to the fact that she was trained to the Order of Querers, schooled in a far broader range of magical applications. As a Chancellor, Braden would lack many of Sephana’s talents. He would be easy prey if he were assaulted; his specialties lay in other areas.

      Braden just stared at her blandly for a long moment. Then he sighed. “‘Easier to teach a fish to fly than a woman to use reason.’”

      She glared at him in feigned outrage. “There are fish that can fly, you ignorant boor.”

      “Thank you for proving my point,” he retorted gallantly. Before she could react, he gestured forward with his hand. “Lead the way, my dear. Before the sun comes up, if you please.”

      Sephana wanted to growl in frustration, but instead she found herself smirking as she followed his directive. She set out through the foggy night, Braden sauntering along at her side as if out for a leisurely stroll. He walked with one hand tucked behind his back, the other guiding her arm. At the corner of Torte and High Street, they passed by a lone constable standing in the murky yellow glow of an oil lamp.

      Braden gave a curt nod in the man’s direction. “Good evening, officer,” he said by way of greeting.

      At the sight of Sephana’s black cloak, the constable tipped his hat in her direction. “Evenin’, Great Lady.”

      Sephana dipped her chin regally, noting as she did that Braden’s presence by her side had gone completely unremarked. The constable probably had no idea what his dark-blue robes even signified. They marked him as a full Master of the Lyceum, the equivalent of the ceremonial black robes worn by the mages of Aerysius. The only difference was the color and the position of the embroidered Silver Star. Braden wore his star over his heart, while Sephana wore hers on the back of her cloak. The sight of a mage of the Lyceum was not common on the streets of Aerysius, even in good times. The hostility that existed between Caladorn and the Rhen was not a recent inception, but rather the culmination of conflicting interests and ideologies that spanned millennia.

      Sephana led Braden around a corner and onto a cobbled side street. Here, the fog was thickly nestled between buildings. She paused, eyes scanning through the mist until at last she found the landmark she was searching for. Walking toward it, Sephana bent down to examine a wooden bin near the entrance to an alleyway.

      She placed a hand on the container’s lid, using her other hand to grope into the empty space behind it. There was just enough room there, she figured, for someone slight of frame.

      “This must be it,” Braden whispered at her side, his breath warm against her neck.

      Sephana nodded as she withdrew her hand. Straightening, she peered into the alley. So heavy was the fog that she could make out nothing. She started forward into the thick grayness, but Braden’s firm grip on her arm stopped her short. The acrid look he shot her was enough to remind her of his peculiar Northern sentiments when it came to gender roles. Sephana knew better than to argue with him.

      So she followed Braden into the mist. He walked cautiously forward, splashing through puddles that had gathered on the cobbled street. His shoulders were rigid with tension, fists balled at his sides. There was nothing soft or gentle about his face anymore; his lips were compressed in a straight line, his brow deeply furrowed.

      Reaching the other side of the alley, he drew up and raised his hand to signal a halt. Slowing, he pulled open a door that Sephana hadn’t even noticed was there. Her eyes widened as she watched him step inside, the door swinging closed behind him. She made no move to follow; she was fighting a strong impulse to run the other way. Instead she waited, nerves on edge, eyes intently focused on the handle of the door. After only moments, the door cracked open again, enough to admit Sephana through the opening.

      The cellar she found herself within was exactly the way Merris had described, complete with rows of stacked crates and straw-covered floor. But it was to the door at the far end of the room that Sephana’s eyes were immediately drawn as if compelled. That door now stood closed. For a moment, she forgot to breathe. She stood transfixed by the sight of it, completely rooted in place.

      Braden moved forward, but Sephana could not force herself to do more than track his motion with her eyes. She watched as if from a distance as he rested his palm against the door’s rough texture as if trying to get a feel for what might be lingering on the other side of it. For seconds, he just stood there, hand planted squarely in the center of the wood. His fingers went to fumble with the rusty knob. He set his shoulder against the door and gave a push. With a shudder, the tired oak gave way beneath the weight of his body.

      Beyond, a dark passage was revealed.

      Braden glanced back at Sephana with eyes that seemed more saddened than worried.

      She forced herself to cross the cellar floor toward him. As she walked past him through the doorway, he caught her by the hand and stopped her short.

      Gazing adamantly into her eyes, his voice grated in a near-whisper, “Last chance. There’s really no sense in risking us both.”

      Sephana scowled. Then she kissed him.

      Hand in hand, they entered the lightless corridor together, allowing the door to swing fully closed behind them. Sephana winced as darkness enveloped them. She stopped, unable to make out Braden’s outline even though he stood only a pace away. She couldn’t even see his hand in hers; the blackness of the passage was too complete.

      This would never do, she decided. She opened her mind to the magic field, allowing its rhythmic cadence to soothe her. Awash in the soft comfort of the field, Sephana produced a glow of magelight at their feet.

      The mist she summoned flowed out ahead of them, a churning blue incandescence that writhed across the floor, lighting their way. In its glow, Braden’s image sprang into lurid focus. His features had the appearance of a portrait rendered by a novice’s crude hand: all harsh strokes punctuated by bold contrasts.

      He nodded his head in wary approval of her use of the magelight. Sephana could almost sense the conflict that seethed just below the patient expression on his face. The light could easily give away their presence, but it was necessary. Without it, they would only fumble blindly in the dark. He took her by the hand and together they made their way down the narrow passage, the dim tendrils of her magelight groping vaporously ahead.

      The walls of the corridor were narrow, carved from the dark granite of the mountainside. The passage before them led straight ahead. Her magelight served only to illuminate the stone right beneath their feet; it did nothing to drive back the darkness either ahead or behind.

      The corridor they travelled became a treacherous, narrow stair that angled sharply downward. There, they paused. Sephana closed her eyes, straining to listen into the black depths below. But there was nothing; only the distant sound of trickling water broke the gaping silence that surrounded them. They descended the stairs together, hand in hand, her magelight like roiling fog cascading down the steps.

      “This is as far as Merris got,” Braden whispered at her side.

      Sephana nodded her agreement. She looked up and noticed a rock archway overhead. A symbol was carved into the keystone of the arch: the Silver Star. She could feel Braden’s fingers tightening on her own.

      The sound of dribbling water was louder now and seemed to be coming from all directions at once. It was as though the very walls of the mountain were weeping. It was much colder down here than it had been at the top of the stairs, a damp and penetrating chill.

      The steps came to an end at a narrow, rock-encrusted passage.

      Sephana let the magelight that guided their path fade quietly away. The corridor ahead was lit by fiery torches ensconced upon the walls. Sephana swallowed a nervous lump in her throat as she wondered who the torches were meant for.

      “Let me go first,” Braden whispered against her ear.

      Numb, Sephana could only nod in response as Braden started down the passage ahead of her. The floor was sloped, leading them further down into the bedrock of the mountainside. All around them the flickering light of torches cast a lurid shadow play on the stone. The walls themselves were wet, oozing dark water that dribbled down their rough faces to gather in stagnant pools on the floor.

      The passage made a sharp turn, doubling back upon itself, then angled steeply downward.

      Braden stopped and pressed his body up against the wall. He peered around a corner ahead. He then pulled back, casting a troubled glance her way.

      “There’s an intersection just ahead,” he whispered. “I thought I heard something. I can’t be sure. Just be ready.”

      Sephana nodded her understanding. She felt for the pulse of the magic field and took ahold of it. She would keep it there, just at the edge of her mind, within easy reach.

      Swallowing, Sephana followed Braden as he edged forward, rounding the corner. Ahead, she could make out the intersection he had spoken of. Another corridor crossed their path.

      “Stop,” Braden hissed sharply.

      He ran his hand down the wall beside him, feeling its damp, rough texture. His fingers paused at a circular indentation in the rock. Frowning, he reached for the torch on the wall opposite and took it into his hand, holding the crackling flame up as he bent forward to examine the small depression in the wall.

      “Smart,” he muttered. “Whoever they are, these people certainly don’t want any visitors.”

      Sephana frowned, wordlessly pressing him to elaborate. He indicated what looked like a small button recessed into the stone. She could make out some sort of glyph that had been carved into the center of it. The markings looked fresh and precisely wrought; it was a recent addition to the ancient wall.

      “This symbol is callebra,” Braden whispered, his fingers tracing over the small circle. “The hunter’s horn. It’s a trap; walking through the intersection probably sounds an alarm somewhere.”

      “How do you know?” Sephana demanded.

      “I’ve seen its like before,” he explained. “In the Lyceum. We use devices such as these to control access to certain critical areas.”

      “Interesting,” Sephana muttered, gazing up into her lover’s face in wordless speculation. “So why do we find one here beneath Aerysius?”

      Braden shook his head with a troubled shrug. With his finger, he depressed the button on the wall. There was a small clicking noise.

      Sephana jerked back, glancing at him sharply in alarm. “What was that?”

      “I think I disarmed it,” he informed her. “But let’s hurry—for all I know, I might have just set the damned thing off.”

      He replaced the torch in its sconce and led her forward through the intersection ahead. Their feet splashed through pools of water. The walls themselves were weeping crusted minerals down their faces.

      Suddenly, Braden’s fingers clamped down hard on her hand. He stopped so fast that Sephana almost ran into the back of him. He turned and threw an arm across her chest, forcing her back against the wall.

      Sephana gaped at the sight of a man crossing the corridor just ahead. He was there for only a second and then was gone again, disappearing through a passage on the right. The sound of his footsteps continued on, the noise slowly receding.

      “This is getting too dangerous,” Braden grumbled. “We need to turn back.”

      “No,” Sephana insisted stubbornly. “We’ve come this far.”

      “It’s a warren down here,” he argued. “We could get lost. Or what if I miss one of those traps? It’s no good, Seph. We need to go back and report what we’ve already found. Let the Assembly deal with these people.”

      But she was adamant. “Just a little further. You said so yourself: I need evidence, Braden. I’m not leaving here until I get some.”

      Braden glared at her hard for a long moment. In the wavering glow of the torchlight, he looked subtly older, subtly more dangerous. Finally he released a beleaguered sigh, shaking his head.

      “I’ll give you five minutes,” he allowed. “Then we leave.”

      Ahead, the corridor widened, the walls rounding, until it looked more like a natural cave than it did any human-carved passage. The torches here were spaced out at much greater intervals, creating long stretches of darkness between pools of wavering torchlight. The tunnel was icy and wet, the water beneath their feet stagnant and foul smelling.

      Before them, the passage came to a sudden end.

      They both drew up to stare at a wide doorway that was carved into the wall just ahead. There was no light at all beyond. The opening in the rock was little more than a gaping hole that led straight ahead into blackness.

      Glancing at Braden, Sephana quickly produced another glow of magelight at their feet. To this he added his own, a golden-amber shade that mingled with Sephana’s mist, became a churning fog of roiling colors. The magelight trailed ahead of them through the opening in the wall, illuminating a dark chamber just ahead.

      Through the glowing fog they walked hand in hand, their shadows cast in tormented display upon the walls to either side.

      As they stepped into the chamber, Braden pulled up short.

      Sephana shivered, feeling as if a cold wash of water had been poured over her head, running down her neck and trickling down her back.

      The room they entered was just as dark and wet as the rest of the warren of passageways they had traversed. On one side of the floor was a large slab of granite, waist-high. It had the look of a table or altar, hewn from a single slab of rock. A foul, dark liquid oozed down its sides, congealing on its surface.

      To the other side of the chamber was a circular well made of staggered granite blocks.

      It was toward the stone table that Braden moved first. He paused beside it, eyes contemplating the rough surface. Slowly, he extended his hand and dipped a finger into the dark liquid pooled on its surface. His finger came away coated with thick, coagulated blood.

      Sephana recoiled with a gasp. The sheer amount of blood was appalling. It collected on the surface of the table, running in thick rivulets to the floor. She was standing in it. The blood had mixed with the water at her feet, rendering it impossible to tell how much there actually was.

      She shook her head and whispered, “Animal sacrifice? To what purpose?”

      “No.”

      Braden’s voice was empty and hollow, completely drained of all emotion. The sound of it chilled her heart. He lifted something from the floor next to the slab of rock. It took Sephana a moment to recognize the object in his hand: a thick iron shackle anchored by a heavy chain to the side of the granite block.

      “Human,” she whispered.

      She covered her mouth with her hand as Braden cast the chain away from him, repulsed. The iron shackle slapped hard against the slab with a sharp ring of metal.

      Sephana flinched at the harsh sound. Braden hardly seemed to care if anyone heard. With a grimace of contempt, he wrenched himself back away from the altar, swinging around to face the well. He stalked across the floor toward it, kneeling down beside the granite ring. His hand rose, tracing over a series of vile-looking markings that were carved into the well’s rim. They looked more like claw marks raked into the stone by some ghastly creature than any language Sephana knew.

      She crept up beside him and observed Braden’s study of the gruesome marks.

      “I want to go,” she insisted, voice quavering.

      But he didn’t act as though he even heard her. He was kneeling beside the well, inching his way slowly around its circumference, eyes and fingers exploring the hideous markings all around the rim.

      At last, Braden finished his scrutiny of the well’s texture and pushed himself to his feet. His gaze remained fixed on the sinister markings, stare narrowed in thought. He brought his hand up to his face, absently stroking his thumb over the whiskers on his chin. He rested his other hand on the well’s cover, a thick slab of granite stone.

      “This is a portal,” he said finally. His voice was cold and dispassionate. Utterly flat. He didn’t look up at her; his eyes remained captured by the cruel markings of the well’s rim. “They’re boring a gateway to the Netherworld. And they’re using human sacrifice to finish the job.”

      Sephana could only stare vacantly ahead, mouth agape.

      “They call it the Well of Tears,” Braden continued impassively, indicating an inscription set into the very base of the well itself. “If they succeed—if this gateway is ever opened—then more than just Aerysius will be in danger. They will unleash the powers of Chaos across the world.”

      The sound of a loud, metallic crash rang out across the chamber. And then another noise: a distant thundering sound, low and throbbing, echoing up from the depths.

      “They know we’re here,” Sephana gasped.
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      Merris spilled forward through the portal, body slapping hard against stone. Hands were suddenly upon her, lifting her up and dragging her forward over the ground. There was no point in struggling; the thick arms that encircled her chest felt like the hard trunks of oaks. She was heaved onto her feet, those strong arms stabilizing her enough to stand, swaying in their rigid embrace.

      Merris raised her head enough to peer through the brown strands of her matted hair into the face of the man who held her upright. The sight of him made her flinch.

      The man’s face was grizzly and scarred, eyes dark and fiercely intense. They bored into her like twin wooden spears. She turned her face away, seeking refuge behind the length of her hair. The man reached up with callused fingers and cupped her cheek, forcefully directing her stare back up into his own.

      The guard was tall, almost looming over her. He was dressed in leather breeches with two woven straps that crossed his bare chest. He carried two swords at his back, their hilts visible over his wide shoulders. He was dreadful to behold, all thick muscle and angry scars. His coarse black hair was drawn back into a top braid.

      “By whose authority do you come here?” he growled, lips barely moving over clenched teeth. His eyes looked particularly murderous.

      Merris glanced around frantically, realizing that she had arrived in another chamber full of arches. Only, the arches in this place were absent their posted sentries. Instead, there was only a pack of rough-looking men seated on rugs around a flaming brazier at the far end of the room. They didn’t have the appearance of stationed guardsmen. They looked rather like a pack of brutes.

      Merris swallowed hard before answering in a quavering voice, “Ambassador Braden Reis sent me with dispatches from Aerysius. Please, I need to deliver them to his brother, Grand Master Quinlan.”

      The guardsman’s hand swept down and caught her left arm in his grasp. He brought it up before his face, grimacing at the sight of the chain-like markings that encircled her left wrist. He threw her arm back away from him as if affronted.

      “Your very presence here breaks the treaty,” he snarled. “Do the witches of Aerysius really desire war this desperately?”

      “No!” Merris cried out, retreating away from him a step while reaching into the pocket of her cloak. She fished out the introduction Braden had written for her, wielding it like a scepter in her hand. “I mean, I wasn’t sent! They don’t even know I’m here—read this! It’s from Ambassador Braden!”

      Glaring at her sideways, the grizzly man snatched Braden’s letter right out of her hand. Tearing through the wax seal, his face remained rigid as his eyes scanned over the scroll. Merris stood as if rooted in place, mouth open, her hand still extended before her.

      The guardsman finally lowered the letter and wadded it up in his hand. His expression had changed somewhat; he appeared to be appraising her. His eyes roamed savagely over her body, lingering for a moment on her hips. At last he nodded slightly.

      “Welcome to Bryn Calazar,” he all but growled. He took a lock of her rain-dampened hair into his hand, bringing it up before his face to consider. He fingered it for a moment before tossing the strands aside. “I am Cael Stinar of the Areshi Jenn. I do not know what your life was worth in the Rhen, but here you have very little status. If you ever have need of protection, I will let you share my bed.”

      Merris gasped, appalled by his base assessment of her worth. Red heat rose to her cheeks. But before she could say a word to deny him, he went on:

      “You’ve lost the right to that cloak you wear. Remove it. Only then will I take you to the Grand Master.”

      Merris didn’t want to, but she obeyed his command. She retrieved the last two scrolls Braden had given her from the inside pocket and then let the black cloak of Aerysius fall from her shoulders, spilling to the ground around her feet.

      Cael picked the cloak up in his big hands, wadding it into a ball. Then he strode over to the wall and removed a torch from its brace. He held it up to Merris’ cloak until the fabric caught, orange-red flames spreading quickly in his hand. He let the burning cloak fall to the stone floor, stepping back as the flames blossomed to engulf it.

      “You are of Aerysius no longer,” the guard pronounced ominously. His eyes went to the chain on her wrist.

      Merris couldn’t take her eyes from her burning cloak as a tear rolled softly down her cheek. She had worked very hard for many years for the right to wear it. She had been only an acolyte, had never had the chance to become a full Master. Now that dream would probably remain forever unfulfilled. Cael was right; she was no longer of Aerysius. At least she still bore the chain on her left wrist; she doubted they could take that from her.

      “Come,” he grated, striding away a few steps before turning to look back.

      Merris didn’t follow, instead lingering where she was, transfixed by the smoldering remains of her cloak. It took a great effort of will to turn away from it. She brought her watery gaze up to Cael’s. She swallowed what seemed like the last bit of resolve that yet remained to her. Feeling completely numb in every way possible, Merris moved to follow after him.

      He waited as she approached, watching her with brown eyes full of disdain. When she reached him, he put a hand on her back and pressed her forward toward a doorway. Her mind was swimming, mired in a dark haze. She could only stare ahead blearily as the guard propelled her forward.

      “Lower your gaze,” he commanded sternly. “Lower it! Did they teach you no manners in the Rhen?”

      “I don’t know your ways,” she reminded him tartly, lowering her eyes to the ground.

      He glared at her sideways but said nothing. They walked in silence as the guardsman led her down an exceptionally long and narrow corridor that descended gradually over a very long distance.

      After minutes of walking, they finally arrived at a thick iron door. Cael used a key to unlock it, shoving the door open before them. They emerged onto a tiled walkway that led out of a hillside into a star-filled, cloudless night. Merris kept her gaze trained on the tiles under her feet, observing her surroundings only with her peripheral vision.

      They had emerged onto a massive terrace. The stones that made up the wall beside her were lightly colored, having the texture of porous sandstone. Vines with pink flowers meandered across their surface. The air felt warm, summery. It had a thick and salty taste to it.

      “You must learn your place if you wish to live,” Cael informed her, striding ahead. “You project far too much confidence for a woman of your status. You’d better tame it before it tames you.”

      “What is my status?” Merris wondered sourly, keeping her eyes fixed on the ground just ahead of her feet.

      “You are clanless, old, and very plain, so you have very little status,” the burly man responded matter-of-factly.

      “Old?” Merris gasped. “I’m only twenty-four! And I have never been considered plain.”

      “Plain,” Cael repeated. “Your breasts are small, you have the hips of a boy, and your hair is the color of a mouse. Did your mother never teach you how to walk?”

      Merris felt warmth flush her cheeks, surprised by her own reaction to his brutal assessment. “Well, I couldn’t be all that plain,” she snapped, positively seething. “After all, you offered to share your bed with me.”

      “Out of pity,” he growled at her. “Eyes to the ground!”

      Merris fumed in silence as he pressed her ahead down a flight of broad stairs. Somehow, she managed to keep her eyes lowered. Her barbarous companion frightened her just as much as he infuriated her. Not for the first time, she berated herself for having the temerity to follow the Prime Warden into that cellar. It had been such a rash thing to do. She wished to the gods she could take that decision back.

      Chancing a glance up, she realized they had entered a wide courtyard. Merris lowered her eyes again quickly, but not before noticing the few people that were about. There were two women crossing the courtyard toward them, along with another man walking ahead. The women were robed in brightly colored dresses of a very fine material that rippled about them as they moved. Merris couldn’t help but stare at the pair of them, one woman in orange and gold, the other in emerald green.

      She whispered disdainfully under her breath, “They’re not staring at the ground.”

      Beside her, Cael made a scoffing noise. “They are mages of the Lyceum. They are women of high status.”

      “And I’m an acolyte of Aerysius,” Merris countered obstinately. “I am the Prime Warden’s personal secretary!”

      The brutish guardsman halted in mid-stride and turned to fix her with a toxic sneer. “I told you: you are no longer of Aerysius. Neither are you an apprentice of the Lyceum. You are a clanless, wedless, ignorant and boyish woman. You are nothing.”

      Merris whirled on him in defiance. “I am not nothing. I am strong in the potential, and I have all the knowledge and training I need to become a full Master; the only thing I lack is the Transference! I don’t know about Caladorn, but back in the Rhen people like me are considered very rare. And I will not continue to go about staring at the ground!”

      “May I inquire what’s going on here?”

      Merris whirled to find herself confronted by the self-same women she had just been comparing herself to. The one standing nearest her had lustrous ebony hair that fell down her back to her waist. A gown of bright-orange silk was elegantly draped over her statuesque figure.

      The other woman was exceptionally tall and lithe, waves of cinnamon hair curling about her olive complexion. She was wearing a gossamer-fine gown of emerald green that glistened as it was stirred by a breeze. There was something about her; perhaps it was the confidence she projected or the sinuous way she moved. Maybe it was the child-like glint in her eyes. Or a combination of everything. Whichever it was, Merris had no doubt: this was the most beautiful woman she had ever seen in her life.

      And probably the most dangerous.

      “Great Lady,” Cael addressed her, dropping immediately to his knees and bowing his head, eyes trained on the ground at her feet.

      Merris moved to emulate him, falling quickly into her deepest curtsey and spreading wide the simple gown Sephana had lent her. No Master of Aerysius had ever demanded such a display of deference from her. In the Rhen, people did not bow or scrape before any mage; only the office of the Prime Warden demanded such a humbling display.

      The chestnut-haired woman nodded slightly. Cael rose to his full height, drawing himself up and squaring his shoulders. But he still did not meet the woman’s gaze, keeping his eyes respectfully lowered. Apparently, these women had more status than he did.

      “Great Ladies,” he addressed them, “I am escorting this courier to Grand Master Quinlan Reis.”

      “Are you, now?” the red-haired woman responded in a sultry voice, gaze flicking toward Merris. Those confident eyes wandered over her, taking in every feature about her from her shoes to the top of her head. They traveled down her arm, halting at the markings of the chain upon her wrist. Her gaze snapped instantly back to Merris’ face, locking on her eyes.

      “Your presence here is an act of war,” the woman said almost conversationally in a thick, melodic accent. She took a step forward and reached up, stroking her fingers down the side of Merris’ face. “Explain to me, my dear, how does an acolyte of Aerysius come to be a courier for the Lyceum?”

      Merris swallowed, deeply disturbed by the feel of the woman’s touch. “I beg your pardon, Great Lady,” she responded, choosing her words as carefully as she could. “I was sent here by Ambassador Braden Reis with dispatches for his brother.”

      “Truly?” The raven-haired woman wandered forward, raising a pair of perfectly arched eyebrows. “And what prevented Ambassador Reis from simply bearing the dispatches himself?”

      Merris felt beads of perspiration beginning to gather on her forehead. She didn’t know what to say. She had taken Braden’s warning to heart, and she certainly did not want to reveal the nature of her mission to these two vipers. She glanced nervously at the guardsman.

      “Do you still have the letter I gave you?” she asked.

      Cael frowned, but produced the crumpled-up parchment from a small leather pouch attached to his belt. He handed it across to the red-haired woman, avoiding her stare. The woman took the note into her delicate hand and smoothed it with a graceful motion of her fingers. Merris studied her as her eyes scanned over the letter, noting her posture, the careful way she centered her weight over one foot, which lent a gentle curve to her hipline. Every action she performed was a study in deliberate seduction.

      Status, Merris thought. She understood now. She understood why the guardsman had considered her to be so plain. Compared to these women, she was plain.

      “Welcome to the Lyceum, my dear.” The chestnut-haired creature smiled, glancing up from the note. She was staring now at Merris with unabashed interest in her eyes. “It would seem that Grand Master Braden has found us a very talented turncoat.”

      Her smile broadened. “You will be tested, of course, to be certain that Braden’s assessment of you is accurate. I’m quite positive that you will pass our testing. Tell me, my sweet, how did he ever convince you to abandon Aerysius? Is he really that good in bed?”

      Merris’ mouth dropped open in shock. She began to form a denial, but couldn’t make the words move past her lips. She closed her mouth, completely uncertain of how to respond. Status, her mind echoed. Apparently a woman’s status in Caladorn was tied to her perceived sensuality. If she was going to remain here, she figured, she had better learn how to emulate their ways.

      Merris shrugged, assuming the most confident posture she could muster. “Braden has a few talents, I suppose. Not enough for my taste.”

      The red-haired woman’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “My name is Sareen Qadir,” she introduced herself as she smoothed a strand of Merris’ hair back behind her ear. “You will soon be in need of a mentor, I think. I will be happy to help you fill in any gaps in your knowledge.” She bent forward and pressed a soft kiss against Merris’ cheek. She let her lips trail lightly over the girl’s skin as she moved to whisper in her ear, “It would please me to teach you everything I know.”

      With that, she handed Braden’s note back to Cael and strolled away, her raven-haired companion following with a mischievous glance back over her shoulder. Merris turned to gape at the guardsman in frank disbelief; she could barely make sense of the exchange that had just occurred.

      Cael’s gaze still lingered on the red-haired woman’s back as she moved away across the courtyard. He explained softly, “Of all the women of the Lyceum, Sareen Qadir has the greatest status. It would be a great honor for you to be chosen as her apprentice.”

      Merris turned to eye him with a look of speculation. “Tell me, Guardsman Cael,” she asked, “how do the men of Caladorn measure their status?”

      Cael’s gaze was still fixed on the sway of Sareen’s hips as he responded, “We measure our worth by the number of enemies we have vanquished.”

      To Merris, that seemed rather impossible. After all, not every man of Cael’s bizarre society could be a murderous warrior. “What about Braden Reis?” she wondered. “He seems to have a great deal of status, and yet I sincerely doubt he has ever killed a man.”

      Cael shrugged as he turned and strode away. “There are more ways to defeat an enemy than by putting him to the sword. Be assured, Ambassador Reis did not arrive at his position without conquering a great many foes. And if you truly doubt that he has ever killed a man, think again. Battlemages live and die by his command.”

      Merris frowned. “But he’s a Chancellor,” she protested, taking quick strides to catch up. “He’s just a diplomat.”

      The guardsman shrugged. “Chancellors are masters of tactics, both at the negotiating table and in the command tent,” he argued. “When talk fails and the fighting starts, it will be the Order of Chancellors that decides our strategy on the field of battle. It is they who command Caladorn’s legions.”

      Merris frowned in consternation. “So Braden is some sort of … field commander?”

      “You do not understand.” Cael shook his head. “Braden Reis is Warden of the Order of Chancellors. If his negotiations in Aerysius fail, it will be he who leads Caladorn’s armies into battle.”

      Merris’ eyes slipped slowly to the side, her mouth going slack.

      “Come.”

      Cael was already moving forward across the dark courtyard. Merris started after him. Resolved, she returned her gaze to the ground and followed Cael’s long strides into a large building constructed of many layers of soaring balconies. The entrance was a wide arch that looked to be made of braided stone.

      Within, Merris found herself in a large hall. The floor was covered by dozens of patterned rugs, the walls draped with silks and tapestries. Small trees grew out of colored pots spaced closely together around the room. The sound of trickling water was easy on the ears, coming from small fonts built into the walls themselves. It was a warm and intimate setting, casual and comforting. So unlike the stark and formal grandeur of Aerysius.

      Cael led her out of the hall and into a series of corridors broken by outdoor patios, at last arriving at a door at the far end of a balcony. The guardsman rapped twice upon the door with his knuckles then shifted into a wide stance with both hands tucked behind his back.

      As she waited, Merris wandered a few steps away to a stone balustrade and leaned over, looking out into the night. A warm breeze stirred her hair as she contemplated the view before her. There was only blackness below that stretched out to the far horizon, a wide expanse of star-filled sky overhead. A crescendoing noise came from below, like a gust of wind swelling to a gale and then gradually dissipating. Merris leaned further over, peering straight down the rocky cliff. Waves. She realized with a shiver that she was listening to the sound of the ocean.

      She heard Cael rap upon the door again, much louder this time.

      The door swung open. But it was not a man that greeted them.

      It was a woman with kohl-darkened eyes, wearing only a blanket that was loosely draped around her naked body. Her hair was so matted that it must have been days since she had last combed it. Her dark eyes focused on them blearily as she swayed over her feet, clutching at the door for stability.

      “What do you want?” she demanded in a slurred and thickly accented voice.

      Merris shot a glance at Cael, but the burly guardsman seemed thoroughly unaffected. “We seek Grand Master Quinlan,” he announced stiffly. “Go tell him he has company.”

      The girl glared at Cael, taking a staggering step backward. Then she turned and called over her shoulder, “You have visitors, my love.”

      “Tell them I’m out,” came the reply from within.

      The woman simply shrugged at Cael. “He’s not home,” she said, swinging the door shut.

      The guardsman reached out and caught the door, thrusting it open again forcefully. The girl tottered backward into the room as Cael pushed his way past her, dragging Merris in after him.

      Merris glanced around, taking in the interior that might once have been lavish, but was littered with trash and rotten food, piles of clothes and overturned furniture. A haze of white smoke filled the air. Merris coughed, waving the fumes away from her face as she gazed around in disgruntled astonishment.

      Cael caught the girl by the arm and, ripping the blanket off her torso, firmly escorted her out of the residence. He slammed the door closed behind her then turned to confront the filthy quarters with a look of disdain.

      He grabbed Merris by the hand and dragged her forward down a short hallway strewn with clothing and litter. Merris had to almost jog to keep up with him, stumbling over filth. He led her through a doorway created by a drape of beads that hung from floor to ceiling, pushing them back out of his way with a tinkling clatter.

      Merris stopped in her tracks, appalled at the sight of a man who lay sprawled in the midst of a mass of blankets, cushions and assorted garbage. Only his lower body was covered by a careless drape of cloth, his torso completely exposed. He was exceptionally thin. His sallow skin seemed almost stretched over bone and protruding ribs. It was impossible to tell if his dark hair was either very wet or very oily. The unkempt growth of whiskers on his face was too short to be properly called a beard and yet far too long to be considered stubble. He was staring at the two of them with an expression of dazed befuddlement.

      “Oh, my, isn’t this awkward,” the naked man announced in a thick and garbled voice. “My apologies, guardsman, but I do regret that I’m rather indisposed.” His red and watery eyes glanced toward Merris. “Unless you come bearing gifts, of course. Always room for one more, I say. Hop on in, darling,” he invited, patting the cushions beside him.

      Cael drew himself up to his full height, face grimacing in disgust. “Grand Master Quinlan Reis, I present to you Merris Bryar, an acolyte of Aerysius. She is here at the bequest of your brother, Ambassador Braden.”

      Grand Master Quinlan stared at Cael and then stared at Merris, his forehead creased in obvious bewilderment. At last, he nodded. “So it is my intractable brother who seeks to indulge me with exotic pleasures from afar? Even better, I say. What are you waiting for, my dear? I am anxious to explore how the delicate flowers of the Rhen compare to those of Bryn Calazar.” Then he paused, frowning uncertainly as his gaze struggled over the dim interior of the room.

      “Where did you put my whore?”
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        * * *

      

      Merris slammed the door shut behind her as she ran after the guardsman’s burly form.

      “Where are you going?” she demanded, shouting after him. “You can’t just leave me with that man!”

      Cael cast her a sidelong glare over his shoulder, not slowing his long, brisk strides. Without looking back, he assured her confidently, “Yes, I can.”

      Merris found herself having to jog to keep up. “Wait!” she shrieked, reaching out to catch his arm. “Please! Please, take me back!”

      Thankfully, Cael stopped walking. He rounded on her with a thoroughly exasperated expression on his face. “Take you back where?”

      He flung his arms open wide, indicating the broad expanse of city around them, a city that was altogether foreign to Merris in every conceivable way. He was right, of course. And he knew it. She had absolutely nowhere else to go and knew nothing of Bryn Calazar or its ways.

      She didn’t want to start crying, but she couldn’t help herself. The tears gathering in her eyes managed to slip down her cheeks right in front of him. Angry, she scrubbed them away with the back of her hand. “I just want to go home.”

      Cael gazed at her with a flat expression, absolutely indifferent to the sight of her tears. “This is your home now,” he insisted. “You’d better start getting used to it.” Then he turned away.

      “Stop!” Merris called after him. “Take me under your protection!”

      Her words halted him mid-stride. The guardsman turned slowly back around, eyes squinting against the glare of the rising sun.

      “What?” His mouth formed the word slowly, incredulously. Then he just stood looking at her, hands resting on the pair of baldrics crossed over his massive chest.

      “I said take me under your protection!” Merris insisted.

      Cael gave her one last, vindictive glare. Then he turned his head to the side and spat upon the ground.

      “I can’t do that,” he said quietly.

      Merris took a bold step toward him. “Why can’t you?” she demanded. “Won’t you lose honor if you don’t?”

      “I will lose some sharaq,” he agreed, appearing none too happy about it. “But Quinlan Reis has first claim on you.”

      He started forward again, this time in the opposite direction. She realized he was trudging back the way they had come, the twin scabbards slapping hard against his back with every stride.

      “Then you’re not going to help me?” Merris all but shrieked. She didn’t even bother jogging after him. She just stood there, arms locked at her sides, hands balled into fists, looking thoroughly pitiful.

      Cael growled back at her, “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “I don’t know!”

      “I am helping you,” he snapped, not even bothering to look at her. “I’m going to take you back there. I’ll help you start sobering him up. But that’s as far as my obligation goes. After that, you’re on your own.”
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        * * *

      

      Merris tilted the stoneware pitcher in her hand, allowing its contents to pour slowly over the unconscious man's head in a thin but merciless stream. The water splattered off the mage’s face, thoroughly wetting the haphazard collection of bedding and scattered refuse that lay jumbled about him.

      “Wake. Up.”

      Merris tilted the pitcher further, allowing the stream of water to continue relentlessly.

      “Wake. Up.”

      Beneath her, the subject of her ministrations groaned and thrashed, almost squirming out from under the covers she had flung over him to cover his indecency. The mage brought his arm up and tried to protect his face from her watery assault, but to no avail. Merris followed his every motion with the pitcher.

      Sputtering for air, Quinlan Reis raised his hand and gasped, “Enough! I surrender! No more water, I beg you! Unless it’s in a cup. It seems that I’ve sweat out quite a thirst.”

      Merris glanced across at Cael, who was standing there watching her with stoic approval. He offered her the slightest nod. Merris righted the pitcher in her hand and lowered it, halting the flow of water.

      She placed the pitcher on a table, picking up a cup of tea she had brewed using petrified herbs she’d found in the mage’s unserviceable kitchen. She offered the cup to him.

      “Drink this,” she commanded without the slightest trace of compassion in her tone.

      The wet and bedraggled mage propped himself up on an elbow as he accepted the offered cup. He stared blearily into her eyes, a flustered expression on his face. He raised the tea to his lips and took a sip.

      Immediately he winced, grimacing as if in pain, and waved the tea away from him. “If Xerys himself ever pissed into a cup, it would hardly taste as noxious a brew.”

      “Drink it,” Merris insisted, handing the cup back to him. “I need you sober.”

      He shook his head, setting the tea firmly down. “I’ve managed to successfully refrain from sobriety for the past nine years,” he explained in a lecturing tone. “Doesn’t agree with my constitution, you see. If temperance is truly what you value, then I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong mage.”

      The smell of his breath was repugnant. Merris blinked, turning her face away with a scowl. “It had better start agreeing with your constitution,” she warned him sincerely. “I need your mind sound.”

      The man wriggled up into a reclining position on a stack of pillows. From somewhere in the bedding he produced a folded handkerchief and used it to dab at the water beading on his brow. He gazed up at her for a moment with reddened eyes before inquiring, “And whom, exactly, am I addressing? I regret that our previous introduction seems to have slipped my mind.”

      She drew herself up before him formally. “My name is Merris Bryar, acolyte of Aerysius,” she said as she offered him the slightest curtsey. “Former acolyte, that is. At your service.”

      Quinlan Reis blinked. “Former acolyte of Aerysius?” he pressed, cocking his head to the side. “How interesting. The plot thickens relentlessly.”

      Merris ignored him and continued, raising a scroll in her hand. “I have a letter here for you from your brother, Ambassador Braden—”

      He frowned at her as if disappointed. “You could have just delivered it and spared me the intrigue. By all means, hand it over, dear.” He extended his hand toward it.

      Merris snatched the scroll back out of his reach. “Not so fast. Swear you’ll take me under your protection.”

      The look offered her by Quinlan Reis was one of profound skepticism. “And why, exactly, would I want to do that?”

      Merris allowed herself the smug rudiments of a smile. “Because if you don’t, I’ll torch this letter right here in front of you. Then I’ll march into Prime Warden Renquist’s office and offer him proof that your brother, Braden Reis, is a traitor to Caladorn.”

      The mage sat straight up with a frown as his saucy countenance faltered. “What evidence do you have against my brother?” His words were suddenly, threateningly, direct.

      Merris remained undaunted. She continued confidently, “I can personally bear witness that Ambassador Braden Reis is the secret lover of Master Sephana Clemley, First Minister of the Assembly of the Hall.”

      The mage raised his eyebrows as the implications of her words slowly penetrated his liquor-induced fog. He sucked in a mouthful of air, allowing his cheeks to expand, before blowing it back out again with an exasperated sigh. He sank back against his pillows, eyes wandering sightlessly upward.

      Staring up at the ceiling, he muttered quietly, “Well, isn’t that just a honey of a pickle.”

      Merris nodded her agreement, feeling confident in her victory.

      “Such news would hardly go over well with the Lyceum, I’m afraid,” he continued without looking at her. “If this news is truly as factual as you say it is.”

      “Oh, it’s factual, all right,” Merris assured him. “Now swear.”

      His eyes squinted in her direction with obvious confusion. “Swear?”

      “Swear you’ll take me under your protection,” she reminded him, leaning forward with arms crossed, her posture overbearing.

      The mage appeared to be considering. Frowning, he wondered, “And what, exactly, do I gain from this arrangement?”

      Merris chortled. “Well, I’m certainly not going to sleep with you, if that’s what you’re asking!” She flung her hands out in exasperation.

      The man just shrugged. “We don’t have to sleep, darling. Sex is all I really had in mind.”

      Merris’ mouth dropped open. She glanced helplessly across the room to Cael, shaking her head in astonishment. “This is impossible,” she confessed to the guardsman, eyes imploring.

      Cael contemplated her for a long moment, face utterly impassive. Then he trudged around the bed toward her. Without a word he reached up and plucked the scroll she was holding out of her hand and offered it across to Quinlan Reis. Before she could stop him, the mage snatched it up with a look of affronted gratitude.

      “What are you doing?” Merris gasped at Cael, appalled.

      When he glared her into silence, all she could do was stand there and helplessly watch as the mage’s eyes scanned the letter written to him by his brother. He lay there for minutes, eyes tracing back and forth across the scroll as he read, then reread, the words it contained. Merris realized with a sinking feeling that she had no idea what the letter even said.

      The mage lowered the scroll, allowing it to curl back up as he set the parchment down at his side. His eyes wandered up once again in grim contemplation of the ceiling. “Yes, indeed. A honey of a pickle,” he sighed. “What time is it, love?”

      “Sunrise,” Merris heard herself responding automatically, the will to argue with him evaporated.

      “You’d better give me that other letter, then.” He didn’t look at her as he stated the request. Instead, his attention remained focused on the roof above his bed, eyes vacant in thought.

      Merris didn’t move. She clutched the last letter Braden had given her protectively against her chest.

      Quinlan Reis grimaced. “Oh, do calm down,” he insisted. “Of course I will extend my protection to you. For whatever it is worth—which is not much, I assure you.”

      “Good,” Cael announced, promptly turning away from his position beside Merris. “Then I guess I’m not needed anymore.” Without another word, the guardsman made his way briskly toward the door.

      “You’re right,” Quinlan Reis agreed to Cael’s retreating back. “You’re not.”

      His eyes narrowed slightly.

      The guardsman faltered in mid-stride. His hands came up, flailing for a second in the air. Then he slumped quietly forward.

      Merris gaped in shock even as she bolted toward him. She reached Cael before he made it all the way to the ground, but it was already too late. As she caught his head in her hands, she found his mouth hanging slack, eyes wide open and staring up at her. The skin of his face was completely devoid of color.

      “You killed him!” she accused as she turned to stare in shock at the man still reclined upon the cushions.

      “Oh, dear. Why, I suppose I did,” Quin admitted in a voice suffused with exaggerated dismay. “How unseemly of me.”

      “Why?” Merris demanded, her expression utterly bewildered.

      Before her disbelieving eyes the mage rose naked from his bed and stalked forward to kneel in front of her on the other side of the corpse. His face scant inches away, his gaze shot up and locked on Merris’ with rigid intensity.

      “You shouldn’t have called my brother a traitor in front of him.”
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            Already Damned

          

        

      

    

    
      Sephana let the magelight go entirely, allowing the shadows to reclaim the chamber. The Well of Tears was consumed by darkness, its terrible features obscured from sight. Which was better. The Well was appalling on such a primal level; the sight of it filled her with an urgent sense of dread. She wanted away from it, as far away from it as she could get.

      She took a step backward in the darkness.

      “This way.”

      It was Braden’s voice, disembodied and lost in shadow. She felt him take her hand firmly, guiding her forward through absolute darkness. Her slippered feet splashed through stagnant pools of water mixed with blood as he hurried her out of the chamber, one hand entwined with her own, compelling her forward with urgent pressure.

      The thrumming sounds from below were growing louder, motivating her stride.

      “They’re almost here,” she whispered, caught off-guard by the panicked sound of her own voice. “We can’t outrun them.”

      “No, we can’t,” Braden responded simply.

      She wished she could see his features in the darkness. The pressure of his hand eased as he brought them both to a halt. She had no idea where they even were in the warren of passages below Aerysius. A cold stirring of breeze rose up from the depths, the only telltale sign that the corridor they traversed actually went somewhere and didn’t just lead to a dead end.

      She glanced around, both forward and behind, eyes scouring the shadows. She could make out nothing in the darkness. Nothing except Braden.

      Sephana winced, recoiling from the sight of her lover silhouetted by a golden aura of energies that rippled over his body like lustrous ribbons, diffusing into the air around him. Braden had saturated himself with the magic field, letting its power completely suffuse him, filling him, the way Battlemages were trained to do in preparation for a strike.

      Sephana felt ire flush her cheeks as she realized what the sight of those energies implied. She found herself standing in the center of the dark and eerie passage, warily reassessing the man next to her.

      “Are you sure you’re a Chancellor?” she asked him slowly, guardedly. Her words were so soft that they were almost inaudible. “Because, in Aerysius at least, saturation with the field is a technique taught only to Battlemages.”

      Instantly, Braden released his grip on the field. She could feel the powerful energies draining out of him, dispelling back into the air. The darkness returned again quickly; she could no longer make out his features in the absence of light.

      She heard Braden explain in a weary, leaden voice, “In the Lyceum, the orders aren’t quite as cut-and-dried as they are in the Rhen. Once we become full Masters, we are allowed to choose a minor course of study. I am a Chancellor, Sephana. I didn’t lie to you about that. But I am also Battlemage-trained.”

      “To what purpose?” she demanded, the angry heat of betrayal rising to her cheeks. “Why would a Chancellor with purely political ambitions have need for that kind of study?”

      She was suddenly glad that she couldn’t see his face.

      “Sephana,” he began. There was sadness in his voice.

      That was all he said; Braden didn’t get a chance to finish.

      The air in the passage turned suddenly, atrociously cold. As it did, Sephana was filled with an appalling sense of dread.

      Desperate, her mind groped for the magic field and found nothing there.

      “Don’t let them touch you!” Braden gasped.

      She turned and fled.

      Groping ahead, Sephana made her way as fast as she could manage through the darkness. She felt along the walls of the passage with her hands, turning always to the right at every doorway she encountered. Filled with a mind-numbing terror that knew nothing of reason, Sephana had no idea what was following her through the darkness.

      She turned a corner and found herself in the passageway lit by torches. She gasped at the disorientation that came to her with the sudden return of vision. Behind, she could hear the ringing sounds of metal against metal. Ahead, the way they had come lay open before her.

      Almost, she turned back for Braden. She actually paused. She closed her eyes and argued silently with herself. In the end, it was not distrust of the man she loved that turned Sephana away from him. It was fear.

      Fear inspired by the pair of necrators that melted up from the ground six paces away.

      The necrators were vaguely human in shape, but utterly featureless. Like twin, twisted figures of charred mist. Sephana’s eyes widened as her throat spasmed in terror. She tried to breathe, but all she could produce was a choking whimper. She took a fumbling step backward.

      The touch of a necrator was not death; it was something much, much worse.

      She tried one last time to reach for the comfort of the magic field, but it was gone. In its place was only emptiness.

      “Turn around slowly.”

      Sephana almost screamed at the sound of Braden’s voice. Somehow, he was behind her. Though her nerves shrieked in panic, she obeyed him, turning her back on the appalling pair of shadows.

      He brought his hand up to her cheek, his touch a gentle caress that directed her attention fully into his eyes. He was saturated with the field again, amber ribbons of energy roving like a glorious web over his body. The look in his eyes was dark and dangerously intense.

      “Get behind me. When I say so, I want you to close your eyes and run as fast as you can.” His voice was absolutely calm and suffused with authority. “Back the way we came. Don’t stop. No matter what. Don’t turn around. Stop only when you reach the Hall of the Watchers.”

      Some reflex within her wanted to argue with him. But her will was silenced by the awful influence of the necrators. She stepped behind him.

      He grabbed her arm in a vise-like grip, forcing her backward with him. Two more necrators rose up from the ground to join the others. There were now four of them, dark and featureless shadows moving inexorably toward them.

      A man and a woman entered the corridor wearing the same indigo robes as Braden. Sephana gasped at the sight of them. The pair strode confidently forward through their escort of necrators, unaffected by their demonic influence.

