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Avondale Spell List
Spells of the First Order
•Simple Cuts - Sano Grasilis Abscido
•Fever - Sano Frebricula Reducto
•Seasonal Ailments - Sano Retrorsum Adgravesco
•Broken Bones - Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis
•Lacerations - Sano Sarcio Acies Deprimo Abscido
•Internal Bleeding - Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus
•Burns - Acies Sano Cuticula, Acies Penetralis Resarcio Viscus
 
Corporeus Adfectus - The physical connection with another person, so that you feel what they feel
 
Spells of the Fourth Order
Basic spells:
•Fire - Accendo
•Light - Fulsi
•Wind - Flabra
 
Intermediate spells:
•Lightning - Fulguralis
•Focusing Light - Specula Fulsi
•Cyclone - Furibundus Nimbosus
 
Advanced Spells:
•Crucible - Conflo Fervefacio Aestifer
•Destruction - Motus Tellus Aboleo
•Sealing - Phoca Obduresco Aevum Infragilis
 
Princess Ariel’s Practical Spell List
•Fire - Ingesco Exsuscito
•Far Sight - Ultimus Conspectus
•Find North - Repperi Arctoa
•Find Water - Repperi Amnis
•Calm Minds - Quievi Adfectus
•Cloaking Spell - Abdidi Incantatio
•Shielding Spell - Scuti Incantatio
•Summon Wind - Vocavi Ventus
•Sleep Spell - Somni Incantatio



Prologue
The chamber was dark and cold, but the men inside continued their ritual. Each held a candle, letting the wax drip down the long tapers and scald their hands. They held shades over the flames so that the feeble light only revealed their feet and the narrow passage that led back out of the cave, never revealing the faces of the men. It was better that they couldn’t recognize each other, better that they only knew their secret brothers by voice. The men weren’t important, how they made a living or their level of social standing wasn’t important, only the truth was important. It was remembered and retold. The purge had wiped out any trace of magic in the nine cities of Valana, but the stories remained. Each one meticulously retold as the brotherhood met. The stories were true, and while they weren’t known outside of the secret society, they were known by the members whose collective memories ensured that the stories weren’t exaggerated or that the potency of the truth wasn’t diminished.
The brotherhood always met at night, each member finding their way through the curved streets of Avondale and down to the lowest level. The entrance to the chamber looked like any other hovel carved into the soft, volcanic rock that formed the foundations of Avondale. But the door was marked with a small symbol, an upside