      “Careful,” Sephana heard the man whisper to his companion. “He’s still holding the field.”

      Sephana’s eyes went wide as she realized exactly what that meant. She gawked at Braden, appalled to find the golden aura still surrounding him despite the presence of the necrators.

      She felt Braden’s hand upon her back, his touch a lingering caress. “It’s time,” he told her calmly. “Remember what I told you. Close your eyes. Now, run!”

      She didn’t obey him fast enough. Her eyes were still open when a brilliant glare exploded in the passage, completely overwhelming her vision. But Sephana didn’t need to see; her mind had already mapped out the path of the corridor behind her. Her vision blinded, she ran back the way they had come.

      Behind her, she could hear frantic sounds of struggle. She ignored the noises, her fingers trailing along the rough walls of the passage as her feet propelled her forward. She couldn’t see anything. Her foot smacked hard against stone and she tripped, falling to her knees.

      The pain was intense, but she forced herself to stand anyway. Shaking, overcome by fear, she felt around in the space ahead of her and realized she had come to the stairs. Tears streaked her face, falling like rain from her light-blistered eyes.

      Limping, she staggered up the steps until she came to a landing. There, she stopped, scrubbing at her eyes with the palms of her hands, trying in vain to clear her vision. Sephana let out a gasping cry of frustration. She needed healing badly. She needed the magic field.

      But the cadence of the field was still just the dimmest echo in her memory, chased away by the influence of the necrators. Choking on fear, Sephana brought her hands up again to grope at her eyes.

      “It’s really quite a shame,” uttered a voice right beside her.

      Sephana flinched backward with a cry.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Braden felt was pain. His head throbbed with each pulse of his heartbeat, his body aching at every joint. He closed his eyes with a groan, bringing his hands up to his temples.

      “I know it hurts,” a soft, feminine voice whispered in his ear. “Go back to sleep. It will pass soon.”

      The sound of that voice was vaguely familiar, like the dimmest recollection of a dream. Braden tried to open his eyes again, but the throbbing ache in his head prevented him. Instead, he found himself doing exactly what the voice suggested. He lowered his hands back to his sides and relaxed, letting sleep deliver him from the pain.
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        * * *

      

      When he opened his eyes again, his head felt better. He was still far from hale, but the improvement was vast. He tried to sit up but couldn’t. It took him a moment to realize that they had him tightly bound.

      He started to reach for the magic field.

      “Don’t,” a man’s voice commanded severely. “Shield yourself; you are deep within a vortex.”

      Braden closed his eyes against a surge of panic that was almost overwhelming. Never before in his life had he come so unwittingly close to death. Instantly, he threw up a shield between his mind and the dangerous flux of power that surrounded him, balling his fists in rage and fear.

      Whoever these people were, they had come damned close to killing him.

      A vortex was a place of power where the lines of the magic field swirled and converged with hurricane force, like a great cyclone of energy. No Master could tame such a torrent of raw power; merely touching the magic field here would liquefy his brain.

      Within the energies of a vortex, he was utterly powerless. Which was probably why they had brought him here. Braden tested his strength against the bonds that held him, finding them secure.

      The room they had him in was cold, cold enough for his breath to form a mist before his face. He glanced around, trying to get a sense of the nature of his surroundings. The walls were grayish blue and glistening, crystalline-solid. He was in some kind of cell made completely of ice.

      Vintgar.

      The realization that they had moved him to northern Caladorn was startling.

      He turned to glance at the man standing beside him, the same man who had bested him in the warren beneath Aerysius. Nashir Arman was a mage Braden had grown up with, studied with, had worked with all his life. Nashir was neither friend nor foe; rather, more of a rival than anything else. Nashir was second-in-command of the Order of Battlemages. He was also one of the most powerful Grand Masters the Lyceum had in its arsenal.

      “What have you done with Sephana?” Braden demanded of the quietly arrogant mage. “And why am I being held?” He spoke in the language of the clans, the same Northern dialect that Nashir spoke, as well. It was something that the two of them shared in common, distinct from the more conventional Rhenic tongue that had invaded Caladorn from the south.

      Nashir’s face remained stoically placid. He was dressed in the same indigo robes as Braden, the Silver Star of the Lyceum embroidered upon his breast. He was darker in complexion than Braden, his angular face clean shaven, his hair a thick and lustrous black. Nashir’s eyes were a striking hazel.

      “Sephana remains unharmed,” Nashir answered matter-of-factly. “As far as I know, your fate remains undecided.” He spread his hands apologetically. The expression on his face was not unkindly. He stood up, hands moving to smooth his robe. “I’ll go inform Krane and the others that you have awakened.”

      Braden gazed after him as Nashir exited the ice cell. Cyrus Krane, then, was with them at Vintgar. There was no logic to that. To any of this. Why would the Prime Warden of Aerysius be working with Nashir? The absurdity of the thought made Braden’s mind want to scream in frustration. Caladorn and the Rhen were all but at war. No one knew this better than Braden himself, whose job it was to lead the hostile negotiations ongoing between their two nations.

      That Nashir Arman and Cyrus Krane could have forged some sort of secret alliance was inconceivable.

      Braden didn’t have long to wonder about it. Nashir reappeared quickly in the doorway. The Battlemage was accompanied by two guards in leather gear. The men swept forward into the cell and began loosening his bindings.

      They led him out into a hallway. There, Braden realized that his previous guess was confirmed: they truly were at Vintgar.

      The legendary ice fortress in the far north of Caladorn was well-known to him. The stronghold of Vintgar had been constructed from preexisting natural caverns. It was a living, breathing, dynamic cave system formed entirely of rock and ice. Vintgar’s galleries were decorated by spectacular ice sculptures and strange formations, all formed by water dripping in through fissures in the rocks.

      They led Braden down a wide, ice-encrusted corridor. The walls of the passage were crystalline blue and iridescent. Braden could see through the walls all the way down to the bottom of the cavern. There, the blue-green waters of the River Nym flowed at the bottom of a great chasm, the start of their long journey to the sea.

      His guards guided Braden to a large gallery thrust out over the gorge, overlooking the headwaters of the Nym. The air here was slightly warmer, the walls hewn from limestone but for a room-length window made of ice that looked down upon the sacred river. The floor was covered with finely woven carpets, the air thickly scented with incense. In the center of the chamber was a large, circular table surrounded by eight wrought iron chairs.

      Braden’s guards gestured for him to take a seat and then bowed and left the room. He did as they bid, seating himself across the table from Nashir. He sat without speaking, absently rubbing at the depressions the restraints had made in his wrists.

      Presently, a door at the far end of the room swung open.

      Cyrus Krane still wore the white cloak of a Prime Warden, which rippled behind him as he moved across the chamber and took his place at the table beside Nashir. He was a tall man, dark of hair but pale of complexion, his features fine boned and aristocratic, distinctive of the people of the Rhen. Even after years of negotiations, Braden had never become immune to the formidable presence of Aerysius’ Prime Warden. He clenched his jaw, following Krane’s movements distrustfully with his eyes.

      “I’m told that you discovered my little secret,” Krane remarked ominously.

      Braden decided not to dignify the man’s comment with a response. Instead, he folded his hands in front of him and stared flatly across the length of the table at his adversary.

      “And you are involved with Master Sephana Clemley,” the Prime Warden accused. “I was greatly displeased to hear that.”

      Still, Braden refrained from comment. So deep was his contempt for this man that he didn’t trust himself to speak.

      The slightest trace of a smile formed on Krane’s thin lips. “In all our years of negotiations, I’ve never known Braden Reis to be at a loss for words.”

      If it was an attempt at humor, then Braden was thoroughly unamused. He moved his hand to a crack in the table, catching his thumbnail in the groove and rubbing it slowly back and forth along the crevice.

      “I have nothing to say,” he muttered quietly, eyes studying the motion of his nail against the wood.

      The Prime Warden considered him for a moment. He adjusted his posture in his seat. “I am told that my necrators have no effect on you.”

      Braden seemed completely engrossed with the table’s surface, brazenly ignoring the man’s comment.

      Krane appeared not to notice the slight. Instead, he continued darkly, “Your immunity to my necrators speaks volumes about your character. And it actually works to our advantage. You see, we need your help, Braden.”

      “I have absolutely no interest in helping you with anything.” Braden’s response was immediate and decisive. It was spoken without a glance at Cyrus Krane.

      The Prime Warden’s voice was almost gentle as he argued, “I think you might change your mind after hearing me out.”

      “I doubt it. Not unless I can gain some type of assurance that Sephana has been released. Unharmed.”

      Krane turned to nod once in the direction of the wall behind him. Immediately, the door to the room cracked open. Braden looked up from his study of the table’s texture just as a woman appeared in the doorway, one he immediately recognized. His jaw went slack at the sight of her.

      “How have you been, Braden? I’ve missed you.” Sareen Qadir smiled sweetly as she swept into the room, the chestnut waves of her hair flowing behind her as she moved.

      Another woman familiar to Braden entered on her heels: Myria Anassis. She was beautiful, dark and statuesque, with sleek raven hair. Myria was both confident and intelligent, well-respected by her peers. Braden tensed at the sight of her; back in the warrens, it had been Myria who had helped Nashir take him down.

      “Good to see you, Braden,” a masculine voice greeted him.

      Braden’s attention was drawn to the bearded man with red hair who entered behind the others, his astonishment growing. Byron Connel was Warden of the Order of Battlemages and was the greatest contemporary strategist Braden knew. He carried a spiked silver morning star in his hand, the iconic badge of his office. On his face he wore an amiable grin.

      Cyrus Krane nodded curtly. “Well, it seems that we all know each other. I gather we can skip the introductions?”

      Sareen smiled sweetly as she claimed a chair next to Braden, brushing up against his arm as she situated herself in her seat. “I believe we're all very well acquainted.” She turned to Braden with a conspiratorial grin. “I just met the acolyte you sent us. Thank you, by the way! She is simply adorable.”

      Hearing that, Braden’s stomach sank along with the remainder of his hopes. Somehow, they had found out about Merris. If they knew about Merris, then they likely knew about his attempt to involve Quin. He wondered if the two of them were even still alive.

      Braden took a deep breath and closed his eyes, trying to regain what little composure he had left. He sat there for a moment. Then he fixed his stare on Cyrus Krane and stated in a gravelly voice, “Why don’t you start by telling me what this is all about.”

      The Prime Warden of Aerysius nodded, knitting his fingers together in front of him. “Very well,” he allowed. “The mages that you see around this table have agreed to work together, to stand united for a common purpose. It is our goal to combine the strength of Aerysius with that of Bryn Calazar to avert a very credible threat that has the potential to destroy us all.”

      Braden let his eyes wander around the table, taking in every face in the room one by one. There were five of them in all: Cyrus Krane. Nashir Arman. Byron Connel, Sareen Qadir, Myria Anassis. Curiously, there were two empty chairs at the table. Braden’s eyes lingered for a moment upon those chairs, wondering for whom they were intended.

      “If that's true, then why the need for subterfuge?” he demanded of Krane. “Why not just present the problem before both Assemblies?”

      Myria Anassis looked almost disappointed with him as she responded, “You already know the answer to that, Braden. There’s too much bad blood between Bryn Calazar and Aerysius. The Lyceum and the Hall will never work together willingly. At least, not in the foreseeable future.”

      Byron Connell grimaced. “And there’s another problem,” he said with obvious reluctance. “I’m afraid that our methods would be considered … too unorthodox.”

      Braden glared scathingly in Connel’s direction. “From what I’ve seen, ‘unorthodox’ doesn’t begin to describe what you’re doing.”

      Myria sighed, looking impatient. “Braden, please hear us out.”

      Braden shrugged then gestured brusquely at Krane, urging him to continue.

      Aerysius’ Prime Warden nodded graciously. “Are you aware of Master Devrim Remzi?”

      Braden frowned, nettled by confusion. “Remzi? Sure, I’ve met him once or twice.”

      Krane continued, “Master Remzi stumbled across a rather disturbing find while doing research above Skara a few years ago.”

      “Is that why Remzi and his whole team went missing?”

      Myria made a petulant face, obviously frustrated by his reaction. “They never ‘went missing,’” she chided him. “That was just the story we put out. Actually, Master Remzi is still very much alive and working for us.”

      Braden gestured around the table. “By ‘us’ you are referring to the five of you?”

      “There are six of us, actually,” Cyrus Krane corrected him.

      Braden sneered as his eyes slipped to the table’s two empty chairs. Whom are they meant for? “Of course. Please. Go on.”

      Myria continued patiently, “Master Remzi was trying to find a more accurate way to map the lines of the magic field. His methodology involved looking at the alignment of certain minerals found in volcanic rock. What he found instead was evidence of an approaching catastrophe.

      “Remzi’s rocks contain evidence that the entire magic field of our planet reverses in polarity every ten thousand years. He calls it a ‘geotheurgic reversal.’”

      Braden nodded slowly, his mind chewing on the information.

      Krane told him, “We have corroborated Master Remzi’s findings several times since. All of the data support his conclusions.”

      Myria added quickly, “These events appear to occur with predictable regularity.”

      Byron Connel nodded. “That’s the problem. According to the model Remzi came up with, the magic field is going to reverse itself again sometime within the next few weeks.

      “Do you understand what this means, Braden?” Connel asked. “A Reversal such as this would be utterly catastrophic. Every mage on the planet will most likely die. We’ll lose anything ever wrought by magic. The entire heritage of both Aerysius and the Lyceum would be completely destroyed.”

      Myria said, “The Circles of Convergence, Athera’s Crescent, the transfer portals … everything would be gone. The might of the temples—”

      Braden raised his hand in the air to stop her. “I get it,” he said. Then he turned to cast a glare at Cyrus Krane. “What I don’t understand is how boring a gateway to hell is supposed to improve the situation.”

      He heard a rustle of silk as Sareen moved to set a hand lightly on his arm. “We’ve found a way to reinforce the magic field and postpone the Reversal for a thousand years,” she explained to him, her breath a gentle whisper in his ear. “Our plan involves linking together the eight Circles of Convergence. Then, when the magic field begins to collapse, we will stabilize it by using a different kind of power source entirely.”

      What different kind of power source? Braden wanted to scream at her. Then, suddenly, he was hit with a flash of startling insight. In that moment, everything became shockingly very clear. He felt his stomach turn sour, the hair on the back of his neck standing upright. A slithering feeling of dread curled up around his insides, constricting his chest like the cold embrace of a serpent.

      “By all the gods,” Braden whispered, patently appalled. “You’re planning to use the power of the Onslaught to stabilize the magic field.”

      That explained the inception of the Well of Tears. Cyrus Krane was opening a gateway to hell in order to harvest the corrupt power of the Netherworld to stabilize the magic field. He was hoping to prevent the Reversal by bolstering the magic field with the tainted power of damnation: Hellpower, they called it. The Onslaught. There were other terms, but it didn’t matter. Braden couldn’t fathom what these mages were even thinking, seriously considering such a perilous endeavor.

      Cyrus Krane nodded sagaciously at Braden’s perception. “That’s right. It is the only alternative available to us.”

      Myria smiled across the table at Braden. “You guessed our purpose. What are your thoughts?”

      Braden could only stare at her, aghast. “You really want my opinion?” Glancing around the table, he spared none of them his ire. “I think that all of you are completely insane.”

      He pressed on, “It’s a no-win situation any way you look at it. The best outcome you could possibly hope for would be to trade one disaster for another, potentially much worse. You can’t be sure that you could even control the Onslaught. You risk reducing the entire planet to a chunk of cinder.”

      Cyrus Krane responded to his words with absolute conviction. “That is a risk we are all willing to take to preserve our lives, our heritage, and our future.”

      “The alternative is to just sit back and wait for our own annihilation,” Byron Connel said. “I, for one, can’t do that.”

      Sareen’s hand came to rest on Braden’s arm as she leaned into him, urging him in an imploring tone, “This can only work with all eight Circles of Convergence tied in together. As it stands right now, there are only six of us. We need you, Braden. You are a gifted Grand Master and the Warden of Chancellors. You have the strength to command the Greater Circle here at Vintgar. We need you to harness the might of this vortex for us.”

      “And you’re immune to the influence of my necrators,” Krane reminded him ominously. “Which means that your soul is already corrupt enough to channel the power of the Onslaught.”

      Sareen smiled, the light of excitement dazzling in her eyes. “That’s what makes you so perfect,” she insisted. “You’ve already sold your own soul; you’ve got nothing more to lose.”

      Cyrus Krane nodded in agreement. “She’s right, Braden. Whether you want to admit it or not, your soul is already damned. You’re one of us already, even if you just haven’t realized it yet.”
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      The light of the setting sun coming in through an open window wakened Merris from sleep. She stretched, enjoying the comforting warmth of the rays. She could hear the faint tinkling sounds made by many strings of colored beads that lined the windowsill. The beads were stirred by the same soft breeze that toyed with the wispy strands of her hair.

      Her stomach growled. Looking up from the pile of assorted fabrics she had thrown together to form a makeshift bed, Merris squinted against the light coming in through the window in golden streams.

      “I’m starving,” she complained to her inhospitable host. She had no idea whether the man was anywhere within earshot. “Let me guess: you don’t have any food around here, do you?”

      She rubbed her eyes then let her stare wander across the floor, taking in the assorted piles of garbage that lay strewn about. She frowned, nudging something half-buried beneath a pile of clothing with her toe. Was that a chicken bone?

      Revolted, she jerked her foot back away.

      “I try not to eat if I can help it. Food sours my stomach.”

      She turned to find Quinlan Reis standing behind her, leaning with his elbow resting against the wall, gazing out the window toward the sunset. He was still shirtless, but had mercifully managed to find a pair of trousers that looked a few sizes too big for him. Beneath his skin, she could make out the outline of every rib etched into his sallow flesh. The man was more than just gaunt; it was as though he had some kind of wasting sickness.

      “How do you live like this?” Merris grumbled as she stood up, gesturing broadly at the array of filth that surrounded her.

      Keeping his gaze upon the window, Quin responded to her question miserably, “My home was a much happier place before your arrival.”

      With a sigh, he paced away toward a small wooden cabinet set against the wall. Opening the cabinet’s door, he produced a painted ceramic jar and proceeded to pour himself a drink from it.

      “Oh, no, you don’t!” Merris cried, lunging toward him from across the room. She snatched the cup out of his hand just before the liquor reached his mouth. “That is the last thing you need right now!”

      Setting the jar down firmly on top of the cabinet, Quin glared sideways at her in reproach. “Kindly remove your claws from my beverage,” he directed her in a tone that brooked no argument. He raised his eyebrows expectantly, waiting for her to let go. When she released her hold, he threw his head back and downed all of the liquor in one swallow.

      Then he went on to explain, “And I beg to differ with you, but this is exactly what I need right now. Unless you want me to succumb to a fit of the shakes before the Prime Warden of the Lyceum.”

      Merris bit her lip to keep herself from saying anything as she gazed into the man’s sad, skeletal features. He appeared to be somewhere in his late thirties or early forties, although with mages it could be hard to tell. It defied belief that this man was Ambassador Braden’s own brother. Try as she might, she could find no resemblance at all between the two men. Quin’s red and watery eyes held no trace of the strength and integrity she had envied in his brother. Instead of envy, the only emotion she could dredge up for Quinlan Reis was pity.

      “I thought Masters couldn’t drink to excess,” Merris sighed in frustration as she turned away from him, giving up the fight.

      “Let me assure you, I can drink well beyond excess,” he responded tartly as he moved to pour himself another cup. Gazing down at the amber liquid, he swirled the fluid around with his hand. “Strong liquor dulls the perception of the magic field,” he explained quietly. “Most mages don’t appreciate the loss of that sensation.”

      Merris narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “But you do. Why?”

      He downed the liquid in one swallow. Then he moved away from her back toward the window. Merris allowed her eyes to follow his gaze. Through the many-colored beads, she could make out the orange glow of sunset streaking the western sky.

      Softly, he asked her, “How well do you know my brother?”

      Merris frowned, turning her attention back to him. “Your brother? Not very well at all, I’m afraid.”

      He was still staring out the window, watching the slow changes that were taking place across the sky. The shadows were lengthening, orange and golden hues giving way to streaks of pink and vermillion.

      “Oh, hell.” Quin set his cup down with an air of finality, turning his stare toward the wall. “It’s time to deliver that last letter you carry.”

      Merris’ eyes widened with understanding. The third letter Braden had given her was addressed to Prime Warden Zavier Renquist. He had called it a last resort.

      “Something’s gone wrong, hasn’t it?” she asked.

      Quin nodded, then muttered ruefully, “I suppose I should go try to make myself look presentable.”

      He started to wander toward the bedchamber but then stopped and turned back around. His hand came up to his chin as he stood there, gazing at Merris appraisingly. He slowly shook his head.

      “Oh, my. That’s never going to do, is it?”

      His eyes moved over the floor in a searching pattern. It took him a while to find whatever he was looking for in the pile of fabric Merris had gathered for a bed. Reaching down, he scooped up a handful of rumpled garments and practically dumped them into her hands.

      “Wear this,” he advised her.

      Merris had no idea what he was talking about. Perplexed, she stared down at the bright wad of fabric he had shoved her way. Fingering the silk, it took her a moment to realize that what she was holding was a thin but elegant dress. There were also pants, as well as a shawl-like wrap. It finally dawned on her: these must be the clothes that the whore had left behind. Merris’ mouth dropped open in dismay.

      “You can’t be serious,” she started to protest, shaking her head and offering the clothes back toward him.

      Apparently he was. Quin raised his hands in the air in a gesture of refusal. “Well, it’s not like she’s coming back for them,” he argued spiritedly. “You may as well.” In response to the look on her face, he pressed, “You certainly can’t go out in what you’re currently wearing. You’d look ridiculous.”

      “Ridiculous?” Merris echoed, feeling honestly offended. The dress she wore, though slept in, had been one of Master Sephana’s finest gowns. The woman actually had taste. “You’d rather me dress as a prostitute?”

      “An expensive prostitute,” Quinlan Reis corrected her acidly. “Just do us both a favor and wear the damned clothes.”

      He turned and headed back in the direction of the bedroom, picking his way carefully over piles of filth.

      Merris waited for a moment to make certain that he was gone, then slipped quickly out of Sephana’s yellow dress and donned the outfit he’d given her, running her fingers through her hair.

      The new dress was actually very beautiful. It was sleeveless and flowing. The colors were brilliant: saffron at the top fading to turquoise at the bottom of the skirt, embroidered with a pattern of blue branches full of leaves. The pants were made of bright-blue silk.

      Merris could not figure out what to do with the other piece of fabric, a wide strip of royal blue that was longer than she was tall. It was too long to be draped like a scarf, and she had no idea how to wear it. She tried to wrap it a couple of different ways, eventually giving up.

      The sound of Quin’s laughter behind her made her startle. Whirling, she found him staring at her from the doorway. “Never wrapped a dupatta before?” he wondered with a roguish grin.

      Merris was stricken speechless. With clothes on, Grand Master Quinlan Reis was actually almost handsome. He was wearing the standard indigo robe of the Lyceum, the same as Merris had seen his brother wear on countless occasions. But over the robe, Quin had donned an embroidered vest girthed by a sash of golden silk. In his hand he held a black felt hat of a style inspired by the Rhen. He had actually washed up, even shaved his beard into a well-groomed mustache. His cheeks still looked flushed from the passage of the blade. His dark hair was wet, combed back away from his face. He was still quite gaunt; no amount of grooming could fix that. But to Merris, the improvement was vast.

      “You look … respectable.” Merris attempted a smile in his direction as he strolled forward.

      He relieved her of the long strip of fabric, spreading it out before him in his hands. He then proceeded to drape the long material over her shoulder, letting it fall down across the front of her body before bringing it up again from behind to achieve a crisscross effect.

      “What is it for, exactly?” Merris tried to clarify, spreading the fabric out by extending her arm away from her body.

      “How the hell should I know?” He shrugged, stepping back with a critical stare. “That looks about right. Are you ready, then?”

      “I’m hungry,” Merris admitted plaintively. “Is there any way we could get something to eat along the way?”

      Quin sucked in a cheek, nodding thoughtfully. “I suppose we could,” he allowed. He offered his hand to Merris. “Shall we, then?”

      She accepted his offered hand and allowed him to lead her toward the door, picking her way carefully. Once outside, Merris pulled up short, halting on his doorstep.

      She closed her eyes and breathed in the heady scent of the city. The smell of the ocean was strong in her nostrils, the warm night air thick with salt and humidity. It was like nothing she had ever experienced before. And all around her, surrounding them on every side, were the walls and towers of Bryn Calazar, the brightly lit terraces draped with hanging vines and greenery.

      “It’s amazing,” she whispered. She wandered away toward a low wall and gazed over the balustrade. Far below, an ocean wave broke against the seawall, sending spray high enough for her to feel the mist.

      “I never knew that a place like this could even exist.”

      Quin took her by the arm and maneuvered her away from the edge. “You’re hungry, remember?”

      “I am,” she sighed as she let him lead her forward down a tiled walkway. They turned a corner then emerged onto a busy thoroughfare.

      Merris allowed Quin to guide her out into the bustling city street. There were crowds of people moving by, walking every which direction, and yet somehow a bubble of space seemed to just open up around them and let them pass. To Merris’ amazement, she saw that people were actually stopping at the sight of Quin’s robes and moving backward out of his way, yielding him room to pass.

      Quin tipped his hat at the occasional passerby, but otherwise moved through the streets without any acknowledgement of the deference being paid to him by the citizens of Bryn Calazar. Merris could only gaze in wonder at the scene unfolding around her; it was so distinctively foreign. She had never seen the like, not in Aerysius, not anywhere.

      “It’s almost as if you’re a prince,” she said wonderingly, staring around in amazement.

      He shook his head dismissively. “It’s status,” Quin corrected her. “This entire society is utterly obsessed by it. It’s like a caste system, only you’re not born into it. You can fight and claw your way to the top if you have it within you. Or you can just put on one of these wretched robes.”

      “So being a mage of the Lyceum confers its own status?”

      He grinned at her wryly. “There’s only two classes of people in Caladorn: those who have the potential to sense the magic field and those who can’t. Those who can’t serve those who can. People like you and I, we are the royalty here. Caladorn knows nothing of kings and queens, pawns and princes.” He gestured around expansively with his hand. “The heroes of this land are warriors and magicians, whether real or imagined.”

      He drew her toward the side of the boulevard and stopped at the stall of a street vendor that had skewers of meat roasting over a woodfire grill. Quin spent a good amount of time haggling with the woman tending the meat, at last procuring two skewers of lamb. He took one for himself and handed the other over to Merris. She bit into the lamb gratefully, to her delight finding the meat savory and delicious.

      “Is there anything in this city that’s not exquisite?” She laughed with a surge of joy. They strolled onward through the market, Merris taking in the vibrant colors and energy of Bryn Calazar as she dined. And then, as they rounded a corner, she saw a sight so spectacular that it stopped her in her tracks.

      Up ahead on the cliffs overlooking the ocean rose a massive stone structure, a palace of such majesty and vastness that Merris had never before imagined its equivalent. Not even the Hall of the Watchers in Aerysius could rival it. It was a massive edifice, a glorious cascade of domes flanked by tall minarets, one at every corner. Each of the domes was spectacularly wrought and looked to have been tiled in purest gold. Its curvaceous walls were lit with many-colored tendrils of magelight writhing upward from the ground.

      “Is that…?” Merris gasped.

      Quin nodded. “The Lyceum of Bryn Calazar.”

      Merris stared, stricken speechless by the view. Strangely, the sight of the Lyceum filled her with only confusion. Merris glanced again at the man beside her, then let her gaze wander back to the stately domed structure with its fragile arcades and graceful minarets. She shook her head, unable to understand how one could ever be a product of the other.

      “Tell me,” she pressed at last. “How did you end up … the way you ended up?”

      Beside her, Quinlan stopped in his tracks, sucking in a deep breath as his eyes rose musingly toward the imposing walls of the Lyceum.

      He said quietly, “Since I can remember, I’ve always had a problem avoiding temptation. It’s a character defect, I suppose. A flaw in my personality. There’s just something about the forbidden that I find unbearably seductive.”

      Merris frowned. “I don’t understand. What did you do?”

      Quin spread his hands as if for once at a complete loss for words. After a long moment of searching, he finally managed to admit, “I simply can’t resist the irresistible.”

      Then he was moving again, guiding Merris by the arm toward the billowing array of domes as the citizens of Bryn Calazar backed deferentially out of his path.

      The road that they traveled took them up the hill toward the cliffs overlooking the ocean. For the first time, Merris had a good view of the harbor and the sea. The broad expanse of ocean was calm and black, unfolding before them toward the horizon. An exceptionally bright star glowed low overhead in the eastern sky, larger than all the others.

      As they passed through the tall gateway into the Lyceum’s outer courtyard, Merris was reminded of the Arches of Aerysius that guarded the entry to the Hall of the Watchers. The Lyceum’s portal consisted of a carved, horseshoe-shaped arch that was held aloft by a matching set of carved marble pillars. Like the Arches of Aerysius, the Lyceum’s outer gate was more than just ornamentation; it was a ward. No person insensitive to the pulse of the magic field could enter through that doorway.

      Merris felt a familiar prickling sensation as she passed across the threshold of the portal. The brightly lit courtyard beyond was flanked by grand successions of arcaded walkways. No one appeared to be about; for all its splendor, the Lyceum appeared starkly empty.

      “Where are we going?” Merris whispered as Quin led her through a side door almost hidden in the forest of columns.

      “The office of the Prime Warden is this way. It’s not under the Grand Dome,” Quin explained.

      “Then what is?” Merris wondered.

      “The Lyceum’s Circle of Convergence,” he answered matter-of-factly.

      Merris nodded. The eight Circles of Convergence were the strongest objects of power that existed anywhere in the world. Within each Circle were lines of power that formed two four-pointed stars, one offset against the other. Together, the twin stars of a Circle of Convergence formed what was known throughout the world as the Silver Star.

      The rays of a Silver Star worked like a giant magical focus, collecting the vast power of a vortex into one single point at the center. At such a place, all of the energy of a vortex could be harnessed by one single Master, one strong enough to control such a vast well of power. Some Circles were inherently stronger than others; these were the Greater Circles. The Greater Circles of Aerysius, Bryn Calazar and Vintgar were the most powerful foci of magic anywhere in the world.

      “Is it … Quinlan Reis…?”

      Merris turned toward the sound of a female voice and found an elegant, middle-aged woman striding toward them across the hallway.

      “That’s Grand Master Quinlan Reis,” Quin corrected the woman with a sardonic grin. “How have you been, Gertris? I just need a quick audience with the Prime Warden, if you don’t mind—nothing that will take too much of his time, I assure you.”

      The woman frowned, shaking her head. “The Prime Warden is quite busy—”

      Somehow, Quin managed to retain his smile without faltering. “It’s a matter of terrible urgency, you see.”

      The woman appeared suddenly flustered. Instead of waiting for her to respond, Quin started forward, brushing past her. “Actually, if he’s in there right now, I’ll just go on ahead—”

      “You know better than that, Quinlan Reis, Grand Master or no!” the woman’s voice called after them as Merris jogged to catch up.

      Quin didn’t slow his pace at all. Leaning into her, he whispered in Merris’ ear, “Trust me.”

      Despite the woman’s loud objections, Quin strode across the hallway and thrust open a door in the wall, leading her through by the wrist. Inside, Merris found herself in a dimly lit corridor. Quin paused, his finger pointing from one door to the next as if trying to remember which was the one he wanted. At last, he nodded to himself and moved forward.

      Merris found herself being propelled through a doorway by the force of his hand on her shoulder. Then Quin caught her arm, dragging her downward with him toward the ground.

      It took her a moment of disorientation before Merris could figure out what he was doing. Quin was forcing them both to the floor to assume the mandatory position of abasement that was required before any Prime Warden. Merris’ body knew instantly what to do; she dropped to her knees and bent forward until her forehead brushed against the floor. There was a long moment of silence while they both held their positions.

      She dared not move. She dared not look up or even glance around. She wasn’t even certain that there was anyone else with them in the room. But by the unspoken rules of protocol, there was nothing else she could do. Merris had no choice but to kneel there, abased with her palms and head resting against the floor, for however long it took to be acknowledged.

      It took a long time. For over a minute she remained in that position, listening to the echoing sounds of her own heartbeat.

      Finally, a deep and authoritative voice resonated throughout the chamber:

      “You may rise.”

      The sound of that voice was disturbingly familiar. Merris found herself complying automatically with the directive, rising first to her knees, then to her feet. She took a step backward behind Quin. Her eyes wandered around the chamber in subtle confusion, scanning the shadows of the dimly lit room for the face of the man who had addressed them.

      At first glance, the room appeared to be empty. But then the Prime Warden of the Lyceum, Zavier Renquist, stood up and approached.

      “Grand Master Quinlan Reis,” resonated the deeply baritone voice that was so oddly familiar. “It is good to see you again; you have been away from us far too long this time.”

      Merris watched with a sensation akin to awe as Prime Warden Renquist reached out a hand and clasped her companion’s forearm in a warm gesture. Renquist was a tall man with long brown hair that he wore pulled back sharply from his face. Like Quin, he wore the indigo robes of the Lyceum. But from Renquist’s broad shoulders hung the white cloak that was the emblem of his office. A brace of tapers high above on the wall cast a dance of shadow across the angular planes of his face.

      Quin cleared his throat, eyes apparently unable to meet the harsh intensity of Renquist’s gaze. “I apologize for my dereliction of duty, Prime Warden,” he said, staring down at the ground. “I am afraid that my health has been somewhat compromised of late.”

      The thin smile that appeared on Zavier Renquist’s lips was almost fatherly. “But you’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

      Quinlan shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Yes, I suppose you’re correct,” he nodded, holding his hat in his hands. He turned, gesturing toward Merris. “Please allow me to introduce my lovely companion, Merris Bryar. Merris was an acolyte of Aerysius until just yesterday. She was witness to an unfortunate incident that has caused her to rethink her allegiance.”

      Renquist’s eyes shot instantly toward Merris. His stare was hawk-like and intense, fiercely inquisitive. Merris felt like her every nuance was being probed by the harsh severity of that gaze.

      Zavier Renquist said, “I take it that your presence here is without the knowledge or consent of your own Prime Warden.”

      It was not a question, but rather a statement of plain, simple fact. Merris couldn’t tell whether the man was pleased or displeased. His expression gave away absolutely nothing of his emotions or intent.

      “I apologize, Prime Warden Renquist, for the nature of my arrival,” Merris told him with the slightest dip of a curtsey. “I hope that my actions have not put you in a difficult position.”

      Renquist merely waved his hand in the air dismissively. “Save your apologies,” he rumbled. “The only person you are capable of putting in a difficult position is yourself.” A knowing smile formed slowly on his lips as he reached out and clasped her hand. “Welcome to the Lyceum of Bryn Calazar, acolyte Merris Bryar. May the grace and blessings of the gods be upon you.”

      “And also upon you, Prime Warden,” Merris spoke through a daze of nervous fog in her head. She tried to keep the tremor out of her voice, but it was there despite her best efforts.

      Renquist must have sensed her anxiety.

      “Please. Be at ease.” He set his hand lightly upon her shoulder. He leaned forward ever so slightly, gazing into her eyes with a penetrating stare. “You must have quite a story to share,” he said softly. “I would be very interested to hear it.”

      Merris ran her tongue across her lips, buying herself time to work up enough nerve to speak. “Actually, I’d rather that you read it, Prime Warden.”

      She extended the last of the scrolls she carried toward him, offering it up in the palm of her hand.

      “What is this?” he wondered, the expression on his face suddenly uncertain.

      Gathering her courage, Merris answered in a steady voice, “A letter addressed to you from Grand Master Braden Reis. He put his own life at risk to make certain that you received this.”

      Renquist took the letter from her hand, gripping the scroll in his fist.

      It was then that she noticed the ring that he wore on the third finger of his right hand. A silver band set with a lapis stone. She realized with dread that she had seen such a ring before.

      It was the same ring she had seen only yesterday on the finger of the man in the cellar.

      Merris’ eyes went wide, her heart plunging deeply into her stomach. Upon the lapis stone was inlaid the same image she had drawn for Braden in Sephana’s sitting room. The unholy rune dacros, the symbol of Xerys, God of Chaos and Lord of the Netherworld.

      A bone-numbing chill slipped over her. Merris shuddered, realizing where she had heard that voice before.

      If Renquist had any way of sensing her fear, he didn’t let on about it. He went deliberately about breaking the wax seal and unrolling the scroll. Merris stared on in silent horror, eyes locked on the lapis ring as the Prime Warden’s gaze traced slowly across the parchment. All the while he was reading, she could feel the dread within her swelling, changing, evolving into something much more sinister.

      She realized that she was utterly terrified. Like a mouse frozen in the shadow of a raptor.

      Zavier Renquist rolled the scroll back up and carefully set it aside. Then, clenching his hands together behind his back, he strode away from them. The white cloak he wore with its embroidered Silver Star rippled behind him as he walked, swaying with the motion of his gait.

      “You have earned my gratitude, acolyte Merris. The sound of his voice was throaty and resonant. “Unfortunately, you will not be returning to Aerysius. Not now, at least, and probably not ever. I will do everything in my power to make your life at the Lyceum fulfilling. If there is ever anything you require, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      She could tell by his tone that their audience with the Prime Warden was over.

      Quin stepped forward, furiously shaking his head. “But Prime Warden, my brother…” He spread his hands beseechingly. “I’ve had no word….”

      “Your brother is a very capable man, Quinlan Reis,” Renquist asserted, still with his back to them. “Who else knows about this?”

      “Just us. But these allegations are very concerning,” Quin pressed him, stepping forward. “You need to bring this matter before the Assembly.”

      Zavier Renquist turned back to glare at him with dark and derisive eyes. “To what end?” he demanded. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten that the bulk of our armed forces are already deployed along our southern border. If I were to even mention the contents of this letter before the Assembly, our invasion of the Rhen would be all but insured.”

      “But Prime Warden—”

      Zavier Renquist raised a hand, firmly cutting off his words. “Tread softly, Quinlan Reis,” he uttered ominously. “The hawks are already circling. Let me handle this. If I need your help with this matter, please be assured: I’ll ask for it.”

      Merris effected the scantest curtsey as she fled the chamber, waiting only for the sound of the door closing behind them before whirling to confront Quin.

      “He’s the man from the cellar!” she gasped in a whimper, latching on to the lapels of his vest with both hands. “He’s wearing the ring!”

      “Renquist?” Quin gasped in a voice that sounded utterly bewildered. Then he grimaced, squeezing his eyes shut.

      Merris nodded urgently, pressing her lips together in frantic dismay. “We just gave your brother away!”

      Quin shook his head, sucking in a cheek. “No, we didn’t,” he disagreed ominously. “He already knew about Braden. We just gave ourselves away.”
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      Braden let his gaze wander around the circular table, taking in the faces of the five mages that surrounded him. No; not mages. Darkmages. Nach’tieri, in the language of the clans. Each person gathered in the room with him already had a soul so terribly black that they were each capable of wielding the Onslaught, the infernal power of the Netherworld. Every mage seated around the table … including himself. Cyrus Krane had been right; Braden was already one of them, whether he wanted to be or not. He had already made that decision nine years before. There was no going back from it now.

      But that didn’t mean he had to like it. Or go along with it.

      Braden leaned back in his chair and folded his hands in his lap. He allowed his gaze to drift slowly toward Byron Connel, lingering on the silver morning star that the man had carried in with him, now resting on the tabletop in front of him. Thar’gon was its name, the Silver Star of Battle, renowned heirloom of the Warden of Battlemages. It was a handsome weapon, the haft short and wrought completely of beaten silver. A long spike extended straight up from the top of its mace-like head, girthed by many smaller spikes. The haft was wrapped in black leather strapping, which was looped at the end so that the morning star could be hung from a belt or peg. It was far more than just a mere weapon; Thar’gon was a legendary talisman endowed with a rich compliment of arcane abilities.

      “It’s a lot to take in,” Braden said finally, his eyes sliding away from Connel’s weapon. “I’ll need a while to think on it. But you’re not going to hear my answer until you can prove to me that Sephana Clemley remains alive and unharmed.”

      “You have my assurance that Master Sephana has not been harmed in any way,” Krane asserted.

      Braden glared his contempt at the man. “Let me make myself absolutely clear: I don’t trust you. I never have. Tell me, where did all the shades come from in that warren of yours beneath Aerysius? The creation of just one necrator requires twenty human deaths. How many lives have you already sacrificed?”

      He shifted his gaze to Byron Connel, who was seated to Krane’s right. “Bring me Sephana. Right here, right now. This negotiation is over until I see her with my own eyes.”

      “Sephana is still in Aerysius,” Myria admitted with a look of concern, glancing back and forth between Connel and Cyrus Krane. “It will take us some time to accommodate your request.”

      Braden dismissed her concern with a wave of his hand. “Then use the damned transfer portal. Whatever you have to do—just get her here. Expeditiously.”

      Myria leaned into Krane, setting her hand on his arm as she conferred with him quietly. The Prime Warden of Aerysius at last issued a stilted nod.

      “Byron, you may remain,” he commanded.

      Myria Anassis stood up from her seat. As she did, Sareen and Nashir rose with her and followed her around the table and out of the room. Sareen glanced back over her shoulder, casting a smug grin at Braden as she disappeared through the doorway. Only Cyrus Krane and Byron Connel remained with him in the chamber.

      Braden turned his gaze toward the window-wall of ice, staring down into the depths of the chasm below. The sacred river Nym churned in its course, turquoise blue and softly glowing with a quiet iridescence. He wondered what gave the river its characteristic color and radiance. Magelight, perhaps. He frowned, considering the implications. That would mean that the bottom of the gorge would have to be outside of the torrent of Vintgar’s power vortex.

      “While we wait, there are a few details that I would like to clarify,” Byron Connel said. “Not a negotiation. Call it simply a gesture of goodwill.” He leaned back in his chair and absently stroked the wrapped haft of his weapon.

      Still staring at the gorge below, Braden nodded his permission.

      Connel straightened in his seat, steepling his hands before him on the table. When he spoke, his voice was gentle, even frank. “As you’ve probably guessed, the recent escalation in tensions between Aerysius and Bryn Calazar has been nothing more than fabrication. A smokescreen. We created the crisis in order to turn attention away from our own operations.”

      Braden turned to glare at him, seething in silence. He didn’t respond to Connel’s admission. He was too afraid of what would come out of his mouth. His eyes darted to the man’s silver weapon, imagining what it would feel like in his own hand.

      “As I’m sure you’ve probably guessed, your work in Aerysius has failed. As we speak, Caladorn’s armies are mounting a large-scale offensive, invading the Rhen through the Pass of Lor-Gamorth. Within two weeks, both the Hall of the Watchers and the Lyceum will be all but emptied, allowing us access to those two Circles of Convergence. The other six Circles are already under our control.”

      Braden remained completely impassive as he listened to the unfolding of Connel’s strategy. Outwardly, his face was a study in utter indifference. On the inside, Braden was silently raging. Connel’s words explained why his own work in Aerysius had been such a vexingly uphill struggle, why his every attempt at compromise had been met with resistance and delay.

      “What about the mages who remain behind?” Braden demanded. “They’re not going to just surrender the Circles to you freely. If you go through with this, you’re going to have a lot of innocent blood on your hands.”

      Connel replied, “We will have safeguards in place to insure that no one will interfere with our purpose.”

      “A lot of good people are going to die, Byron. And you can give me no guarantee that your plan is even going to work.”

      “Nothing in life is ever guaranteed,” Cyrus Krane interrupted. “You should understand that better than anyone, Ambassador Reis. ‘The brave act. Only cowards ever yield,’” Krane quoted. “I know you, Braden. And I know you are no coward.”

      Braden turned to Aerysius’ Prime Warden with an incredulous sneer. “If that’s what you think, then you really don’t know me well at all.”
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      Merris took a step back away from Quin as she realized they were not alone in the hallway. She whirled to find herself confronted by the same flustered woman who had tried to divert them from Renquist’s office in the first place. The woman stood now with hands on her hips, face set in livid irritation. Quin took Merris by the hand and hurried her past the woman, pausing just a moment as they crossed in front of her.

      “It’s been a pleasure to see you again, Gertris,” he said, reaching up to tip the brim of his hat in her direction. “I’m truly sorry the years haven’t been kinder to you.”

      Merris gasped as she felt Quin’s hand on her back, hurrying her forward. She had to struggle to keep up with him as he directed her toward the end of the hallway. “Why are we walking so fast?” she whispered.

      Quin leaned in close, muttering into her ear without slowing his pace a fraction, “Because Renquist knows we haven’t told anyone.”

      Merris’ eyes went wide in understanding as she struggled to hurry. Quin directed her away from the forecourt, ushering her through another doorway that took them into the dark interior of the Lyceum itself.

      “Where are we going?” Merris wondered, gazing around nervously. They had entered a large domed chamber with intricate tiles lining the walls. The high glass windows let in only starlight.

      “We need to find another way out,” Quin explained as he directed her across the carpeted floor to the opposite end of the room. “The problem is, our options are a bit limited.”

      They stepped through a door that led to an arcaded walkway with a ceiling of domed vaults. Here, their path was dimly lit by widely spaced braziers that glowed softly with magelight.

      A man stepped out from behind a pillar in front of them, cutting off their route.

      At the sight of him, Merris halted in mid-stride. She felt her chest tighten as she stood there, glancing frantically around, waiting as her companion appeared to be taking his time about assessing the situation. At last, the sallow mage beside her sucked in a cheek and muttered softly:

      “Yes, indeed. A honey of a pickle.”

      Merris blinked at the remark, feeling her stomach lurch.

      From the pocket of his vest, Quinlan Reis produced a small bronze flask and went unhurriedly about the business of removing the stopper. He brought the container up to his lips and, throwing his head back, took a rather large swallow of the contents. He then replaced the stopper and tucked the container neatly back into the pocket of his vest.

      A confident smile erupted on his face.

      “Why, look here, darling. It’s Rustin Taman,” Quin announced spectacularly. “Merris, please allow me to introduce you to Master Rustin.”

      Merris swallowed, her eyes widening in alarm as she took in the threatening presence of the mage who confronted them. The man was dressed all in dark leathers rather than the ceremonial robes that Merris had become accustomed to seeing. His face was dark and bearded, black hair pulled back into a topknot. His eyes were piercingly narrow and intense, fixed on Quin’s face.

      “Hello,” Merris muttered as she moved to put her protector between herself and the threatening mage.

      “Step away from the girl, Quin.” Rustin’s voice was rigid and cold, absolutely flat.

      The side of Quin’s mouth jerked upward into the crooked resemblance of a grin. “Now, Rustin, didn’t your mother ever teach you how to be cordial? Say hello to Merris.”

      The dangerous-looking man before them only shook his head. “I think we both know that I’m not here to be cordial. I’m going to say this one last time: step away from the girl.”

      A sound from behind her made Merris startle. Whirling, she saw that two silk-clad women had come up behind them from out of the shadows of the cloistered walkway. Merris moved back to Quin’s side, clinging tightly to his arm with both hands.

      Quin glanced over his shoulder at the two newcomers, taking note of their presence. He turned back to the mage in front of him with an amused grin. “Why, Rusty, you flatter me. You think it will take all three of you to bring me down?”

      Rustin Taman brought his hand up to scratch the side of his face. “No, Quin. I think I can handle you just fine all by myself. From what I’ve heard, your brain’s got to be so pickled by now that you probably couldn’t light a candle with it.”

      Quin cocked an eyebrow, nodding back over his shoulder. “Then why are they here?”

      “They’re here for her.” The man’s gaze ticked toward Merris.

      At his words, Quin chortled his disbelief. “For her? Truly?” He turned toward Merris with a delighted grin. “Did you hear that, darling? Apparently Master Rustin here believes you are more dangerous than I am. What do you think? Should I trouble myself to correct him or leave him wallowing in his ignorance?”

      Merris at last realized the dangerous nature of the game Quinlan Reis was playing. They were outnumbered, outmaneuvered, and trapped. She had no idea whether or not Braden’s brother was a gambler, but at that moment it seemed only too obvious he was bluffing.

      She just hoped it wasn’t as obvious to Rustin Taman and his companions as it was to her. She had to find a way to help him seem more believable. Merris brought her hand up, caressing the side of Quin’s face as she gazed up at him.

      “I think you should make him scream for a long time before he dies,” she suggested in a mild voice, smiling sweetly.

      “Isn’t she adorable?” Quin laughed, stroking his hand through Merris’ hair, continuing the motion all the way down her back. “What do you say, Rusty? Are you in or are you out? Or do you need a moment to think about it?”

      The mage shook his head, eyes narrowing. “I’m about—”

      His words were cut off as the expression on his face suddenly froze. A thick stream of blood dribbled out of his left nostril, running over his lips and streaming down his chin. As Merris watched in amazement, the man appeared to totter on his feet and then leaned over, slumping sideways to the ground.

      From behind, she could hear the shrill sound of a woman’s scream.

      Merris whirled in the direction of the sound, bringing a finger up to point first at one woman then the other. Taking in their horrified expressions, she felt a rush of exhilaration.

      “Which one of you sweetlings would like to be next?” Merris inquired with a grin.

      Both women turned and fled. Merris laughed as she watched them run, feeling almost giddy with the intoxicating illusion of power, something altogether different from anything she had ever felt before. The feel of it was thrilling, liberating. For the first time in her life, Merris felt firmly in command of her own destiny.

      When she turned back to Quin, she found him staring at her in astonished bewilderment. Merris giggled, throwing her arms around him, in awe of the sinister elegance of his power.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Braden looked up at the sound of the door opening. He immediately rose to his feet as Sephana entered the long rectangular chamber made of rock and ice, flanked closely by Myria Anassis and Sareen Qadir. She moved forward with a calm, dignified poise, still enveloped in her black Master’s cloak. The embroidered Silver Star of Aerysius rode between her shoulder blades.

      Braden’s eyes scoured over her for signs of injury. To his relief, Sephana seemed hale. Her red-gold curls spilled down around her face, only slightly disarrayed. For just a moment their eyes met, but Sephana’s gaze moved away again quickly, betraying nothing of her emotions. Her expression maintained an air of cool composure.

      Braden swept forward around the table to intercept her before she reached the middle of the room. He took her fingers into his own and brought them up to his lips, kissing them gently. “I trust you are well?” he asked.

      Sephana turned away from him, plucking her hand back out of his grasp. She glared her reproach at Cyrus Krane, who remained in his seat at the table next to Byron Connel.

      “Prime Warden Krane,” she remarked dryly. “Why am I not surprised?”

      She turned to glance around the cold chamber, her gaze lingering on the window-wall and its sweeping view of the gorge hundreds of feet below.

      “And you, Ambassador Reis,” she spat vindictively. Her eyes narrowed as she glared at him. “Or is it Battlemage Reis?”

      “Braden Reis is Warden of Chancellors,” Byron Connel corrected her astutely. “I, actually, have the singular honor of being Warden of Battlemages.”

      “Which makes him your superior, does it not?” Sephana retorted.

      Braden frowned, shocked that she could possibly know such a detail. The hierarchy of orders within the ranks of the Lyceum had always been kept a closely guarded secret from the mages of Aerysius.

      Byron Connel stared long and hard at Braden, obviously just as shaken as he was at Sephana’s knowledge. And obviously blaming Braden for Sephana coming by that knowledge. At last, the red-bearded man responded, “You are correct, actually. But only during time of war. Otherwise, our two orders remain completely autonomous.” An easy smile spread across his lips. “Why do I get the feeling that the two of you know each other better than you reasonably should?”

      “Because we’re lovers, you moron,” Sephana admonished him dryly. “At least, we were.” She glared at Braden in disdain. “You shouldn’t have lied to me,” she hissed at him under her breath.

      “I didn’t lie to you, my dear,” Braden corrected her mildly, wrapping a possessive hand around her shoulders. “I simply omitted a piece of information. I hope you can forgive me.”

      “Enough,” spat Cyrus Krane. “I have honored your request, Ambassador Reis. Master Sephana has arrived before you, alive and unharmed. Now, let us resume our conversation.”

      Braden nodded slightly, his gaze momentarily falling on the silver morning star that gleamed up at him from the table in front of Byron Connel.

      The Prime Warden continued, “Sephana, I will ask that you wait in another area of the fortress while I continue my discussion with Ambassador Reis. When this is over, I desire the opportunity to speak with you before our return to Aerysius.” He didn’t pause for her acquiescence before turning to the two women behind her. “Escort Master Sephana to the holding area and remain with her until I send word.”

      Both Sareen and Myria bowed their heads in deference to Cyrus Krane, a Prime Warden that was not even their own. Myria stepped forward out of the chamber first, gesturing for Sephana to follow as Sareen lingered behind to bring up the rear.

      “Stop,” Braden called out as Sephana passed by Connel’s chair.

      She turned to glance back at him with an inquiring expression on her face. He strode around the table toward her, taking her suddenly into his arms and kissing her full on the lips. His mouth explored hers, his right hand sliding up to caress the side of her face.

      With his left hand, he reached down by his side and grasped the haft of Connel’s spiked weapon.

      Braden jerked Sephana roughly backward, propelling her bodily away from the table as he launched himself toward the window-wall with the full weight of his body behind the morning star’s weighted strike. The head bit deeply into the ice and stuck there, deep cracks radiating outward to compromise the structure of the window. Braden struggled to dislodge the weapon, having to use his foot to leverage it out of the ice and, spinning around, struck the window again with all of his strength.

      The window-wall caved away, raining sharp fragments of ice down into the gorge below. A frigid wind gusted into the chamber as he scrambled back away from the edge.

      “Braden!” Sephana screamed.

      Whirling, he saw that Byron Connel had her by the hair. The other mages had fanned out in a half-circle behind them. The fury of the surrounding vortex shielded them from the magic field just as much as it did himself. But that would not stop them from overwhelming him with sheer numbers.

      “Drop the weapon,” Connel barked, jerking Sephana’s head backwards. He had a knife in his hand and was brandishing it against her throat. The blade’s sharp tip had already scored her flesh; a thin trickle of blood ran down Sephana’s neck. Connel maneuvered her closer to the edge of the floor where the window-wall had been, threatening to send her bodily over.

      Braden reacted immediately, holding Thar’gon out away from his body. He tossed the weapon up, catching it again crisply near the end of the shaft and offering it haft-first to Byron Connel.

      “Drop it,” the Battlemage rasped, nodding his head in the direction of the floor.

      Braden sneered, shaking his head emphatically as he retracted the offered haft.

      “You’re killing her, Braden,” Connel growled, pressing the tip of the knife deeper into Sephana’s throat. “I know you murdered the last woman who made the mistake of falling in love with you. Are you going to watch this one die, as well?”

      Sephana whimpered as the knife blade sawed wickedly against the skin of her throat. The thin trickle of blood running down her neck became a stream. Fear and betrayal consumed her tear-filled eyes.

      Braden’s expression became deadly serious. “If you kill her, what’s there to stop me from taking you over that edge with me?” The look in his eyes was dangerous, almost a dare.

      For just a moment, doubt clouded Connel’s eyes as his gaze ticked toward the gaping chasm. The knifepoint eased just a fraction from Sephana’s throat.

      “Don’t be a fool, Byron,” Cyrus Krane growled. “He’s not going to choose suicide over the chance to aid Bryn Calazar.”

      “Really?” Braden demanded of him, looping the leather cords of the morning star’s shaft around his belt and tying it there. “I warned you before, Krane. You don’t know me half as well as you think you do.”

      He charged at Sephana and Connel, shoving them both forcefully over the edge. He could hear Sephana scream as she went over.

      And then he was falling after them.

      Sephana broke away from Connel’s hold, shrieking as she flailed her arms desperately in the air. Braden struggled to catch her hand, but she was too far away. He looked down. Hundreds of feet below, the River Nym ran its course, glowing bright with blue-green magelight from deep within its depths.

      The cold embrace of the Nym seemed like it was rushing up to meet them.

      Right before they hit the water’s surface, Braden opened himself to the magic field, allowing its wild energies to rage across his mind. This close to the vortex, the field was a torrent of molten power. It quickly overwhelmed him, the pain excruciating.

      Braden retained just enough of himself to use the power of his mind to disrupt the river’s surface right before they hit.

      The impact of his body with the water still felt like a powder keg exploding right in front of him. It knocked the breath out of him, his consciousness dimming toward darkness. Vaguely, Braden was aware of the feeling of the icy current grabbing him up, his body being spun like a leaf in the wind. He opened his eyes but saw only a bright, diffuse glow all around him. He couldn’t even tell which direction the surface lay.

      His lungs were already burning.

      Desperate, Braden clawed at the water with his hands. The current was deceptively stronger than it looked from above and shockingly cold. Beneath its smooth surface the River Nym was a nimble giant, its blue-green waters swift and turbulent. Braden found himself spun first one direction then another, at last breaking through the river’s surface.

      He sucked in a great chestful of air right before the current dragged him back under again. The river had its way with him as it surged ahead in its course. Braden struggled toward the bank, but the current was too strong. The channel was narrowing, forming white-capped rapids that churned and punished him, beating his flailing limbs against the rocks that lined the bottom of the gorge.

      Ahead, he could see a large boulder directly in his path. He struggled to propel his body away from it, but then he thought better of it and instead swam toward the massive rock. He put his hand out, trying to catch the boulder. His fingers slipped along its surface, finding no purchase on the stone. His body was hurled once again into the thick of the whitewater.

      Something came down from out of nowhere, delivering a crushing blow to his head.

      Braden was forced under as he sucked in a mouthful of water. His vision exploded in streaks of red, his lungs spasming in his chest. He almost lost consciousness. Then a hand was on him, jerking him roughly upward by the collar of his robe.

      His head broke through the surface and he sputtered, gasping, trying desperately to expel the water from his lungs before he went under again. He opened his eyes long enough to get a glimpse of Byron Connel just before the man forced him back below the surface. Braden struggled futilely against the Battlemage’s brute strength. The big warrior was holding him down with a vise-like grip that he had no hope of breaking free of.

      Braden’s lungs screamed, his mind edging towards panic. He flailed wildly against Connel’s hold on him. The urge to breathe was becoming too powerful to resist.

      Then Braden remembered the magic field. Frantic, he lashed out with it.

      Byron Connel screamed loud enough for Braden to hear him underwater. Released suddenly from the man’s powerful grip, Braden struggled back to the surface, sucking in desperate gulps of air.

      Somehow, he managed to hook on to a large rock thrusting out of the river. He used the last of his strength to haul his body up onto the boulder’s wet surface. He lay there, spent and gasping, his heart thundering as it struggled to make up for lack of air. He couldn’t feel the tips of his fingers. His whole body was trembling violently.

      Braden opened his eyes and glanced around to get an idea of his circumstances. He was on a boulder toward the side of the churning river. Swift rapids swirled by on both sides of the rock. The shore wasn’t far away, but in order to reach it he would have to get back into the turbulent river and swim.

      Something floating by caught his attention.

      Braden forced his body into motion. He rolled forward, spilling off the rock into the icy water. His feet reached the bottom and he stood, splashing forward against the current. He staggered, almost falling, at last reaching out and catching the edge of Sephana’s black cloak with fingers so numb they almost didn’t work.

      He pulled her toward him by the fabric of her cloak, turning her over and hauling her up into his arms. Her eyes were closed, her face devoid of color.

      “No,” Braden whispered, hugging her close against him. He stood there in the water as despair got the better of him, trying to find enough presence of mind to act.

      Desperate, he reached out from within and let the magic field rampage across his brain. Through the agony in his head, Braden got a vague sense of Sephana’s condition. Her heart was stilled, her blood cold and stalled in her veins. But she was still there, somewhere, deep down inside. Her soul had not yet fled her body.

      There was still time.

      Crying out in frustration, Braden sent a confused and desperate torrent of healing energies coursing through her body. In the chaos of his anguish, his attempt at a probe had returned precious little information about what was actually wrong with her, and he had no idea how to go about fixing it. The only thing he could do was try to start her heart again and pray that would be enough.

      He could feel warmth returning to Sephana’s cold limbs. Her nostrils quivered as she drew in a breath of air and life. Braden held her close as she sputtered and choked up the water from her lungs, maintaining the flow of healing despite the harsh toll the magic field was taking on his mind. He could feel his strength waning, his vision starting to ebb.

      Braden struggled toward the shore, half carrying, half dragging Sephana in his arms. He cast himself down upon the rocks and pulled her close, hoping to revive her with the warmth of his body.

      The flesh of her neck was still bleeding from the bite of Connel’s knife. With a thought, Braden staunched the flow of blood. He reached up to stroke a finger down her soft, pale cheek.

      “I’m sorry, darling,” he confessed to her, resting his forehead against the gentle curve of her shoulder. His head was throbbing with every pulse, the exhaustion becoming more than he could stand. He didn’t have the strength to fight it anymore.

      Braden wrapped his arms tightly around Sephana and held her close. Then he closed his eyes and allowed his mind to drift away.
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      Merris giggled in delight as she threw her arms around Quin, catching him up in an exuberant hug. Then she pulled away with a giddy little whirl of excitement. The colorful silks that draped her body shimmered in the glow reflected off the walls of the Lyceum. The entire city lay unfolded before her, shining like a jewel beside the black waters of the ocean.

      “I thought we were dead!” she exclaimed in wonderment. “I can’t believe you saved us! Did you see the looks on the faces of those women? They were terrified of us!”

      Quin’s eyes held a trace of concern as he stood considering Merris, head canted to one side, hand fumbling in the pocket of his vest. “Are you certain you’re feeling quite well?” he asked slowly, fishing out his flask of liquor and unstoppering it. “You look a bit flushed, I’m afraid.” He downed a healthy draught from the container before extending it in her direction.

      Merris broke into an endearing smile. “You’re such a sweetling. Thank you, but I shouldn’t.”

      Quin shrugged indifferently, withdrawing the offer of the flask. “Suit yourself. Although if there was ever an occasion to drink, tonight might be it. Or any other night, for that matter. I was wondering … do you have any questions for me? About what happened with Master Rustin, I mean? Or anything else?”

      “No.” Merris shook her head, eyes bright and glistening with exhilaration. Her heart pounded with what felt like the hooves of a hundred galloping horses, circulating the rush of excitement throughout her eager body. She had never felt a sensation so enthralling, so intoxicating, ever before in her life. The thrill of Quin’s power was euphoric. It was almost as though she could sense it radiating from his body just standing there next to him.

      “What do we do now?” Merris wondered, her voice a bit breathless. She leaned into him, placing one hand possessively on his shoulder.

      Quin took another gulp from his flask then carefully stoppered the container and stowed it back away in the pocket of his vest. “Now we split up,” he responded matter-of-factly. He took a step forward. “I need to find out what has become of my brother. And I need you to go do some research for us.”

      “Research?” Merris gasped with a frown. “But I don’t want to be apart from you. I don’t know what I’d do if—”

      He cut her off with a finger pressed against her lips. He brought the finger back up to his own mouth, cautioning her to be more quiet. “You’ll do just fine,” he assured her softly. “You’re going to pay a little visit to Om’s temple. You’ll be safe there. We need to find out why both Renquist and Krane are conspiring with the Priesthood of Xerys.”

      “When I was in the cellar, I heard something about a cipher,” Merris told him, straining to remember the words she’d heard Renquist utter the previous night beneath Aerysius.

      Quin nodded sagely. “I’ll be willing to bet that dacros plays some part in that cipher. Start with researching the symbology of ancient Venthic. There has to be some reason why they’ve taken that particular rune to use as their standard.”

      Merris nodded then, on impulse, reached up to press a kiss against his cheek. “Where do I find the Temple of Wisdom in this city?”

      Quin brought a hand up to touch his fingers against the place where Merris’ kiss had brushed his face. He lowered his hand again slowly, frowning down at his fingers as if considering the moisture her lips had left behind on his skin.

      “Go east following this road,” he told her, still staring down at his fingers. “You’ll come across an intersection with a statue of an elephant. Turn to the left and the Temple of Wisdom will be directly before you. You should know it when you see it.”

      He brought his hand down slowly again to his side, his expression still tangibly confused. “If all goes well, I’ll meet you back here at sunrise.”

      Merris paid no attention to Quin’s troubled visage. She was too distracted by the nagging suspicion that he was trying to abandon her in this strange city. Without Quin and his potent strength, she would be weak and helpless, utterly alone. Powerless.

      Her mind was panicking, trying to figure out what she had done to make him wish to be rid of her. Maybe Quin was just like all the others, the long list of men who had used her and then abandoned her throughout her life. She didn’t understand why both friends and lovers always seemed to want to shy away eventually. All Merris knew was that there must be something wrong with her, something other people could sense. She had never been able to figure out what it was, or what she needed to change to make them stay.

      “Did I do something wrong?” she finally asked, giving fragile voice to her fears.

      Quin frowned, his eyes finally able to meet her gaze. “No, no. You did nothing wrong.” He moved forward to cup her face with a hand, seeming troubled by her anxiety. “Please don’t take it that way. I’m not upset with you at all.”

      “Then why are you leaving me?” she pressed.

      Quin traced the side of her cheek with his thumb. “I have to find out what’s happened to Braden,” he explained, staring into her eyes as if ensnarled by her gaze. “There’s risk involved. You’ll be safer at the Temple of Wisdom.”

      But his words failed to console her. Merris paled as she wondered, “What do I do if you don’t come back for me?”

      Quin could only offer her a beleaguered shrug. He licked his lips, looking completely befuddled. “Then ask the clerics of Om for sanctuary and pray that Renquist never finds you. But that won’t happen. I’ll be back for you, I promise.”

      Merris nodded, somewhat mollified, and turned to pace away from him a few steps. Passersby gazed at her with curiosity in their eyes. She could tell by their faces that they didn’t quite know what to make of her. In the silken dress her status was ambiguous, she supposed. Most of the people on the street were disinclined to make eye contact with her, glancing down the very moment their eyes found hers. They directed their stares toward the ground as they drifted by, deferentially keeping themselves at a distance.

      Status, Merris realized. In Quin’s presence, she felt her status uplifted tremendously. Recalling the harsh treatment she had received from the brusque guardsman the previous night, she marveled at how much her status had improved within the span of just a single day. It was not only because of Quin, she realized, watching the people of Bryn Calazar conspicuously avoiding her gaze. She was learning how to carry herself, how to project the kind of confidence conveyed by the women of the Lyceum. She was blossoming.

      “I don't understand,” she remarked. “All of these people act as though I’m already a Master. Why?”

      “Because there is no reason in the world for them to suspect otherwise,” Quin said softly, looking at her as if seeing her for the very first time. “You are a chameleon, Merris. Very beautiful, very intelligent … very talented. A dangerous combination, if I might venture. Absolutely beguiling.”

      Merris turned to smile at him, basking in the warm flush brought on by his compliments. The wind whipped at the long spirals of her hair, sending it tumbling around her face. She could tell by the look in his eyes that she already had him captivated.

      She had seen the same look before in the eyes of many other men, men from the dim and distant past of her youth. The old Merris was coming back, she realized. The girl she used to be before she became an acolyte was reemerging, was beginning to assert herself again.

      She realized that her rough start in life was not the disadvantage here in Bryn Calazar that it had been in the Rhen. Here, the lessons she had learned on the streets of Aerysius gave her an advantage.

      Merris drew herself up, trying to replicate the poise and grace she had seen in the women she had met the previous night. Offering a last, radiant smile at Quin, she turned away from him and moved off down the street in the direction he had indicated. She could feel his eyes on her back, following her as she made her way down the busy avenue. The crowd opened up and parted, letting her pass.

      Merris chuckled softly, reveling in the exhilaration of her own innate power.
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        * * *

      

      Quin allowed his eyes to follow Merris until the sight of her was completely absorbed by the city. Then he sighed and drew himself up, turning reluctantly away. He was having a hard time reconciling the woman before him with the one he had met just that morning. It was almost as though he was witnessing some rare and wondrous metamorphosis. Before his eyes, Merris was evolving from a timid and frightened child into a self-confident and beguiling young woman.

      “Have a care, Quinlan,” he muttered to himself. But he knew that it was already too late.

      He turned and sauntered off in the opposite direction, tipping his hat in apology at a woman who had to avoid his sudden change of direction. Then he set off down the street. The avenues of Bryn Calazar were crowded, but much less so than they had been. The city streets were already beginning to empty for the night.

      He walked crisply, turning a corner and crossing a narrow bridge into the Lantern District. Here the streets were aglow, lit by many strings of colored lanterns that crisscrossed overhead, suspended from layered ropes that spanned the streets from the windows of tall buildings. The district was a chiaroscuro of noise, commotion and color. The air was fairly saturated with music and incense, the swell of laughter and the din of revelry.

      He passed before a balcony that contained a throng of brightly clad women. One of the girls whistled at him as he strode by. Any other night, he would have engaged them in flirtatious banter, or at the very least offered the prettiest one a coin from his purse.

      But this night Quin ignored them, his mind on another woman entirely.

      “What are you doing to me?” he wondered at the air, shaking his head and frowning in troubled concern. Quin reached into his vest and produced his bronze flask of liquor, taking a heavy pull from it before stoppering the container and returning it again to his pocket.

      He crossed another bridge over the wide span of the River Nym, its waters aglow with the scattered light of the full moon. He ignored the frequent pairs of lovers that strolled by holding hands or stood embracing in the shadows by the railing. One young woman glanced up at him from the arms of the man she was with, her eyes darting quickly away as Quin strode by.

      On the far side of the river, he turned onto a broad avenue and then rounded a corner onto his own street. His residence was a good place to start looking, Quin figured. If Braden was trying to get word to him, that’s where he would attempt to make contact.

      In the middle of the street, Quin pulled up short.

      Something wasn’t right.

      The hair on his arms and the back of his neck stood upright. He could almost feel the lines of the magic field crawling over his skin.

      He didn’t hesitate another second. Quin turned and ran.

      He got only two steps before a thunderous explosion picked him up and hurled him across the street. His head hit the brick wall, stars exploding across his vision as he was thrown again by another discharge of violent energy. Quin staggered forward, having a hard time keeping his legs underneath him. He half stumbled, half careened into a narrow alley, using his hands to pull himself forward along the walls.

      A familiar face stepped out of the shadows before him. Quin sneered at the sight of his former apprentice, raking blood out of his eyes with a shirtsleeve.

      “Why, congratulations, Tarik. It looks like you’ve found me,” he commented dryly, struggling to stand upright without falling over.

      The man moved his lips, but Quin’s ears were still ringing from the violence of the blast.

      He spat a mouthful of blood onto the pavement of the alley. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to speak up if you have anything worthwhile to say.”

      A sinuous rope of light snaked around him, constricting Quin’s arms against his body. At the same time, the pulse of the magic field in his head suddenly vanished. His eyes widened in alarm.

      Trying not to let the panic he felt show on his face, Quin tested the strength of his arms against the bonds of light. “Why, Tarik, I’m truly impressed,” he remarked. “Did someone actually trust you enough to loan you a field damper?”

      The ringing in his ears prevented him from hearing the man’s response. Tarik moved forward, reaching out and catching him by the collar of his robe. Quin grunted, flinching away. As he did, he lashed out with his foot, taking Tarik in the side of the knee.

      The man howled, staggering backwards. Quin took advantage of his distraction and kicked him full in the face.

      The pulse of the magic field came flooding back. Sparing his adversary hardly a thought, Quin caused an artery to burst in the man’s brain.

      “I taught you better than that, Tarik,” Quin criticized the corpse as the bonds of energy evaporated from around him. “It’s a pity your attention span wasn’t nearly as big as your ego.”

      Tipping his hat at his former apprentice, Quin slipped away into the shadows of the night.
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        * * *

      

      Merris gazed up at the façade of the small building before her, wondering how in the world such a structure could possibly contain an entire library of information. The Temple of Wisdom was little more than a stone house with a sloping tiled roof, the image of a bearded man with a laureled head engraved in bas-relief above the door. She raised her hand up to knock.

      The door cracked open almost immediately. Merris peered within, her eyes searching through the shadows of the small room. Not seeing anyone, she took a hesitant step inside.

      “Greetings, Great Lady. May the light of wisdom shine upon you.”

      Merris whirled to find herself confronted by a small man standing in the corner of the room behind her. He was smiling jovially, hands clasped together before his chest. The man was very short, little more than the size of a child. A loose woven cloth was draped about his body, hanging from one shoulder.

      “Thank you,” Merris responded guardedly. “But I’m afraid you mistake me; I’m not a Master of the Lyceum.”

      The bizarre little man blinked, appearing to be taking a moment to reassess her. “Then I apologize for my presumption. May I inquire your name and clan?”

      Merris pulled the door fully closed behind her. “Merris Bryar,” she uttered with a slight bob. “Acolyte of Aerysius. I regret that I have no clan affiliation.”

      The man absorbed this information with seeming indifference. He stood there for a moment, staring at her blankly. Then his mouth jerked into a grin. “Welcome, Merris Bryar of Aerysius to Om’s temple in Bryn Calazar. My name is Abir,” he introduced himself with a bow. “I serve as the Voice of His Reverence, the priest who ministers to this temple. He would greatly desire a word with you.”

      Merris nodded, a slight frown worrying her forehead. “That would be fine,” she agreed. She glanced around, seeing no other doors leading from the room. It took her a moment to realize that Abir was actually standing at the top of a stairwell that spiraled downward into the ground.

      “Would you follow me, please?” he invited her, extending a hand.

      Merris accepted his offer, allowing him to clench her fingers and lead her forward down the winding stairs. She followed, lifting her skirt. The stairs were made of clay bricks built on to an iron scaffold that wound around and down through the wooden floor. Below the small room was another, just as empty as the first. The stairs continued spiraling downward through the floor of that level, as well.

      The room below was furnished, having the appearance of a waiting area. It was lit with the glow of twin sconces attached to smooth, whitewashed walls. A door was set into the far wall. Two high-backed chairs faced each other from opposite ends of the room.

      Merris allowed Abir to guide her toward the door, which he opened and graciously held for her as she stepped within. On the other side of the doorway, she found herself in what appeared to be a small office.

      A man was waiting for them, seated behind a wooden desk. He was robed in rough fabric and wore a stole of rich bronze silk set about his shoulders. He was of middle age with thinning brown hair combed back primly from a high forehead. His complexion was dark, which contrasted acutely with his pale-blue eyes. He smiled at her in silent greeting.

      Abir beckoned Merris to take a seat across the desk, making a place for himself on a stool in the corner of the room.

      “May I present to you His Reverence, Kaz Kirmani, Vicar of Om’s temple in Bryn Calazar,” Abir said by way of introduction. “Your Reverence, please allow me to introduce the acolyte Merris Bryar of Aerysius. Merris, you must forgive His Reverence, for, as all of Om’s clerics, Vicar Kirmani has taken a vow of silence.”

      Merris raised her eyebrows in surprise, glancing back and forth between Abir and the stoic cleric seated beside him. The vicar nodded formally in her direction. A greeting, perhaps.

      “Please,” Abir continued, “His Reverence would like to learn the nature of your visit. What brings you to Om’s temple, acolyte Merris?”

      Merris swallowed, unsure of exactly where to start. “Well,” she began, taking a breath, “I am here to do some research at the bequest of Grand Master Quinlan Reis.”

      The two men on the other side of the desk exchanged a lengthy stare. At last, Abir turned back to Merris. “His Reverence would like to know the topic of your research. He would furthermore like to understand the nature of your relationship to the Grand Master. You are, after all, an acolyte of Aerysius and not an apprentice of the Lyceum. Considering the times that are now upon us, your presence here is a matter of some concern.”

      Merris nodded, fully appreciating the cleric’s apprehension. “I was sent to Grand Master Quinlan by his brother, Ambassador Braden,” she explained. “I was witness to some troubling events back in Aerysius.”

      “What troubling events?” Abir asked, his easy smile urging her gently to continue.

      “I would love to explain,” Merris confided with a smile of her own. “But I’m afraid I must ask for some assurances first.”

      Abir leaned forward on his stool, adjusting his seat as he glanced at the balding cleric beside him. “What kind of assurances?”

      Merris folded her hands on the desk and leaned forward, responding in a firm voice, “I want His Reverence’s word that I will be allowed access to the information I require. I furthermore want His Reverence to guarantee my safety whilst I remain within the confines of this temple. Only then will I feel confident enough to share my story.”

      Abir’s eyes widened at the boldness of her request. He glanced at the man seated beside him and, as Merris watched, the two of them seemed to be staring at each other for a lengthy period of time. Fleeting expressions seemed to be crossing their faces as they gazed into one another’s eyes.

      “Are you … communicating?” Merris wondered in astonishment. They had to be. That was the only explanation for the silent discourse taking place across the desk from her.

      After a moment, Abir sat upright on his stool, turning in her direction. He folded his hands in his lap. There was no trace of a smile on his face anymore. “That is indeed a lot to ask,” he said. “Might I inquire what you can offer us in return?”

      “I can give you information,” Merris responded without hesitation. “I will tell you everything I’ve learned about a conspiracy that exists between Prime Warden Renquist and Prime Warden Krane … who are both in collusion with the Priesthood of Xerys.”

      Abir’s stare darted quickly to the side, confronting the widened gaze of the cleric sitting beside him. “Can you, now?” he uttered in a voice that sounded almost like a whispered hiss. “That would indeed prove worthwhile.”
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        * * *

      

      Merris stepped out of the stairwell and glanced around at the dark vault that surrounded her. Her nose was immediately confronted by the familiar scent of mildew, dust and ancient leather. It was a comforting smell, one she had grown quite fond of from the years she had spent in the libraries of Aerysius. She gazed around, noting that the shelves that lined the small chamber were loaded with the weight of scores of books. She clutched the oil lamp she bore more tightly in her hand, afraid of the damage its flickering flame could do in here.

      A movement out of the corner of her eye made her turn.

      Searching the shadows of the vault, Merris discovered that she was not alone in the dim room. There was someone else in there with her. A man, seated in the far corner at a small writing desk. He appeared to be scribing notes into the margin of a text. At the sight of Merris, the man closed the book and immediately tucked it away into a shelf beside him.

      “Peace! How long have you been there?” His voice was deep and thickly accented.

      “My apologies,” Merris fumbled, holding her hand up as a stir of air from the stairwell played with the delicate flame of her lamp, threatening to blow it off its wick. “I didn’t know anyone else would be down here.”

      The man rose from his writing desk, his hands going to smooth the lay of his robe. She could tell he was a Master of the Lyceum by the Silver Star emblazoned upon his breast. Older, with gray hair and beard, brows thick and wiry over dark and penetrating eyes. He stood beside his chair, regarding her cautiously.

      “I’m used to working alone in this particular vault,” his voice rumbled through the chamber. “Company is actually rather hard to come by down here. If you don’t mind me asking, what is the nature of your research?”

      Merris took a step toward him, raising her lamp to allow its glow to illuminate her face. “I’m trying to find information about the cult of Xerys.”

      The old Master harrumphed, crossing his arms before his chest. “Are you, now? Might I inquire as to what inspired your interest in such a darkly peculiar topic?”

      Merris swallowed. She had just spent the last hour or more mired in the very same conversation with Abir and his silent companion. “I’m really not at liberty to say,” she answered guardedly.

      The old man seemed disappointed, but accepting, of her answer. “That’s unfortunate, for you have certainly piqued my curiosity.” He strode toward her, bringing his hand up to his chest. “Please allow me to introduce myself. Devrim Remzi, First Tier Master of the Order of Empiricists.”

      Merris blinked; she had heard that name before. She smiled as she imitated his gesture, trying very hard to keep the surprise she felt from reaching her face. “I’m just Merris,” she introduced herself. “Nobody special, I mean.”

      The aged Master smiled. “It is truly a pleasure to meet you, ‘Just Merris’. Although I can see with my own eyes that you are far more than what you claim to be. At the very least, you are an acolyte of Aerysius. So forgive me if I dispute the fact that you are nobody special.”

      Merris gazed down at the symbol of the Acolyte’s Oath upon her left wrist, realizing that the marking had given her away. It was wrapped around her arm like a sinuous iron chain, its metallic sheen very visible in the lantern light.

      “I am no longer an acolyte of anything,” Merris disagreed darkly, staring down at the markings of the oath set into her skin. She wondered, “What do I have to do to get rid of it?”

      “Why, that should be obvious,” Master Remzi said, gazing at her sideways in confusion. “Should you wish to be rid of the oath, you must simply disavow it.”

      It was now Merris’ turn to be perplexed; she had never heard of such a thing. Many an acolyte had been released from their oath; it was far more common to fail in the Hall than it was to actually succeed. But never before in her life had she ever heard of anyone giving up the oath voluntarily.

      “How do I disavow it?” she wondered.

      Master Remzi glowered at the markings on her arm, finally raising his eyes to stare at her from beneath his unkempt brows. “I think the far more pressing question is, why do you feel the need to disavow it in the first place? You are obviously more than qualified to become a Master. I can sense how strong the potential is in you. You must have years of training behind you already. What could possibly motivate you to want to give all that up?”

      Merris shook her head. She didn’t want to explain herself again. “I’m looking for something,” she redirected the conversation testily. “Maybe you can help me. What do you know about the rune dacros?”

      The Master’s eyes widened as he took a step backward away from her. “I’m sorry, but the Venthic language is not my area of expertise.” He reached down and extinguished the light of the oil lamp on the desk he had been working at. “Perhaps you should consult a text on the subject.”

      Merris took a step toward him, blocking off his path of retreat. She could tell that her question had agitated him, but she was determined to find out what he knew. It had to be no coincidence that she had walked in on him in this particular vault.

      Remzi.

      That was the name she had overheard spoken by Prime Warden Renquist in the cellar. Remzi was the name of the man he had working on the cipher.

      “Master Remzi,” she stated firmly, “I don’t believe a text is going to help me, and I think you know that. I need to find out why Prime Warden Renquist wears a ring with the rune dacros set into the stone. And why both Prime Wardens, Renquist and Krane, are convening secret meetings beneath Aerysius.”

      The aged Master’s eyes narrowed. He stood there cornered against his writing desk. He looked rather like an animal trapped in its own den. Even with so decisive a parallel, Merris lacked the good sense to be afraid.

      This time when Remzi opened his mouth to address her, his tone was very cold and very flat. “I feel I must warn you, ‘Just Merris’, that the path you tread is fraught with danger. And I’m not entirely convinced that you will be happy with the places it might lead you. If I may be so bold to suggest, you would be wise to abandon your present course and search instead for safe harbor.”

      Merris glared at him. “And do what?” she demanded icily.

      Remzi shrugged as he returned her glare right back at her. “Survive,” he responded. “Now, please excuse me.”

      Merris stepped aside and allowed him to pass. She watched as the old man ascended the spiral stair into shadow. When he was gone, she wandered over to the writing desk Remzi had occupied and set her oil lamp down upon its surface. She brushed her hand across the desk’s smooth grain then trailed her fingers up the bookcase beside it. Her fingers went to the text he had set there when she had first interrupted him.

      Using her index finger, Merris pressed down and tilted the thin, leather-bound manuscript out toward her. She grabbed ahold of the binding between her thumb and middle finger, wriggling it the rest of the way out. She held the book in her hands, admiring the ancient leather cover as she traced her fingers over the title:
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      She bent the binding back and opened the text to the first page. The entire manuscript was written in a language she had never seen before. She turned the page, passing her eyes over more runes she did not understand. She turned to the next page, accidentally skipping a whole section at once. The binding bent back to reveal a page with notes written in the margin. The script was Rhenic, written in a delicate and precise hand.

      Merris whispered, “Calebra, metha, benthos, noctua, ledros, dacros…”  She drew in a quick intake of breath. “It’s the cipher.”
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        * * *

      

      It was very early and Quinlan Reis was very tired. More than tired. He’d healed the injuries he had sustained during the attack at his residence, but now what he needed most was sleep. Either that or a good amount of drink. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like he was likely to come by either. At least, not anytime soon.

      He leaned back against the bark of a date palm, eyes searching the faces of the passersby that drifted in front of him on the street. The crowd had thinned substantially since the previous night. It was early; almost sunrise, he supposed. He was growing nervous. Merris should be back by now.

      “Quin!”

      He whirled and already had a shield ready to throw up before he saw that it was actually her. He released the magic field, dispelling the energies he had conjured as he caught Merris up in his arms. She fell against him with the soft weight of her body, her hands wrapping around his back as she squeezed him enthusiastically.

      “Look what I found!”

      Her voice was full of joyous elation. Quin pulled back just enough to see what she had in her hand: a thin strip of parchment with writing scrawled across it. He fought to keep his mind on what she was trying to show him, but really all he could pay attention to was her. His eyes raked over every inch of Merris as he reassured himself that she was alive and whole, standing right there beside him.

      “You’re safe,” he gasped, gaze loosely focused on her radiant features. “What’s this?” He glanced down at the note she had shoved into his hand, spreading it open with his fingers.

      “I think I found Remzi’s cipher,” Merris gushed excitedly, smiling at him.

      “Remzi?” Quinlan frowned, still gazing down at the thin strip of parchment in his hand, turning it first one direction then the other. “As in Master Devrim Remzi? How peculiar; I thought he was dead.”

      “Apparently not.” Her voice was almost giddy with excitement. “I met him in the vaults under Om’s temple. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “Why, yes, that’s wonderful, but—”

      Quin found his words cut off by the feel of her lips against his. For a full moment, nothing else mattered in the world. Only Merris, the feel of her touch, the sweet fragrance of her hair. She slid her arms around his back, pulling him even closer.

      Then she jerked away, giggling with excitement. Quin was left staring slack-jawed into the space where she had just been, completely dumbfounded. He breathed in a large chestful of air, then pursed his lips as he blew the air back out again slowly.

      “That was … unexpected…”

      He stared at her in open-mouthed astonishment as she grinned up at him adorably. “You’re such a sweetling,” she said with a grin. “Quin, I want you to help me disavow the Acolyte’s Oath.”

      Quin winced, taken completely aback by her statement and wondering if he had even heard her right. He found himself more confused than before, unable to do more than reach up and rub his temple with a fist.

      She wanted what?

      Merris smiled then, the look in her eyes bewitching him completely. “I want you to make me your apprentice, Quin. I want to learn from you. I want you to teach me everything you know.”

      Quinlan Reis shook his head, not even sure if he had just heard her right. “That wouldn’t be very much, I assure you,” he finally managed to say, thinking of the corpse of the last apprentice he had mentored, which had been left lying in a puddle in the alleyway outside his home. He felt suddenly, terribly awkward. “Look, darling, you don't know anything about me. You don't even know which order I belong to.”

      “I just assumed you were a Battlemage,” Merris admitted.

      Quin couldn’t suppress a grin as he reached up and swept his hat off his head. With a flourish, he bowed low before her. “Grand Master Quinlan Reis of the Order of Arcanists at your service.”

      “You’re an Arcanist?” Merris exclaimed. “How is that even possible? You killed a Battlemage!”

      Quin shrugged, straightening himself as he replaced his hat back on his head. “Battlemages do tend to be an insufferably arrogant lot, but they’re not particularly well suited to the fine art of assassination,” he explained. “If what you need is massive numbers of casualties, then a Battlemage is the natural choice. But if the job requires any element of sophistication or subtlety, then setting a Battlemage to the task would be like turning a bull loose in a porcelain shop.”

      Merris was shaking her head in disbelief. “But I thought Arcanists just engineered objects of power.”

      “So says the charter of our order,” Quin agreed. He reached down and took her hand in his, guiding her forward down the avenue. “But our particular skill set lends itself well to a wide variety of dedicated tasks. Arcanists are masters of minutiae. If you don’t mind me asking, what order were you preferenced to back in Aerysius?”

      “I was preferenced to the Order of Querers.”

      Quin said, “Then it would certainly do you little good to become my apprentice. My particular knowledge base is far too narrow to be of any use to a Querer prospect. And, to be perfectly honest, I’m not certain we’d be very compatible.”

      Merris appeared to scoff at his words. “Why not? We seem to work very well together.” The sound of her voice was low and flirtatious. Her hand tugged at his own, trying to pull him in closer.

      But Quin refused to budge. He suddenly had a very bad feeling. There was something wrong about this situation; something about it just didn’t feel right. He tried to put a finger on exactly what the problem was, but couldn’t. He squirmed internally, writhing in consternation.

      “Well, for one thing, my services have not exactly been in very high demand lately,” he explained, doing his best to put his apprehensions into words. “It would seem that my reputation has sustained a substantial amount of tarnish. Forgive me for saying this, but you seem to be rather ambitious. I think you’d be far happier with a master of much greater status.”

      Merris appeared crestfallen, as if shocked and hurt that he would even suggest such a thing. “I am not ambitious,” she maintained. “I just want to continue my training. And I want to continue it with you.”

      Quin swallowed. His mind was suddenly panicking, his mouth completely dry. “Why me?” he heard himself whisper.

      Then she was kissing him again, this time much more adamantly. He felt her tongue caress his lips, her hands sliding up his neck and running down his back. He couldn’t stop himself; he kissed her back, long and hard, his hands stroking through the rich curls of her hair.

      “Why not you?” she whispered against his ear after they had finally parted. Her arms were still around his back, her breath warm against the side of his face. “Despite what you think, you’re every bit the man your brother is.”

      Quin felt himself stiffen at the mention of his brother. But her next words took away any last amount of resistance he might have had left:

      “And besides, I want you, Quin. Not him.”

      He could only stare at her, completely at a loss for words. He was not sure if he was even able to breathe.

      “Give me your left hand,” Quin directed her hoarsely. He was barely aware of what he was doing or why he was even doing it. As if from a great distance, he heard himself say:

      “Now, repeat after me:

      
        
        “I swear to serve the Lyceum of Bryn Calazar.

        I will obey all commands given me by my master without question or hesitation.

        May my life be forfeit if either my service or my ability is ever found wanting.”

        

      

      He waited, holding his breath, listening as Merris repeated the words exactly as he had spoken them. When she was done, he opened his hand, releasing the fingers he had used to encircle her left wrist.

      The mark of the Acolyte’s Oath was gone from her flesh. In its place was a red and textured scar.

      Merris gazed up at him, her eyes moist with a quagmire of emotion. Quin swallowed, unable to break away from the compulsion of her stare.

      “Kiss me,” was his first command to his new apprentice. “And this time, please don’t stop.”
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      Braden awoke to a jarring kaleidoscope of pain.

      “Come on, come on!” someone was shouting over him, though the sound of the voice seemed to be echoing from very far away.

      Braden opened his eyes, peering blearily up into Sephana’s panicked features.

      “Wake up!” she hissed at him, shaking him urgently.

      The motion brought such an explosion of pain and nausea that Braden rolled onto his side, retching as his stomach emptied its contents onto the rocks beside him.

      “They’re coming!” Sephana whimpered against his ear.

      Braden forced himself to his hands and knees, glancing up. Through the mist of the grotto he could see dark forms approaching along the rocks above the river. He couldn’t make out faces in the shadows, but he didn’t have to. He already knew exactly who they would send.

      “Can you stand?”

      Braden feared he could not. The raging power of the vortex had exacted too great a toll on him, both mentally and physically. No amount of healing could fix what ailed him; sleep was the only cure for an overtaxed mind.

      He reached down at his side and fumbled at the leather straps that secured Thar’gon to his belt. It was still amazing to him that the weapon would even suffer his touch at all. The talisman had been forged with a singular purpose: to be wielded only by the hand of the Warden of Battlemages.

      When he had reached for the morning star on the table, Braden had known he was taking a risk. Normally, Thar’gon would have never allowed itself to be lifted by any hand other than Byron Connel’s. But Sephana had been right—during time of war, Braden’s own authority superseded that of even Connel. It was a technicality he had gambled on.

      The moment Braden’s hand had closed around Thar’gon’s silver haft, the weapon’s allegiance had shifted to him. The talisman now recognized Braden as its master.

      Which could only mean one thing: war with the Rhen had already begun.

      Braden raised Thar’gon in his hand, wielding the short-hafted morning star like a club. Immediately, a flood of invigorating warmth rushed up his arm and into his core, lending his frail body the weapon’s own strength. The iconic talisman was sensing its master’s need and responding with arcane purpose.

      Bolstered by the weapon’s vitality, Braden rose trembling to his feet. “Get behind me,” he ordered Sephana.

      His eyes searched through the shadows of the rocks, at last recognizing the features of Byron Connel. At his side strode Nashir Arman and Myria Anassis. And they were not alone; two dark creatures the size of large wolves stalked menacingly behind them, eyes aglow with a piercing, ethereal light.

      They were thanacrysts, demonic hounds that fed solely on the life force of a mage.

      “Legend comes to life,” Braden muttered in wonderment. The sight of the demon-dogs did not scare him nearly as much as it should have. Rather, it had entirely the opposite effect on him. The spectacle of the thanacrysts only lent strength to Braden’s convictions.

      He raised Thar’gon up before him, brandishing the talisman in the air.

      “Don’t come any closer,” he admonished the approaching figures. “With this, I have the advantage this close to a vortex.”

      The three darkmages stopped before him, the thanacrysts bounding to Myria’s side. The beasts sat back on their haunches, tilting their heads up to lick the tips of their mistress’ fingers with fetid black tongues.

      “What are you going to do, Braden?” Byron Connel shouted from across the rocky span between them. “There’s nowhere to go.”

      “I’m not going to let you do this,” Braden assured him. “I’ll find a way to stop you.”

      “Why?” Myria demanded, moving forward a step. One of the beasts at her side growled, thick slaver oozing from its mouth. “Why would you want to stop us? Everything you’ve spent your entire life working toward lies threatened.”

      “Because what you’re doing is wrong,” Braden responded emphatically. He gestured at the thanacrysts. “This—this is evil. I will not be part of it.”

      Byron Connel took another step toward him. “Our plan is going to move forward with or without your help,” he explained pragmatically. “If you refuse to aid us, then we’ll just find someone else to take your place. Look, Braden. I respect you. I do. But I also have a family. And I won’t hesitate to kill you if that’s what it takes to save the lives of my children.”

      Braden gazed at Connel and nodded thoughtfully. He understood. He empathized with the man’s situation, even though he didn’t have children of his own. But even though he understood, he simply didn’t agree. There was only one option, the way he saw things.

      “Take my hand,” he told Sephana, extending his palm out toward her. He felt her warm fingers clasp around his own.

      He closed his eyes and envisioned a place outside of the cavern and yet not terribly far away, a red bottleneck canyon near the entrance to Vintgar he had visited many times before in the very distant past. In his mind, he remembered in great detail exactly what the rocks of the canyon looked like this time of year.

      “Vergis,” he commanded the silver talisman in his hand.

      The grotto of the Nym shivered and then disappeared around them completely. In its place appeared tall sandstone bluffs.

      Beside him, Sephana cried out in pain. Glancing down, Braden saw the white fletching of an arrow that had embedded itself in her shoulder.

      “Gods be damned!” he swore as Sephana collapsed against him. He caught her up, struggling to ease her to the ground as he quickly mended her wound with the power of his mind. With the aid of the silver morning star, healing such an injury required very little effort; it was exactly what the talisman had been designed to do.

      He caressed Sephana’s face and then brought the weapon up to confront their attacker.

      “Al’thartier!” a bearded man cried out, throwing his bow and quiver to the ground before prostrating himself in the dirt.

      Braden stared at the man in shock as waves of anger gradually dissipated from his body. The man was probably a stationed sentry who had merely reacted to their sudden appearance. The man remained in the position of prostration, forehead to the ground, absolutely still. Finally reassured that he no longer posed a threat, Braden set the morning star down at his side.

      As soon as the weapon left his hand, the strength lent to him by Thar’gon drained entirely from his body. It had been the only thing keeping him standing. Braden sagged forward, unconscious before he hit the ground.
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        * * *

      

      He awoke to a heady blend of fragrances: the sweet scent of horse manure mingled with wood smoke, leather and wormwood. It was an earthy and altogether agreeable odor, not unpleasant in the least. The smell was comforting, bringing back memories of a childhood spent roaming the vast expanse of grassland known as the Khazahar Steppe.

      Braden had grown up on the sprawling immensity of the prairie, the youngest son of a warrior-chieftain. He had been raised to follow the same harsh way of life as the rest of his clan, a roguish band of nomadic horse lords who drank hard, fought hard and often died even harder. It was a ruthless and uncompromising existence, brutal from the very beginning.

      Braden’s mother had died bringing him into the world, and his father had followed her to the grave shortly after, victim of his own indulgences. Orphaned and alone, Braden and his older siblings had been fostered out to other families of the clan.

      Braden and Quin had been taken in by one of their various uncles, a hardened old warrior affluent with many horses, wagons and women, but cruel of temperament. He was just as quick with his whip as he was with his bow, and just as likely to strike a maiming blow as to inflict pain. He had taken the two boys into his household as servants, kept them fed and saw to it that their earliest education was provided for. It had been a harsh and bitter upbringing.

      Braden remembered well the day he and Quin had left the forest steppe. A robed Master of the Lyceum had shown up among the tents riding an exquisite white stallion of a foreign bloodline. Never had Braden seen a horse so fine of bone, so elegant in pace and conformation. The Master had tested the children of the clan, first the girls and then the boys, gazing deeply into their eyes one by one as they stood together in a makeshift line down the center of the camp. One at a time, the children were dismissed back to their families.

      But not Quin. And not Braden.

      It had been explained to their uncle that both boys carried within them a spark, something called the potential, a seed so special and so unique that it would only germinate away from the Khazahar Steppe. Because of that one rare trait, both boys were immediately claimed as the property of the Lyceum of Bryn Calazar. Braden’s uncle hadn’t objected; his life would be easier with two less mouths to feed. And he was well compensated for the loss of his young servants with two colts of the same bloodline as the Master’s elegant steed.

      Thus, Braden’s people had sent him and Quin off to the Lyceum with nothing more than the shirt and trousers they had been wearing at the time. He remembered his uncle standing against the sunset in the waves of thigh-high grass, holding the twin bridles of his two new colts as darkness stole across the prairie behind him. That vision of his uncle was the last sight Braden had ever seen of a man of his own clan other than Quin.

      Until now.

      Braden struggled upright, realizing that he was the object of attention of a particularly cruel-looking man who sat only paces away, cross-legged on a braided wool rug. A curved short sword was held in his lap, the oiled steel bared from its scabbard. The man was slowly caressing the edge of the blade with a whetstone in smooth, deliberate strokes. He paused in his motion, testing his thumb against the hone of the edge. Then he carefully set the weapon down by his side, hanging the whetstone from a hook at his belt.

      “Darius dreoch, Al’thartier,” the man pronounced, raising his right hand solemnly to his chest in an expression of greeting. Then the man abased himself on the floor of his tent, kneeling with his face pressed against the carpets.

      “Darius dreoch,” Braden responded, the customary greeting of the horse folk rolling fluently off his tongue. It was an elegant salutation, one he had not heard spoken aloud in over thirty years.

      But then Braden winced, suddenly realizing the significance of the man’s gesture.

      The warrior had just referred to him as Al’thartier, a Venthic title that could only be translated as Greatest Battlemage. By naming him that, the horselord was honoring Braden’s command of Thar’gon. In a society that revered nothing so highly as courage and fighting ability, the man who wielded Thar’gon was the embodiment of the warrior archetype. And now that onus had fallen to him.

      Braden winced, suddenly realizing the remarkable position he found himself in. The Jenn, the ancient horse culture of the Khazahar Steppe and Braden’s own people by blood, were prepared to recognize him as their overlord.

      Braden was rendered speechless, thoroughly overcome. When he had left the forest steppe as a child, he had been among the most humble of its servants: horseless, kinless, penniless, a child slave; nothing more than a liability. When he had become a Master of the Lyceum, his status had increased. But now with Thar’gon his to command, the great horse culture of the Khazahar would be duty-bound to respond to his call.

      Thoroughly moved, Braden was so shaken that at first he could find no words to utter.

      “Rise,” was the only thing he could finally manage to say.

      The man complied instantly, returning to his cross-legged position on the braided rug. Braden guessed that he was an elder of his clan, probably a war chief, judging by the rich embroidery on the collar and the sleeves of his tunic. The man’s face was sun-worn and deeply wrinkled. His dark and narrow eyes betrayed nothing of his emotions.

      Braden regarded him silently for a long moment before wondering, “The woman I came with. Where is she?”

      “We preserved the life of the witch from Aerysius,” the old clansman pronounced as he resheathed the blade he’d just been honing. “It was obvious that she belongs to you. She is resting now in the tent of my third wife. My name is Elessar. I am warlord of this encampment.”

      He rose and strode a few paces away to the tent’s stone hearth, where he poked around at the graying coals with a stick. Bending over, he set a bronze kettle to heat over the flames. Braden’s eyes cautiously tracked the fellow’s motions.

      “My name is now Braden Reis,” he introduced himself. “But I was born Berkant son of Marthax, warlord of the Omeyan Clan.”

      “I know,” the old man responded without looking at him. “I was once a friend of your uncle.” Elessar brought his hand up, gripping an object that hung by a thin sinew from a tent pole. He plucked the item down, turning it over in his fingers, at last holding the object out for Braden to inspect. It was a small, whittled carving of a horse.

      “You may not remember, but you made this for me,” Elessar remarked musingly, “before the dakura stole you away.”

      Braden stared down at the carving, which looked utterly unfamiliar. “I’m sorry,” he said whimsically. “I don’t remember.”

      “Of course you don’t.” Elessar scowled, dropping the small object into the palm of Braden’s hand. “You were very young. But you are not so young anymore. And you are no longer Berkant son of Marthax, warlord of the Omeyans. That boy is dead. More than just dead; it is as though he never existed at all. So, tell me, who is the man that addresses me now?”

      Braden stared down at the small wooden horse in his hand, marveling at its features. It didn’t look at all like the work of a young child. The horse was completely accurate, delicately carved and carefully polished; it even wore a blanket and bridle, both intricately wrought in every painstaking detail. Braden knew enough, now, to recognize the work for what it was: a sign of the potential within him, discovered later by the Master who had taken him and his brother away to the Lyceum. Even then, he had been different. He would always be different. His ability had always been both his strength and his curse.

      “My name is Braden Reis, Grand Master of the Sixth Tier and Warden of the Order of Chancellors.” He could not look the old man in the eye as he said the long chain of words that formed the imposing syllables of his title.

      “You are no Battlemage,” Elessar observed, dark eyes filling with ire. “How is it that you come to us bearing the Silver Star of Battle?”

      “You’re right.” Braden shook his head. “I am not a Battlemage. But I’m Battlemage-trained.” He struggled to his feet, gripping a tent post for support. “During time of war, my authority supersedes all others, save only for the Prime Warden of the Lyceum. When our legions march to war, it will be I who leads Caladorn’s warriors into battle. Thar’gon, ancient weapon of our ancestors, has chosen me as her bearer.”

      The grizzled old warlord seemed to be looking him over, running his eyes over Braden from his feet to his head, as if assessing the truth of his claim. At last, almost grudgingly, he gave the slightest, most cursory nod.

      “I offer my food, my fire, and my protection for both you and your woman,” the old man pronounced at last, finally extending to Braden the sacred status of a guest. “Please feel free to walk among my herds choose whichever horses you wish. I will see to it that both arms and armor are delivered to you. In return, I ask but one favor: that you look in upon my son. He has sustained a grievous wound, and your witch-woman could do little for him. I only ask that you try to do what you can. If nothing else can be done, I would rather it be your own hand that delivers Nerus from his pain.”

      Braden nodded somberly as he tucked the little horse carving into the pocket of his trousers. “I’ll do everything in my power to help your son,” he assured Elessar. “And after I tend to him, I’ll make myself available to anyone else in the camp that requires mending. But I need you to do something for me. The cry must be raised across the plains. War is coming to Caladorn, and I need the might of the horse lords at my side. I will need riders sent out as fast as possible in every direction to assemble the hordes from across the steppe.”

      Elessar looked away, allowing his gaze to wander over the felt siding of his tent. “It is your right as Al’thartier to raise the cry. But first I would ask that you speak to the war council of the Omeyans. It would be better to obtain their support.”

      Braden nodded. “I will speak to the council, as you suggest. Now, please, Elessar. Show me to your son’s bedside.”

      The old man made a motion with his hand, gesturing for Braden to follow him out of the circular lodge. Shirtless, Braden fell in behind him, treading carefully across the carpets. His strength was back, but his legs were stiff after days of bedrest.

      Outside the tent, Braden allowed his eyes to wander over the encampment. It was dark; the sun had already set, though the gray glow of twilight still lit the western sky above the bluffs. The red box canyon in the hills below Vintgar was the winter home of the Omeyan Clan. The plainspeople spent the spring and summer months following their grazing herds. But winter came swiftly and cruelly to the steppe, and the Omeyans had learned to seek refuge during the coldest months of the year. A light dusting of snow was already upon the ground, rendering the encampment white except for muddy trails between tents.

      As Braden followed Elessar across the camp, he took quiet note of the familiar bustle of life within the city of tents. Everywhere he looked people were busily occupied with the tasks of daily life: women tending cook fires, bowyers and armorers plying their crafts. Sheep and dogs milled about the tents, as often as not followed by a wandering child carrying a stick. A group of men looked up at him from a game of bones as he passed, their faces stern and severe. The men nodded his way in deference. Some stared in outright interest, as if debating whether it would be worth the risk to challenge him to a fight. One small boy came out of a tent and stopped dead in his tracks, gaping up at the sight of Braden. Before the mage could conjure up a smile, the child turned and ran away.

      “I am sorry our clan does not remember you,” Elessar said, his eyes sadly surveying the people of the encampment. “They will, after this day. Never before has a child stolen by the dakura ever been returned to us.”

      Dakura was the name the clans used to describe the people of the cities, especially Bryn Calazar. The term had a derogatory connotation; the people of the Jenn had a low opinion of any stationary group that subsisted on agriculture.

      “This is the yurt of my son, Nerus,” Elessar announced, indicating the broad, felt-covered tent ahead of them. He pushed back the flap that formed the tent’s doorway and gestured for Braden to enter ahead of him.

      Within, Braden found the interior of the yurt dark. A terrible odor hit him strong in the face. The stench sent him reeling; the smell was sweet and sickening, like corpses moldering in a fetid grave. Quiet mewling noises could be heard coming from the far side of a dividing curtain that cut the tent neatly in half. His eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness. When they did, Braden scowled, swallowing against the urge to retch.

      He could understand why Sephana had been unable to help Nerus.

      “I’m going to need Thar’gon,” he whispered, turning and ducking back outside the tent. On the threshold, he paused and took a deep breath of fresh air. But even that did little to allay the scent of corruption in his nostrils.

      “The wound has festered,” Elessar explained, spreading his hands.

      Braden regarded the stern warrior for a long moment. “I don’t know how much of your son there is left to work with. But to have any chance at all, I’ll need the talisman.”

      The horselord nodded. “The weapon remains where you dropped it. Not a hand has been able to lift it, although many have tried.”

      Braden nodded. “Take me there.”

      He followed Elessar up a path away from the camp toward the bottleneck canyon where they had first appeared. The old horselord was right; the silver talisman was exactly where Braden had left it. Many tracks encircled the weapon in the snow, and yet the morning star remained exactly where Braden’s hand had last set it down. He wrapped his fingers around its leather-wrapped haft and lifted it easily.

      The old man nodded once, acknowledging Braden’s command of the weapon, then turned his back and walked ahead of him back down the path. Braden strode with Thar’gon at his side back through the center of the camp, doing his best to ignore the stares of the clanspeople.

      As they approached the tent of Nerus, he recognized Sephana moving toward him through tight clusters of people. She was still wearing her black Master’s cloak, the cowl pulled up over her head as she hurried in his direction. The emotion on her face was impossible to decipher; he couldn’t tell if she was more relieved or more angry to see him.

      Braden strode over to her, a questioning look on his face. To his relief, Sephana threw her arms around him, collapsing against his bare chest.

      “I was so worried about you,” she whispered against his ear. Braden put his arms around her and held her close for a moment before pulling back just enough to press a kiss against her forehead.

      “I’m fine,” he reassured her as his hand caressed a lock of her golden hair. “Everything’s fine now.” Taking her by the hand, he turned to face Elessar. “I assume that the two of you have been introduced?”

      The old man nodded stiffly.

      “We have met,” Sephana clarified rigidly. Braden could tell by her tone that she did not consider the manner of their meeting an appropriate introduction. He couldn’t help the small smile that chased across his face. Sephana was Aerysius-born and -bred, thoroughly out of place on the Khazahar Steppe.

      “Elessar has asked me to have a look at his son,” Braden informed her. “I hear you were unsuccessful at a mending?”

      Sephana nodded, her face going taut. She glanced back and forth between Braden and the old warrior, obviously struggling to frame her words as judiciously as possible. “The arrow was poisoned,” she explained carefully. “A mixture of snake venom, horse dung, and putrefied human blood. I couldn’t get past the venom. I’m sorry; I’m skilled at healing, but there was just not enough left to work with.”

      Braden sighed, shaking his head sadly. The usage of such vile concoctions was a common practice across the steppe. It was custom for the warriors of the clans to soak the shafts of their weapons in such filth before riding into battle. The use of such bitter toxins ensured that even the slightest wounds would fester and turn fatal.

      “The venom is depressing his breathing,” Sephana continued grimly. “I didn’t think he would survive the mending.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Braden said. He glanced over at Elessar for approval and, receiving a nod of permission from the old man, led Sephana into the darkened tent.

      He made his way to the bedside of Elessar’s son. The young man was lying on a straw-stuffed mattress in the middle of the tent surrounded by three women that Braden took to be Nerus’ wives. All three of them were weeping quietly, wringing their hands and clutching one against the other. At Braden’s arrival they fled together to the far side of the tent, yielding space so he could work.

      The odor was even stronger than it had been before, especially this far away from the entrance. Braden fought against the urge to be sick as he bent over his unconscious patient. He took note of the mottled pallor of the young man’s skin, the way the damp flesh seemed to sag against the bones of the face, the man’s cracked and peeling lips. Nerus was only hours, if not minutes, from riding the endless plains of the Atrament.

      Gripping the talisman in his left hand, Braden set his right hand upon the dying man’s chest. The impression that was returned to him was discouraging. Nerus’ organs had already begun to fail, his blood teeming with poisons and accumulated toxins. The snake venom had already digested much of his tissues and was now affecting his capacity to draw breath. Elessar’s son was all but a corpse, literally rotting from within.

      Closing his eyes, Braden did what he had been trained to do by the Battlemages of Bryn Calazar: he opened his mind to the magic field, channeling its energies into Nerus’ failing body, using the silver talisman to guide his efforts. He started with the organs that were the most severely damaged then used the argent fire of healing to burn the poisons from Nerus’ blood. He left the snake venom and the damage it had wrought for last.

      When it was done, Braden opened his eyes and rose to his feet, feeling suddenly, terribly weak. From behind him he could hear the sobs and cries of Nerus’ wives. He backed away, catching himself on a pole of the tent.

      “I tried,” he muttered as he staggered toward the opening. Disoriented, he stumbled and nearly fell. Sephana caught his arm and guided him the rest of the way out through the doorway into the brisk evening air.

      “You did more than try.” Her voice was hoarse and adamant as she wrapped her arms around him in support. “That man will live, Braden. You accomplished the impossible.”

      She took him by the hand, guiding him to the nearest campfire and easing him down beside it on a log. She knelt down next to him and, taking his face in her hands, peered at him anxiously. “You’re dehydrated,” she muttered. “And you haven’t eaten anything in days. What are you thinking, Braden?”

      “I’m thinking about Cyrus Krane,” he stated bleakly. “And Byron Connel … and all the others. We don’t even know if Merris was able to warn the Lyceum. Renquist still might be completely oblivious to all that’s been going on.”

      She drew her cowl back, moving to sit down alongside him on the log. Braden took her hand into his own. He traced his fingers along the back of her hand, admiring the softness of her skin.

      “We need to talk,” he told her gently in a lowered voice. “I need to tell you everything I know, what I found out back there. It’s important.”

      He stopped, realizing that they were not alone at the campfire. A young woman with plaited dark hair was tending to a heavy bronze cauldron. She had ceased her ministrations of the kettle to stare across the fire at them pointedly. At her side, a small toddler clung to her quilted tunic, peering out at them with widened eyes from behind his mother’s shawl.

      “You can talk to me later tonight,” Sephana told Braden, giving his hand a squeeze of reassurance. “In the meantime, let’s get some food and drink into you.”

      The woman across the campfire gestured invitingly at her cook pot. “Darius dreoch, Al’thartier. You are welcome to our food, our fire, and our protection.”

      Braden managed to conjure up something resembling a smile of thanks, humbly accepting her offer. “Some water would be appreciated,” he admitted. The inside of his mouth was dry, his lips terribly parched.

      “And food,” Sephana insisted. “You need to keep up your strength.”

      “And food,” Braden agreed.

      The dark-haired woman quickly produced a waterskin made from a sheep’s bladder, handing it across the hearth over to Braden. He accepted it from her hand, raising it to his lips and drinking down the cool water in thirsty gulps. In seconds, he had the contents emptied. He brought his arm up to wipe his face.

      “Slow down,” Sephana admonished him, leaning in to kiss him softly on the cheek.

      The clanswoman looked up from the bowl she was filling and smiled at Sephana’s gesture.

      “Your wife is very beautiful,” she commented to Braden as she handed the bowl across to him. At her side, her young son grinned up at Sephana and then squealed in delight when she grinned back.

      Braden glanced over at Sephana, a half-hearted smile on his lips. He had never, would never, ask her to become his wife. He had already been married once, a long time ago. He would never make that mistake again.

      He would not take the chance that he might hurt Sephana the way he’d hurt his wife.

      Braden ate in troubled silence, not really tasting the stew that he spooned into his mouth. When the bowl was drained, he threw his head back and drank the dregs, finally handing it back to the woman across the hearth.

      “My thanks,” he said to her, unable to look her in the eye as he pushed himself up off the log and started out across the camp.

      “Braden,” Sephana called after him as she jogged to catch up. “Is everything all right?”

      “I’m fine,” he muttered as his fingers worked to tie Thar’gon’s leather straps to his belt. He tried to change the subject. “I promised Elessar I would make myself available to his people.”

      “Stop.” Sephana’s hand on his shoulder drew him up short. She tilted her head to the side, raising her brows as her stare smoldered in frustration. “I’m the Querer, remember?” she reminded him acerbically. “You’re not in any condition to see to the needs of this camp. Let me do my job. You go and do yours.”

      Braden gazed at her levelly, his mouth drawn into a scowl. “And what, exactly, is my job, Sephana?” he demanded of her.

      She brought her hands up to her face, rubbing her eyes in obvious exasperation. He could tell that she had been too long without sleep; the strain was starting to catch up with her. She took a deep breath to steady herself, closing her eyes before replying.

      “I’m trying,” she reminded him. “I really am. I’m doing my best, Braden, but it’s hard. The only thing I know is that you need me. And whatever it is you’re up against, you shouldn’t have to face it alone. I want to be here for you. Please allow me to be.”

      Braden turned away from the heartfelt tension of her words. He couldn’t force himself to look at her; it was too painful.

      For the second time in his life, Braden held the fate of a woman he loved in his hands, to save or damn as he saw fit.

      And, for the second time in his life, he knew for a bitter fact that he couldn’t do anything to save her.
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        * * *

      

      Braden stared out at the assemblage of faces gathered around the bonfire built in the center of the camp. The proud warriors of the Omeyan Clan were turned out in a spectacular display of armaments, both the men and the women alike. The neighing of nervous horses and the clink of scale mail could be heard over the sputtering noise of the flames. The air was redolent with a potent mixture of smoke, sweat, searing meat and burning hemp. A cacophony of flutes and lyre music played above the spirited cadence of war drums.

      In his right hand Braden fingered the small carving of the stallion he had made in his youth, the one Elessar had returned to him. He clutched it in his palm, the fingernail of his thumb absently scraping along the thin notch between the stallion’s tiny ears.

      Over his indigo robes he wore a new vest of bronze scales sewn over leather in overlapping rows. Elessar had also fitted him with a warrior’s belt, complete with an intricately wrought golden buckle that depicted a horse bent over backwards, as if trying to eat its own tail. Many leather thongs and hooks were attached to the belt, from which Braden had hung Thar’gon and the small arsenal of weapons his benefactor had presented him with: lances, knives, a whip, a pair of short swords, even a whetstone to hone his new collection.

      He sat by Sephana’s side, listening to Elessar address the gathered war council, as was the custom of the clan. He watched, shoulders tense, and waited his turn. His eyes were trained on the snaking orange flames of the bonfire, watching as a procession of sparks exploded up into the air and then came raining back down again like darting fireflies. As Elessar spoke, a gradual hush descended over the gathered crowd. The drums ceased their beating, the horses quieted, the minstrels laid their instruments aside. A slow tension crept inexorably over the camp, like the anxious quiet before a storm.

      “Al’thartier,” Elessar finally turned to address him. “The men and women of the Omeyan Clan have gathered to hear you speak. Take up the cry. Say what you have come to say.”

      Braden nodded and stood up, Sephana rising to stand by his side. In his hand, he still fingered the small wooden horse. He gazed around, taking in the sea of faces before him. With his left hand he held aloft the silver morning star he had taken from Byron Connel, displaying it before the gathered crowd. Then he raised his voice to be heard over the wind-whipped crackling of flames:

      “Darius dreoch, my people. I was born Berkant son of Marthax, warlord of the Omeyan Clan. But that was many years ago. That was before I was taken away by the dakura, who raised me up and trained me to be what I am today. Tonight I stand before you a different man than the one my father intended me to be. I am no longer Berkant of the Omeyans.

      “My name is Grand Master Braden Reis, Warden of Chancellors and wielder of Thar’gon, the Silver Star of Battle. War is coming to the plains. I have come to you to ask that the cry be raised that gathers our warriors from across the far distances. The Jenn have always formed the cavalry of Caladorn’s combined legions. I would not think of riding into battle without the might of the horse lords at my side.”

      Of the people gathered around the bonfire, Braden demanded, “Will the hordes of the Khazahar ride with me?”

      There was a tense moment of silence. No one responded to his request. A quiet muttering formed from deep within the gathered crowd, gradually rising over the crackling of the flames. Then:

      “The call of the Al’thartier must be answered,” an old warrior finally stood and spoke up. “It is our sacred duty to heed the cry.” Others responded to his words by nodding their agreement. There was a swell of discussion followed by a boisterous chorus of assent.

      “Al’thartier!” another man shouted, and the shout was taken up across the gathering.

      “No!” Braden admonished them harshly. “Never call me that again. I am no Battlemage.”

      His words immediately silenced the gathering. He could feel the stares of the warriors on him, wordlessly demanding explanation. He could almost feel the heat of their rising anger. The fingers of his right hand continued stroking the polished wood carving of the horse. The grip of his left hand tightened on Thar’gon.

      “Darius dreoch, Braden Reis of the Lyceum. What would you have us call you, then?” the patient voice of an old man inquired of him at last.

      Darius dreoch. The words echoed in Braden’s head, the ancient formal greeting of the horse lords. “May you offer protection,” was the phrase in Rhenic. The sound of the words resonated in Braden’s mind, slowly taking on new significance, evolving into the solemn onus of duty. With that phrase in mind, Braden responded to the old man’s question, addressing the gathered crowd.

      “I’ve come to protect, not to destroy.” He raised his voice, staring at each man and each woman in turn as he paced in a circle around the fire. “I’ve come to stand guard against a storm of darkness that threatens to destroy our people. I can no longer afford to be just a Chancellor, and yet I have no desire to be a Battlemage.

      “Call me a Sentinel,” he asserted, lowering Thar’gon back down to his side. “A protector, whose duty it is to keep watch and defend against the encroaching darkness that threatens to consume our lives, our liberty, and our lands.”

      His words caused an emotional stir around the fire as men and women voiced their eager support. Braden turned to find that Elessar had come up quietly to his side, extending toward him the offering of a thin dagger with a slender, ebony hilt. Braden accepted the offer of the blade gravely, fully appreciating the significance of the gesture.

      “Which direction would you have us ride?” Elessar wondered, fingers stroking the hilt of the dagger one last time as he released it into Braden’s care. “Southward to Lor-Gamorth or westward to Glen Farquist?”

      Braden looked down, sliding the blade into a loop of his war belt. With a sigh he brought his eyes back up past the flames, staring out across the mouth of the canyon. Toward the east. Toward the dawn.

      “Neither,” he responded ominously. “This time, our fight isn’t with the Rhen. What threatens our homeland doesn’t invade from without; it festers from within. This time, the war we fight is against our own.

      “We march on Bryn Calazar.”
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      Merris collapsed on top of Quin, panting in breathless exhilaration. Her cheeks were flushed red, a glistening sheen of perspiration frosting her body. Beneath her, Quin lay with eyes wide open but staring sightlessly up at the ceiling. Every so often he gave a faint shiver.

      Merris trailed her lips against the side of his neck, squirming her soft body against him.

      “I think you’ve got some more in there,” she urged in a sweet whisper. “I bet I know where to find it.”

      Quin reached up to pat her consolingly on the back, furrowing his brow and shaking his head slowly from side to side. “Mercy, no,” he whispered. “I’m afraid you have vanquished me entirely. I am utterly defeated, madam.”

      Merris giggled, rolling off him onto the straw-stuffed mattress. She lay her head against his lanky frame, tracing a line down his chest with a finger. “I suppose I should allow you some time to recuperate,” she mused with a smile. “Tonight I want you to do that thing that you do to me again.”

      “That thing that I do to you?” Quin smiled innocently.

      “You know exactly what I mean.” She grinned, a mischievous glint in her eye.

      Quin snaked an arm around her and pulled her in for a kiss. “So you like that thing that I do to you?” he teased, lips exploring the delicate curve of her collarbone.

      “Oh, yes,” she murmured, closing her eyes at the memory of the last time he allowed the power of his mind to flow through her like an exhilarating torrent of carnal energy.

      “I do believe you’re going to be the death of me,” Quin muttered sagely. “I swear you’re more obsessed with lovemaking than the average man.”

      Merris grinned broadly at him. “Then you’re lucky I’m not the average man.”

      He raised his eyebrows, nodding in easy agreement. “Yes, actually, in that respect I am quite fortunate.” Then he was all seriousness, squinting down at her in appraisal as he ran a hand through her long, tousled hair. “You know, I think I prefer you as a blonde.”

      “Do you, now?” she muttered, lifting a soft platinum curl before her face, twining it about her fingertips. She had discovered that she actually liked the change. When the decision had first been made to hide in plain sight in the Lantern District, Merris had suggested darkening her hair in order to disguise her appearance. The platinum blonde had been Quin’s idea. Easier to subtract than to add pigment, he’d argued, although Merris suspected he simply had a preference for the color.

      “I think it suits me,” she mused, then reached up to stroke the backs of her fingers through Quin’s full growth of beard. “I fancy your new whiskers.”

      He smiled, rolling over onto his side. “Be a darling and fetch me a drink?”

      Merris kissed him on the neck as she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “I’ll do you one better. I’ll fetch the whole bottle.”

      Sounding already half asleep, Quin muttered, “That’s my lovely girl.”

      Merris slipped a thin silk robe over her shoulders, tying it closed about her willowy figure. She combed her fingers through her hair swiftly then let herself out into the narrow hallway. From behind the next door, she could hear the muffled sounds of lovemaking.

      She wandered down the hallway in the direction of the inn’s common area. It was mostly empty with only a few patrons seated on rugs and cushions spread out across the floor. Silk curtains draped down from the ceiling, partitioning off small sections of the room, allowing space for privacy and talk of trade. Most of the ambient lighting came from a diverse assortment of colored lanterns that hung suspended by long chains from the ceiling, shedding surreal patterns of dappled light and shadow across the floor.

      A storm was coming. Merris could already hear the howling of the wind as it gusted through the streets outside. Seen through the glass above the door, the afternoon sky looked dark and ominous, illuminated by the occasional flicker of lightning.

      The dark-haired and bearded owner looked up from where he stood with a towel in his hand, rubbing it over a collection of copper trays with a scowl of concentration on his face. She was not the only girl wandering about the inn in a thin silk robe; Quin had picked the establishment with a keen eye for camouflage. Merris was posing as one of the inn’s servant girls who offered the customers food and drink or whatever they had an appetite for at the moment.

      The owner tossed his head at Merris as she approached, extending a palmful of coins out toward him.

      “There’s my newest ripe and pretty flower,” he greeted her without looking up from his task. “How is that wealthy merchant you’re with? I hope he is still paying well. He is certainly taking advantage of my generous hospitality.”

      He chortled as he reached up, ignoring the coins in her hand, and trailed his fingers down the silken length of her torso.

      “My client desires another bottle of wine,” Merris informed him flatly, standing there with her hand extended as he ran his hand along the curve of her hips. “Make that two bottles,” she amended, glaring down at the offending hand.

      “You’re a soft little flower,” he whispered under his breath, withdrawing his hand. He chortled noisily, bursting into a wheezy coughing spasm. Merris stared at him, jingling the coins around in her hand.

      “My client prefers a red vintage,” she reminded him.

      He grunted and turned abruptly away, clawing the coppers out of her hand and then disappearing through a doorway. He returned after a moment, handing Merris a pair of wine bottles corked with rags that had been rolled up and stuffed down their necks.

      Merris gazed at him dully as she accepted the bottles from him and turned away, striding back out of the common area. Once back in the narrow hallway, she stopped, leaning against the bricks of the wall as she adjusted her robe. She didn’t want Quin finding out what the inn’s owner had been up to every time she left the room to fetch a new bottle of wine. They were supposed to be blending in and avoiding notice. Merris didn’t know for certain what Quin would do if he found out, but she was fairly sure that his reaction would probably cost them their hiding place.

      The sound of thunder echoed from without. It was followed by the harsh noise of pattering rain.

      Once back in the room with Quin, Merris slipped back underneath the covers of the bed. “Your wine, my sweet,” she giggled, plucking the rag out from the bottle’s neck.

      Quin sat up, accepting her offer of the bottle and, tossing his head back, downed a large draught of wine. “You are such a lovely dear,” he commended her. “I am very fortunate indeed to have an apprentice so devoted to fulfilling my every whim.”

      Merris smiled, leaning in to kiss him on his whiskered cheek. “I’m the one who is lucky to have such a shrewd and clever master so willing to share his knowledge. So what lesson are you planning to teach me tonight, my mighty stallion of a man?”

      Quin tilted his head back for another gulp of wine that ended in an abrupt fit of coughing. “‘Stallion of a man’, now, is it? Darling, I’m not usually one to dodge a compliment, but I beg you to at least try to conceive of some endearment that I have a prayer of living up to.”

      Merris giggled, running her hand down the side of his face. “I have no complaints,” she whispered.

      Quin leered at her sideways from around the neck of his wine bottle. “Do you want me to teach you or make love to you?”

      “Both,” she challenged.

      He shrugged helplessly, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, darling, but you’ve just about broken this stallion’s wind.”

      Merris swirled a finger around in his hair. “Then show me something new. Show me something about healing.”

      Quin sat up, allowing the covers to fall off his emaciated chest. He took a last pull off the wine bottle before setting it down on the floor on his side of the bed. His dark hair was rumpled, but he still looked far better than he had when Merris first met him. The new beard did something to fill in the skeletal gauntness of his features. Even his color had improved somewhat in the past two weeks they had spent at the inn.

      “Here, give me your hands.”

      She sat up, her hair spilling in platinum curls down her back as she offered her hands out toward him, palms up. The pink scar that encircled her left wrist was very visible even in the dim lighting. Quin had tried to heal it, to no avail. The awful thing was carved permanently into her flesh, a constant reminder of the oath she had abandoned. No amount of wishing or even magic would ever make it go away.

      “Now, pay attention,” Quin ordered, suddenly businesslike, without any trace of his previous levity. “I’m going to teach you how to detect the amount of air in a person’s blood. It’s a good indicator of their condition. Close your eyes and try to feel your body through me.”

      Merris obeyed, squeezing her eyes shut. Immediately, she could feel the link he established with her, like a conduit opening up between the two of them. She became aware of herself through Quin’s magically enhanced perceptions. The feeling was disorienting, like staring at a mirror’s reflection in another mirror set slightly off-angle, creating a series of endless reflections, each slightly more distant. She could pick which image she chose to focus on, but then became confused, unsure of which point of view she had just selected. Was it her own perception of her body, or was it Quin’s perception of her? Or was it Quin’s sense of his own self? It took her a moment of adjustment to focus on the perspective she thought was the correct one.

      “Is it getting any easier?” he asked.

      “Somewhat,” Merris acknowledged, her eyes closed in concentration. “But it still makes me queasy.”

      “It’ll improve with time and practice. Now, I want you to keep your focus on my perspective. Don’t let your attention drift back to your own sense of self; you’re going to want it to, and you need to resist the impulse.”

      “I won’t,” Merris assured him.

      “Now … hold your breath,” he directed her. “Don’t breathe until I tell you to.”

      Merris complied, concentrating on feeling her own body through Quin’s link, through his perception of her. At first, there was no change that she could sense. Then, gradually, she could feel something begin to diverge.

      There was an insistent tug in the back of her mind, a desire to change perspectives back to her own sense of self. She refused to acknowledge the urge, instead concentrating harder on that strange sense of something moving further away from its set point. The further apart it grew, the greater the need became to switch back to her own perspective. The need intensified, becoming an overwhelming desire.

      “Breathe,” Quin commanded, his voice insistent as he released the conduit between them.

      Suddenly confronted with her own awareness, Merris sucked in a great gasp, dizzy from lack of air. She lay back against the pillows, panting, her eyes sparkling in excited wonder. She bolted upright, hugging him as she exclaimed breathlessly:

      “I felt it! Quin, that was marvelous! Can such a technique be used offensively?”

      “Certainly it can,” he said, “with just a little modification. Like this.”

      Suddenly, Merris wasn’t breathing again. Only, this time, it wasn’t by choice. Her throat hadn’t closed and there was no gasping or wheezing. Her lungs had simply ceased to function. Moreover, she could feel through Quin her state of unbreathing. It was that same sense of divergence she had felt before, only this time she knew it was being inflicted upon her.

      He quickly released his hold on her lungs, allowing her chest to resume its natural rhythm. Instead of the panic she should have felt, Merris experienced a thrill of exhilaration. She flung her arms around him.

      “So simple,” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe it’s that easy to kill someone.”

      Quin reached down by the bedside, scooping up his wine bottle by the neck. “Killing someone is easy, darling. All it takes is a little knowledge and a robust sense of moral depravity. Keeping someone alive takes far more effort.”

      He took a long pull off the wine bottle then just kept swallowing until most of the liquid was gone. He brought his hand up to rake across his lips. He then set the near-empty bottle down beside him, cradling it in the crook of his arm.

      He was getting that dazed look in his eyes again. It was not the first bottle of wine Quin had consumed that afternoon. Merris smiled when she saw that expression in his eyes; he was feeling his liquor more than usual. Sometimes he opened up more in such a state. Sometimes, but not always. She liked him better when he was in a mood to be talkative.

      Merris leaned forward, cradling her head in her hand with her elbow settled deeply into the pillow alongside him. “Tell me, Quin. How is it that you know so much about killing people?”

      He took another swig of wine. “Because inventing new ways to kill people used to be what kept me employed.”

      “Really?” Merris pressed, “What kind of job did you have?”

      Quin shrugged, lifting the bottle for another swallow. “I’m an Arcanist. I’m trained in the making of things, trinkets and suchlike. Objects of power. My specialty was making dangerous trinkets.”

      Merris smiled slyly. This was a side of Quin she hadn’t expected. “How intriguing. Why? I mean, why would you choose such employment?”

      “Because I was good at it,” he stated with a whimsical smirk on his lips. He stared off blankly into the dim shadows of the room, eyes focused loosely on somewhere in the past. “More than good, really. I was a master of my craft. My mind is sadistically warped in an artistic sort of way.”

      Merris kissed him on the forehead, stroking a finger through his dark and wiry beard. “What happened?” she prodded. “What made you stop inventing things?”

      He looked down. “Because one of my trinkets was used to kill someone very dear to me.” Upending the bottle, he finished the last of the wine. Then he set the container down beside the bed, giving it a little push to send it over.

      Merris sat up, drawing her knees against her chest. “Really? Who?”

      Quin was still staring down at the mattress beside him, conspicuously avoiding her eyes. “The woman I loved. Unfortunately, my brother had already married her.”

      “You killed your brother’s wife?” Merris gasped.

      “No. Braden killed her.” Quin sucked in a cheek, obviously uncomfortable with the topic of conversation. “I simply provided the motivation. And the means.”

      Merris stared at him wide-eyed, absolutely transfixed. “What happened?” she all but exclaimed.

      “More wine, I think, will be required,” he stated.

      Merris nodded. “Of course.”

      She reached down by the bedside and produced the second bottle she had fetched, now glad she’d had the foresight to acquire it. Quin had a habit of running out of dialog the moment the liquor ran dry. This was not a topic of conversation that Merris was willing to miss out on for lack of enough wine to sustain it.

      She removed the rag from the bottle’s neck and handed the wine over. Quin grasped the bottle with a fist around the neck, upending it thirstily.

      “Her name was Amani,” he said in a voice low and gruff as he lowered the bottle back down to his side. “Braden and I were both in love with her. I think everyone was. She was the sort of person who could light up a whole room with just one smile. She was the most gentle and kindhearted person I’ve ever met.

      “We both wanted her. Had we been raised with the clans, we probably would have fought to the death over her. As it was, Braden and I decided that the most judicious thing would be to appear together and present our mutual suits before her father.

      “Of course, Amani’s father picked Braden over me.” Quin glowered as he took a large gulp of wine. “My brother was always the one with all the accolades, all the titles … all the panache. How could I hope to compete with that? Next to Braden’s glittering accomplishments, my own resume appears quite lackluster, I assure you.”

      “So Braden and Amani were married,” Merris prompted him, attempting to move the conversation forward.

      “Yes, they were. And, as one might expect, he made her thoroughly miserable.” Quin shook his head, his face growing quite somber. His eyes finally lifted to consider Merris’ face. “Braden is many things, but romantic is not one of his qualities,” he assured her. “Don’t get me wrong; he tried his best to make her happy. He bought Amani anything she could possibly desire. Clothing, gifts, power, friends…” His voice trailed off as he shook his head sadly. “He just never understood that the one thing she desired most from him was his time. And time was the one thing Braden would never give her.”

      He took a quick nip off the bottle. “So I took it upon myself to offer Amani some companionship from time to time.”

      Merris’ jaw dropped open in disbelief. “You slept with your brother’s wife?”

      Quin emitted a slight shrug, canting the bottle in his hand lazily to the side. “Oh, it probably wasn’t very smart. But I’d be lying if I told you it was the basest thing I’ve ever done in my life. Believe me, my morals have been compromised so far and so often, you’d swear I was the politician in the family. Amani needed me, so I was there for her. It’s really just that simple. Braden never once suspected us. He never cast a shadow of doubt her way.

      “Then one night, things went sideways.”

      His tone had suddenly darkened. Merris detected the change immediately. She placed a steadying hand on Quin’s arm, wordlessly urging him to continue.

      “I was on an assignment down in the south. There was a man—a mark. I got careless; I let them catch me off-guard. Aerysius offered to hand me over in exchange for a ransom, but Renquist refused to pay up. I suppose my life just wasn’t worth it to him.”

      Quin took a deep drag off the wine bottle before lowering it back down again. He sat there on the bed, twirling the bottle around by its neck as he swirled the liquid up the sides of the container.

      “In the end, Amani was the only one who came to my rescue. She stole some documents from Braden’s desk, the kind of papers she had no business even knowing existed. She handed them over to the enemy in exchange for my life.

      “I was released,” he said, scowling. “But by the time I got back to the Lyceum, Amani had already been charged with treason. The penalty for treason in Bryn Calazar is death.”

      Merris stroked her fingers down his arm to his hand, squeezing his fingers with her own. “What did Braden do?” she wondered softly.

      Quinlan shrugged. His voice cracked as he responded pragmatically, “What else could he do? He did his duty. He used an artifact of my own creation to execute her, a silver medallion I called the Soulstone.” There was a deep, festering anger in his eyes that Merris found fascinating.

      He continued gruffly, “Braden fastened the clasp around his own wife’s neck and then watched Amani die. It was horrible: slow, agonizing. He just held her as she writhed on the floor, screaming as her life was sucked right out of her.”

      Merris gaped at him as she shook her head, trying in vain to reconcile the image just provided by Quin with the Braden she had met back in Aerysius. The two visions just didn’t seem to want to resolve in her head. “Why would he do such a thing?” she wondered, failing completely to comprehend.

      Quin raised his eyebrows, taking another large swallow of wine. “Because, in Braden’s mind, it was the right thing to do,” he explained matter-of-factly. “He was even awarded a promotion for his cooperation in the matter.”

      Merris narrowed her eyes in consternation. She couldn’t help the next thought that sprang to her mind. It slipped right out of her lips before she could stop it:

      “What would you have done?”

      “Put in the same position? I would have used the damned thing on myself.”

      He lifted his bottle toward her as if proffering a toast. On his face he wore a vile and sardonic grin. “My dear, let us drink to the perils of love.”
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        * * *

      

      Braden gazed out across the undulating terrain that sprawled out before them to the far distant horizons. Above, flocks of eagles flew across the cloud-filled skies or wheeled high overhead, riding the updrafts. The vast herds of the Jenn waded up to their knees in a sea of silkweed, oats and einkorn.

      “I can’t believe so many actually came,” Sephana remarked from the back of the sorrel mare she rode at his side.

      Braden couldn’t help the smile that came to his lips. After traveling for two weeks among the warriors of the Omeyan Clan, Sephana’s appreciation for the horse culture had increased, but she still vastly underestimated the competence of the Khazahar’s warrior tribes. If nothing else, the sight before them should be evidence enough to convince her.

      From over the great distances of the eastern steppe, the tribes had come to converge at this place, every warrior of every clan, every nation of the Khazahar hordes. As was their custom, the Jenn had sent their women and children far away to the south, to the elder forests of the Sajar-Asharu, the Mountains of Cedar. There, they would remain in relative security, waiting for word that all was safe to return again.

      The herds had made good time. In only two weeks, the Omeyan people had traveled from their winter home in the canyon near Vintgar all the way to the eastern edge of the steppe, almost to the dark waters of the sea. The walls of Bryn Calazar would be within sight tomorrow evening if they kept going at their present pace. The hordes travelled swiftly, leaving behind a vast swathe of trampled ground behind their fast-ranging herds that numbered in the tens of thousands.

      Beneath him, Braden’s horse danced impatiently. He reached down and ran his hand along the stallion’s neck and scratched its short-cropped mane. The flame-colored stallion was an exquisite creature of a proud bloodline, the product of thousands of years of expert husbandry and meticulous breeding. But it was spirited, eager for the thrill of the gallop or the heat of a fight.

      At a signal from its rider, the stallion knelt forward to the ground, allowing Braden to slide easily from its back. He removed the embroidered riding blanket and slipped the bridle off over the horse’s ears. He stroked the animal’s velvety nose, murmuring a quiet word of thanks. Then he released the stallion back to the herd for the night. Braden watched as the chestnut darted off, tail carried high and neck arched, anxious for the company of its own kind.

      He looked to Elessar, who remained mounted on his own dark bay. “We’ll make camp here for the night,” Braden explained to him. “Then tomorrow we’ll go down into the valley and make preparations for a siege.”

      Elessar commanded his own horse to kneel, slipping agilely off its back. His darkly bearded face looked even more severe than usual as he stepped forward. He appeared to be mulling the implications of Braden’s words. After a long moment of silence, he voiced his concern:

      “Grand Master Braden, of course you understand that we lack the means of laying an effective siege to a port city the size of Bryn Calazar.”

      Braden nodded, placing a hand upon Elessar’s shoulder in reassurance. “I am aware of that. It doesn’t matter, to be frank. The point is, you’ll be there, threatening their walls. I just need you to get their attention. Get their attention and keep their attention.”

      The warlord nodded thoughtfully. “I understand. The siege is a feint. We are meant only to distract.”

      Braden frowned, hearing the disappointment in the warlord’s voice. He felt suddenly uncertain. “I’m sorry, Elessar. I hope that doesn’t lessen the honor or the glory for your warriors. If the darkmages are focused on you, then I’ll be able to strike them where they are most vulnerable: in the heart of the Lyceum itself.”

      The old man’s gaze lowered to Thar’gon, the silver talisman of war that hung at Braden’s side. In his age-strained voice, he assured him, “There is no lessening of glory. It remains an honor to ride at the side of our Sentinel, a mage whose blood is our own blood.”

      Braden smiled, releasing his shoulder. “Believe me, the honor is mine, Elessar.” He took a step away then turned back again, as if in afterthought. “We’ll be riding out tomorrow. Sephana and I are going ahead into the city to implement our part in all this. We will talk more tonight.”

      At a stiff nod from Elessar, Braden turned away. He walked over to where Sephana sat astride her sorrel mare.

      “Walk with me?” he invited her.

      She dismounted and, with Braden’s help, released her mare back into the herd. He took the bridle from her, hanging it in his hand along with his own, tossing her riding blanket over his shoulder.

      “You know, I’m perfectly capable of carrying my own tack,” she chided him.

      Braden nodded with a smile. “I know. And I could let you do it. But I won’t.”

      Sephana shook her head with a wry grin, falling into step beside him as he wandered toward a low hill. He took her hand in his, feeling the straw of the steppe grass brush softly against his knuckles. He led her up the rise of the hill and, at the summit, tossed down the horses’ tack, spreading out the blankets for a place to sit upon. Overhead, storm clouds gathered to darken the western horizon.

      Braden brought Sephana’s hand up to his lips, pressing it with a tender kiss. “I’ve always wanted to show you Bryn Calazar,” he told her softly. “I just never thought it would be like this.”

      An expansive peal of thunder rolled toward them from the distance. Looking up, Braden saw strange, flickering lights that seemed to come from deep within the churning layer of clouds. The magic field itself felt a little strange. He reached out with his mind, sampling the flow of the lines of power in this place. The feel of it made his skin itch, raising goosebumps on his flesh.

      “What is it?” Sephana wondered beside him.

      Braden continued to stare upward at the strange flickering lights in the clouds. A streak of lightning forked upward from the ground.

      Grimly, he informed her, “It’s been happening on and off for the past couple of days. I didn’t want to say anything. I was almost hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

      She turned toward him, obviously troubled. “What is it, Braden?”

      He gazed into her eyes, observing the fear that was already there. He could tell that she already knew. “It’s beginning,” he informed her. “The magic field is starting to destabilize.”

      Sephana turned and took a step away as lightning crackled overhead. He wished that he could see her face. He wanted to know what emotions were there.

      “You’re doing the right thing, Braden,” she said at last, still with her back to him.

      Deeply troubled, Braden focused his stare downward at the ground. “Is it really the right thing? Because I’m not so sure anymore.”

      “Of course it is.” She turned and strode back toward him, catching him up in her arms, running a hand through his hair. Gazing into his eyes, she insisted, “What Krane is doing is wrong from so many different perspectives. The mages he has surrounded himself with are only acting in their own interest. There’s a whole world out there that knows nothing of magecraft or magic fields or any of that nonsense. Those are the people who will suffer the most if Krane goes through with his plan. It’s always been the responsibility the mage class to protect the weak, lend strength to the powerless. Cyrus Krane and his kind have forgotten that.”

      Braden drew in a deep breath, letting it out again slowly. He couldn’t help but glance back up at the strange, ominous lights in the clouds. “I know we’re in the right. But that doesn’t make it any easier.”

      A terrible, sickening feeling twinged across the inside of his skull. Overhead, the clouds fairly spasmed with a rippling burst of luminescent color. Wincing, Braden started to bring his hands up. But the sensation was gone almost as soon as it began. The magic field yet resonated around him, swirling like eddies in a stream current.

      “I felt that.” Sephana’s voice was low, devoid of all emotion.

      Braden swallowed. “I know. I felt it too.”

      She brought her hand up to the side of his face, directing his stare into her own. “Are you scared, Braden?”

      He pulled back, taking long strides away from her. He didn’t want her to see his face.

      He was confronted with the sudden, overwhelming impulse to turn and just walk away, just leave her standing there on the hillside. It would be so easy to save her life; all he had to do was nothing.

      He didn’t know if he could go through with it. He didn’t know if he had the strength to condemn another woman to death.
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      The crackling noise of thunder jarred Merris wide awake. She pushed back her thin blanket, sitting straight up in bed and glancing around in apprehension at the darkness.

      Something in the world seemed terribly out of sorts. There was no other way to describe the feeling that clawed at the back of her neck, grated down her spine. Beside her, the sound of Quin’s snoring continued unbroken. Merris didn’t understand how the man could remain asleep despite the lingering tension in the air. But Quin had so thoroughly drowned himself in wine over the past two weeks that Merris doubted he could sense much of anything anymore.

      She pulled her embroidered silk robe on over her shoulders, tying the sash firmly into place. Opening the door of their small room, she let herself out into the dim hallway. The ringing swells of laughter echoing from down the hall seemed distant and muted.

      Merris stopped at the entrance to the common area. She peered around the corner, scanning her eyes over the faces in the crowd. It was late, but the flow of customers had been steady throughout the evening. The common area was almost full, patrons reclining in rings of conversation upon the rugs or huddled up in tight clusters beside flaming braziers. The sounds of boisterous laughter filled Merris’ ears. Silk-robed serving girls wove in and out about the room, carrying trays of food or pitchers of drink.

      Merris frowned, staring out at the animated scene. No one in the room appeared bothered or disturbed in the least. No one seemed to so much as sense the strange tension in the air. She lingered in the doorway another minute before finally turning away.

      As she did, a hand caught her shoulder.

      Merris whirled, startled, to find herself enveloped by Sephana’s soft embrace.

      “Merris.”

      She recognized the voice instantly, but the shock of actually hearing it prevented her from reacting. Dazed, Merris pulled back away from her former mentor, gazing with shock into the woman’s beleaguered features. Sephana’s eyes were troubled, trailing over her with obvious concern. Blinking, Merris took in the sight of the tall and bearded man standing behind Sephana, garbed in travel-stained robes covered with a vest of barbarian scale. It took her a long moment to recognize Braden’s unkempt features.

      Rendered speechless, Merris could only gaze back and forth between the two of them in mute astonishment. Slowly, her senses returned to acuity. Taking Sephana by the hand, she pulled her forward and guided them both down the length of the hallway to the room she shared with Quin. She glanced around to make sure no one was watching. Then she quickly opened the door and ushered them both inside.

      Darkness covered them with the closing of the door, but the amber glow of Braden’s magelight spread out to illuminate the room in a soft radiance. Behind her, a copper lantern flared to life.

      Merris glanced toward the bed where Quin lay sleeping, his naked body barely covered by a corner of the blanket. The sound of his snoring was loud and abrasive. Merris caught a glimpse of the bitter scowl that passed over Braden’s face at the first sight of his brother. For just a moment, there was an almost murderous glint in his dark eyes. He glanced sideways at Merris.

      “I had given you credit for better taste,” he commented, striding toward the bed.

      Merris immediately found herself back in Sephana’s arms, the irritating woman stroking through her hair in a vexing attempt to offer comfort. Merris wanted to pull away; Sephana fairly reeked of sweat and horse. She forced herself to smile instead.

      “Thank the gods you are safe,” Sephana muttered, pushing Merris’ platinum locks back away from her face. She took a seat on the floor, urging Merris to follow suit. Two embroidered cushions were the only decorations in the room except for the carpets and the bed.

      Merris finally trusted her voice enough to speak. “We feared you were dead,” she explained. Her fingers traced over the silken folds of her robe, adjusting the lay of the fabric over her chest.

      “Came damned close,” was Braden’s grated response. He was trying to shake his brother awake. “Quin. Quin.”

      A low groan issued from the direction of the bed.

      “Why am I surprised?” Braden sounded exasperated. As Merris watched, he closed his eyes and placed an outstretched hand on his brother’s chest. After only a moment he opened his eyes again, withdrawing.

      Quin stirred, groaning, then slowly cracked open his eyes and gazed around in confusion. At the sight of his brother, his mouth dropped open. His hand shot down to his side, pulling the blanket further up his chest. His eyes wandered from Braden across the room to Sephana. He sat up, his expression brightening.

      “Why, I’ll be damned if it isn’t Braden.” He regarded his brother with a wry grin. “I don’t quite believe I’m saying this, but I think I might actually be glad to see you.”

      Braden stared flatly ahead for a long moment, at last acknowledging him with a nod. “It’s been a long time, Quin. Maybe even long enough. I see Merris found you.”

      A grin sprang instantly to Quin’s bearded face as his eyes flicked across the room to where Merris reclined on a cushion beside Sephana. “Yes, she certainly did find me. Thank you, by the way, for the gift of her company. She’s been a rare glimmer of sunlight.”

      “Yes, she certainly looks like a rare glimmer of sunlight,” Sephana remarked dryly.

      Merris shifted uncomfortably on her cushion, her hand moving upward to attend to the gape of her cleavage. On the inside, she was seething. On her face, though, she managed a shy smile.

      “Please forgive my appearance, Master Sephana,” she apologized. “I was only trying to fit in.”

      Sephana cast a withering glance in her direction. “I’m sure you were, dear,” she responded dismissively before turning to Quin. “I’m so very sorry to have stumbled in upon you like this. You must be terribly uncomfortable. Why don’t we all go out for a while and give you some space to clean up a bit?”

      Quin shook his head, raising his hand up as if warding off the thought. “Thank you, no. Too much going in and coming out will attract the kind of attention we don’t need. And, at any rate, I’ve never been exactly prudish. Darling,” he called over to Merris, “would you mind fetching my clothes up off the floor? I can’t seem to recall where I put them last. That’s a good dear.”

      Merris smiled politely as she moved to comply, noticing out of the corner of her eye the looks exchanged between Braden and Sephana. She located Quin’s robe and vest at the bottom of a rumpled pile of filth. She tried to think back to the last time she’d actually seen him wearing clothing at all. She didn’t think he had put on so much as a stitch since the day they’d first arrived at the inn.

      She handed the clothes over to Quin with a sweet smile on her face, bending down to brush the side of his cheek with a dutiful kiss. The smile on her face remained a fixed thing as she sat beside him on the bed.

      Ignoring Sephana’s astonished reaction, Merris busied herself with helping Quin pull his indigo robes on over his head. When at last she had him fully dressed, Quin immediately rose to his feet and affected a formal bow in the direction of Sephana.

      “May the peace and blessings of the gods be with you, Great Lady,” he announced splendidly. “You truly are just as gracious as Merris has described. Quinlan Reis, Fifth Tier Grand Master, at your service.”

      Sephana acknowledged him with an almost regal nod. “Please. Let us dispense with such formalities. It is very much an honor, Quinlan. I never thought that I would ever have the opportunity to meet a member of Braden’s family. You have no idea how much this means to me.”

      She rose from her cushion and strode across the room with the grace and dignity of a queen despite the tattered green dress that stirred around her. She embraced Quin warmly, softly kissing him on both cheeks before pulling away. He smiled shyly, looking patently uncomfortable.

      “That’s enough,” Braden barked tersely. “Were you able to pass my message along to Renquist?”

      Quin nodded, sucking in his lip as he sank back down onto the bed next to Merris. “Unfortunately, we did,” he muttered. “We discovered that Prime Warden Renquist was the man Merris saw that night in the cellar.”

      Merris nodded adamantly, wringing her hands in her lap. “It was him,” she affirmed. “It was his voice I heard. He was wearing the ring.”

      She gazed up at Braden, watching with fascination the slow progression of emotions that evolved gradually across his face. At first, there was only confusion followed by doubt. Then his eyes slowly widened as realization hit home. Fear came next. She could practically map the connections his brain was making as he groped toward full understanding of the magnitude of Quin’s revelation. Despair was slow to come, but come it finally did.

      “You are certain?” he demanded at last in a hollow-sounding voice.

      Merris nodded without looking at him. She was watching Sephana’s hand moving up to cover her mouth as she shook her head slowly in denial. It was an intriguing reaction, quite different than Braden’s had been.

      Braden sagged back against the mud bricks of the wall, allowing his body to slump down into a crouch, resting his elbows against his knees. He brought his hands up to his forehead, raking back his dark hair.

      “Then we’re completely on our own,” he whispered. “The entire Lyceum will stand barred against us. It’s over. There is nothing we can do if Renquist has allied with the rest.”

      Sephana shook her head, eyes adamant. “All is not lost,” she rebuked her lover confidently. “There is still hope to be had. We have each other. And, together, our combined strength is not insignificant.”

      Gazing at her former mentor, Merris was reminded of exactly why she had never liked the woman. Sephana had a way of positively exuding competence; it was a trait that made others trust her and turn to her for guidance. It lent credence to her gentle arguments and weight to her quiet authority.

      Braden stared miserably upward, eyes wide and wandering the ceiling, mouth open and agape. “It’s happening again,” he whispered. The sound of despair in his voice was chilling.

      Merris concentrated, reaching out from within to sample the pulse of the magic field as she had been taught to do since the first days of her training. The field was still tangibly hostile, its normally tame currents flowing unbridled across the city. Again, she had the gnawing feeling that something in the world had gone terribly wrong.

      She opened her eyes, suddenly afraid. “I don’t understand. What’s happening?”

      “The cipher,” Quin exclaimed, changing topics as if he hadn’t even felt the spike in the magic field or noticed his brother’s reaction to it. “Merris, where did you put the parchment?”

      Merris wanted to gape at the man, that or slap him for being so oblivious. Had he really drunk his senses so utterly dull that he couldn’t even sense what was happening? With the strength of his power and the rarity of his talents, Quinlan Reis could have been one of the greatest mages in the history of the Lyceum. To see him so thoroughly reduced by his own fallibilities was repulsive.

      Merris forced a smile and leaned against him, stroking a soothing hand through his hair. “Don’t worry, darling, I have the parchment right here.”

      She pressed a kiss against his cheek, rising from the bed to walk halfway across the room. There, she stopped, using her foot to roll an empty wine bottle out of the way. Stooping down, she found the brick she was looking for in the flooring, hooking the nail of her index finger on it. At first, the brick didn’t want to come up; it slipped away from her twice, falling from her grasp and sinking back down into place.

      After some struggle, she finally got it. Lifting the loose brick enough to grab ahold of it with her other hand, Merris moved it aside to reveal the small hiding place she had discovered.

      She smiled up at Quin, lifting the folded note up for him to see. “Here it is, my sweet,” she reassured him, rising to her feet. She offered the parchment across to Braden.

      Quin’s brother frowned as he accepted the note into his hand and unfolded it. Merris watched with a self-satisfied smirk as Braden’s eyes scanned over the strip of parchment she had torn from the book in Om’s temple, the page with Remzi’s notes scribed in the margin.

      “You’re right,” Braden said at last. “It’s an encryption of some sort, and a dark one at that. There might be a method of decoding it, but we lack the key. Look at these runes. They’re Venthic, but ancient. This could be the sequence that unlocks the Well of Tears. How did you come by this?”

      Hearing him talk, Quin rolled his eyes and muttered derisively, “Braden, you are a tin god of frivolous knowledge. When you’re done parading your intellect, would you mind please explaining what the hell is going on?”
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        * * *

      

      Braden stared down at his upturned hands. The sleeves of his robe had pulled back, exposing his arms. He contemplated the smooth texture of his skin, so very much different from the mages of Aerysius who wore the mark of the Acolyte’s Oath upon their left wrists like a thick iron shackle. He let his gaze wander over to Sephana, to the markings of the oath engraved into her own flesh. It looked very much like a lustrous metallic chain, glimmering gently in the candlelight. The markings looked very lovely, a sinuous band of grace and courage. He found himself rather envious of them.

      Before him on the bed, Quin still sat staring straight ahead with a look of brazen disbelief on his face. Braden had stopped speaking minutes before. He was still waiting to hear his brother’s response. Quin seemed be groping for words.

      “Let me make sure my understanding of this situation is accurate,” he said finally. “You want to kill us all—literally bring an end to the world as we know it—and you’re asking me to help you?”

      Sephana leaned forward, burnished ringlets spilling forward over her shoulders. Clasping her hands in her lap, she assured him, “Quinlan, the world as we know it is already coming to an end. There’s nothing we can do to stop that. The best we can hope to accomplish is to minimize the extent of the damage. And if we can contain the casualties to the mageclass while shielding the common citizens, then that has to be our duty. Possibly our highest duty.”

      Quin sucked in a cheek, grimacing at her words. “I understand your line of reasoning,” he allowed cautiously. “I’m just quite certain I don’t agree with it.”

      Braden glanced up from his position against the wall. Glowering across the room at his brother, he remarked with a voice full of brittle contempt, “Of course you don’t agree with it. That’s because you’ve never had any honor.”

      His statement made his brother sit straight upright. Quin’s face turned pale, his cheek twitching the way it did when he was very angry. “Who are you to dare lecture me about honor, Braden?” he demanded in a composed voice seething with injury. “I’m not the brother who killed his own wife.”

      The insult of his words sent Braden reeling. He shook his head, glaring up at Quin with scalding hatred in his eyes.

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” he snarled. “It is not my fault Amani’s dead; it’s your fault. First you seduced her, then you plagued her with guilt until she mortgaged your life at the expense of her own. If you had just one scrap of moral decency, my wife would still be alive today. You were the one who should have been executed that day, not her. If you had any shame at all, you’d understand that.”

      Quin merely shrugged. “That’s your way of looking at it, Braden. Not mine.” He gathered his hat in his hand as he rose from the bed. Placing it on his head, he adjusted the brim carefully. “I wish you both the best of luck, but I want no part in any of this.”

      He extended his hand toward Merris, who accepted his invitation and rose to follow him toward the door. Her eyes were wide and deeply unsettled.

      Braden called after him, “Integrity comes from doing what you know is right, no matter how much you despise doing it. You’re still one step away from Hell, Quin. It’s not too late to turn back.”

      At his brother’s words, Quin drew to a halt and glared back at him over his shoulder. “I might be just a step away from Hell, Braden, but you’ve already thrown yourself in.”

      He reached out to open the door.

      Feeling utterly besieged, Braden rose to his feet, resigned, running his hands back through his hair. “I need you, Quin.”

      His brother finally turned completely back around to face him. Quin was actually chuckling, a wry and scornful sneer on his face. “You’ve got to be kidding me. When have you ever needed me before in your life?”

      Braden lowered his head, gazing down at the floor. He swallowed the emotions gathered in his throat.

      “I’ve always needed you,” he explained in all honesty. “You were just never there for me. And now I need you more than ever. This is our last chance to be brothers, Quinlan. It won’t make up for all the bad blood between us, but it will sure make up for a lot of it. Now, I’m asking you: will you be there for me, Brother?”

      It was Quin’s turn to look down. His gaze dropped to Braden’s waist, coming to rest on the silver talisman that hung from his war belt. Quin’s eyes slowly widened as it dawned on him what Braden’s possession of the ancient heirloom implied.

      He brought his hand up to rub his eyes in weary resignation. “Please tell me that isn’t Thar’gon.”

      “Of course it is.”

      Quin dropped his hand, tilting back his head to stare upward at the ceiling. “Oh, gods, we really do actually have a chance, don’t we?” He did not sound pleased about it at all.

      Braden nodded, running his hand down Thar’gon’s leather-wrapped haft. “Yes, we do have a chance. We have a very good chance, actually.”

      Quin drew in a deep breath and held it for a long moment. Then he blew it out, puffing out his cheeks and muttering, “What a honey of a pickle.”

      He raised Merris’ hand to his lips, pressing a gentle kiss against her knuckles. “Wait for me here, darling,” he directed her. “I have to go collect some things.”

      He tipped his hat. Then he turned and strode out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Merris flinched at the sound of the closing door, dropping back down onto the bedside. Alone in the room with both Braden and Sephana, she felt suddenly very uncomfortable. Both Masters intimidated her terribly, making her skin fairly crawl with the degree of power they were both capable of wielding. Especially Sephana. She didn’t trust the woman. She might be able to manipulate Braden if necessary; he was male, after all. But Merris knew from experience that her former mentor was thoroughly immune to her influence.

      “Come now, dear,” Sephana beckoned, moving to sit beside her on the bed. She took Merris’ hands into her own, caressing her thumbs against her wrists.

      She inhaled sharply. “You disavowed the Acolyte’s Oath?”

      Sephana’s voice sounded horrified. Merris felt a numbing stab of fear. She had forgotten all about the damning absence of the chain from her flesh.

      “Quin made me his apprentice!” Merris gasped defensively, glancing back and forth between Braden and Sephana. “We didn’t think I’d ever be going back!”

      “Quin?” Braden gasped, his face a mask of incomprehension. “You traded your allegiance to Quin over Aerysius? This is all my fault,” he insisted to Sephana. “I should have explained things better before sending her off.”

      Sephana dismissed him with a curt wave of her hand. “What’s done is done. It doesn’t matter anyway,” she sighed, turning back to Merris. “I guess all that matters is this: are you happy?”

      Merris frowned, blinking in consternation. She really didn’t understand Sephana’s reaction at all. Why would the woman care whether or not she was happy?

      “I’m … very happy,” she responded quietly before admitting, “I’m also scared.”

      Sephana nodded in understanding. “Of course you are, dear. We all are. Listen. I’m not going to promise you anything, but there is a chance that you might survive this. You are not a Master, after all. There is no gift yet in you. You can sense the magic field, but you have no power to influence it. That might make all the difference between life and death for you.”

      Merris stared at her dully, not really listening to any of Sephana’s words. She wanted to leave. She needed to leave. She was starting to feel very claustrophobic in the small room.

      “So, tell me, how did you come by that sequence?” Braden inquired of her.

      Merris turned toward him, running a hand through the platinum spirals of her hair. She explained, “I met a Master by the name of Devrim Remzi in the vaults under Om’s temple. I got the sequence from him.”

      Braden frowned, eyes sliding to the side in thought. “Devrim Remzi.” He seemed as though he might know the man. Merris figured he probably did; they were both colleagues of the Lyceum, after all.

      He continued almost to himself, “Remzi would know the Empirical side of this situation better than anyone else. He might even be able to help us destroy the Well of Tears.” To Merris, he wondered, “Did you get the impression that Remzi might aid us? Or is he thoroughly their man?”

      Merris shrugged, realizing this might be her one opportunity to escape their tense presence. “I couldn’t say for certain,” she responded. “If I could talk to him again, I could find out. He seems easy enough to find; I think he spends a great deal of time in the temple. He may even be living there.”

      Braden and Sephana exchanged a long look. At last, Braden nodded. He put his hand on Merris’ shoulder. “I want you to go back to the Temple of Wisdom. Find Remzi and bring him here if you can. I need you back here by second watch. Do you think you can do that?”

      Merris nodded eagerly. “Oh, yes!” she exclaimed. “Anything I can do to help. I’ll hurry back.”

      She sprang up from the bed and then paused, realizing that she couldn’t run out into the streets in the silken robe of a serving girl. Somewhere on the dirty floor of the room was the elegant wrap she’d worn on the first day of her arrival.

      Glancing up at Braden, she wondered self-consciously, “Would you mind turning your back for a moment?”

      As he complied, Merris allowed Sephana to help dress her, assembling all the pieces from off the floor into a rumpled but serviceable garment. She donned the dupatta last, draping it gracefully over her shoulder and fixing it in place.

      “You look beautiful,” Sephana smiled, stroking her cheek. “Doesn’t she, Braden?”

      Braden nodded once without looking as he strode over to a cushion and dropped down upon it. He pulled out a knife from his belt and began using the tip to scrape at the dirt under his nails.

      Merris glared at him in disdain, feeling thoroughly insulted by his lack of response. Red heat rushed to her cheeks, her nails digging into the flesh of her palms. She swallowed, feeling the anger slide like a lump of poorly chewed food down her throat and into her stomach. She took a deep breath, inhaling fresh air while exhaling the remainder of her ire. She looked back up at Braden with a grin on her face and hatred in her eyes.

      She ran her fingers through her curls then offered Sephana a warm hug. “Thank you again. I’ll do my very best,” she promised, smiling with as much affection as she could muster.

      Merris could not bring herself to say anything to Braden. As far as she was concerned, the man was utterly contemptible. Pulling back from Sephana’s embrace, she opened the door and let herself out.

      Once outside the inn, Merris smiled triumphantly. Away from Braden and Sephana, away from Quin’s suffocating presence, she felt a sudden, remarkable thrill. She started down the city street with a smile of delight on her face, noticing how people dodged quickly out of her way in deference, clearing a path before her. She did not understand how or why, but her mage training was somehow obvious to the common folk that walked Bryn Calazar’s crowded streets. There was no longer any hesitation or indecision in their eyes. When they looked at her, when they saw her gaze, they just knew. They could sense the potential within her. It was in the way she carried herself, the grace with which she moved. The confidence projected from her face.

      Merris giggled and spun around in the street, the sound of her laughter like ringing silver bells. People darted back away from her, their faces clouded with confusion. The looks in their eyes made Merris smile even more.

      She crossed the bridge over the River Nym out of the Lantern District, turning onto a broad avenue. Overhead, on the cliff above the sea, sprawled the Lyceum’s cascading domes. The Lyceum’s grand structure stood watch above the harbor, its tall minarets and golden domes drawing Merris toward it like a moth to a candle flame. She desperately desired to be a part of that splendor, to take her place within those lofty walls. She had come so far and was now so very close.

      All she needed was the gift. But the only way she could acquire power of her own was to have it Transferred to her upon the death of another mage.

      “Turn and look at me, love.”

      Merris whirled at the sound of a stranger’s voice, redirecting her attention from the Lyceum’s shining walls. Behind her stood an exceptionally attractive man with dark-olive skin and piercing hazel eyes. There was something about his eyes, far more intriguing than just the color, that Merris found immediately captivating.

      “Yes, it is true,” the man said with a charming grin, nodding in a satisfied way. “You are even more beautiful than I believed. I must know your name.”

      His words brought a smile to Merris’ lips. He held her eyes entranced by his gaze.

      “Merris,” she offered.

      “Merris,” the darkly handsome man spoke her name as if savoring the sound of it on his tongue. “You intrigue me, Merris.”

      Merris blinked. There was something about him. Too late, she noticed the shadows that consumed his eyes.

      Merris recoiled, backing away from the man as a chilling fear drove deep into the pit of her stomach. She turned to flee—

      —and ran right into the chest of another man standing right behind her.

      “Nooo…”

      It was really more of a moan than a word. But it was the last word ever spoken by Merris Bryar.
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      Braden held Sephana’s hand in his own, messaging the markings on her arm gently with his thumb. The silvery luster of the chain on her wrist glimmered in the flickering light of the lantern. The intricate design looked very much real, not at all like a tattoo or sketch, but rather with an illusion of depth and realism that was remarkable.

      Braden invited her, “Tell me again how you came by this marking.”

      Sephana graced him with a patient smile, obviously pleased by his interest in the symbol. She explained, “When an acolyte is first brought before the Assembly of the Hall, they are made to swear the Acolyte’s Oath. The vow pledges us to a far higher duty than what we may have served previously. The mark of the chain reminds us of our obligation to that duty.”

      Braden nodded thoughtfully, still caressing the pad of his thumb over the beguiling and intricate design. He was vaguely surprised that there was no texture to the image at all; despite appearances, the skin of Sephana’s wrist beneath the chain was just as smooth and soft as the rest of her arm.

      “What were the words of the vow that marked you with such a fetter?” he wondered.

      She drew herself up on the side of the bed, withdrawing her hand from his grasp but leaving the markings uncovered by the sleeve of her gown. Holding his gaze, she recited formally:

      
        
        “I swear to exist only to serve the land and its people.

        With my life, if possible. If not, then by death.”

        

      

      Braden nodded, looking down. “That’s really quite profound,” he said finally. “And remarkable, when you think about it. That vow seems to be the embodiment of our own purpose. I mean, that is our goal, is it not? To live up to the letter of that oath?”

      Sephana seemed to be gazing at him with a newfound respect, appearing to weigh his words carefully, considering their implications. “Indeed, it is,” she finally agreed.

      He reached out and took her hand in his. “I want you to help me say the Acolyte’s Oath. I want to make sure I get the words right.”

      Sephana frowned, staring at him skeptically for a long moment as if expecting him to change his mind. At last, when it became obvious that his motives were pure and unwavering, she nodded and muttered solemnly, “All right, Braden.”

      She took his left arm into her hand and encircled her thumb and fingers about his wrist. “Repeat after me,” she directed him firmly.

      Braden closed his eyes as he solemnly uttered the phrases of the vow, repeating them exactly as Sephana instructed. When he finished, she released her grip upon his arm.

      He opened his eyes, looking down. The sight of the fresh markings on his wrist didn’t surprise him in the least. What was shocking was how the emblem of the chain looked so natural against his own flesh, already seeming so much a part of him. He rotated his arm, allowing the intricate pattern to glimmer metallically in the light of the tapers as he inspected the fresh design.

      He felt awestruck, rendered thoroughly speechless by the beauty of the symbol. Very seldom in his life had he ever acted on impulse—doing so had never seemed to work out very well. Nevertheless, Braden was glad he had chosen to take this leap of faith. It seemed very right.

      He grinned up at Sephana, feeling somewhat euphoric. “This doesn’t mean I’m bound to serve Aerysius now, does it?” he asked in jest.

      “It does not,” she assured him with a smile. Then she bent forward, wrapping her arms around him. “I don’t know if I’ve ever told you how much I admire you,” she whispered in his ear. “You’re the kind of person that I’ve always aspired to be. I want you to know that. And I also want to tell you how much I love you.”

      Braden stiffened in her arms, her confession bringing him only pain instead of gladness. He squeezed his eyes shut, wishing with all his soul that he could actually be the man she thought he was. He wished he was worthy of such praise.

      “You honor me too much,” he cautioned her. “You are an amazing woman, Sephana. You deserve far better than I can ever give you.”

      Then he kissed her slowly, drawing her down onto the bed with him as his hand went with purpose to the fastenings of her gown.
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        * * *

      

      That was how Quin found them hours later. Drawing the large pack he was carrying off his shoulder, he dropped it to the floor. On top of it he tossed down a jumble of assorted items he’d been carrying in his arms. He stared in astonishment at the sight of his brother and Sephana lying entwined in his own bed. After a moment, he remarked:

      “They say that a man is not made by clothes and manners alone. Which is a good thing, Braden, because I see you have neither.”

      He sank down onto a patterned rug, reclining with an elbow on a cushion, chin propped in the cup of his hand. “Would it truly have put you out so much to rent a room of your own?”

      Braden cast a weary grin in his direction. He lay with his arms folded around Sephana, who was somehow still managing to stay asleep, head cradled against his chest.

      Braden responded with quiet aplomb, “In the future, I will try harder to retain both my manners and my clothing in your company.”

      Quin grinned, always glad to have his own sarcasm returned in kind. “That’s all I dare ask. Here, why don’t you put these on instead of those horse-smelling rags you wore in? And I have something for Sephana, as well.”

      Sitting up, he fished around in his leather pack, producing a stack of folded garments. He laid them out on the fringed rug beside him. Then he stood up and walked toward the door, announcing, “It seems I’ve worked up quite a thirst. I’ll just go grab a bottle of wine. Where is Merris?”

      Braden’s eyes slid to the side. Quinlan frowned, knowing well that reaction and not liking it in the least. He had seen that look on his brother’s face too many times before. Usually right before Braden explained why he had made some decision that Quin knew he wasn’t going to like but had better start getting used to.

      Quin lifted a finger, shaking his head as he took a step toward the bed. “Oh, don’t you start, Braden. Don’t lay there scheming up justifications before you even tell me what you’ve gone and already done. Now, where did you send her off to?”

      Sephana roused from sleep, bringing a hand up to rub at her eyes as she squinted up at Quin blearily.

      “Go back to sleep, my dear. I very much doubt you had any part in this,” Quin told her brusquely. Then he glared down at his brother with his arms crossed over his chest.

      Braden squirmed himself into a reclining position against the pillows, pulling the covers up to cover Sephana’s shoulders and most of his own chest. He glanced sideways at Quin with an irritated scowl.

      Reluctantly, he admitted, “I sent her back to the Temple of Wisdom.”

      Quin’s mouth dropped open, eyes widening. “Why would you do that?” he demanded. “Master Remzi surely reported her presence there the moment she left! That’s the first place they’ll be looking for her to show back up!”

      “It’s possible,” his brother agreed. “But there is also a very good chance she can win Remzi over to our cause. The man’s reasonable, Quin, and we need him. I thought it worth the risk.”

      Quin raked his hair back away from his face before scrubbing his hand over his darkly whiskered chin. “This is unbelievable. The way you treat me is appalling, Braden. I would never disrespect you so.”

      Braden frowned up at him, a look of incomprehension clouding his face. “Disrespect you?” he repeated. “Quin, she’s just an acolyte.”

      Quin drew himself up very formally, holding his hat before his chest with both of his hands. Rigidly, he stated, “Merris is my apprentice now, Braden. And I’m in love with her.” At the look of astonishment on his brother’s face, he continued defensively. “Look, I didn’t mean to have feelings for her, but that doesn’t change the fact that I do. And it doesn’t excuse your actions.”

      Clinging to the blankets, Sephana sat upright on the bed, pulling the covers tightly around her body. She gazed up at Quin with eyes full of honest sympathy.

      Braden bowed his head, finally nodding in resignation. “Then I’m sorry, Quinlan. I didn’t know. I mean, you’ve only known her for, what? Two weeks?”

      Quin sucked at his lip, staring down at his hat in his hands. He was fingering the brim, rotating it slowly in his grip. “I understand, Braden,” he acknowledged somberly without looking up. “You couldn’t have known. But next time, please trouble yourself to ask.”

      “I will. I’ll go out and look for her.”

      “No. That won’t help at all.” Avoiding his brother’s eyes, Quin turned toward the door, replacing his hat on his head and muttering, “Merris is a resourceful girl. She’ll come back.” He reached for the door handle. “I believe I’ll just help myself to a spot of wine. Why don’t the two of you get dressed.”
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        * * *

      

      Merris gazed up at the high vaulted ceiling graced with a colorful tile mosaic. Soft magelight glowed from the four corners of the room, illuminating the walls and the columns with a diffuse and scintillating glow. Merris marveled at the elegant sophistication of the chamber, every detail meticulously presented to emphasize the majesty and splendor of the Lyceum and yet subtly reduce the status of the visitor.

      The man standing behind Merris placed his hands upon her shoulders and applied a gentle but consistent pressure, forcing her downward to her knees. She complied, lowering herself to kneel upon the chamber’s sumptuous woven carpets. Her hands were bound behind her back, rendering the action a bit awkward. She gazed ahead, eyes wide with a heady excitement laced with fear.

      The man who entered the vaulted chamber was not at all who she’d been expecting.

      Merris shivered, a feeling of dread overcoming her as she stared up into the ominous face of Cyrus Krane. The Prime Warden of Aerysius stopped in the doorway of the room, pausing there to consider her with an expression of distaste. Oddly, he was wearing the indigo robes of the Lyceum in place of the black robes of Aerysius that were his custom. Over the whole affair he retained the white cloak of a Prime Warden. Merris wondered what the change in wardrobe might signify.

      He strode toward her, reaching out his hand and taking her by the hair, wrenching her neck back until Merris was forced to stare upward into his sinister black eyes. She gasped at the lack of humanity in Krane’s stare. He looked utterly different from the last time she had seen him, the day she had followed him down into the tunnels beneath the cellar. Krane no longer carried himself with the dignity and composure of a Prime Warden.

      He looked rather like a demon, eyes sinister pools of shadow.

      Krane coldly examined her, taking in the features of Merris’ face. He did not appear pleased at all with what he was seeing. Still with his hand entwined in her hair, he spoke down into her upturned face:

      “You’ve always had such a high opinion of yourself. It amazes me; your audacity knows no bounds.”

      He tightened his grip on her hair, leaning forward until his face was scant inches away from her own. “Somehow you found out that I’d discovered the little secret you’ve been hiding. That’s why you followed me that night. You must have come across the order I’d signed to have you dismissed. Were you going to try to blackmail me into letting you remain in Aerysius? Was that your plan? As if I would ever let a child as damaged as yourself accept the Transference.”

      Merris swallowed, perspiration beading on her brow. She could do nothing but gaze up into his cruel eyes, mouth open and panting. A chill fear crawled over the exposed surfaces of her body, raising goose pimples on her flesh. She wanted to turn away, hide her eyes from the terrible intent written in Krane’s shadowed visage. But he had her too tightly by the hair; she had no choice but to confront the sinister fury of his gaze.

      “I only need one last sacrifice to unseal the Well of Tears. I will enjoy harvesting your blood. The service brought about by your death might be enough to justify the miserable burden of your life.”

      He smiled cruelly as he released her with a shove, spilling her backward to the ground. Merris collapsed upon the rug, tears welling in her eyes. She opened her mouth to beg for mercy, but the words would not form in her throat. Only silence escaped her quivering lips; it was not his will to let her speak.

      Tears spilled freely down her cheeks, raining from her chin. She had come so close to fulfilling her dreams. The power she had always aspired to had been practically within her grasp. She could feel it, stirring through her, filling her with its promise, every time she lay with Quinlan Reis. She had every right to make it hers.

      But now those dreams would be forever lost.

      Cyrus Krane had seen through her, seen through to the gaping hole where her heart should have been. He had discovered the monster that lived inside her, the darkness of her soul that she had labored a lifetime to conceal from the eyes of others.

      Merris remembered well the night the monster had come to dwell within her. She had been only a little girl at the time, living on the streets of Aerysius. She had been made to look on as her mother had been savagely raped and then bludgeoned to death. Then her attacker had turned his attention to Merris. He had taken her back with him, had kept her locked away like a special trophy, exacting pleasure from her pain for a very long time.

      The monster within had been spawned during those months of torture. It had been nursed on the blood of her innocence, weaned by the death of her childhood. Its coils had wrapped tightly about her soul, clutching and constricting, squeezing out the pain of emotions until only a comforting numbness had instilled itself in their place. It was a monster condemned to be forever greedy, forever hungering, with an appetite for power and control that could never be satisfied.

      Somehow, Cyrus Krane had found out about her inner monster. He had conspired to send Merris away down the mountain, to dismiss her from Aerysius altogether. So Merris had decided to follow him, to find out something she could use against him as a bargaining chip. Something that would force him to allow her to remain.

      How foolish she had been.

      Merris bowed her head and cried in desperation, unable to do anything more.

      “Don’t be so quick to rush to judgment, old friend.”

      Merris whirled at the sound of the voice coming from behind. Gaping, she found herself staring up into the imposing face of Zavier Renquist. She tried to scuttle away from him as he strode briskly toward her, but her bonds prevented her from moving out of his way. He stopped in front of her, lowering himself to a crouch until he was at eye level with her face.

      She stared up at him with wide and fearful eyes. Prime Warden Renquist was an imposing man, broad of shoulder, with long brown hair pulled back and gathered in a braid at the crown of his head. He wore the same white cloak as did Krane over the flowing blue robes of the Lyceum.

      He leaned ominously forward, examining her closely in the harsh glare of the chamber’s magelight. His shadowy eyes stared deeply into her, down into the very depths of Merris’ tormented soul. He seemed to approve of what he discovered there; the corners of his mouth drew upwards into the faintest hint of a smile.

      “You lust for power of your own,” he murmured after a long moment of consideration. “I can sense the hunger for it within you. I can satiate that desire.”

      Behind him, Cyrus Krane growled, “Merris Bryar is an acolyte of Aerysius. She is my responsibility to dispose of as I see fit.”

      Zavier Renquist did not remove his eyes from Merris. He reached up, caressing her cheek, drying her tears with the palm of his hand. “She is an acolyte of Aerysius no longer, my friend,” he uttered with his back yet to Cyrus Krane. His hand moved to the other side of Merris’ face, stroking away the dampness left behind by her tears. His hand then went to Merris’ arm, tracing the red, textured scar that encircled her left wrist.

      “This woman before you is an apprentice of the Lyceum,” he stated with confidence. “She is under my own jurisdiction. And believe me, Cyrus, I am more than pleased with what I see here.”

      Zavier Renquist smiled down upon her in an almost fatherly sort of way. He then leaned forward to press a gentle kiss against her forehead.

      “You are Merris Bryar, acolyte of Aerysius, no longer,” he pronounced ominously. “You have become an apprentice of the Lyceum. Upon the death of your current master, I will find you another. In return, I only ask that you agree to two very simple terms. Does that condition sound agreeable to you?”

      Merris nodded eagerly, her eyes glistening with gratitude.

      Zavier Renquist smiled, patting her hand. “Very good. By what name shall you be called?”

      Merris swallowed, gazing up into the Prime Warden’s trenchant face with a newfound sense of wonderment. She drew in a deep breath, finding strength in her voice at last. The thrill of excitement that stirred within her veins made the sound of her tone almost breathless.

      “I am … Arden Hannah.”

      The Prime Warden smiled, obviously pleased with her selection. “Arden. That means ‘passion’ in the language of my own people. From this day forth, you will be known to the world as Arden Hannah, apprentice mage of the Lyceum. Now, my darling, let us talk about preparing you for the Rite of Transference.”

      “Rite of Transference?” she gasped, a sharp thrill of excitement surging through her veins. “Prime Warden, I don’t understand. Who will I be receiving the Transference from?”

      “Quinlan Reis,” Zavier Renquist responded with a shrug. “Or Braden Reis; whichever brother I fail to sway. Remember those simple terms you agreed to?”

      The woman named Arden Hannah could only nod, stricken speechless with euphoric desire.

      Zavier Renquist unmade her bonds, taking her hand into his own and lifting it up to her lips. He allowed her to press a kiss against the knuckles of his right hand, smiling warmly into her lovely face.

      “The first of my terms is this: you shall betray your friends. After you receive the Transference, you will commit your soul to Xerys. You will then join the alliance I have forged and help us save our world with the power of the Onslaught.”

      Arden’s eyes gleamed in the warm glow of the magelight that scintillated along the walls of the chamber. She ran her hand through her hair, taking up a platinum curl and twirling it between her fingers. Tears of gratitude gathered in her eyes.

      “I don’t know how to thank you,” she whispered in response.
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      Braden examined the garments his brother had left behind for him on the carpet. He held up the first article, a thigh-length black tunic. Beneath it was a pair of worn but serviceable trousers and a patterned kafyah, a type of traditional scarf donned by warriors of the clans before going into battle.

      There were also items for Sephana’s use that would render her less conspicuous on the streets of Bryn Calazar. The thick wool dress she wore marked her too obviously as a woman of the Rhen. Quin had provisioned her with a short silk gown that was at once both practical and lovely, matched with a pair of bright leggings. The combination would free up her legs and allow her to blend in with the local populace.

      They donned the new clothes, Braden slipping on the scale male vest over his tunic, girdling the whole affair with the war belt Elessar had given him. In a leather pouch attached to it, he discovered the small wooden horse he’d carved as a child, yet another gift from the clan chief. He held the tiny stallion in his hand, smiling down at it sadly before tucking it back into the pouch at his waist. Then he wrapped the kafyah about his neck, tying it in place.

      Turning, he caught sight of Sephana slipping into the turquoise dress of gauzy silk. Seeing her in the sleeveless gown with its vibrant hues, Braden couldn’t help but stare. In the fashion of his homeland, Sephana looked radiant, her beauty unbridled and enriched.

      “Gods, woman,” he muttered, staring at her in open admiration. “You never stop reminding me of how lucky I am.”

      Sephana smiled at him gratefully. “You look … fierce.” She somehow managed to make the statement sound more like a question than a compliment.

      Braden grinned wryly. “That’s rather the point, actually. A little intimidation is never a bad thing.”

      “I suppose it’s not,” she agreed just as the sound of the door opening made them turn to look.

      Quin entered the room, hefting a wine bottle in his fist in a gesture of greeting. Braden nodded indifferently in his direction, all trace of his prior levity gone, sapped away by the sudden appearance of his brother.

      “How much have you had to drink?” he wondered testily, staring down at the new chain upon his wrist as a means of avoiding eye contact.

      “Not nearly enough, I assure you,” was Quin’s saucy response. “Surely you can’t fault my lack of sobriety while facing the end of the world?”

      “It’s not the end of the world,” Sephana corrected him mildly. “Just our world.”

      Braden blew out a heavy sigh, exasperated by his brother’s flaws. “I told you that I need you, Quin. That means all of you.”

      “You’ll have all that’s left of me, Brother,” Quin assured him. He strode forward into the room, throwing his head back and draining the last dregs in the bottle. He then tossed the container down on the floor and flopped down onto a carpet.

      Braden stared at the bottle rolling noisily across the bricks, following it with his eyes until it finally came to a rest against the wall. He shifted his gaze back to Quinlan. For the first time he realized that his brother had changed into a different outfit, as well. No longer was he clothed in the stained and rumpled robes of the Lyceum. Instead, he was garbed in the rich silks of a nobleman.

      He wore a black kaftan longcoat over a pristine white tunic, silk trousers and a long vest of gold damask. He still retained his Rhenic-style hat, though. He had even shaved; the wiry and unkempt beard was gone, replaced by a well-groomed mustache. He wore his dark hair oiled back, curling neatly over his collar.

      “You cleaned up,” Braden remarked. “Thank you. It’s an improvement.”

      Quin merely shrugged. “I had to find something suitable to be buried in.”

      His voice was absent its normal wry undertones of wit. It took Braden a moment to realize that, for once, his brother was being absolutely serious.

      “What do you think?” Quin asked, indicating Braden’s new garments with a resentful nod. “Good enough for your own funeral? I had a hard time picking those out, you know. It’s a dreadful thing, actually, dressing your own brother for his grave.”

      Braden winced, casting an anxious glance back over his shoulder at Sephana. “It’ll do me just fine,” he managed stiffly.

      “Don’t be cruel, Quinlan,” Sephana admonished, looking pale.

      Quin dismissed her with a grunt, moving to kneel down beside the pile of items he’d tossed down on the floor earlier. Braden scowled, trying to make sense of the jumble of clutter as he watched his brother rummage through the diverse collection.

      Gradually, he found his consternation replaced by a growing sense of wonder. “Are all those artifacts?” he breathed, dropping down to crouch by his brother’s side.

      He reached down, picking up the first object that caught his eye: a silver rod ending in a wolf’s head. Quin nodded in response to his question. He was still sorting through his collection, appearing to be grouping objects by category.

      Sephana sank down to sit on the edge of the bed. “I don’t believe it,” she marveled. “Where did you get all this?”

      Quin just shrugged without looking up at her. “I’m an Arcanist. Making artifacts used to be my passion. I’m just glad I had the common sense to hide most of my collection in a place where they’d never think to look for it.”

      “What place was that?” Braden wondered.

      “The Lyceum,” Quin smiled proudly. He pointed at Thar’gon, which Braden wore hanging from his war belt. “That talisman’s the greatest asset we have, actually. Almost like carrying a Circle of Convergence around in your pocket. I don’t have anything nearly so powerful or so versatile. But I do have these.”

      Loosening a leather cord, he unrolled a long, quiver-like case. From within its folds he produced two wooden staves, which he held crossed before him, one in each hand. The staff in his right hand was thin and black, longer than he was tall. The staff in his left hand was much shorter and squat, made of golden wood polished to a glossy sheen.

      “Light or shadow?” he inquired of Sephana.

      “Light,” she responded without hesitation. She had to reach up fast, barely managing to catch the golden staff he tossed her way.

      “It’s a light staff,” Quin explained in answer to Braden’s unspoken question. “It’s also imbued with amplification and shielding characters.”

      Braden nodded, feeling somewhat comforted. Between the three of them, Sephana was the weakest member of their group. It was good that she was a Querer, but she was still only third tier. She would need all of the help she could get.

      “Is that your old shadow staff?” Braden wondered, indicating the tall ebony staff Quin retained in his own hands.

      Quin shook his head. “I made a new one,” he admitted. “This one has a few extra tricks the other didn’t have.”

      Braden picked up one of many palm-sized copper cubes worked with detailed geometric designs that had spilled from Quin’s leather pack. They were surprisingly light. “What are these?” he wondered.

      “Disruption charges,” Quin replied. He tossed another over to Braden. “Here, take a few of them. They come in handy.”

      He then picked up a black leather scabbard and strapped it on around his waist. Braden recognized the ivory hilt of his brother’s sword immediately. It was a long scimitar with a gracefully thin blade. Known as Zanikar, the blade was wickedly curved. The shape rendered it unwieldy to use, difficult to even draw from its scabbard. But it was infused with dampening, the rarest and most difficult character to imbue. Of all the items in Quin’s collection, Zanikar was by far the most invaluable. It was unique, the only dampening sword in existence.

      Loosening Zanikar’s hilt in its scabbard, Quin leaned forward and demanded of his brother, “So what, exactly, is going to be our strategy?”

      Braden rose from a crouch, still holding the two disruption charges in his hand. He slid them both into a pocket as he paced away a few steps. He leaned back against the mud bricks of the wall, one finger hooked around his belt.

      “Our mission is to prevent Renquist and his associates from unsealing the Well of Tears and unleashing the power of the Onslaught,” he explained rigidly. “Our best chance for success is to impede their mobility. They’ve been relying heavily on the transfer portal system. If we can destroy the Chamber of Egress, then that should prevent them from achieving both their primary and secondary objectives.”

      Still leaning against his knee, Quin stared at him blankly. “You do realize there’s no way to collapse the Chamber of Egress without bringing down the whole Lyceum?”

      Braden shook his head. “Not the whole Lyceum. Just the Grand Dome.”

      “And the Circle of Convergence beneath it,” Quin reminded him, obviously disapproving of the idea.

      Braden pushed his weight off the wall, pacing away from Quinlan. “But that works to our advantage, don’t you see?” he insisted, gesturing with his hands. “They will need all eight Circles of Convergence tied in together in order to stabilize the magic field. If they lose even one of the Circles, there won’t be a reason to open the Well of Tears. They’ll have already lost.”

      Quin stood up straight to confront his brother. “Braden, there are only three Greater Circles left in the entire world. You are talking about destroying one of them.”

      “I know I am,” Braden assured him. “Believe me, I’ve thought about it long and hard. It’s not like it’s going to matter, anyway. Nobody left alive after today is going to know or care what a Circle of Convergence even is. You’re the Arcanist, Quin. So answer me this: is it even possible?”

      Quin narrowed his eyes, looking almost ready to turn his back on his brother and stalk out of the room again. Fortunately, he didn’t. He took a few deep breaths, striving for composure. With his hands in the pockets of his black coat, he informed them:

      “The Circle of Convergence is built over a series of barrel vaults supported by load-bearing columns. If we can damage enough of the columns, then the whole Circle will give way. It should even take out the Chamber of Egress below it.”

      Braden nodded, his dark eyes gazing up and to the side in thought. He shifted his weight, bringing a hand up to scratch the whiskers on his face as he asked, “How do you propose we destroy the columns?”

      Quin indicated Braden’s weapon with a wave of his hand. “Thar’gon has a strong motive character. It was designed to level walls, so it should make short work of a few columns. We could also use the disruption charges to try to buy us time to get out from underneath it. It would really help if the Circle was already in play before we activate the charges. It would be like using its own resonance against it.”

      Braden nodded his agreement. “I already took care of that. With luck, the Circle should already be in use by the time we arrive.”

      From her seat on the bed, Sephana sat bolt upright. “You’re talking about the horse clans, aren’t you?”

      “What about the Jenn?” Quin demanded, whirling to face his brother with unrestrained aggression in his eyes. “Braden, tell me you didn’t involve our people.”

      Braden glared his brother in the eye, his stare firm and unwavering. “By sunset tonight, Bryn Calazar will be besieged by fifty thousand clansmen. With the regular army already deployed against the Rhen, they will have no choice but to use the Circle of Convergence to defend the walls.”

      Quinlan growled, raising his hand in a fist as he swiped out at the air. “Why?” he all but shouted. “They’ll be defenseless against the kind of power the Circle is capable of throwing at them—it will be genocide!”

      “Would they really do that?” Sephana wondered with a horrified expression on her face. “Use the Circle of Convergence against their own people?”

      Braden grimaced. “It’s been done before in the past.”

      “That’s barbaric,” she maintained.

      “It’s what I’m counting on,” Braden assured her. “We need their attention focused away from us. That’s the only way we’ll be able to penetrate far enough into the Lyceum to do any good.”

      A deep and rolling thunder emanating from outside resonated within his chest, trembling the very foundations of the inn. At the same time every line of the magic field seemed to writhe and distort. The roaring sound of thunder swelled, lingering in the air, far longer than it reasonably should have. The normally peaceful song of the magic field became a tortuous standing wave that wracked the inside of Braden’s head.

      “What is that?” Sephana cried out in pain.

      Braden took Sephana by the arm and guided her out the door and into the hallway, which was filled with patrons fleeing their rooms in panic. The terrible thundering noise continued as Braden fought his way through the commotion of the crowd, jostling past people toward the back door of the inn. Throwing it open, he staggered out into the yard, gazing up.

      An expansive layer of clouds choked the sky overhead, though unlike any storm clouds Braden had ever seen. These were atrociously dark, churning across the sky as they raced to cover the eastern horizon. Brief flashes of light seemed to emanate from deep within the dark bank of clouds. An icy wind had picked up ahead of the storm, tossing dust and debris about the yard of the inn.

      A tongued fork of lightning streaked upward from the ground. The crackling noise of thunder followed immediately, rattling the air. The magic field oscillated for a moment, finally restoring itself. It never quite returned to normal, though. Subtle vibrations in the field lines yet remained, like quavering aftershocks.

      Braden lowered his hands from his head, turning slowly as his eyes took in the entire blackened expanse of sky. The wind howled in his ears, tossing his hair forward and tugging at his clothes. He glanced to Sephana, making certain she was all right.

      Over the noise of the scolding wind he could hear the ominous tones of his brother’s voice. “We’d better make a good account of ourselves today. It seems we’ll be sleeping in hell tonight.” Another harsh stab of lightning seemed to punctuate his words.

      Braden turned to face his companions. Scowling, he uttered, “Let’s go get our things.”
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      Once back in the room, they gathered up the remainder of Quin’s trinkets from off the floor. Sephana took the light staff into her hand, holding it up before her face as she rotated it slowly in admiration. She closed her eyes. A diffuse glow brightened above the end of the staff, like a flickering flame in the shape of an upturned crescent moon.

      “That’s good,” Quin praised her with a nod. “Do you feel the amplification?”

      “I do.” She smiled, her eyes on the glowing end of the staff. The flickering brilliance increased until it chased away the shadows of the room, bathing them all in a dazzling golden glow. Sephana let the light diminish, allowing the staff to go once again dormant.

      Quin clapped her on the back. Braden regarded the two of them with a smile of his own. But then the door to the room opened, and the expression on his face instantly faltered.

      Merris stood in the doorway.

      Only, it wasn’t the Merris he remembered.

      Immediately, Braden opened his mind to the magic field and saturated himself with it, drawing violently upon that well of power until his mind was filled with its raging intensity. Amber ripples of energy coruscated over his body, bleeding away the excess energies his flesh could not contain. He already had a shield thrown up and an attack at ready by the time Sephana’s shrill cry stopped him short:

      “Braden, no!”

      “Release!” Quin bellowed, slamming Braden back against the wall with the full force of his body.

      Shaken, Braden severed his connection with the magic field, allowing the turbulent energies to drain slowly away. Drawing himself upright, he fought to stop shaking. He gazed back at Merris with eyes wide with panic, mind reeling in confusion.

      “It’s just Merris!” Quin shouted at him. “What the hell’s wrong with you? You could have killed her!”

      Braden looked back and forth between the woman and his brother, blinking as if bludgeoned. Quin was right; it was just Merris. But there was something very different about the girl.

      “It’s not just Merris,” he insisted. “Quin, it’s not!” He turned to confront the woman standing in the doorway. “What happened?” he demanded. “What did they do to you?”

      The woman who used to be Merris glided casually forward into the room, a confident smile on her face. The smile widened as she passed by Braden, trailing a finger over his cheek as she brushed by. The creature paused before Quin, smiling as she gazed up endearingly into his eyes. Then she leaned forward and kissed him full on the mouth.

      Quin was panting and breathless by the time he pulled back away from her. His face had gone very pale, eyes clouded with concern.

      Braden opened himself again to the field. But this time he pulled at the energies more slowly, saturating himself cautiously, instead of trying to take it in all at once.

      “What did they do to you?” he repeated.

      The woman who used to be Merris slowly turned to regard him, eyebrows raised. The smile on her face was a haughty, self-satisfied smirk.

      “My name isn’t Merris,” she informed him, her voice low and husky. She giggled, reveling in his puzzlement.

      “Then who are you?” Braden insisted. He took a step to the left, circling away from her, holding her pale blue eyes severely with his own.

      “I go by a different name now.” She took a step forward, closing the distance between them. “Call me Arden Hannah.”

      Braden frowned, his hand going to his side to finger Thar’gon’s leather-wrapped haft. “What do you want?”

      The woman who had once been Merris Bryar smirked, her face radiant with delight. “I want what you have,” she informed him bluntly. “What’s inside you. I want your power, Braden. And I’m going to take it.”

      Braden raised the morning star up before him, holding the weapon in a warding stance. “I don’t think I’m going to let you do that,” he assured the malicious creature before him. “Tell me, Arden, if that really is your name, why are you here?”

      The woman who called herself Arden Hannah grinned as she entwined her fingers around a lock of her long, spiraling hair, twisting it slowly around her fingertips.

      “I’ve been sent to deliver a message.” The expression on her face was something akin to a challenge or even a dare. Or a cold and sinister seduction. He wasn’t sure which one. Regardless, it sent icy shivers through his nerves, raking down his spine. The hungering look in her eyes made him feel like he’d never been so defiled in all his life.

      “What’s the message?” Braden held Thar’gon up before him as he slowly circled around her, trying to put his back to the open doorway while keeping Arden between his brother and himself.

      The woman reached out toward him, the smile on her face playful and eager. She caressed the side of his face with the back of her hand. “Master Devrim Remzi has agreed to meet with you, Braden. Only you. He will be waiting in the forecourt under the Fountain House in one hour’s time.”

      “What makes you think I would do that?” Braden demanded softly, his gaze unwavering from the pale intensity of her eyes. “I don’t understand.”

      “Because if you don’t, Renquist promises to kill him instead of you.”

      Arden grinned up at him triumphantly, excitement shimmering in her eyes. “Think about it, my sweet. You have no idea how the sequence works; you have no way to seal the Well of Tears once it’s opened. But Master Remzi does.”

      She leaned forward, kissing Braden softly on the cheek. Then she turned her back to him and glided smoothly toward the door.

      Braden almost formed a thought that would have killed her. Almost. He came very close to actually doing it.

      But then he thought better of it and stayed his hand.

      “What happened to Merris?” he called after her.

      She turned back around with a small, amused grin. “I’ve always been Arden Hannah,” she informed him. “Merris was just a figment of my imagination.”
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      “Tell me you’re not seriously considering this, Braden.” Sephana was livid, her cheeks reddened with anger.

      Braden shrugged, reminding her, “We’ll need Master Remzi alive if they open the Well of Tears.”

      He paced over to the wall and leaned with his back up against it, slouching. His body still felt a little unsteady from drawing so strongly on the magic field. With the field as unpredictable as it was, his action had been downright dangerous. Especially here in the eye of Bryn Calazar’s vortex, where the lines of power converged, greatly magnifying the field’s intensity.

      “We won’t need Remzi at all if we stop them before they can open it,” Quin remarked dismally. He was sitting against a wall on the opposite side of the room, holding his hat in his hands. It was the first thing he’d spoken since Merris had left.

      Braden pointed out, “We have no way of knowing they haven’t opened the Well of Tears already.”

      Quin frowned, seeming to mull Braden’s remark in his head. “I think we’d know it if they did. I mean, something like that … we would feel it, don’t you think?”

      Braden could only offer him a shrug. “I honestly don’t know,” he admitted.

      Staring down at his hat in his hands, Quin shook his head and muttered, “I miss Merris.”

      Braden felt profoundly saddened for his brother. For just a little while, Quin had been living under the illusion that he had stumbled on to something actually good, had found new reason to enjoy living. That reason had turned out to be nothing more than a mirage of false hopes and manipulation.

      Braden told him sincerely, “I’m sorry, Quin.”

      His brother gazed drearily off to the side, eyes introspective in thought. “I didn’t see that coming. There was just something about her that I found irresistibly attractive. Funny, how the very thing that I found most beguiling about her was the fact that she reminded me … of me. Indeed, I wonder what that says about my own character,” he mused.

      Just then, the entire magic field seemed to spasm, the lines of the field folding as if jostled by a tremor.

      “We need to get out of here,” Braden growled.

      Quin and Sephana swept quickly into motion, gathering their things. Quin caught his leather pack up in his hand, commenting as he did, “I wonder what hell feels like this time of year. Do you suppose I should bring along a jacket?”

      Braden held open the door to the room, hardly sparing him a glance as he let Sephana out into the hallway. “Bring it along, Quin.”

      Quin tossed his head, drawing his black longcoat on over his body. He then shouldered his pack and grabbed his staff, carrying it in the crook of his arm. He trotted forward out the door, sidling past Braden as he hurried to catch up with Sephana.

      Braden let the door swing closed behind them then followed his brother down the dim hallway. Stepping outside, he glanced up and took in the dark expanse of cloud cover that now completely obscured the sky. Strange lights flickered deep within the bank of clouds, almost like lightning, but colorful and more diffuse. The entire magic field was off kilter, timid one moment and then hostile the next. The wind was up, rippling Quin’s coat out before him and crackling the skirt of Sephana’s dress.

      A general feeling of panic consumed the streets of Bryn Calazar. Citizens scurried by, jostling others out of their way, heedless of anything but the path before them. Most seemed to be rushing toward the center of the city in the direction of the harbor and the Lyceum. Braden noticed that most of the men wearing state livery appeared to be headed in the opposite direction. It was hard to walk; the streets were in chaotic turmoil. The wind carried toward them the sound of distant screams.

      An echoing thunder rumbled from the west. It didn’t come from the storm clouds. Braden instantly recognized the din of hundreds of war drums.

      Jogging ahead of the others, he hurried toward a narrow staircase protruding from the side of a nearby building. He took the steps two at a time, rushing up onto a tiled balcony, where he leaned out to peer westward toward the horizon.

      From that vantage, Braden had a sweeping view of most of the city and the rolling countryside beyond. A choking sea of men and horses churned like a dark tide that frothed with banners and spears, breaking like waves against the fortifications of the city walls. Braden felt a thrill of excitement at the sight; thousands more warriors than he’d anticipated had responded to his summons. The sight was awe-inspiring, even humbling. In the rear of the turbulent ranks he could see siege engines being readied, arbalests and ballistae preparing to fling munitions at the walls. Elessar had heeded him well.

      Overhead in the sky, the flickering lights in the clouds resembled a sickened aurora.

      “I’ll be damned,” Quin muttered beside him.

      He looked over at his brother and, to his surprise, saw that Quin’s attention wasn’t focused on the besieging army at all. Instead, he was gazing upward at the Lyceum’s graceful domes. The magelight that illuminated its walls was tinted a murky blood-red hue. It was a signal, one that Braden had never actually witnessed before in his life. He understood its purpose immediately with a sharp wrench of his stomach.

      Quin remarked with trepidation, “They’re summoning the full Assembly.”

      Braden stared upward at the scintillating magelight that bathed the walls of the Lyceum, rendering the gilt domes a rich and coppery bronze. “Good,” he commented coldly. “We’ll want them all inside.”

      “Why?” Sephana wondered, a hand going up to push a lock of hair back out of her face.

      Still gazing up at the ominous portent of the blood-red domes, Braden answered her, “When the magic field destabilizes, it will reverse the polarity of the arches that ward the entrance to the Lyceum. Instead of barring the gates against intruders, anyone sensitive to the magic field will be stuck inside. If we can destroy the Chamber of Egress, then Renquist’s darkmages will be trapped.”

      “Along with everyone else,” Sephana observed softly, her eyes full of sadness.

      At Braden’s side, Quin drew in a deep breath. He uttered portentously, “‘From the Atrament we all come, and back to the Atrament we all return.’”

      He was quoting from the Dhummad, the book of the dead. Braden stared hard at his brother, trying to put a finger on his emotions. With Quin, it was often hard to tell exactly what he was feeling. Quin stood leaning with his elbows against the stone balustrade, hat cradled in his hands. He was gazing outward across the city, surveying the prevailing tides of battle beyond the walls with narrowed eyes. His expression remained distant and enigmatic.

      Sephana glanced at Braden with a somber smile, entwining her fingers with his own. He squeezed her hand gently, caressing her soft skin with his thumb.

      A trail of fire streaked by overhead from the direction of the Lyceum, passing right over them with a terrible crackling sound. All three of them ducked as the balcony they stood upon shook with the thunder of its impact. A rumbling explosion brightened the shadows beyond the city walls, the sounds of screams both terrible and terrifying.

      Another flaming volley shot out from the Grand Dome, arcing across the sky before dropping down onto the besieging army of the Jenn. The fire spread outward upon impact, liquid tongues of flame ravaging everything in their path, leaving only a charred swath of ground and the anguished shrieks of dying men and beasts. Two large ballistae erupted into flames, quickly consumed along with the men who tended them.

      Braden felt his stomach sickened by the violence of the assault. A terrible chill settled into his bones, along with a profound sadness. He forced himself to turn away from the edge of the balcony, disengaging his senses from the horror. Voice gruff with emotion, he informed the others, “That’s our cue.”

      Quin spun immediately to face him, raising a finger up before his face. “Stop right there,” he commanded his brother, voice quavering in revulsion. His face was milky pale, eyes moist and bloodshot. “You’re the one who brought this all down upon them. You’d better figure out a way of making it count.”

      Braden turned his back on him and started walking away. Jogging, Quin caught up to him immediately, catching him by the shoulder and wrenching him forcibly back around. Quin leaned forward into his brother’s face until the brim of his hat was pressed against Braden’s forehead.

      “What are you going to do?” he demanded with a snarl. “Whatever it is, Brother, you’d better act fast. Our people are dying.”

      Braden’s gaze was resolute. “I’m going to spring their trap.”

      Sephana’s mouth dropped open in shock. To Braden, she inquired softly, “Are you completely certain that’s a good idea?”

      Braden wasn’t looking at her. He kept his eyes fixed on Quin as he responded, “I am.”

      Quin drew back away from Braden’s face, adjusting his hat and grumbling, “In my experience, only fools and fanatics are ever completely certain. Which one are you?”

      Braden shook his head as another flaming lance darted across the sky above them. His face was illuminated briefly in the flare of light from the explosion as the missile shattered against the Jenn army below.

      “Probably both,” he grated, turning away from the horror of the screams and moving in the direction of the steps.

      At the bottom of the stairs they found the streets a chaotic frenzy. People were running, panicking, racing about without aim or direction. Braden stepped out first into the frenzied commotion, flanked closely by Quin and Sephana walking side by side, staffs in hand.

      At the sight of the three mages, some folk stopped and stared, others scurried back out of their way. Quin stalked behind Braden, carrying his staff crossed diagonally in front of his torso. Sephana kept her staff held straight upright and tight against her side, glancing around apprehensively at the surging crowd of onlookers. Overhead, fiery arcs of flame lanced across the darkened sky, raining down death and terror upon the clans.

      As they mounted the path up the hill toward the Lyceum, Braden reached down and unhooked Thar’gon from his belt, carrying it downward by his side. He glanced up at the crimson-hued domes on the cliffs above them, feeling the weight of trepidation slowly sink into his chest. He swallowed against the dryness in his throat.

      He raised his fist, calling for the others to halt. “This is as close as we dare,” he told them. “I’m going to use Thar’gon to transfer us up to the rooftop above the forecourt. From there, we’ll split up. Sephana, I want you to go with Quin. Get under the dome, to the room below the Circle. Start laying out the disruption charges at the base of the columns. I’m going to spring their trap and try to draw their attention off you. I’ll catch up when I can.”

      Quin fixed him with a sidelong glare. “And what, exactly, are we supposed to do when you don’t just ‘catch up?’”

      Braden spread his hands. “Then you improvise.”

      At that, his brother rolled his eyes, muttering, “Braden, you are a wellspring of inspiration.”

      Braden ignored the comment, extending his arm to Sephana with a smile. “Take my hand,” he directed her. “Quin, link in.”

      Quin nodded once, grasping Braden’s wrist.

      Braden raised the silver morning star against his chest and closed his eyes, envisioning the Lyceum’s forecourt with its marching colonnades.

      “Vergis,” he whispered.

      The path up the cliffs under his feet shifted and was immediately replaced by the pumice bricks that formed the roof of one of the courtyard’s long covered walkways. Braden instantly felt a jar of disorientation as his stomach plunged from the transfer.

      No sooner had they arrived then a lance of flame streaked out from the Lyceum’s dome right over their heads, leaving a fiery trail of smoke across the sky. The sound of the crackling firestorm was deafening. He could actually feel the heat coming off of it. In reflex, Braden brought Thar’gon up to ward his face.

      He released his grip on Sephana then backed up as far as he could go against the edge of the rooftop with his back to the sea cliff. Then, slowly, he stepped cautiously forward to get a glimpse of the courtyard below. The others moved forward with him, Sephana on his right and Quin on his left.

      At the edge of the rooftop, all three of them drew up short, gazing down.

      “Well, damn,” Quin remarked.

      Directly below, the Lyceum’s forecourt was writhing with the bodies and armaments of hundreds of liveried warriors. At the forefront of the throng, blue-robed mages stood in a line gazing up at them, both men and women alike.

      The sound of Quin’s voice prompted Braden into motion.

      “Run!” he shouted as the host below them surged forward with a thunderous war cry.

      Braden brought Thar’gon up just in time to block the first magical assaults that were hurled against them by the mages on the ground. A spear of light shattered into crystalline fragments that fell harmlessly about them, another absorbed by a shadow shield thrown up by Quin.

      Braden shouted back over his shoulder, “Get to the dome!”

      Wielding the silver morning star like a club, he turned and sprinted across the vaulted rooftop toward the stairs. As he moved, he sucked in the turbulence of the magic field, filling himself completely to the threshold of his tolerance until liquid energies bled off his body in amber waves.

      He met the swarming rush of warriors at the top of the stairs, swinging Thar’gon out before him in great, sweeping arcs. Mangled bodies were flung backwards out of his way, hurled in all directions by the force of the talisman’s concussive impact. Braden conjured an absorption shield that surrounded his body, a gleaming nimbus that countered the magical assaults that rained down upon him. The mighty talisman glowed argent in his hands.

      He pushed forward, forcing a wedge deep into the writhing ranks, overpowering their assault and beating them backwards, down and off the stairs. With the might of the legendary artifact in his hands, Braden didn’t have to fight individual warriors. Instead, he used Thar’gon’s imbued motive force to create concussion waves that sent broken bodies exploding backward into the surging turmoil.

      Reaching the base of the steps, Braden realized that he could go no further. Confronted from every direction with a battering confusion of conventional and magical attacks, his absorption shield was starting to falter. Braden limped backward, bringing Thar’gon up and closing his eyes.

      “Vergis,” he commanded the weapon.

      Beneath his feet, the staircase shivered and shifted.
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        * * *

      

      Quin leaped over a gap between two domes then caught Sephana as she followed behind him, helping her keep her feet as she came down hard on the rooftop. The gilt tiles were sharply angled and slippery. His feet lost traction. Sephana reached out and steadied him and, together, they sprinted forward toward the entrance to the Lyceum.

      They chased around the circumference of the dome then leaped, dropping down to the roof of a cupola below. Behind them, the sun was starting to set, illuminating the dark bank of cloud cover. Against the light of the setting sun, their bodies were reduced to featureless silhouettes as they crossed the portico above the entrance.

      From the edge of the roof, Quin leaped over to the balcony of an adjacent minaret. Then he leaned his staff against the wall, beckoning for Sephana to follow.

      “Come on!” he urged her.

      Sephana looked ready to balk. But then she gathered her courage and made the leap. Quin caught her in his arms, gently lowering her to the floor of the balcony with a cavalier grin on his face.

      “Are you actually enjoying this?” Sephana gasped, leaning forward over her knees to catch her breath.

      Quin shrugged, reclaiming his staff. “It sure beats death and boredom,” came his indifferent response.

      He led her down the winding stairs within the minaret. Halfway down, they met a guardsman charging up the steps toward them with weapons drawn. Quin brought his staff up in his hands, holding it like a javelin, and dispatched the man with one quick thrust to the head.

      At the base of the tower, they ran out through a narrow doorway into the interior under the dome. There, Quin put out his arm, stopping Sephana in her tracks and pressing her back up against the wall. He brought his hand up to cover her own, silencing the glow of her staff.

      “Don’t move,” he whispered.

      Beneath the Lyceum’s central dome, the Circle of Convergence had been put into play. Lines of power pulsated across the floor, uniting at one point in the center of the eight-pointed Silver Star. All around the perimeter of the Circle, cyclone gusts of wind swirled and rotated, distributing the energies harvested from the vortex up through the hundreds of open windows at the base of the dome.

      Quin squinted, staring through the rotating column of air at the man who stood at the center of it all, commanding the Lyceum’s Circle. Quin recognized the profile immediately. The man responsible for using the energies of Bryn Calazar’s vortex to fling lances of flame at the Jenn was Byron Connel, the Warden of Battlemages.

      Quin’s eyes narrowed in revulsion as he stared at the arrogant darkmage before him. He felt a strong compulsion to just stride out across the floor and take on Connel right there, just the two of them. But common sense got the better of him; he had no chance against a mage already saturated in the energies focused by an entire Circle of Convergence.

      Quin turned his head and spat upon the tiled floor. Then he took Sephana by the hand and strode forward along the walls around the perimeter of the room. The opening to a stairwell gaped from out of the floor in front of them, beckoning. He jogged toward it.
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        * * *

      

      Braden reappeared next to the fountain—behind the mob still trying to charge his last position on the stairs. He whirled, bringing Thar’gon violently down. A mage collapsed under the force of the blow, blood splattering the columns and the fountain.

      Braden glanced up at Devrim Remzi, who stood next to the fountain, gaping into his face with terrified astonishment. Braden reached up, catching the man’s wrist in his hand.

      “Do you serve Xerys?” he demanded.

      The aged Empiricist stared at him, wide-eyed, taking a step backward and slowly blinking as if grappling for understanding. Adamantly, he shook his head from side to side.

      That was enough for Braden.

      He brought Thar’gon up in a backhand strike, swatting away the first group of warriors who had turned back to retake the fountain. The atrocious force of the weapon’s discharge sent limbs and torsos hurling away across the courtyard. Braden raised Thar’gon high over his head.

      “Vergis.”

      The fountain and the forecourt shivered and disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Quin jumped, landing hard on the stone floor at the base of the stairs, and brought his staff around to shatter the skull of the first guard who came forward to attack them. At his side, Sephana raised her light staff, its glow inspired to brilliance with the power she wielded through it. She held it forward in a walking stance, fending off the ring of guards who rushed forward from the walls of the chamber to confront them.

      Quin raised his own staff, crossing it over Sephana’s. Together, light and shadow intermixed to weave a devastating attack. A streak of writhing darkness and light came forth from the ends of their combined staves, undulating across the chamber. Men screamed in agony, their ranks turning to flee before the writhing mass of conflicting energies.

      Quin advanced across the vaulted room, taking advantage of the guardsmen’s retreat. Reaching into the leather pack he wore hanging from one shoulder, he pulled out a disruption charge and flung it toward a nearby column. It rolled like a molded copper die across the floor, coming to rest at the base of a scalloped pillar.

      He withdrew a second charge, flinging it across the room in the opposite direction. He reached deep within his pack, pulling out more of the charged cubes. He ran forward, dropping them one at a time at intervals all around the chamber.

      “Quin!”

      The urgency in Sephana’s voice made him turn toward the stairs. Quin’s jaw dropped at the sight of at least a dozen blue-robed mages swarming down the steps and spreading out across the room toward them. He stopped and confronted them, holding his staff horizontal to the floor.

      “Come on,” he dared the first man who approached in front of the others. Quin smiled, raising his staff. “I’ll be your pallbearer.”
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        * * *

      

      Braden’s stomach felt ill from the disorientation caused by the rapid use of transfers. He swayed for a moment over his feet, struggling to get his bearings. Devrim Remzi disengaged from his grip, backing away.

      It took Braden only a moment to confirm that the last transfer had shifted them under the dome of the Lyceum, to the arched gallery above the Circle of Convergence. A great wind rose from the floor below, circulating throughout the dome, charged energies creating a crackling of static discharge against the tiled ceiling above.

      “What is your intent?” Devrim Remzi bellowed at him over the angry howl of the gale.

      Braden turned toward him, lowering the silver morning star back down to his side. He glanced downward at the Circle, to where Byron Connel stood commanding the pulsating energies of the vortex.

      “I have to stop them.” Braden hoped that somehow the man would understand.

      The aged Master raised his eyebrows, eyes fixed on the iconic talisman in Braden’s hand. “There’s nothing you can do,” Remzi assured him. “Don’t you think I would have stopped them if I could? They’re too powerful, too well connected. They’ve come too far.”

      “I won’t accept that,” Braden snarled.

      Below them, the doors of the Lyceum were thrust open, soldiers and mages spilling in in droves. Hundreds of men fanned out, making their way around the Circle of Convergence toward the stairs to the gallery. Braden watched them come, knowing there was nowhere else to go. All he really had to do was buy Quin enough time to plant the charges. He just had to hold them off as long as he could.

      “Get down,” he ordered Remzi.

      The old man complied as Braden raised Thar’gon in a warding stance over both of them.

      The first magical attacks came, zealous energies shattering against his amber shield of light. The shield absorbed most of the damage, reflecting the rest. It shuddered, taking a tremendous battering. Braden struck out with the morning star, knocking the first ranks of soldiers off the balcony.

      A vicious magical assault bore down against Braden’s shield. This time, the shield was incapable of absorbing anything but the brunt of the force. Braden was beaten to his knees, using every bit of the power he drew through the talisman just to keep from going down completely. He struggled to lash back against the attack, but to no avail. All of his strength was committed to defense.

      More mages swarmed onto the gallery, surrounding him, the sum of their combined power overwhelming even Thar’gon’s great might. He had no choice but to transfer out of there again. Braden staggered to his feet and raised the talisman above his head.

      Glancing down, he noticed that the Circle of Convergence stood abandoned.

      Braden whirled around in a moment of sudden panic, desperately trying to locate Byron Connel. Turning back, he found himself confronted by the unpredictable Battlemage standing right in front of his face. Connel launched himself at Braden, knocking him out of his stance and capturing Thar’gon’s haft above his grip.

      “You’re done,” Connel growled.

      Braden’s eyes widened in shocked understanding. “Vergis,” he gasped.

      Absolutely nothing happened. He realized too late that the jaws of the trap had decisively closed.

      Thar’gon’s allegiance had shifted back to Byron Connel.

      Braden’s hand went limp, opening reflexively as Thar’gon surrendered itself back to its former master. Byron Connel snatched the morning star away from him, wielding it back over his shoulder with both hands. Then he brought the talisman forward and viciously down.

      A concussive force of power hit Braden full in the face, hurling him backward against the wall. His body slapped hard against the patterned tiles, his vision exploding in sparks and then going dark. A thick stream of blood drained from his mouth and nose.

      Braden sagged to the ground as a surge of warriors spilled over the sides of the gallery toward him.
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        * * *

      

      Quin stood with staff in hand, the smile on his face daring the man in front of him to strike. But instead of lashing out at the mage, Quin whirled and struck at the scalloped column beside him. The column exploded, collapsing to a mess of rubble on the floor.

      “Anyone so much as flinches and I’ll ignite them all,” Quin threatened, indicating with his eyes the disruption charges scattered about the floor of the chamber. He raised his staff, angling it back over his head, ready to strike the column on his left.

      “No, you won’t.”

      He recognized that deep and resonant voice immediately. Glancing up to the top of the stairs, Quin felt a numbing paralysis sink deep into his bones as he raised his eyes to confront Zavier Renquist. The Prime Warden was flanked by a row of four mages, all of whom Quin recognized. Behind them strode Byron Connel himself, hauling behind him another man, unconscious, dragging him down the stairs by the scruff of the collar.

      Quin grimaced, squeezing his eyes shut at the horrific sight of his own brother, badly beaten, at the mercy of Byron Connel.

      “It’s over,” Renquist promised.

      Quin froze, unsure of what, if anything, he could do. He was afraid Renquist was right.

      Then he felt Sephana’s fingers entwine about his own. She squeezed his hand in comforting reassurance.

      “Blow the columns,” she urged quietly into his ear. Her voice sounded absolutely resolute, content with her decision. “Bring it all down. Finish it.”

      Quin swallowed. His grip tightened on the shadow staff as he steeled himself, trying to gather the kind of courage he’d never had.

      He gazed at Braden, unconscious and bloodied at Connel’s feet. His eyes shifted back to Renquist. Then another movement behind them all caught his attention.

      His mouth opened at the sight of Merris—Arden—descending the stairs toward them. She wore a new dress made entirely of thin layers of silver-blue silk that surrounded her body like a cloud. Her platinum hair flowed to her waist in perfect, spiraling ringlets. In all his life, Quin had never seen a woman look so desirable, so vulnerable. He stared up at her in open, unabashed wonder.

      “Don’t do it, Quin,” she implored him, eyes sad and sweet and so very fragile.

      She was everything he had ever wanted in life.

      Quin grimaced, throwing his head back and squeezing his eyes shut.

      Then he lashed out, flinging the ebony staff away as hard as he could. It exploded into shattering fractals of shadow against the wall as he turned his back on them all and took a staggering step away.

      Quin covered his face with his hands, unable to bring himself to face the consequences of his own decision.
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      Quin gazed miserably around the dark dungeon, his eyes finally coming to rest on the silver talisman that hung at Byron Connel’s side. Strange; he hadn’t noticed it there before on the long walk down the stairs to this sublevel below the Lyceum. The sight of the spiked morning star filled Quin with a sinking feeling of desperation.

      He commented, “I thought Thar’gon only suffered one master at a time.”

      Byron Connel glanced downward to the weapon at his waist, patting the leather-wrapped haft possessively. “The Assembly voted to formally declare your brother a traitor. He is no longer Warden of Chancellors.” There was no malice in his voice; he stated only the plain and simple facts. For a darkmage, Byron Connel was almost affable.

      They moved through a pool of violet magelight produced by Nashir Arman, who strode before them, illuminating their path. Quin wished he could summon a light of his own. But he could not; they had spent a great deal of effort shielding his mind, making certain his connection with the magic field was quite thoroughly dampened. He couldn’t even sense the field any longer. The conspicuous absence of its comfort was like an open sore, a constant and insistent irritation.

      Bryon Connel continued almost amiably, “That was quite a feat you pulled off, just you and the girl. You made a good account of yourself today. You’ve nothing to be ashamed of.”

      Quin frowned back at him. “Ashamed? Quite the contrary. You and I are both entirely beneath shame. Shame is an emotion reserved only for those with an actual conscience.”

      Molten energies raged like an electrical storm through his mind. Quin sank to the ground, moaning as he brought his shackled hands up to ward against the pain. When it was over, he remained in a crouch on the floor, trembling violently. He lowered his hands back down in front of him.

      “You will learn to show respect for your betters,” Nashir growled, glaring down at him derisively.

      Quin rose unsteadily to his feet. His body was still shaking from the man’s excruciating assault.

      He narrowed his eyes, glaring his hatred. “You’ve never been my better, Nashir, so let’s make certain we have that straight. The truth is, I should have put you down years ago like the rabid dog you are.”

      Nashir’s eyes narrowed in malice.

      “Don’t,” Byron Connel commanded, stepping between Nashir and their prisoner. “Let him be. He’ll see reason soon enough.”

      Connel unlocked one of several oaken doors that lined the passage, swinging it wide and gesturing for him to enter. Quin went into the cell complacently, having no desire to be taught another lesson by Nashir. The interior of the cell was indeed quite small. There was a rusted iron cot at one end with only a little space to stand in front of it.

      Quin turned at the sound of a commotion outside. Another group of mages had entered the dungeon. He got a quick glimpse of Sephana and another of Braden being half dragged, half carried into a cell across from his own. Eyes filled with concern, he demanded of his jailor, “Aren’t you going to heal him?”

      Byron Connel took a step back out of the doorway, saying in a voice suffused with compassion, “Better start praying for your brother. I don’t think he has much time left.”

      Quin grimaced as the door of his cell was firmly closed, encasing him in darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Braden clung tenuously to consciousness as they laid him out on the cot in his cell. He lay there shivering as layers of armor and clothing were stripped away from his body. At last they had him down to his trousers, naked and bloody from the waist up.

      A woman came in with a washrag and bucket. She went efficiently about the task of sponging him off. Braden flinched away from her touch as she went to dab at his face. She reached up, running a hand through his hair in an effort to soothe him, continuing with her ministrations much more delicately.

      When the woman was finally gone, Braden laid his head back, closing his eyes and allowing his mind to fade quietly toward sleep. His mouth felt horribly dry; if he could wish for anything in the world, it would be for a cup of water.

      He heard a movement in the cell and opened his eyes to gaze up blearily into the face of Byron Connel. The man had wandered in through the open doorway and stood, arms crossed, leaning over him.

      The red-bearded Battlemage told him gruffly, “I’ve never liked you. You’ve always been a constant thorn in my side, and I find you arrogant and insufferable. But I do want you to know that I take no pleasure from any of this.”

      Braden somehow managed to find his voice, though it was raspy and very weak. “Go to hell.”

      His mind exploded in pain. It chased him downward toward unconsciousness. Mercifully, the torture was short-lived.

      “That’s enough,” Connel barked. He placed a hand on Braden’s chest and appeared to be concentrating for just a moment. Then he turned to a woman standing behind him. “He’s worse for wear. I think I need to heal him.”

      “We were told not to offer him clemency of any kind.”

      Braden recognized the voice of Myria Anassis. The last he’d seen of Myria had been in the gorge below Vintgar.

      “I know,” said Byron Connel. “But at this point, I don’t think it really matters, do you?”

      Braden felt hands upon him, then the warm surge of security that always seemed to accompany a healing. He gasped, feeling the terrible ache in his head dissolve, melting right away. Greatly comforted, he closed his eyes and let his mind drift toward sleep.
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        * * *

      

      An insistent shaking jostled him awake.

      Braden opened his eyes, struggling to sit up. His head no longer hurt, but his mind was working as if through a thick blanket of fog. He still felt terribly weak. They had not given him enough time to fully recuperate from the healing. His mouth was horribly parched; if only they would give him just one sip of water. But after hearing Myria’s comment about clemency, he knew better than to ask.

      “The Prime Warden is ready.”

      Braden recognized Nashir’s voice. He nodded, standing up. The sinister-looking mage strode forward to inspect Braden’s shackles very carefully, yanking at the links to make certain they still held. Tugging roughly on his chains, he forced Braden to walk forward, hastening him out of the cell.

      In the dark corridor outside, Braden could make out the form of Byron Connel standing in a toxic-looking pool of magelight. The Battlemage was standing beside Quin, one fist entwined around the iron chains that bound him.

      “Hello, Brother,” Quin greeted him cautiously. Like himself, Quin’s wrists were tightly bound with iron manacles. More chains draped downward to both ankles, making it impossible for him to do more than shamble forward. Quin looked sickly pale, his face glistening with perspiration.

      Braden greeted him with a weary nod of his head.

      “I tried,” Quin said in a ragged voice. “I did my best.” He looked earnestly saddened. “I failed you, Brother.”

      Braden assured him, “You didn’t fail me. Your intentions were pure. That’s all that matters.”

      “Enough.”

      Nashir jerked on Braden’s chains to quiet him down and get him moving. They started forward down the lightless corridor, Nashir walking beside him with a painfully firm grip on his arm. Their feet trudged through foggy pools of glowing magelight encased by absolute darkness.

      They took the stairs up several floors. Braden kept his eyes fixed on the wooden railing to avoid Nashir’s unfeeling gaze. He noticed that, with each successive level, the workmanship of the railing became somehow less ascetic. By the time they arrived at the level of the main floor, the wooden rail had been entirely replaced by rose-colored marble held in place by chiseled corbels.

      How strange; he had traversed those self-same stairs thousands of times before in his life and had never once paid attention to the workmanship of the railing. He mused at how odd were the things one notices at such a time.

      The stairwell opened up out of the ground onto the floor of the Lyceum complex, to a wide hall several stories tall. It was crowded with mages who stood gathered about in tight clusters, some dressed in formal indigo robes, others wearing a great variety of assorted fabrics and colors. The din of the room was almost palpable with so many people talking all together at once, their voices raised in tension.

      At the sight of their small party, the fragile order of the room quickly disintegrated into chaos. Men and women rushed forward to surround them, faces hostile, brandishing arms and fists in the air and shouting despicable, hostile things. Braden bowed his head, fixing his stare on the ground just before his feet, unable to confront the brazen hatred in the eyes of his former peers.

      A contingent of guards swept forward, forcing back the surging throng. Despite the presence of the guards, Braden was repeatedly slapped and cuffed. A young woman in a bright-red dress ducked and slipped past the wall of guards, approaching close enough to spray a wad of spittle into his face. Braden did his best to wipe the offensive fluid off with his shoulder.

      They reached the end of the paneled hall and were propelled forcibly forward through a set of double doors. The doors were then thrown shut and barred against the crowd. Braden could hear the jarring thunder of people pounding with their fists from the other side, rattling the doors violently on their hinges.

      “Keep going.”

      Nashir jerked him forward by the chains, impelling him in the direction of a plain white door at the far end of the room. Braden struggled to keep up, his stride compromised by the length of the chain between his feet.

      They were led through the door into a modest-sized room beyond. Within, Braden stopped and peered around, his face a mask of confusion. The room was completely empty, save for patterned carpets laid out on the floor and many embroidered cushions upon which to sit. The walls were draped with silk in a variety of colors. An exquisite tea set of beaten copper was laid out upon a short-legged table in the midst of the room.

      Braden’s eyes darted to Quin with a questioning look. His brother returned his befuddled stare, shrugging helplessly. The room was a conference chamber. Not at all what he had been expecting.

      Braden was led to one corner of the room, Quin to another. There, he was made to kneel upon the floor while Nashir unlocked his shackles long enough to lace the chain through an iron ring affixed to the wall behind him. He settled down upon a cushion, leaning with his back up against the wall.

      Byron Connel stood in the front of the room, hands on his hips, glancing back and forth between the two brothers. Then he called back over his shoulder to Nashir:

      “Go convene the Assembly.”

      Upon hearing that, Braden felt his stomach tighten.

      Connel remained standing as Nashir left to follow his directive. His gaze was stern but not cruel. He was merely waiting, one hand upon Thar’gon’s silver haft.

      Braden caught Quin’s gaze and held it meaningfully. He didn’t have any last words he wanted to say, or even felt he could say. He hoped that one look would be enough.

      Quin swallowed, his stare faltering. He broke eye contact, bowing his head and lowering his gaze to the floor.

      The door opened. Prime Warden Renquist strode forward into the room, hands clasped behind his back, white cloak billowing out behind him. He stopped beside Byron Connel, who went instantly to his knees, bending forward until his forehead touched the floor. It was protocol to offer obeisance in the presence of a Prime Warden. Braden ignored that deference deliberately. He was not about to abase himself before any darkmage.

      Renquist appeared not to notice the slight. He gazed down for a long, searching moment, first at Braden and then at Quin, jaw squared and fists set against his hips. Then he dropped into a cross-legged position upon the floor as Connel drew himself back upright.

      With deliberate, careful motions, Renquist poured himself a cup of tea from the copper kettle. He raised the cup to his lips and took a long, savoring taste.

      Braden swallowed against the aching dryness in his throat.

      “I’m going to make this short, because I don’t have much time.” Renquist lowered the cup away from his mouth, setting it down on the carpet by his side. “The Reversal of the magic field is already well underway. I need eight mages tending eight Circles of Convergence within the hour. All must be Grand Masters, and that’s very hard to come by. Right now I have only six. So I will not mince words: I need both of you.”

      “Prime Warden Krane has already heard my answer,” Braden informed him. The sound of his voice was coarse and gravelly.

      Renquist raised the cup for another long sip, holding Braden’s eyes with his own. “I’m the one asking this time, Braden, out of respect for the friendship we once enjoyed.”

      He set the cup back down, adjusting the lay of his robe. His face was very angular, his nose hawk-like. The age-inscribed lines beneath his eyes cast harsh shadows in the light.

      He continued, “You’ve always been the very best of us, Braden. In so many ways, you have exemplified everything it means to be a Master of the Lyceum of Bryn Calazar. I have always been able to depend upon you to do what you deem is right. There has only been one other issue that has ever come between us, and I forgave you for that a long time ago.”

      Braden bowed his head, knowing exactly what the Prime Warden was referring to.

      He told Renquist sincerely, “I apologize that my actions have ever brought you grief. You and I, we both come from two very different places on these issues. Just like last time, this situation is no different.”

      Zavier Renquist shook his head, eyes narrowing. “I disagree. We have so much in common, you and I. If you will just hear me out, I think you will come to understand what I mean. Would you do that for me? Hear me out? For the sake of the bonds of kinship we once shared?”

      Braden clenched his teeth at that painful reminder, but forced himself to nod anyway. “I will.”

      Zavier Renquist smiled. It was a chill smile, one with very little true emotion behind it. “I think we can both agree that all of us have a moral obligation to strive for the best possible outcomes in any given situation. Where you and I differ is that I believe some outcomes are so important that they must be achieved at all cost, no matter the price. Even if the actions we must perform to accomplish our goals do not sit very well with our conscience. Motives, intentions … none of those things ever matter in the end. The results of our actions are the only things that truly count, for that is the only part of us that has any real impact upon the world. Good intentions, empty of results, don’t count for much. They don’t count for anything at all, really.”

      He shifted his weight on the cushions before continuing. “Far more than just our own lives are at stake in this matter. At stake is our entire legacy, our history, our heritage, and our future. I’m not asking this only for the benefit of magekind. Magic is an asset to all of humanity. As a civilization, we define ourselves by our achievements, and only through magic have mankind’s greatest accomplishments ever been rendered possible.”

      Braden shook his head in disagreement. “The common folk won’t bat an eye if all of magekind passes on,” he stated pragmatically. “It would be far better for them to lose all memory and trace of us than to do as you suggest: to open the floodgates of hell and allow Xerys free reign to subjugate humanity.”

      Renquist pursed his lips, shaking his head. “You’re wrong, Braden. The common folk do need us. Without the guidance of the Masters, civilization as we know it will cease to exist. The temples will be abandoned, entire cities will decline into decay. Eventually, everything we have achieved, everything we have built, it will all collapse. A dark and unenlightened age will be thrust upon the world.

      “I want you to understand that the world under the reign of Xerys will not be as intolerable as you imagine or fear,” the Prime Warden reassured him. “All it will involve is a slight change in ideology for most people. The addition of a temple to the skyline. A different altar to worship at. A new face to add to the pantheon. Most citizens, so caught up in their own lives, will never even realize they have become the ignorant subjects of a different kind of tyranny. They will go about their lives completely oblivious and unaffected.

      “And, in appreciation for our service, Xerys has generously agreed to allow the eight of us, His Chosen Servants, to exercise His rule over the world. You and I, Braden, we will be the overlords of His dominion, to govern our territories as we see fit. It is part of the covenant we have struck with Him. We can each make of our own nations whatever we desire, to be as great or as modest as we please.”

      Braden tried unsuccessfully to wet his parched lips with his tongue. Staring down at the cup on the floor, he responded softly, “I am sorry, Prime Warden. I just don’t see it working out that way. I’m afraid I don’t share your optimism. Or your ambitions.”

      He drew himself up, raising his troubled eyes to meet Renquist’s gaze. “I beg you not to do this, Prime Warden. If we do what is right and pass without struggle from this world, then humanity will soon forget we ever existed. They will move on. Given time, they will eventually prosper. Someday, their achievements may even grow to surpass our own. All I ask is that you give them that chance. Give them the opportunity to prove you wrong.”

      Zavier Renquist shook his head. In his eyes was a deep and profound sadness, the first trace of true emotion Braden had seen since the conversation began. Very softly, even gently, he uttered:

      “You’ve fallen into the trap of shallow thinking, Braden, the kind that brings only enslavement to moral principles. There is no room there for shades of gray; it paints the world only in broad strokes of black and white. Life, very fortunately, cannot be reduced to such simplicity.”

      Braden bowed his head. “Then I’m sorry, Prime Warden. I’ve heard you out, but I’m afraid I still can’t help you. It goes against every principle I have.”

      Zavier Renquist threw his head back and downed the remainder of his tea. Then, very firmly, he set the small brass cup upside down upon the tray it had come from. He turned to Byron Connel and nodded once.

      Immediately, the red-bearded Battlemage rose and strode over to the door, rapping twice upon the wood. The door cracked open, slowly at first. Then it swung open broadly.

      Braden winced, turning away from the sight of Sephana being led forward into the room. Her face was streaked with tears, her dress blood-stained and rumpled. Her eyes sought Braden’s, full of sorrow and sympathy.

      Very softly, Zavier Renquist asked of Braden, “Which one, do you think, should die first? You or her?”

      Hearing that question, Braden grimaced and threw his head back.

      Renquist pressed on, voice urgent and relentless, “Should I force her to look on as I take your life slowly? Or should I make you watch your lover suffer the consequences of your decision?”

      Braden opened his eyes, shaking his head and gazing imploringly at the Prime Warden. He couldn’t help the tears that gathered in his eyes. He couldn’t bring himself to look at Sephana as he whispered in a barren voice:

      “Kill her first. Just, please … do it quickly.”

      His voice broke with emotion. He lowered his head to his chest as silent sobs wracked his frame. He brought his hands up to cover his face.

      “No, Brother. I can’t let you do this again.”

      It was Quin’s voice. Braden glanced up, eyes wide and horrified, in time to watch Quin turn to look at Renquist with a feverish intensity. “If I do as you ask, will you promise to spare her?”

      “Quin, no!” Sephana cried out, her arms crossed around her chest as she hugged herself desperately. Her face glistened with tears. “Please, no! Don’t do it!”

      “You have my word,” Zavier Renquist responded gravely.

      Quin nodded, rising to his knees. “What do I say?”

      As Braden looked on in abject horror, his brother was guided through the ritual that would render him a darkmage. Nach’tier, in the language of the clans. He repeated the words exactly as Renquist pronounced them:

      
        
        “I commit my soul to Chaos. From this day forth,

        I will be the obedient servant of Xerys.

        I will serve faithfully all the days of my life…

        … and may not even death itself release me.”

        

      

      When it was over, the Prime Warden nodded once. Very formally, he uttered, “Thank you, Quinlan.”

      Then he turned to Braden, eyes simmering shadows of glaring intensity. “You have only this one last chance. Commit your soul to Xerys or Transfer your gift to someone who will.”

      Quin tried to jerk himself erect but was prevented by the constraints that held him. “No!” he shouted, flailing against his bonds. “You can’t do this! We had an agreement, damn you!”

      Zavier Renquist turned to regard him coolly, eyebrows raised, the expression on his face indifferent. “Your brother’s life was not part of that agreement,” he reminded Quin smoothly.

      Braden knew he had to end this, one way or another.

      Following Quin’s example, he rose to his knees, palms resting on his thighs, and bowed his head deeply. His whole body shaking, he uttered solemnly the first words that came to mind, a vow that seemed to be born of desperation:

      
        
        “I swear to live in harmony with all of creation,

        To use my gift with temperance and wisdom;

        Always to heal and never to harm,

        Or my life will be righteously forfeit.”

        

      

      When he opened his eyes, he saw that another metallic chain had appeared of its own accord, this time on his right wrist, identical to the one he had gained from the Acolyte’s Oath. Now both of his wrists were thus marked. He caught his breath as he stared down at the silvery emblem of the chains. They were beautiful, seamless and flawless, indelible and perfect in every way.

      Zavier Renquist glowered down at the twin set of markings engraved into the flesh of Braden’s wrists. His mouth curled into a grimace of distaste. Slowly, he gathered up his robes and drew himself to his feet.

      “Unfortunate,” he pronounced, voice gruff and resolute. “Now that you are well and truly shackled to your morals, your life is worthless to me.” To Connel, he commanded, “Take him back to his cell. I’ll have Arden prepared for the Rite of Transference.”

      He turned toward the door.

      Braden called after him, “I won’t willingly Transfer my gift to that woman.”

      Renquist paused, fingers on the handle of the door. He turned to glance back, the look in his eyes hateful and terrifying.

      “You won’t have to,” he assured Braden with a snarl. “I’ll rip the gift right out of you just like you tore my daughter’s soul from her living body.”
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            Damn the Consequences

          

        

      

    

    
      Quin leaned his head back against the wall, arms folded across his chest, rocking himself ever so slightly. His eyes wandered upward to gaze at the ceiling.

      They had just taken Braden and Sephana away.

      His brother had never once looked back at him again; he had kept his stare lowered, eyes trained on the ground at his feet. Quin brought his knees up to his chest, clenching his jaw, all the while trying very hard not to weep.

      Standing before him, Byron Connel shifted his weight over his feet. The motion made his long robes sway. Thar’gon gleamed coldly in the lantern light.

      “I’m sorry,” Connel stated in an attempt to console. “If it helps at all, you saved the one person whose life mattered more to him than his own. He’d thank you for it if he could.”

      Quin’s view of the ceiling blurred as tears welled in his eyes.

      “It doesn’t help.” His voice was ragged and drained of emotion. “All I’ve ever desired is for Braden to know how terribly proud—and how very grateful—I’ve always been to have him as a brother. But instead of being there for him whenever he needed me, all I’ve ever been is the architect of his pain. There truly is no end to my duplicity.”

      Byron Connel paced away, hands on his hips, moving his boot to swipe at a spilled teacup on the floor. “That has to hurt. Unfortunately, there is no way of going back and changing what’s already been done, of making things right by him. The only thing you can do now is to try to keep Braden’s interests at heart going forward. At least, in that, there is yet something you can still accomplish.”

      Quin scrubbed at his eyes with the back of his hand. “What is that?”

      “Protect Sephana. Make sure you live up to your end of the bargain. Keep her safe.”

      Quin raised his eyebrows, pondering the idea. “Is that truly what Braden would wish?” The question was rhetorical, addressed more to himself rather than Connel.

      “I believe so. What do you think?”

      Quin frowned, still gazing up at the ceiling. He deliberated the answer for a moment. At length, he responded with an element of certainty:

      “I think he’d want me to destroy you all and damn the consequences.”

      The Battlemage jerked his head around, hand moving to the haft of his weapon. He was ready to act, should Quin decide to try and deliver on his brother’s legacy.

      Byron Connel reminded him, “You couldn’t rise to that challenge before. I don’t think you can bring yourself to do it now.”

      Quin swallowed, realizing the man was absolutely right. “No,” he agreed. “I could not. And I’m far too much of a coward to attempt it by myself.”

      Connel’s hand relaxed at his side, slipping away from his weapon. He gave a curt nod. “Very well. At least we both know where you stand.”

      Quin sucked in a sharp breath, biting his lip against the feeling of despair that came with acceptance of Connel’s logic. There was no further struggle left within him; he had been too thoroughly defeated.

      “It’s time for us to go,” Connel announced, turning back toward the door. “I’m going to release the field damper on you now. I trust you won’t do anything stupid?”

      Quin scowled. “I assure you, I’ve already used up all the stupid left within me today.”

      He drew himself up away from the wall, rising uncertainly to his feet. He offered his manacled wrists out in front of him.

      “Fair enough,” uttered the Battlemage.

      With the power of his mind, Byron Connel released the locks holding Quin’s shackles in place. The manacles on his wrists and ankles opened of their own accord, falling away and dropping to the ground. Quin gazed down at the flesh of his wrists, reddened and raw and chafed from the weight of the bonds.

      Connel closed his eyes and unmade the ward that had been used to shield Quin’s mind from the magic field. The glorious power of the field flooded into him like a river surging back into its course, at first offering Quin a gentle and comforting security. He closed his eyes, savoring the sweet sensation he had gone so long without.

      But it wasn’t right. It wasn’t right at all.

      Indeed, it was all sorts of wrong.

      Quin reached out with his mind, testing the capricious energies of the field, only to find his gesture rebuffed by its strange and peculiar tension. Quin’s mind flinched back away from the field’s acrid touch. He turned back to Connel with a look of alarm.

      “You feel that?” demanded the red-bearded Battlemage. “That’s our death riding toward us on the wings of apocalypse unless we do something to stop it. Follow me.”

      He turned and stalked out of the room, gloved hands clenched into fists. Quin followed after him, having to jog to catch up. He held on to his hat with his hand, falling into step and trying to match Connel’s long strides.

      He was led down long flights of stairs to one of the war rooms below the Grand Assembly. Connel threw open the door, sweeping it back and holding it open for him. Quin paused in the threshold, uncertain, eyes scanning over the chamber.

      A dark-haired woman whirled to confront him, eyes startled. A look of recognition slowly dawned on her face. Four other mages in the room stopped what they were doing and turned to stare, fixing Quin with questioning looks. He knew them all, of course, every face in the room.

      He swallowed, trying hard not to look away, feeling a profound sense of shame.

      From over his shoulder, Connel announced, “Let me introduce our newest associate, Quinlan Reis.”

      The dark-haired woman smirked, her eyes considering him dubiously. “I’m sorry, Quin, I almost didn’t recognize you. I forgot what you look like sober.”

      Reaching up, Quin carefully drew his hat off his head, holding it in his hands against his chest. “Why, thank you, Myria. I almost didn’t recognize you either. You look so much better when I’m drunk.”

      The woman chortled, rolling her eyes. With a quirk of her brow, she commented, “Welcome to the Servants, Quin. It’s good to see you haven’t lost your spark.”

      Quin drew himself up formally, addressing her, “If only my ‘spark’ was the only thing in jeopardy here today. As it is, I gravely fear you’ll be stuck with my catalytic disposition until hell freezes over.”

      Byron Connel smiled wanly, shaking his head. “Quin, this is Myria Anassis.”

      “We’ve met. Unfortunately.” Quin replaced his hat back on his head with a nod in Myria’s direction. “Madam.”

      She turned away with a look of exasperation. “Your dog needs a muzzle, Connel.”

      The Battlemage put an arm around Quin’s shoulders, drawing him near as he strolled back with him in the direction of the door. He whispered in a lowered voice, “I understand you’ve suffered a loss today. But you need to tread more carefully. These people are your allies now. And there are still a lot of ruffled feathers to go around.”

      Quin nodded, taking the warning to heart. Byron Connel turned back toward Myria. “Would you please brief Quin about his part in our undertaking?”

      “I will if he minds his manners,” she simpered. Myria turned back to Quin with a grudging smile on her lips. But when she actually started talking, her face became a mask of cool, businesslike efficiency.

      “The Reversal is already underway,” she explained in curt, professional tones. “Right now its effects are being felt further to the north, directly over Aeridor. But as the night lengthens, the field will depolarize progressively further toward the south.

      “Quin, you will be operating the Circle of Convergence at Vintgar,” she informed him. “That will be the first Circle under the effects of the Reversal. You will have to create and maintain a resonance to stabilize the magic field as it weakens. Then, at the moment of oscillation, the field strength will be reduced to null. When that happens, you will have to rely on the power of the Onslaught to maintain the Circle’s acceleration.”

      Quin stared at her blankly, feeling suddenly weak and very dizzy, his insides going completely numb. Deep down in his chest, his heart despaired. His soul felt brittle, fragile and cold.

      He nodded absently when she finished talking. He heard the words she was saying, even understood what she was asking of him. But, somehow, it all just seemed remote and unimportant. Like it didn’t pertain to him at all.

      It didn’t; his mind was entirely somewhere else.

      Not sensing his mood, Myria pressed on, “For the first hour, it will be entirely up to you, Quin. No other Circle will be tied in, yet. You must maintain the resonance. If something goes wrong and you drop your Circle, we could lose control of the entire Onslaught. I don’t think I need to emphasize how devastating that would be.”

      Once again, Quin could only nod. He really had heard very little of what was being said. He turned toward Byron Connel, a profound and weary sadness in his eyes.

      “Is my brother dead yet?” he wondered in morbid speculation.

      Connel compressed his lips together, eyes full of compassion. He reached out, laying a comforting hand on Quin’s shoulder. “Not yet. Soon, though. Quin, you have to let this go. There’s nothing you can do. It is out of your hands.”

      Quin drew in a deep breath, swallowing against a bitter lump of grief in his throat.

      He felt completely at a loss.

      He had no idea how to follow the man’s advice.
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        * * *

      

      The woman named Arden Hannah smiled up into the angular planes of Nashir Arman’s chiseled face. Of all the Servants she had met so far, he was the most self-assured, the most mysterious, the most dangerous and fascinating. She found his sinister charisma enticingly desirable.

      Gazing down at her with his hazel eyes, Nashir asked of her with a smile, “Arden, you are glowing. Are you so very eager for the Transference?”

      She smiled and glanced shyly at the two guardsmen that stood stone-faced at the bottom of the stairs, double swords crossed behind their backs. She despised their presence, but knew there was nothing to be done about them. So she decided to ignore them completely, acting as though they weren’t even there.

      Arden grinned, smirking playfully up at Nashir, twirling her fingers around in her hair.

      “I am,” she admitted sincerely. “I’ve been waiting for this moment most of my life.”

      He raised his thick eyebrows, nodding in understanding. “What of Braden Reis? Do you not harbor any feelings of remorse for him? He was your friend once … was he not?”

      Arden scoffed. She drew closer to him, reaching out and trailing her hand along the rise of his broad chest. “You are far more of a man than Braden ever was,” she assured him with confidence, her eyes intent upon the texture of his muscles beneath her fingers. She lifted her gaze to meet his. “No. I feel no remorse at all. I feel only … vindication.”

      She leaned forward to whisper that last word in his ear. Her eyes lingered on him longingly, her lips parted and inviting. He placed a firm hand behind her head, drawing her toward him.

      Arden moaned softly as his lips pressed against her own, his tongue exploring the inside of her mouth. She ran her fingers through his hair.

      When they parted, Nashir stood there for a moment gazing hungrily into her eyes. At last, he informed her in a breathless whisper, “It is time.”

      Arden’s eyes widened in anticipation.

      She walked forward beside Nashir, who strode down the stairs with cat-like grace, wielding an ironwood staff that was taller than he was and shod with elaborate gold end caps. They followed the guards down the lightless corridor, walking through a churning trail of amethyst magelight. They paused before a thick oaken door approximately halfway down the passage. Arden waited behind as Nashir undid the lock with his mind, letting the door sway open on its hinges.

      “Braden Reis,” he called within. “On your feet.”

      Arden moved forward, peering around Nashir’s tall frame into the cell. She found Braden sitting hunched over on the floor, arms bound behind his back, head bowed forward against his chest. He showed no sign whatsoever that he was even aware of their presence. He just sat there, gaze fixed somewhere on the floor between his feet. His hands were trembling.

      Noticing his discomfort, Arden couldn’t help but smile.

      Nashir stroked her cheek, indicating Braden with his eyes.

      Arden turned to look.

      Braden lurched suddenly upright, throwing his head back and groaning through clenched teeth. He fell sideways to the floor, limbs flailing in anguished torment. Arden watched, startled, but otherwise completely mesmerized by the brazen display of torture. She trailed her tongue across her lips, wetting them.

      “Still feeling vindicated?”

      Arden glanced upward at Nashir, breath coming in gasps, face flushed with excitement.

      “Very much,” she whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Quin staggered, catching himself from falling but roughing the palms of his hands on the coarse stones of the floor. He righted himself, gazing around. The room he was standing in now was different from the one he had just been walking through only moments before. He instantly recognized the stark bleakness of the walls and the cross-vaulted arch behind him.

      He had arrived in the portal chamber at Vintgar.

      Here in the eye of Vintgar’s vortex, at the bottom of the ice chasm, he knew it would be safe enough to open his mind to sample the flavor of the magic field.

      Only, he wasn’t nearly prepared for what he’d find.

      The magic field itself was keening, wailing like the howls of a thousand tortured spirits. Quin cried out, wincing back from the frenzied disquiet of the field. The eye of the vortex was contorting, shuddering as if in violent distress. It pained his head to open his mind enough to sense it.

      He knew what he had to do, although his heart was not really in it. Looking around, he gathered his thoughts, his feelings. What little courage he had left. And then he compelled himself to walk out the door of the room, leaving the portal chamber behind.

      As he strode through the halls of glowing ice toward the hall where Vintgar’s Circle of Convergence lay dormant, there was only one subject of thought on his mind: was his brother already dead, or was he yet still alive?

      The thought plagued him utterly; he dwelled upon it, and upon it only. Despite his every attempt, he could not get the topic out of his head. Dark, morose thoughts churned around in his brain, frothing with morbid conjecture.

      Was the bond of brotherhood between them strong enough to allow him to feel the moment when Braden died? Would he even be aware of his passing?

      Would Braden’s last thoughts be warm memories of the love and joy he had known? Or would his final moments be full of despair and pain?

      Would there be anyone there with him at the end, someone to offer him comfort? Or would he die alone and in misery, with no friend to ease his passing?

      Quin clenched his jaw, scrubbing at his eyes with his sleeve. He swallowed heavily against the sorrow that plagued his heart. He shook his head violently and drew up, determined to cast the tormented images from his mind.

      Before him, quiescent in the shadows and dormant from a long period of sleep, lay Vintgar’s Circle of Convergence.

      Quin stepped out into the room, placing his feet timidly between the axes of power on the floor. Engraved into the basalt rock at his feet was a larger copy of the Silver Star that Braden had always worn embroidered over his heart. The pattern was far more than mere ornamentation; it was the focus of the Circle of Convergence.

      All he had to do was awaken it.

      Quin strode over to the tip of the nearest ray and drew deeply on the power of the magic field. At first, the field did not respond to his call. Like a skittish foal, the magic field resisted his touch, flinching away from the caress of his mind. Quin closed his eyes, concentrating harder, and commanded it again. This time, he mustered much more authority, summoning that great well of power through the lines at his feet.

      The Circle of Convergence at last responded, hearkening to his call. The ancient, stone-carved lines awakened, beginning to glow with argent intensity. A graceful trickle of light traveled outward from his boots, running like liquid silver from a blacksmith’s forge, trailing outwards to ignite the tips of all eight rays. Quin walked forward, taking up position at the Circle’s center, closing his eyes as he exerted his dominance over the vortex.

      Then:

      Another feeling enveloped him, one so consummate, so penetrating, so encompassing, that it wracked his mind in molten ecstasy.

      Quin’s mouth fell agape, eyes springing wide open, as he gasped for air. His emotions jolted in a rhapsody of spiraling sensations.

      He realized with a fragmented, scattered thought:

      The Well of Tears has been opened.

      Consumed by the euphoric power of the Onslaught, Quinlan Reis writhed in the center of Vintgar’s power vortex, drowning in smothering tidal waves of rapture.
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        * * *

      

      Arden grinned at Braden, reveling in the pleasure she was taking from his pain. She pressed her soft body up against his as she gazed up into his eyes with a smile.

      “I want you to die knowing that they chose me to inherit your legacy,” she whispered into his ear. “One way or another, your gift will be put to the service of Xerys. With your power inside me, I will be the one destined for greatness. And you?” She fixed him with a pout, then scoffed with a shrug. “You’ll just be dead.”

      She stepped back away to observe his reaction.

      Braden bowed his head, his whole body seeming to sag. The gentle confidence she had once admired in him was now completely gone from his eyes. In its place was only weary acceptance.

      Arden couldn’t help the smile of triumph that sprang to her lips. Glancing behind her at Nashir, she saw the darkmage return her expression with a look of satisfied esteem.

      She turned her back on Braden and stepped out into the corridor. She left him at the mercy of the guards, who swept forward to claim him.
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        * * *

      

      Quin gazed up at the black dome above the Circle, mouth agape, eyes widened by a mixture of horror and euphoria. Through perceptions extended by his connection with the Onslaught, he could sense the effects of the Circle’s acceleration.

      Far above, in the rolling hills above the ice chasms, the swirling mass of midnight cloud cover was starting to give way.

      High above in the sky, the powerful energies of the vortex were hurling against the forces driving the Reversal. It was an ever-evolving battle that spanned the entire length of the sky, both terrible and awe-inspiring. Arcs of wild lightning licked across the atmosphere, nebulous auroras flickering brilliantly before collapse. Thunderheads clashed, colliding, showering cascades of sparks that rained down upon the hills from the heavens above.

      Quin’s heightened perceptions confirmed what his senses were already telling him: in this place, the magic field was beginning to stabilize.

      It was truly magnificent. And it was also terrifying.

      Quin beheld it all through a suffocating veil of tormented anguish.

      As he watched the ongoing battle ensuing across the sky, his mind kept drifting back toward his brother.

      Why was he even here? What purpose did it even serve?

      I’m here for Sephana. No; not for her. For Braden.

      Would his brother even have wanted this?

      No, he wouldn’t. Not at all.

      Quin cried out in a rage of conflicted emotions. This is not what Braden would have wanted, he realized tragically. Never in a thousand years.

      Is it over for you yet, Brother?

      Quin’s eyes shot wide open. It had taken this, the torrent of the Onslaught, to make him realize the magnitude of his own hypocrisy, the terrible extent of his betrayal. All along, Quin had thought he was doing something to honor his brother’s memory. Instead, Quin realized in horror, he had been working to destroy everything Braden considered worth dying for.

      When had he ever been there for his brother? Never before in his life.

      I am the architect of his pain.

      Quin staggered backwards, tormented by feelings of guilt and despair. With a cry, he let go of his command of the Circle of Convergence, dropping the energies to the floor like a sack of spilt grain. He staggered toward the door, covering his ears against the wailing backlash of the magic field.

      Reaching within, he drove a mental barrier between his mind and the Onslaught, railing against that terrible power and battering it away.

      Then he was running as fast as he could in the direction of the transfer portal.

      Maybe, just perhaps, there was still yet time…

      Back in the Circle’s chamber, the Onslaught assumed its own sinister domination over the vortex, filling the power vacuum that Quin had left behind.
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      Arden watched Nashir raise his staff, using its gilt end cap to rap three times upon the enormous double doors that warded the entrance to the Grand Assembly. The resounding noise of his strikes echoed throughout the tall chamber.

      There was a pause.

      Then the knocks were answered in kind, the sound emanating from within.

      The doors of the Assembly were thrust open, their ancient hinges groaning in rusty protest. Arden stepped to the side as she coldly observed Braden’s guards impelling him forward. He staggered, seeming to have a hard time moving in their iron clasp. He didn’t fight, but he did not go quietly either. To Arden, Braden Reis appeared a reluctant but active participant in his own execution.

      The double doors were closed, the bar thrown down to seal them shut. The doors would not be opened again until Braden’s fate was resolved to the satisfaction of the Assembly.

      Nashir draped his arm around Arden’s shoulders possessively.

      “I’ll take you up to the second gallery.” He pressed a kiss against her cheek. “When it is done, the Prime Warden will call you down. Make certain to offer him the appropriate obeisance.”

      Suddenly uncertain, Arden wondered, “Am I going to be required to say any words as part of the ritual?”

      Nashir shook his head, stroking a finger over her chin. “No. Not in this situation. This is not the way it typically works.” His voice was calm and reassuring.

      He kissed her again, slowly, cupping her face.

      “I should warn you,” he whispered, still holding her face in his dark hands, “this is not going to be like any Transference you’ve ever witnessed. It is going to hurt. A lot.”

      Arden blinked. “Him? Or me?”

      “Both,” Nashir answered ominously. “But mostly him.”

      “Good.”

      “You’ll do just fine.” Nashir held her gaze steady with her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “I’ll be waiting for you when it’s over.”
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        * * *

      

      Quin ran through the deserted halls of ancient Vintgar, dodging falling bricks and shifting floor tiles. The ground shook beneath his feet, heaving in seething turmoil from the violence of the Onslaught. Huge fragments of ice rained down from above in the chasm, bounding like hail upon the lower caverns. Down in the gorge, the River Nym was hurled from its course, spilling chill floodwaters into the halls of the ice fortress.

      Dodging a boulder that was only just moments ago part of the ceiling, Quin sprinted across the threshold of the portal chamber. To his relief, the cross-vaulted arch remained intact, the warm glow between its columns beckoning like a promise. Quin threw himself headfirst into the transfer portal just as the raging waters of the Nym spilled into the chamber behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Arden stepped out onto the second-floor gallery, moving toward the chairs Nashir had reserved for them. Her eyes swept across the dimly lit hall, widening with amazement. There, in the Grand Assembly of the Lyceum, were gathered more mages than she had ever known even existed in all the world. They were seated in rows on terraced galleries, level upon level of cascading rings encompassing the entire height of the dome.

      The Assembly was filled with the drone of conversation, a compressed and uneasy tension filling the air.

      As Arden seated herself, she could feel her eyes tear up in gratitude that she was finally, actually, here, ready to take her own place as a member of this great body.

      She had waited so many years. So much struggle. So much effort. So much pain. She had come so close to losing everything so many times.

      It had always been possible, but always a distant dream, tangible, but ever just out of reach. And now that dream was about to be hers to grasp in her hands and claim as she pleased.

      Deeply moved, Arden brought her fingers up to cover her mouth as all across the chamber the drone of conversation faltered.

      An anxious silence settled gradually over the hall.

      A large orb of light appeared on the floor of the chamber. It was brilliant, intense. All around, the ambient lighting slowly dimmed. The effect was hypnotic, mesmerizing. Her gaze was directed at the sphere of light on the floor, forsaking all else.

      She watched as Braden was brought forward by his guards into that argent glow. They positioned him there in the center, one man to either side. He was made to stand there, shirtless, blinking against the brilliance that surrounded him.

      Arden’s pulse lurched in anticipation as she stared down at the man who was about to surrender to her his legacy and life. Braden did not go to his death with defiance or pride, nor did he rail in panic against his fate. There was no fight left within him at all.

      She closed her eyes, savoring the sweet exhilaration brought about by that insight.
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        * * *

      

      Quin rolled as he landed on the other side of the portal, hauling himself up off the ground and staggering forward at a run. He ignored the shouts of the guards behind him as he outdistanced them, launching his body in the direction of the stairwell.

      He ran down flights of stairs, taking two and three steps at a time, finally spilling out into the darkness of the dungeon. Quickly, he produced a glowing mass of magelight, sending it spreading forward ahead of him over the ground.

      He jogged up the narrow hallway between cells, trying to remember which one they had put his brother in. Picking a door he thought was the right one, he threw it open with both hands.

      The cell was empty.

      He tried the one across from it.

      It, too, was empty.

      He tried another door. And another.

      The next cell was not empty. But it also did not contain Braden.

      What it did contain was important enough to stop Quin in his tracks. He paused, groping forward through his burgundy glow of magelight.

      In a pile scattered carelessly across the floor were all of the things that had been taken from them. His pack was there, along with his sword, Zanikar, still in its scabbard. Sephana’s light staff lay beneath a pile of blood-soaked rags.

      Wincing, Quin reached down and plucked his sword up from the ground. He strapped the scabbard around his hips. He shouldered his pack and took up the staff.

      And then he paused.

      On the floor, half hidden by the pile of clothing they had stripped from his brother, was the war belt given to Braden by the clan chief of the Omeyan Jenn. Still attached to it were all of the weapons and tools that had been affixed to it when Braden had worn it last. Quin drew the belt on over his own waist, tying it in place before ducking out the door.

      “Braden!” he shouted, slapping his hand on the wooden door of the cell across from him. “Sephana!”

      He went door to door down the passage, thrusting open random doors, pounding on the walls until his knuckles were torn and bloodied.

      And then he found someone.

      Tearing open a door, Quin flinched back at the sight of an old and sickly looking man with thinning white hair, face quilted by wrinkles. Quin pulled up short, recognition dawning in his eyes.

      “I thought you were one of them,” he said of Devrim Remzi.

      The aged Empiricist rose to his feet, spreading out his shackled hands as far as his bonds would allow. Quin released him from his manacles, turning the locks with the power of his mind.

      Then he assaulted Remzi, grabbing the old man by the shoulders. “Please,” he begged him. “Tell me, have you seen my brother? Or Sephana?”

      The old Master took a step back away from him and sat back down upon his cot, gazing up into Quin’s face suspiciously. He raised his hand to his nose, wiping away a fresh drop of blood. The old Master had not been treated kindly, Quin surmised.

      “You will find the woman two cells down on the right,” Remzi informed him, still glaring him cautiously in the eye. His gaze was intense, and intensely distrustful. “If you’re looking for your brother, then I’m afraid you are already too late.”

      Upon hearing his words, Quin felt an awful, chilling weakness in his joints. He shook his head, unwilling to believe such dreadful tidings.

      “No,” he gasped, whirling back out of the cell. With his shoulder, he shoved at the door the old man had indicated. It was locked.

      He pounded on the wood, rattling it against its hinges.

      He shattered the locking mechanism with the power of his mind. The door sprang open a narrow inch. He kicked it open the rest of the way.

      Sephana careened toward him, falling into Quin’s arms, clinging to him desperately. She was crying, the abundance of her tears wetting his neck and cheek.

      “They took him away,” she sobbed against his chest.

      At first, all Quin could do was stare at her mutely. But then he clenched his jaw, rallying his strength.

      “Then let’s go get him back,” he challenged her, tossing Sephana her staff.

      She caught it up in her hand, eyes brimming with grief mixed with hope as they sprinted out of the dungeon and raced together toward the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      In the hall of the Grand Assembly, the sound of a deep and resonant voice interrupted the silence:

      “Braden Reis, you have been convicted, attainted, and condemned of high treason committed against the state of Caladorn and the Lyceum of Bryn Calazar. A sentence of death has been pronounced against you. May the gods have mercy on your soul.”

      Hearing that verdict, Arden leaned forward on the edge of her seat, hands gripping the railing in front of her.

      Down on the floor in the circle of light, ropes of energy materialized to entwine tightly about Braden’s body. His guards forced him roughly to his knees, one man leveraging him down by the shoulders, the other taking him by the hair, jerking his head forward and forcing his chin against his chest.

      Nashir tried to take hold of her hand. Arden ignored his touch, too entranced was she by the pathos of the scene unfolding before her. It was enthralling, intoxicating, wondrously stimulating. It excited her desperately. Her heart thrummed, her head dizzy with the thrill of expectation.

      She watched as, down on the floor, Zavier Renquist strode forward into the glowing sphere of light. From his hands swayed a large pendant that hung from a thick silver band, the medallion’s stone faceted, dull and black.

      Seeing that dark stone held before him, Braden Reis at last looked properly afraid.

      The Prime Warden moved to stand behind him, pausing there for a moment, raising the pendant up over his head. He gazed up solemnly, perhaps even sadly, at the artifact in his hands. Then he was bending over, draping the bands of the silver collar around Braden’s neck.

      In the silence that encased the chamber, Arden actually heard the click of the metallic clasp.

      The sound made her flinch.

      Braden cringed forward, his body held upright only by the considerable strength of the guards. He struggled against their grip, shuddering violently. On his chest, the black medallion began to glow, dark facets filling with a terrible inner fire.

      They released his bonds of light, the guards stepping back away. Braden spilled forward to the floor, writhing and moaning in tormented anguish.

      When he finally began to scream, Arden sucked in a sharp hiss of air. She was trembling all over, jaw slack and shivering, breath ragged and panting. Her fingers clenched the arms of her chair until her knuckles turned white.

      The sound of Braden’s screams became desperate, horrific. Arden moaned, caught up in the throes of an exhilarated climax unlike anything she had ever felt before in her life.
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        * * *

      

      Quin staggered out of the stairwell and out into the wide hall, his eyes making a quick survey of the room. It was the same place where the crowd had assaulted Braden and himself just hours before.

      The wide hall was now completely empty. Scattered trash strewn across the tiles was the only reminder that so many people had even been there.

      Frowning in incomprehension, Quin drew Zanikar from its scabbard and rushed forward across the hall, Sephana right behind him. He made toward an enormous set of double doors set into the end of a vaulted transept. One of the doors was already ajar, cracked partially open.

      Quin began to raise his hand but then paused. He closed his eyes, steeling himself before asserting his weight against the door.

      Sephana at his side, Quin stepped forward into the Grand Assembly. Terraced galleries soared upward along the walls of the massive dome.

      The chamber was dim and empty. Completely deserted.

      Only silence greeted their arrival.

      Numb with fear and trepidation, Quin’s legs trembled as he moved forward down the aisle and out into the center of the floor. He sheathed his sword. His eyes scanned the painted tiles for evidence that his brother had ever been there.

      There was nothing to find. No blood. No signs of struggle.

      A fragile sound came echoing from somewhere down below.

      Quin’s eyes darted to Sephana, questioning, then trailed back again across the floor. It took him a moment to notice the gaping entrance to a stairway set behind the lower gallery.

      Quin surged toward it, his breath ragged, desperate thoughts wildly flailing through his head. Sephana by his side, he clung to her arm as he staggered down the steps.

      Halfway down, he drew up short.

      Quin’s heart stalled in his chest. For a moment all he could do was stand there, unable to draw breath. Pressed up against him, he could feel Sephana’s body stiffen.

      Below him on the floor, a woman in white was tending to his brother’s corpse. She was in the process of composing him on a bier. The woman glanced up, gazing at them through a sheer veil of white.

      Quin groaned, turning away. He enfolded Sephana in his arms. Closing his eyes, he held her close, letting her spill her grief against his chest.

      The priestess of Death paused in her ministrations, looking on with face full of sympathy.
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      The white-veiled priestess withdrew to the side, yielding them space to grieve. Quin remained behind on the stairs as Sephana swept forward to kneel at Braden’s side. She took his limp hand into her own, caressing it tenderly.

      Quin wandered slowly forward, dropping to the floor. Blinking back scalding tears, he gazed down upon his brother. Braden’s dark eyes were open and staring, but they were dull and empty. Nothing of his character yet remained; the spirit inside had fled.

      Quin bent down to press a kiss against his brother’s forehead. At the same time, he drew his hand down over Braden’s face, closing his eyes. He remained that way for a little while, just to be certain.

      He sat back up, comforted to discover his brother appeared much more at peace.

      He glanced over to Sephana. She was still grieving, shoulders quivering as she clung desperately to Braden’s hand. She was running her thumb back and forth over the interlaced markings on his wrist. The emblem of the chain shimmered coldly in her magelight.

      Quin started to pull away, but hesitated as a metallic glint caught his eye. There, dropped carelessly on the floor beside the corpse, was the Soulstone medallion.

      Quin’s breath hitched in his throat as fresh, hot tears spilled down his cheeks. No longer would he have to morbidly speculate how Braden had spent the last moments of his life. He knew exactly the manner of death inflicted by that artifact.

      After all, the medallion was his own creation.

      When Quin had first conceived the notion of the Soulstone, he had envisioned a benevolent talisman, a gentle means of Transferring the gift from a dying mage to an apprentice if the two were separated by distance or by time.

      In his youth, Quin had been considered something of a protégé, the foremost master of his craft at a very young age. He had intended the Soulstone medallion to be his masterpiece, his opus, his crowning achievement. A precious heirloom that would endure long after he was gone, preserving magical legacies that might otherwise have been lost due to circumstance or atrophy.

      It was never his intent to create such a malevolent device.

      He hadn’t known about the flaw. Not until he had been forced to witness Amani’s execution. Quin had been made to sit there and watch as Amani died in agony, writhing and screaming in Braden’s arms.

      Her death should have been a peaceful one. Quin had personally assured his brother that it would be.

      Which was the only reason Braden had chosen to use the Soulstone in the first place.

      Amani’s father, Prime Warden Renquist, had refused to recuse himself from the case when his own daughter had been brought forward for Inquiry. Amani had been condemned to death by her father’s pronounced judgment. And it was by Renquist’s command that Braden was forced to administrate his own wife’s execution.

      Braden had not chosen to use the Soulstone out of malice or any kind of thirst for revenge. Not for justice or jealousy. No; he had made that choice out of compassion. Out of mercy. Because he had, once again, made the mistake of trusting Quin’s advice.

      Quin swallowed heavily against bitter tears of self-hatred. He fully understood the enormity of his guilt.

      If he hadn’t rushed to finish the Soulstone, Amani wouldn’t have suffered.

      His brother, as well, need not have suffered.

      At least, he could spare Sephana from knowing what manner of death Braden had been subjected to. Far better for her if she never knew.

      Quin shifted his weight, letting the hem of his coat fall forward to cover the medallion on the floor. He slipped it away before she could see it, dropping the vile thing into the pocket of his vest. He leaned forward, brushing a kiss against her cheek.

      “Take as long as you need,” he whispered.

      Sephana nodded, grimacing against her tears.

      He rose, hand in his pocket, and shambled away like a sad and abject man lost in a wilderness of regret.

      It was to the priestess of Death that Quin wandered first. The woman was biding her time in an adjacent room, giving them space to be alone with their dead. The priestess rose to her feet when she noticed Quin’s presence in the doorway.

      He gazed into the woman’s veiled face, not fully trusting his voice. He fished the silver medallion out of his pocket and extended it out toward her in his hand.

      “I named this talisman the Soulstone,” he managed raggedly, his voice hoarse with misery. “It’s an artifact … a holding vessel for a mage’s legacy, but one entirely despicable. I created it, ” he admitted wretchedly, holding her dark eyes through her veil. “But I can’t destroy it.

      “So please,” he begged of her, “take this back with you to your high temple and seal it away in your deepest vaults. Keep it there. Never allow knowledge of its existence to pass to the mages of Aerysius. Please, if you fear Xerys, you will do this for me.”

      The woman gazed at him with compassionate understanding in her eyes. She nodded once. Then she reached out and withdrew the medallion from his hand, holding it cautiously by its silver band.

      Quin turned and stalked away, not wanting to look back to see what she did with it. He had no interest in ever seeing it again.
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        * * *

      

      Arden Hannah glanced upward at the sky from her perch on a high balcony overlooking the Lyceum. What she saw terrified her.

      Black thunderheads churned across the night, flickering lights strobing deep within their depths. Every so often an arcing fork of lightning would crackle overhead, followed instantly by a rolling peal of thunder.

      The turmoil in the sky was mirrored by the chaos beneath in the city. Arden gazed out across Bryn Calazar and wondered what could have gone so terribly wrong in such a short amount of time.

      Outside the city gates, the rolling landscape was blackened, charred and empty. The besieging army of the horse lords no longer assailed the city gates. Their remains had been cremated by Connel’s assault with the Circle of Convergence, their ashes strewn across the ground by the careless fingers of the wind.

      Below her feet, Bryn Calazar was dying. Citizens ran panicked through the streets as the city crumbled all around them. Everywhere she looked, walls were giving way, buildings toppled, bridges collapsing into rubble.

      Arden turned to Nashir, her eyes deeply troubled. “How can this be happening?” she wondered. “What went wrong?”

      He was gazing down at the fires that had ignited below in the courtyard, their orange reflection smoldering in his eyes. “It is the fault of Quinlan Reis,” he acknowledged at last. “He let go of Vintgar’s Circle too soon. The Onslaught has escaped our  control.”

      Arden turned to stare at him, wide eyes full of concern. “What can we do?”

      He shrugged. “We can still try to stabilize the magic field with the other Circles of Convergence. It might not work. But that is all that can be done at this time.”

      “Is there hope?” she wondered.

      The cruelly handsome darkmage turned to gaze at her. He brought his hand up, stroking the back of his fingers gently down her cheek. With a sad smile on his lips, he whispered, “Maybe. If not, I look forward to spending an eternity in the Netherworld with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Quin glanced through the doorway to Sephana, still keeping watch at Braden’s side. He looked down. For the first time, he realized that he was still wearing his brother’s war belt.

      He considered leaving it behind to be buried with the corpse, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. It was the only thing he had left of Braden.

      Curious, he stuffed his fingers inside a pouch and, fishing around, withdrew a small object. He held the item up in his hand, frowning down at it. It only took him a moment to recognize what it was.

      “I’ll be damned,” he whispered.

      Quin remembered the day Braden had carved the wooden horse. Gazing down at the tiny stallion, he couldn’t help the small, sad grin that worked its way to his lips.

      A hand squeezed his shoulder. Sephana had retired from her watch.

      Quin realized it was time to go.

      He wandered back in the direction of the stairs, kneeling one last time at Braden’s side.

      “Goodbye, little brother,” he whispered. “I’ll never forget you. Never in a thousand years.”

      Into Braden’s flaccid hand he pressed the tiny wooden horse, squeezing the fingers closed around it.

      “‘From the Atrament we all come, and back to the Atrament we all return,’” he whispered as he rose. He turned to leave.

      “Pardon, Great Master.”

      He glanced back, an unspoken question on his face as he regarded the dark-haired priestess behind him. She nodded in his direction, a somber but compassionate expression on her face.

      “I’m sorry to intrude, but … I do need to know his name.”

      Sephana strode forward, drawing herself up nobly. To the priestess she announced in unfaltering tones, “His name was Braden Reis, Grand Master of the Sixth Tier, First of the Sentinels. He was the very best of us. So, please, lay him out properly.”

      The priestess of Death dropped instantly into a low and formal curtsey. “He will be well cared for, Great Lady.”
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        * * *

      

      Arden Hannah leaned forward, intent on the deep and velvety tones of Nashir’s clanborn accent. It was much thicker than either Quin’s or Braden’s had been, harsher and more difficult to follow unless she was paying very close attention.

      “How does it feel?” he probed her, stroking the side of her face with a finger. “Is there still any pain?”

      Arden stretched languidly, luxuriating in the strength of her newfound abilities. She drew in a small taste of the magic field, sampling its profound energies. “I feel … empowered.” She shook her head, at a complete loss for words. “I can’t describe it.”

      “And vindicated?” Nashir pressed with an amused grin.

      Arden smiled. “Yes. And vindicated.”

      She closed her eyes, savoring the vibrant thrill of the fierce inheritance she had received from Braden through the Soulstone. The feel of it was intoxicating, prodigious, eclipsing anything she had ever dreamed or expected it would be like. She’d had no idea the man had been endowed with so much raw, terrifying power. Braden Reis had been sixth tier, the most vested mage in all of history. And now his great and potent legacy had fallen to her.

      “It doesn’t hurt anymore,” she informed Nashir.

      “Good,” the darkmage smiled, gazing deeply into her eyes. “We are sending you to Xerys’ Pedestal on the edge of the Cerulean Plains.” His eyes were full of malevolent confidence, holding no scrap of doubt for her newfound abilities. “There’s still a chance to stabilize the magic field. You must use the Circle there then transfer to Aerysius to assist Prime Warden Krane.”

      Nashir smiled at her reassuringly. Then he leaned forward to whisper in her ear, “Come. I have something for you.”

      He led her back into the shadows of his quarters, to a dark and narrow hallway. There, he opened a door at the far end. Arden peered into the shadows, eyes searching. She heard the sound of it before she saw anything.

      A creature padded toward her from out of the darkness, eyes glowing with a menacing green intensity. Arden flinched back away from the appalling beast. It resembled a black wolfhound with crusted fur and a great, cavernous mouth. But it was not a dog; indeed, not any living animal. It looked like evil incarnate.

      Nashir smiled affectionately, extending his hand toward his vile pet. It sniffed his fingers loudly, oozing great globs of slaver from its jowls.

      “He’s a loyal beast,” the darkmage commented, ruffling the thing’s wet and matted fur. “He is yours. Take him with you for protection.”

      “What is it?” she gasped, drawing away.

      “A thanacryst.” Nashir took her hand into his own and guided her toward the beast. “A creature that feeds on the life force of a mage.”

      The thing sniffed twice at her hand, the sound of its breath like the gasp of air from a grave. Arden had to fight the impulse to pull away.

      “How dreadful,” she whispered, staring down at the creature in revulsion. “Won’t it harm me?”

      Nashir smiled, crouching down beside his pet, ruffling the fur of its withers with his hands. “It shouldn’t,” he reassured her. “Such beasts have been known to turn against their masters, but the blackness of your soul should quiet its appetite.”

      Arden raised her eyebrows at his remark. She had never thought of it that way before. Was her soul so very black? She gazed back down at the foul creature, bending forward to scratch it behind the ears.

      The thanacryst sounded almost like it was purring.

      Arden Hannah smiled. Her soul was very black.

      Of that fact she was rather proud.
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        * * *

      

      Quin wandered the halls of the Lyceum, numb and dazed by loss. He had no idea where he was going, letting his feet carry him forward without purpose or direction. Sephana was at his side, but she, too, seemed similarly affected. Neither said a word.

      A sudden tremor in the floor jolted Quin’s senses back into focus. Above, suspended from the tiled ceiling, an enormous chandelier began to sway side to side like a pendulum on its iron chain. Another quake jolted the ground beneath their feet.

      “What is that?” Sephana gasped.

      Quin glanced around, eyes wide and fearful.

      He took her by the wrist and rushed her forward toward an exit. Bursting through the door, he ran halfway out into the courtyard, head craned back, gazing up into the sky with mouth agape. He took in the fearsome aspect of the clouds overhead, of the surging clash of energies within them.

      Immediately, he understood: the disturbance in the skies over Vintgar had swept southeast to threaten Bryn Calazar.

      He brought his hand up to cover his mouth in agonized despair.

      “This is my fault,” he admitted over the howl of the raging winds. “I dropped the Circle—I left the vortex exposed to the Onslaught! I stabilized the field there, but the Onslaught has gotten out of hand!”

      Beside him, Sephana was regarding him very seriously. Over the sound of the rumbling thunder she called out to him, “Can you pick the Circle back up again?”

      He shook his head, holding his hat against the wind as his coat was crackled out behind him. “No. It’s too late! Vintgar has fallen.”

      He turned to look behind them, to the Grand Dome of the Lyceum. Within, someone was commanding Bryn Calazar’s Circle of Convergence. He could see the acceleration rings coming off from it, masses of air that churned, rotating in the sky over the dome. It created a column of swirling clouds that fought for dominance against the Onslaught.

      “What they’re trying … it won’t work,” came a gruff voice from behind them.

      Quin whirled to find Devrim Remzi standing there, quietly gazing up into the sky. The aged Master drew toward them, staring upward as he took in the vision of the resonance driving the swirling masses of air high overhead.

      “Why won’t it work?” Quin demanded, holding his hat against his head.

      Still peering at the Circle’s acceleration, the old man explained, “They’re still trying to save themselves—they’re still working to stabilize the magic field. What they should be doing instead is trying to contain the Onslaught before it blackens the entire world.”

      Quin hung his head, lowering his hat against his chest. “This is my fault,” he repeated, admitting his failure to the old man.

      “Even if it is, it makes little difference,” Remzi shrugged. “What matters now is whether you have the courage to right what you have wronged.”

      Quin frowned, prodding him, “What do you mean?”

      The old man turned toward him. “Already, most of Caladorn has been charred to ash. The cataclysm is advancing toward the south, and will soon begin consuming the Rhen. There is nothing you can do to save our homeland. But you still have a chance to save hers.” He indicated Sephana with a glance.

      Quin gawked at him, open-mouthed and incredulous. He looked around, blinking furiously, unable to fully process the tidings he’d just heard.

      Caladorn, destroyed. By him.

      His fault.

      “How?” he whispered, heart writhing in anguished torment.

      “You must seal the Well of Tears,” commanded Remzi. “Cut the Onslaught off from its source. Let your brother’s vision come to pass.”

      “But what if they can stabilize it in time?” Sephana whispered. “If we seal the Well of Tears after the Reversal has been neutralized, then wouldn’t that deny Xerys power over this world?”

      “It might break their covenant,” Remzi agreed guardedly. “At the very least, it’s worth a try.”

      Appalled, Quin shuddered, “Can it even be done? I don’t know how…”

      “I do,” the aged Empiricist insisted. “But I can’t do it alone. The sealing of the Well requires a Grand Master, someone of at least fourth tier. You must enter the gateway that has been forged between worlds. There, you must offer yourself in sacrifice to mend the seal on the side of the Netherworld.”

      Quin stared at him a long, hard moment, eyes feverish with intensity. “Show me how.”

      “Quin—” Sephana began, but he was already stalking away.

      He strode back toward the Lyceum, feet moving with determined purpose.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Arden Hannah stepped out of the portal chamber at the base of the rock formation known as Xerys’ Pedestal on the edge of the Cerulian Plains. She muttered a Word of Command as she moved across the threshold of the chamber. The dark basalt rock surrounding the door filled in the gap where the opening had just been.

      She stepped out into the bleak grayness of night, alarmed by the sight of gathering cloud cover overhead. A wind was picking up, ruffling her hair. The Reversal was not yet here, but it was certainly on its way. To the northwest, she could see the dark peaks of the Craghorns encased in a thick fogbank that writhed and churned, incensed by violent forks of lightning.

      Mounting the man-carved steps that wrapped, spiraling, around the thick column of rock, Arden ascended the narrow path toward the summit of the crag. At her side paced the terrible creature Nashir had given her. The thanacryst trotted dutifully ahead, its black tongue slavering fetid droplets as it sniffed the way.

      She climbed, spiraling, hundreds of feet above the horseshoe-shaped valley that surrounded the pedestal. After long minutes, she gained the summit and stepped out onto the flattened vista.

      Arden smiled, staring down at the lines of the small Circle of Convergence that was there, carved into the polished surface of the summit itself. This Circle had been dormant a very long time, she surmised, tracing one of the focus lines with a slippered foot. She was excited, anticipating the thrill of power that would be hers to command when the Circle awakened. Xerys’ Vortex awaited her, its lines of charged power already beginning to cringe in anticipation of the oncoming Reversal.

      Moving to the Circle’s center, Arden summoned the vortex’s power through her feet. All around her, energies shivered as the Circle responded. The focus lines shimmered, aglow with liquid metallic light. The image of the Silver Star appeared, awakening out of the black rock of the summit. All around a wind kicked up, rotating, increasing in fury.
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        * * *

      

      Quin stared up at the transfer portal to Aerysius, feeling a surge of trepidation. Sephana drew up to stand at his side, face drawn and grimly set. Behind her walked Devrim Remzi, ambling forward with a limp.

      Quin positioned himself in the center of the tall, cross-vaulted arch. He put his hand out to Sephana. She stared at his offered hand for a long moment, considering it with a disdainful expression as though it were something diseased. Her gaze ticked upward to examine his face. Then something in her expression subtly changed, her eyes visibly softening.

      Sephana accepted Quin’s offered hand, lifting his arm along with hers as she stepped forward into the glow of the transfer portal.

      There was a blinding flash of light as the world lurched beneath their feet.
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        * * *

      

      Above Arden’s head, black clouds raced to confront the Circle’s resonance. She could feel the magic field destabilizing around her. Containing it was like trying to hold back a cup of spilt milk that just kept running through her fingers.

      And then, suddenly, the song of the magic field went abruptly silent.

      The field’s absence was shocking in its totality.

      But she had expected this.

      Arden smiled and drew heavily on the rapturous power of the Onslaught. The Circle’s resonance rallied, the magic field surging back to life with brilliant intensity. The skies above thundered, the field lines wailing like a threnody. She flung her mind out on waves of light, searching for confirmation of what she already knew:

      In this place, at least, the magic field was stable.

      Her work here was complete.

      Smiling in victory, Arden Hannah sprinted toward the flight of spiraling stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Quin and Sephana spilled out of the portal into the Chamber of Egress beneath the Hall of the Watchers. Devrim Remzi came through directly after, collapsing to his knees. A guard rushed forward to confront them, halted by Sephana. She strode toward the man, brandishing the chain on her left wrist like an emblem before her face.

      “Clear the chamber!” she commanded in a voice that rang with authority.

      All of the men who guarded the portals turned as one then jogged together toward the exit.

      Quin reached down, offering to help Remzi to his feet. The old Empiricist just batted his hand away with a scowl, pushing himself unsteadily to his feet.

      Quin looked to Sephana in askance, wondering what her intentions were with the removal of the guards.

      “We have to destroy the Egress,” she explained, walking toward the nearest cross-vaulted arch. “Do you have any disruption charges left?”

      Quin immediately nodded. He tossed open his pack, verifying that indeed they were all still accounted for, even the ones he had spilled out across the floor beneath the Lyceum. Someone had gathered them all up and replaced them back into his pack.

      “Sephana … are you certain?” he asked her. “There’s no coming back from this.”

      “Very certain,” Sephana told him levelly. “We can’t risk exposure at our rear.”

      Quin grudgingly agreed. He fished his arm deep within his pack, pulling out a handful of the small copper cubes. Four he tossed to Sephana. Then he ran to the first portal and began laying down the rest.
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            Cataclysm

          

        

      

    

    
      Zavier Renquist stared down from the balcony of a minaret high above the Lyceum’s golden dome. Unfurling before him was an apocalyptic vision of his own inception. Below, the city of Bryn Calazar burned. Even the tall ships in the harbor were ablaze, their sails black and curling, fragmenting into ash. The night sky was adrift with glowing cinders that wafted gently to the ground, drifting like snowflakes. Black, acrid smoke roved over the city in great plumes, lingering close to the ground in some places or swept high up into the air, gathering in ominous pillars.

      Renquist’s predator-like gaze remained intent upon the scene of devastation unfolding below. He stood against the balcony wall with feet apart, cradling a cup in his hands. To the man standing behind him, he commanded:

      “Evacuate the Lyceum.”

      There was a pause. The response was timorous when it came:

      “I am sorry, Prime Warden. That is not possible.”

      Renquist turned to glare his contempt at the man, his stare dispassionate and intense. “What do you mean?”

      The young mage before him swallowed, fidgeting. “It is the Onslaught. The transfer portals are no longer safe. We already tried sending a few people through…. It did not turn out well, Prime Warden.”

      Renquist glowered. “Then evacuate to the city.”

      There was another long gap of silence. Then:

      “The arches warding the gates have malfunctioned. Their polarity has been reversed. Anyone can enter the Lyceum … but no mage can leave.”

      Zavier Renquist turned his back on the man to consider the apocalyptic panorama below. He took a sip from the cup he was holding in his hand, a spiced wine fermented from mare’s milk.

      To the young man behind him, he wondered, “Then why are you still here? Go home. Make love to your wife. Then make your peace with the gods.”

      The Prime Warden continued to gaze down from the heights long after the other man had gone. The air was terrible, chokingly thick and filled with the acrid taste of wood smoke and defeat.

      Glowing embers continued to shower down from the midnight sky, falling everywhere, wafting down to cover Bryn Calazar in drifting blankets of smothering ash.

      It seemed the whole world was on fire.
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        * * *

      

      Quin covered his ears and threw himself down, shielding Sephana with his own body.

      There was a noise like deafening thunder followed by a concussion wave so intense it battered him against the ground. A thick cloud of fine, gray dust billowed toward them.

      Choking, Quin held the fabric of his coat up over his mouth. Beside him, Devrim Remzi made a retching noise. Quin locked his hand on the mage’s collar, pulling him along after him as he struggled to his feet.

      One hand on Remzi, the other around Sephana’s shoulders, Quin steered them back down the hallway. They jogged forward, finding a set of winding stairs that led upward. Here, Quin let Sephana go first. She knew this place far better than he.

      “Well, that was one way to announce our arrival,” he muttered.

      Sephana led them to the top of the stairs and out across the tiled floor of the Hall of the Watchers. There, Aerysius’ Circle of Convergence lay quiescent. Quin considered the Circle carefully, distrusting it. Crouching down, he spread his hand upon the red marble of its surface.

      “It’s been in use,” he observed. “And it’s been used hard.”

      He rose, turning to stare upward into the shadows of the dome above. A gnawing feeling of trepidation crept over him. He retreated a step, then another, eyes scouring the forest of stone columns that supported the roof as he turned slowly around. A terrible feeling of cold shivered across his nerves.

      All around the Hall of the Watchers, a host of necrators rose upward from the ground. They seemed nebulous, like demonic silhouettes constructed of living shadow. Quin froze, knowing very well what the touch of just one of those creatures could do.

      He reached down to his side, drawing his scimitar.

      “That sword will do you little good.”

      Quin glanced up and found himself gaping into the eyes of Cyrus Krane. The Prime Warden of Aerysius was glowering arrogantly down from a balcony high above the floor. He appeared completely at ease, master of his own dominion.

      Quin slowly circled his companions, holding Zanikar up before him. A necrator glided toward them from its position along the wall.

      Quin pushed Sephana back, inserting himself between her and the living shadow. He brought the sword up, tip pointed at the necrator’s chest. To his horror, the blade penetrated the creature harmlessly, as if the necrator was nothing more than animated mist.

      He glanced around. More shadows were gliding toward them, streaming forward from the walls, herding them toward the center of the Hall. Quin allowed himself to be forced backward with Sephana.

      “Can either of you sense the field?” he inquired of both his companions.

      “No,” Remzi responded.

      Sephana silently shook her head.

      All around, the ring of necrators was drawing inexorably closer, little by little tightening the noose around them.

      Quin froze; he didn’t know what to do. Slowly, he eased Zanikar back into its scabbard. He looked around at the constricting ring of shadows. He was immune to the necrators’ awful influence because of his covenant with evil, but there was nothing he could do to stop them; they were not his minions to command.

      He paced slowly in a circle around Sephana and Remzi, arms spread out at his sides, warding them both with his body. Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks.

      “How ironic,” Quin muttered, one corner of his mouth twitching upward into the slightest hint of a grin. “I just remembered something.” His eyes narrowed at Cyrus Krane. “I’m a darkmage.”

      He reached back, plucking Sephana’s light staff out of her hand. At the same time, he opened his mind to the power of the Onslaught.

      “No!” shouted Krane.

      Quin smiled as he channeled the malevolent power of the Netherworld into the ring of necrators around him. Dazzling rays of unholy light blossomed from the end of the staff, shining out in every direction at once. All around the room necrators withered and died, impaled by spears of light, consumed by licking tongues of putrid flame.

      Quin raised the staff up over his head and then brought it down with force against the ground. The Hall of the Watchers went absolutely dark and then erupted into a dim glow of ethereal green light. The world seemed rendered in a monochromatic pallet of pestilence and decay.

      “That was impressive,” Krane commended him as he descended the curving staircase toward the floor. “But it was also stupid.” His face was a lurid chiaroscuro of shadow.

      Krane paused at the bottom of the stairs, one hand lingering on the rail, white cloak swaying behind him. He took a step out onto the tiled floor. It seemed as though he oozed arrogance from every pore.

      “Xerys is your Master now,” he explained to Quin in a lecturing tone, eyes only for him. “Every move you make in opposition to His will brings you closer to His judgment. Only torment shall await you should you betray the covenant you made.”

      All the while he was speaking, Krane was slowly inching forward, closing the distance between them. His piercing black eyes glowed with malevolent intensity fraught with shadow. Quin found himself forced gradually backward as he attempted to draw Krane toward himself and away from the others. The Prime Warden pressed forward, cornering him against the far wall near the stairs. A disdainful sneer contorted his features.

      Quin leaned the light staff against the corner of the wall. Carefully, he withdrew Zanikar from its scabbard, holding the thin-bladed scimitar out in front of him.

      Krane scoffed at the blade, indifferent to Quin’s threat. “Such resistance will not serve you. Every act of virtue you commit renders you more vulnerable to my pets.”

      Quin sneered, shaking his head. “It doesn’t matter,” he spat. “After today, I could stand here exuding virtue the rest of my life and still have evil left to burn.”

      He lunged forward, swiping Zanikar up in a backhanded arc that scored a ragged gash across the Prime Warden’s face. With a cry, Cyrus Krane flinched back, blood welling from the wound. He brought his hands up to cover his face.

      His entire body jerked.

      Krane brought his hands down, eyes wide and horrified.

      Quin grinned at him, stepping back with Zanikar raised. “The sword’s a dampener,” he informed Krane, hatred gloating in his eyes. “Now, isn’t that a honey of a pickle?”

      He raised the sword, focusing his mind for a killing strike.

      “No!” he heard Sephana shout from behind him. “Don’t do it, Quin!”

      Suddenly, she was behind him, hands around his chest, grappling with him for command of the blade. At first he resisted her. But, grudgingly, he lowered Zanikar back down to his side.

      He turned to glare at her. “Why not?”

      She shook her head, eyes wild and tormented. “You have enough blood on your hands today,” she scolded him in a near-whisper. “Think of your soul, Quinlan. You are going to need to start exuding virtue to have any hope of salvation. He’s not worth it, Quin. Let him live to face the justice of the Assembly.”

      Quin grimaced, knowing she was right. He slammed Zanikar back into its scabbard, turning away as he used the power of his mind to bind his enemy with fetters born of shadow.

      He left the Prime Warden there on the floor of his own Hall, bound and gagged, face battered and bloodied. He left him kneeling before the judgmental eyes of the stone Watchers on the walls.

      He strode away from the man, walking back toward Remzi. The Empiricist was resting at the base of the staircase, leaning with his back against the rail. He appeared very old and very weary. When he looked up at Quin, his eyes were full of disgust.

      “I was afraid you were one of them,” Remzi muttered in a tone full of contempt. “I didn’t know for certain … I just had a feeling. It made sense.” He turned his head and spat upon the ground. “Your brother would turn over in his grave.”

      Quin stared down at the old Empiricist for a long moment. Softly, he assured him, “There is no way I could possibly be more of a disappointment to my brother than I already am. But, for some reason beyond my capacity to fathom, he always still loved me.”

      He knelt down before Remzi, one hand on Zanikar’s hilt. “Now. Tell me what we have to do to close this Well of your creation.”

      “I didn’t create it,” the old man argued defensively. “It was always just a theory. Research I was dabbling in. Renquist stole my notes, all my journals. He brought my work to life, unearthed the Well against my better judgment. Then he leveraged my cooperation.”

      Quin couldn’t help the smirk that came to his face. “It would seem that you and I have more in common than you’d care to admit.” He reached up and adjusted his hat. “Now, what do we do to destroy it?”

      “You can’t destroy it.” The old man shook his head with confidence. “You can only seal it. We will have to split up. Only a Grand Master can enter the gateway that has opened to the Netherworld. But someone else must venture below and erase the rune sequence on the Well itself.”

      “I can do that,” Sephana assured him, kneeling at his side. “But I will need your help; I don’t understand the cipher.”

      Devrim Remzi nodded solemnly. “I will guide you.”

      Quin frowned in consternation, not fully understanding his role. “So the gateway is something different from the Well itself? Where do I find it?”

      The old man stated tightly, “The Well of Tears is the lock that opens the door. The gateway is the path to that door. You’ll find it most accessible in the square beneath the Hall of the Watchers. Take some courage along with you, Grand Master Quinlan. You won’t be walking back out again.”

      Quin supplied a small, sad grin. “I’ve never had any courage, I’m afraid. What I do have is an unending supply of indifference and audacity. It will have to suffice.”

      He rose and turned to Sephana. He gazed into her eyes for a long moment. Then he took her hand and pressed a kiss against her fingers. “I would tell you that I’m truly sorry for all the pain I’ve caused, but I doubt that would do much, if anything, to ease your sorrow. I fear it would only add to the greatness of my hypocrisy.”

      Sephana’s eyes filled with tears. “Gods’ mercy, Quinlan.”

      He shook his head with a scowl. “I’m well beneath their mercy.”

      She caught him as he turned away, scooping him up in her arms and embracing him fiercely. He returned the gesture awkwardly, hugging her back.

      Into his ear, she whispered, “Thank you, Quin.”

      Holding her gaze solemnly, he told her, “Enjoy your life, Sephana. Do it for Braden. And for me. Live every minute to its very fullest, but never do one damn thing that you’ll ever regret. Please, Sephana. Sleep well at night.”

      With that he turned and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Sephana stared after Quin long after he was gone. She wrapped her arms around her chest, her shoulders shaking with muted grief.

      She heard a soft noise, turning to find that Devrim Remzi had risen to console her. The old man put a hand on her shoulder, patting her gently and bowing his head.

      “Don’t mourn him, my dear. Quinlan Reis is no hero.”

      Sephana turned to glare at him, angered by his coldness. “You judge too harshly,” she snapped.

      The old man shook his head, disagreeing. “I don’t think so.”

      He gestured with his hand toward the enormous doors that guarded the entrance to the Hall of the Watchers. “Shall we go?”

      She started forward but then turned back to consider Cyrus Krane. Frowning, she wondered, “Do you suppose it’s safe to leave him here?”

      “Absolutely,” Remzi asserted, his gaze travelling up the walls to the severe faces of the Watchers. “Let him wait for his hour of reckoning under the censure of his own paragons.”

      Sephana scooped up the light staff Quin had left for her. Then she guided Remzi out the doors and into the cool night air.

      The urgent peal of a tolling bell rang out across the city. They followed the same path she had tread the evening she and Braden had fled the Hall in pursuit of Merris’ story. It seemed like such a long time ago.

      As they passed by the font on the corner of Torte and Regent, Sephana felt an unexpected stab of sentiment. She had waited by that font for Braden to catch up with her.

      Swallowing, she clenched Quin’s staff tighter in her hand.

      She found the alley without any problem. Holding the staff gripped in her hands, she guided Remzi toward the door of the cellar.
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        * * *

      

      Quin strolled down the street toward the square below the Hall of the Watchers. The avenue ahead was empty; indeed, the entire city seemed deserted. Odd. In the distance, the sound of a tolling bell rang out across the night.

      The sound of the bell was a warning, he surmised.

      Where are you? he wondered of the mages of Aerysius, conspicuously absent in their own desperate hour of need.

      Then he remembered who their leader was.

      Cyrus Krane had no doubt contrived a means of keeping his own people at bay while he was about his own malevolent purpose. Quin clenched his hands into fists, cracking the knuckles of his fingers.

      He turned a corner onto the square and stopped.

      Gazing up, his eyes went wide.

      “Mother of the gods,” he whispered.

      Ahead, piercing up into the sky from the center of the square, was a towering spire of sickly green light. The air around it contorted, shivering, writhing as if taxed by waves of heat. Lightning licked down from the sky around it, exploding against that awful pillar. There was an odor to the air, a sharp and pungent smell.

      Gazing up at that column of energy, Quin almost lost his nerve. Reflexively, he reached into the silk pocket of his vest. He pulled his hand back out again—empty. His bronze flask of alcohol had been drained a long time ago.

      “Damn,” he muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Sephana knelt down beside the Well of Tears in black pools of stagnant water mixed with the blood of victims spilled by sacrifice. The thick, gray blocks of the Well felt rough and cold beneath her hand. Around its rim glowed runes of power, shining with a putrescent inner light. The entire chamber was swathed in a malignant glare that issued forth from the shivering column of energy that spilled upward from the Well’s depths.

      The sight of it made her want to retch, filling her with a gut-penetrating cold. Somehow, Sephana knew exactly what she was looking at. She knew she was staring at a portal to the Netherworld. And it was appalling.

      Thinking of Quin, she shivered in horror.

      “Peace,” the aged Master whispered, laying a steadying hand upon her shoulder. “Concentrate. Do exactly what I say. The first rune of the sequence is dacros. There. Use fire. You must clean the stain of blood that feeds each rune and gives it life.”

      Sephana gazed at the rune dacros, raising her hand. With her finger, she traced above the glowing symbol in the air. Then, determined, she focused her mind and drew deeply on the power of the magic field through the staff of light.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing here, Quin?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut at the sound of that soft and silky voice. He didn’t turn, just brought his hand up to rub his eyes. He searched his feelings, not knowing how to react. He hadn’t anticipated this confrontation.

      “Hello, Merris,” Quin muttered wearily, still with his back to her.

      He didn’t want to look at her. Just hearing the sound of her voice turned his stomach sour. He swallowed heavily against the bitter aftertaste of her betrayal.

      He asked of her, “Are you enjoying the sweet legacy you plundered from my brother’s corpse?”

      He stood there, shoulders tense, eyes closed. Waiting to hear her response.

      “That’s not very nice,” she admonished him in low and sultry tones. “Did your mother not teach you how to be cordial?”

      “It wasn’t meant to be cordial,” Quin informed her stiffly. His eyes were open now, gazing up at the glowing pillar of energy thrusting upward into the sky. Far easier to look upon the promise of his own damnation than subject himself to the alluring manipulation of her eyes.

      “Did it hurt very much,” he wondered, “receiving the Transference through the Soulstone?” He was deliberately baiting her. He needed to hear her admit her part in his brother’s murder.

      Smiling darkly, he went on, “It’s a beautiful artifact, the Soulstone. Especially when it’s full of its own inner life. Beckoning. Alluring. It just … begs for your attention. Entices you with its vitality, its facets, its promises … its lies.

      “But it has a flaw in it, you know, hidden very deep inside. One that’s impossible to detect until you actually put it on. Of course, by that time, it’s simply too late.” Quin smiled morbidly. “Maybe you really were fated to wear the Soulstone, Arden. You’re just like it.”

      There was a long, gaping silence that could be measured by the echoing cadence of his heartbeat. Then:

      “The Transference did hurt, Quinlan. Dreadfully. But what I went through was nothing compared to your brother’s torment. I wish you could have been there to see his face, to hear the sound of his screams. They went on and on until he was too hoarse to scream anymore. And even then … he still tried. Braden was a strong man. It took him a very long time to die. And I enjoyed every … single … agonized … scream.”

      Quin whirled toward her, lashing out viciously with a thought designed to rip her blackened heart to shreds in her chest.

      Casually, she blocked his strike.

      Laughing in delight, Arden Hannah strode toward him, gesturing with her hand in the air. A shield of amber light appeared about her, nebulous, golden and scintillating. Quin cringed back as he took in the characteristic color of the vibrant energies that sustained her.

      Each magical lineage was distinguishable by its own unique color. That shade of amber had been his brother’s signature. Seeing such obvious evidence of Braden’s legacy wielded by Arden Hannah was too much for him to stand.

      With a howl that seemed ripped right out of his battered soul, Quin drew his sword and lunged toward her. But before he could land the strike, something tackled him to the ground from behind.

      Quin rolled out from under the thanacryst’s attack, wiping its fetid slobber off his face. Staggering to his feet, he lifted his sword to ward the beast away. It stood there growling, hackles raised, eyes fiercely menacing.

      “Do you like my new pet?” Arden inquired with a grin. “I think it’s hungry.”

      Quin edged away from the creature, backing up toward the pulsating light of the Gateway. With a sinking feeling, he realized that her own strength by far exceeded his own. Arden was sixth tier, just as Braden had been. Never in all of history had there ever been a mage more powerful. Added to that was the sinister threat of the thanacryst.

      Quin glanced up into the sky, knowing there was very little he could do. There was nowhere to go. She had him cornered against the shivering energies of the gateway.

      “You can’t win.” The silken texture of her voice was full of confident satisfaction. “So tell me, Quinlan Reis, are you ready to die?”

      Quin grimaced. Then he smirked, startled by a moment of insight. To Arden, he observed, “Yes, remarkably, I believe I am.”

      He didn’t have to win, he realized. He didn’t even have to fight. All he had to do was turn and walk away. He smiled, a toxic sneer that emphasized the harsh angles of his face.

      He tipped his hat in her direction. “Madam, I will see you in Hell.”

      The confidence in her expression faltered as she guessed his purpose too late.

      The sound of her piercing scream was the last thing Quin heard as he stepped into the gateway. The column of energy collapsed behind him, delivering Arden and the rest of her kind to their Master in the Netherworld.
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      Inside the Hall of the Watchers, a forest of stone pillars chiseled into the semblances of massive trees spread their branches in support of the vaulted ceiling. All across the floor were gathered hundreds of mages in formal black robes, assembled together in ordered ranks across the lines of power of Aerysius’ great Circle of Convergence.

      A clanking noise echoed loudly as one of the enormous doors shuddered open, admitting a brilliant sliver of sunlight into the dim chamber beyond. From out of that harsh glare emerged the figure of Sephana Clemley, moving at the head of a long train of attendants. Throughout the Hall, the gathered onlookers receded toward the walls, clearing a path before her.

      Sephana moved with a dignified grace as she mounted the sweeping curve of marble steps. Her face was blank and without expression, eyes trained straight ahead. She wore a flowing gown of purest white, golden hair adorned with sprigs of floral herbs. Arriving at the mezzanine balcony, she took her place at the edge of the balustrade. There, Sephana paused, gazing solemnly out over the gathered crowd of onlookers.

      Two women in formal black robes approached from behind, bearing between them a thick cloak of white embroidered with the image of the Silver Star, renowned vestment of the Prime Warden. Together in unison, the women spread the fabric out between them and ceremoniously drew the cloak of office over Sephana’s frame, securing it in place with a silver brooch. They dropped to their knees at her sides, carefully arranging the drape of cloth.

      A white mantle of luxurious ermine was spread across her shoulders, the signet of office thrust onto her finger. Into Sephana’s hands were placed the traditional regalia of Aerysius: a tapering rod made of crystal and a lapis orb topped with the image of the Silver Star.

      There, standing on the balcony before the faces of the Watchers of the Hall, Prime Warden Sephana Clemley swore her oath of office. After she pledged her vows, there was a momentary gap of silence. Then, together as one, every Master of Aerysius dropped to the floor in a great wave that spread throughout the entire crowd, falling forward over their knees with heads and palms pressed against the ground in a humbling display of deference.

      When all had risen from their homage, Sephana gave a nod, gazing down upon her subjects. Then she turned, replacing the rod and orb back onto their cushion.

      A murmuring tension swept throughout the Hall as mages reacted to her break with time-honored tradition. Sephana glared down upon them, her face severe and authoritative, aware that what she was about to do next went far beyond any action ever taken by a Prime Warden to come before her.

      Above the gathered mages, Sephana raised her naked hands, shaking back the wide sleeves of her gown. She rotated her arms slowly until the palms of her hands faced toward her, spreading her fingers wide.

      “I, Sephana Clemley, Prime Warden of Aerysius, hereby institute an Oath of Harmony, decreeing this pledge obligatory upon all Masters from this day forward unto the end of time. Please repeat each word I say exactly as I say it:

      
        
        “I swear to live in harmony with all of creation.”

        

      

      She paused then, listening with a sense of triumph as her words were echoed back to her from the gathered mages, the sound of their voices resonating in choral unison off the high dome of the Hall.

      
        
        “To use my gift with temperance and wisdom;

        Always to heal and never to harm,

        Or my life will be righteously forfeit.”

        

      

      As she completed the oath, Sephana paused to listen as the voices of the crowd beneath her faded away into silence.

      Then she glanced up, rotating her arms before her face. On both of her wrists now glimmered a matching set of metallic chains, binding her and all of Aerysius firmly to the constraints of Braden’s Oath.

      She allowed herself a smile of satisfaction, gazing down at a hall full of mages who, spreading their hands before them, stared with wonder and curiosity at the fresh set of markings that would forever remain an indelible reminder of the vow they had collectively taken.

      Sephana wondered what Braden would be feeling if he could be here with her now, staring out at such a sight. She suspected he would be very humbled and very gladdened at the same time. Sephana reached down, caressing the slight swelling in her middle where their baby had taken root and was growing deep inside. It was greatly comforting to know that something of him would yet remain in this world, a child of Braden’s lineage that could carry on his legacy. Sephana smiled, blinking back tears of grief and gratitude that tried to fill her eyes.

      She wiped the tears away; this was no time for mourning. She wasn’t done yet. There was still one last hurdle to overcome. Sephana had to insure that what had happened to Caladorn could never happen to the Rhen. She had to guarantee that there would never be another Cyrus Krane or Zavier Renquist. To the gathered Assembly, she continued:

      “Let it be known that, by my own decree and proclamation, the Order of Battlemages is hereby forever disbanded and dissolved. In its place, I formally institute the Order of Sentinels, to be chartered with the solemn duty to watch over, defend, and protect the nations of the Rhen in a manner consistent with the moral principles and imperatives of the Oath of Harmony.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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      acolyte: apprentice mage who has passed the Trial of Consideration and sworn the Acolyte’s Oath.

      Acolyte’s Oath: first vow taken by every acolyte of Aerysius to serve the land and its people, symbolized by a chain-like marking on the left wrist.

      Aerysius: ancient city where the Masters of Aerysius dwell.

      Akins, Tom: blacksmith from Farbrook.

      Al’thartier: Venthic title that means Greatest Battlemage.

      Amani: wife of Braden Reis who was executed for treason against the Assembly of the Lyceum.

      Amberlie: town in the Vale of Amberlie below Aerysius.

      amplification: character of increasing a mage’s permeability to the magic field.

      Anassis, Myria: ancient Querer of the Lyceum, now a Servant of Xerys.

      apprentice: mage in training in the Lyceum who has passed the Trial of Consideration and sworn the oath of apprenticeship.

      Archer, Amelia: wife of Kyel Archer.

      Archer, Gilroy: baby son of Kyel Archer.

      Archer, Kyel: apprentice merchant of Coventry Township.

      Arches: enchanted monuments that guard the Hall of the Watchers and the Lyceum, allowing only mages access.

      Arman, Nashir: ancient Battlemage and Servant of Xerys.

      Arms Guild: institution for the study of blademastery. Also called the School of Arms.

      artifact: heirloom of power that has been imbued with magical characters or properties.

      Arvel: Voice of the High Priest of Wisdom.

      Assembly: the Masters of Aerysius or the Lyceum, as a collective entity.

      Asyaadi Clan: group of kinsfolk who live in the village of Qul in the Black Lands.

      Athera’s Crescent: Mysterious and ancient artifact on the Isle of Titherry.

      Atrament: the realm of Death, ruled by the goddess Isap.

      Auberdale: capital city of Chamsbrey.

      Azár ni Suam: Lightweaver of the Asyaadi Clan.

      Battle of Meridan: famous battle in which the Enemy was turned back in large part due to the efforts of the Sentinels.

      Battlemage: order of mages who accompanied armies into battle in ancient times before the Oath of Harmony.

      Black Lands: what was once Caladorn, now the desecrated home of the Enemy.

      Black Solstice: The battle that ended the Fifth Invasion.

      blademaster: title awarded to graduates of the Arms Guild.

      Blandford, General: general of the Emrish Army.

      Bloodquest: ancient rite of vengeance condoned by the goddess Isap for righteous causes.

      Bluecloaks: slang for the Rothscard city guard.

      Book of All Things: book in which the Everlasting Story is said to be scribed by the mightiest of all pens.

      Book of the Dead: ancient text wherein the Strictures of Death are inscribed.

      Bound: describes a mage who has sworn the Oath of Harmony.

      Broden: Guild blademaster employed by the Mayor of Wolden.

      Bryar, Merris: ancient acolyte of Aerysius mentored by Master Sephana Clemley.

      Bryn Calazar: ancient capital of Caladorn.

      Cadmus: Voice of the High Priest of Wisdom.

      Caladorn: ancient empire to the north, now known only as the Black Lands.

      caravansary: in the Black Lands, a large courtyard with attached rooms built for the purposes of accommodating caravans resting overnight.

      Catacombs: place of burial that exists partly in the Atrament.

      Cerulean Plains: large grassland region in the North.

      Chamber of Egress: rooms containing transfer portals between both Aerysius and the Lyceum. Relics left behind of an ancient past when the two schools of magic enjoyed better relations.

      Chamsbrey: Northern kingdom ruled by Godfrey Faukravar.

      Circle of Convergence: focus of magic designed to draw on the vast power of a vortex.

      clan: in the Black Lands, a kin-based group of close, interrelated families.

      Clemley, Sephana: ancient Prime Warden of Aerysius and lover of Braden Reis.

      colleges of magic: the Hall of the Watchers in Aerysius and the Lyceum in Bryn Calazar.

      Connel, Byron: ancient Battlemage of the Lyceum, now a Servant of Xerys.

      Corlan, Finneus: first tier Master of the Order of Sentinels.

      Covendrey: town in the kingdom of Lynnley.

      Craghorns: mountains that border the Vale of Amberlie.

      Craig, Devlin: captain of Greystone Keep.

      Creek Hollow: town in the Vale of Amberlie.

      Cromm, Cedric: author of The Mysteries of Aerysius.

      Cummings, Chadwick: advisor to the King of Chamsbrey.

      Curse, the: term used to describe the darkening of the skies and earth of the Black Lands, as well as for the unusual weather patterns and electrical storms experienced in the region.

      dakura: ancient derogatory term used by the Jenn for the city-dwelling people of Caladorn.

      dampen: to shield a mage from sensing the magic field.

      damper: an object that has the ability to dampen a mage from sensing the magic field.

      darkmage: a mage who has made a compact with Xerys.

      Death’s Passage: see Catacombs.

      Desco: priest of Deshari.

      Desecration, the: the apocalyptic event that destroyed Caladorn by blackening the skies and the earth.

      destrier: various breeds of large warhorse.

      Eight, the: the Eight Servants of Xerys.

      elam: a writing stick

      Elessar: ancient warlord of the Omeyan Jenn.

      Emmery: Northern kingdom of the Rhen.

      Emmery Palace: the Queen’s palace in Rothscard.

      Enemy, the: collective name for inhabitants of the Black Lands.

      Everlasting Story: according to Harbingers, the ever-evolving story that chronicles all the events in the world.

      eye: area at the heart of a vortex where the lines of the magic field run almost parallel.

      Farbrook: town in the Vale of Amberlie.

      Faukravar, Godfrey: King of Chamsbrey, also known as the Vile Prince.

      field lines: currents of the magic field.

      Field of Tol-Ranier: ancient battle site near Auberdale.

      First Sentinel, the: see Braden Reis.

      First Among Many: in the combined legions of Malikar, second-in-command to the Warden of Battlemages. The highest ranking officer who is not a mage.

      Flynn, Tyrius: fourth tier Grand Master of the Order of Sentinels.

      Front, the: area bordering the Black Lands.

      Gannet: town in the Vale below Aerysius.

      Gateway: portal to the Netherworld.

      Glen Farquist: holy city in the Valley of the Gods.

      Goddess of the Eternal Requiem: statue of an aspect of the Goddess of Death; her face of Righteous Vengeance.

      Grand Master: any mage of the fourth tier or higher.

      Grand Resonance: theoretical acceleration of the magic field that produces a cataclysmic chain reaction.

      Great Lady: title of honor applied to any female Master or Grand Master.

      Great Master: title of honor applied to any male Master or Grand Master.

      Great Schism: separation between the Assemblies of mages and the ruling bodies of the temples.

      Greystone Keep: legendary fortress in the Pass of Lor-Gamorth.

      Hall of the Watchers: Stronghold of the mages of Aerysius, where exists Aerysius’ Circle of Convergence.

      Hannah, Arden: ancient Querer, now a Servant of Xerys.

      Hellpower: see Onslaught.

      Henley, Corban: formerly of the Vale, now a soldier of Greystone Keep.

      High Priest: title of the religious leader of one of the ten Holy Temples.

      hyphal artifact: an artifact that is grown instead of wrought.

      Ironguard Pass: passage from the Black Lands into the Rhen created by Aiden Lauchlin.

      Isap: Goddess of Death.

      Ishara: border town in the Black Lands, in the region once known as Skara.

      Isle of Titherry: Isle off the coast of the Rhen where exists the artifact known as Athera’s Crescent.

      Jenn: nomadic horse culture of the Cerulean Plains.

      Kateem, Khoresh: infamous Emperor who united all of Caladorn under a singular rule before the Desecration.

      Kayna: woman of the Jenn, wife of Ranoch.

      Khazahar Desert: arid region in the Black Lands that was once an expansive grassland.

      Krane, Cyrus: ancient Prime Warden of Aerysius, now a Servant of Xerys.

      Landry, Clement: Minister of State to the King of Chamsbrey.

      Larsen, Ellen: wife of Traver Larsen.

      Larsen, Traver: friend of Kyel Archer.

      Lauchlin, Aidan: first tier Master of the Order of Empiricists. Firstborn son of Gerald and Emelda Lauchlin.

      Lauchlin, Darien: second son of Gerald and Emelda Lauchlin.

      Lauchlin, Emelda: Prime Warden of Aerysius. First tier Master of the Order of Chancellors.

      Lauchlin, Gerald:  father of Aidan and Darien Lauchlin, fourth tier Grand Master of the Order of Sentinels. Murdered by ritual immolation during the Battle of Meridan (deceased).

      lightfields: in the Black Lands, places where food is grown using light produced by mages called Lightweavers.

      Lightweaver: in the Black Lands, mages who have the ability to produce a color of magelight that mimics the full spectrum of the sun.

      Lyceum: ancient stronghold of the mages of Bryn Calazar.

      Lynnley: Kingdom of the Rhen.

      Mage’s Oath: see Oath of Harmony.

      magelight: magical illumination that takes on the hue of the mage’s signature color.

      magic field: source of magical energy that runs in lines of power over the earth.

      Maidenclaw: one of the two mountains that mark the entrance of the Black Lands.

      Malikar: modern name of the nation that was once Caladorn.

      Master: any mage; more specifically, a mage of the first through third tier.

      Meridan: see Battle of Meridan.

      motive character: in an artifact, the ability to create a force that produces motion.

      Mountains of Cedar: ancient name for the Shadowspear Mountains, before the Desecration. Sajar-Asharu in Venthic.

      Mysteries of Aerysius, The: authoritative text on the subject of the Masters of Aerysius.

      nach’tier: word for darkmage in the language of the Enemy.

      Natural Law: law that governs the workings of the universe that can be strained by the application of magic, but never broken.

      necrator: demonic creature that renders a mage powerless in its presence.

      Nelle, Lynnea: first tier Master of the Order of Querers.

      Netherworld: realm of Xerys, God of Chaos.

      Newell, Alexa: serving girl in Creek Hollow.

      node: place where the lines of the magic field come together in parallel direction but opposite in energy and cancel out.

      Nordric, Ezras: fifth tier Grand Master of the Order of Sentinels.

      Norengail, Romana: Queen of Emmery.

      North, the: the Northern kingdoms of the Rhen, including Emmery, Chamsbrey and Lynnley.

      Nym: ancient river in the Black Lands once considered sacred.

      Oath of Harmony: oath taken by every Master of Aerysius to do no harm, symbolized by a chain-like marking on the right wrist.

      Oblivion: outcome for a soul who is denied entry into both the Atrament and the Netherworld, which results in the complete destruction of that soul and the denial of eternity.

      Omeyan Clan: ancient clan of the Jenn led by Elessar.

      Onslaught: the corrupt power of the netherworld, also known as the Hellfire.

      orders: different schools of magic.

      Orguleth: one of the two mountains that mark the entrance to the Black Lands. Also called the Spire of Orguleth.

      Orien Oathbreaker: infamous Grand Master who used the Circle of Convergence on Orien’s Finger to turn back the Third Invasion almost single-handedly.

      Orien’s Finger: crag on the edge of the Cerulean Plains where Orien Oathbreaker made his stand.

      Qadir, Sareen: ancient Querer and one the Eight Servants of Xerys .

      Qul: village in the Khazahar Desert in the Black Lands.

      Pass of Lor-Gamorth: pass through the Shadowspear Mountains that guards the border of the Black Lands.

      Penthos, Luther: High Priest of the Temple of Death.

      potential: ability in a person to sense the magic field.

      Pratson, Blake: Mayor of Wolden.

      Prime Warden: leader of the Assembly of the Hall. Literally, the ‘First Guardian’ of the Rhen.

      Proctor, Garret: legendary Force Commander of Greystone Keep.

      Raising: Rite of Transference, during which an acolyte inherits the legacy of power from another mage.

      Rakkah: the final test of an apprentice Battlemage

      Ranoch: man of the Jenn, husband of Kayna.

      Reis, Braden: ancient Caladornian Battlemage who was executed for treason against the Assembly of the Lyceum. Founder of the Oath of Harmony and the Order of Sentinels.

      Reis, Quinlan: ancient Arcanist and brother of Braden Reis. One of the Eight Servants of Xerys.

      Remzi, Devrim: ancient first tier Master of the Order of Empiricists who wrote Treatise on the Well of Tears.

      Renquist, Zavier: ancient Prime Warden of the Lyceum, now a Servant of Xerys.

      Rhen: name of the collective kingdoms south of the Black Lands.

      Rhenic: common language spoken throughout the kingdoms of the Rhen.

      rika: ceremonial beverage served by the people of the Khazahar during times of celebration or times of woe.

      Rothscard: capital city of Emmery.

      Royce, Sutton: captain of Greystone Keep and Guild blademaster.

      saturation: Battlemage tactic of overloading with magical power in anticipation of creating an enormous discharge of force.

      Sayeed son of Alborz: Zakai of the Tanisar corps at Tokashi Palace.

      School of Arms: see Arms Guild.

      Seleni, Naia: priestess of Death.

      sensitive: ability in some people to detect the emotions of others. Not dependent on the magic field, and not limited to mages.

      Sentinels: order of mages chartered with the defense of the Rhen.

      Shadowspears: mountains that border the Black Lands.

      sharaq: ancient system of honor code of the Black Lands.

      Silver Star: symbol of the Masters of Aerysius, indicative of the focus lines of the Circles of Convergence.

      Skara: ancient city in the Black Lands that was destroyed during the Desecration.

      Soulstone: ancient artifact that is a storage receptacle for a dying mage’s legacy.

      South, the: Southern kingdoms of the Rhen, including Creston, Gandrish, and Farley.

      Spire of the Hall: tower of the Hall of the Watchers where the Masters keep their residence.

      Strictures of Death: laws of Death.

      Structural Resonance: acceleration of the magic field that produces a harmonic instability in the field capable of destroying large structures.

      Superposition: within a vortex, where several lines of the magic field combine and produce a vast well of power.

      Swain, Nigel: Guild blademaster, formerly Captain of the Guard in Aerysius, currently Captain of the Guard in Rothscard.

      Tanisar corps: legions of highly disciplined elite infantry units of the Khazahar.

      Tarkendar: breed of destrier, or warhorse.

      Tarpen, Wade: soldier of Greystone Keep.

      temples: various sects of worship. Each temple is devoted to a particular deity of the pantheon.

      thanacryst: demonic creature that feeds off a mage’s gift.

      thar’tier: word for Battlemage in the language of the Enemy.

      Thar’gon: magical talisman carried by Byron Connel that is the symbol of the Warden of Battlemages of the Lyceum.

      tier: additive levels of power among Masters. The higher a Master’s tier, the greater that person’s ability to strain the limits of Natural Law.

      Tokashi Palace: fortress in the north of the Black Lands.

      Torrence, Edric: third tier Master, also known as the Bird Man to the local peasants.

      transfer portal: ancient system of artifacts capable of transferring a person to various locations.

      Transference: process by which an acolyte inherits the legacy of power from another mage, resulting in the death of the Master who gives up his or her ability.

      Treaton, Lance: Minister of the Treasury to the King of Chamsbrey.

      Trial of Consideration: rite by which the potential to perceive the magic field is tested in a person.

      Tsula daughter of Mundi: ancient Warden of Harbingers.

      Ul-Calazi, Masil: general of the army of Bryn Calazar.

      Ulric: soldier of Greystone Keep.

      Unbinding: the act of forswearing the Oath of Harmony.

      Valdivora: blade carried by Khoresh Kateem in the Battle of Harmudi.

      Vale of Amberlie: long, narrow valley in the North.

      Valley of the Gods: valley where exists the holy city of Glen Farquist.

      Venthic: the language of the Enemy.

      versions: according to Harbingers, possibilities of the future, as read by Athera’s Crescent.

      Vile Prince: see Faukravar, Godfrey.

      Vintgar: ancient ice fortress and source of the River Nym.

      vortex: cyclone of power where the lines of the magic field superimpose and become vastly intense.

      Well of Tears: well that unlocks the gateway to the Netherworld.

      Wellingford, Malcolm: soldier of the Northern Army of Chamsbrey.

      Withersby, Meiran: sixth tier Grand Master of the Order of Querers.

      Wolden: town in the North, in the Kingdom of Emmery.

      Xerys: God of Chaos and Lord of the Netherworld.

      Xerys’ Pedestal: ancient name of Orien’s Finger.

      yurt: a portable, round lodge or tent covered in felt used as dwellings by the Jenn.

      Zakai: officers of the Tanisar corps that form their own distinctive social class.

      Zanikar: magical sword and artifact created by Quinlan Reis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Orders of Mages

          

        

      

    

    
      Order of Arcanists: order of mages chartered with the study and creation of artifacts and heirlooms of power.

      Order of Architects: order of mages chartered with the construction of magical infrastructure.

      Order of Battlemages: ancient order of mages who accompanied armies into battle before the Oath of Harmony.

      Order of Chancellors: order of mages chartered with the governance of the Assembly.

      Order of Empiricists: order of mages chartered with the theoretical study of the magic field, its laws and principles.

      Order of Harbingers: order of mages chartered with maintaining watch over Athera’s Crescent.

      Order of Naturalists: order of mages chartered with the study of Natural Law.

      Order of Querers: order of mages chartered with practical applications of the magic field.
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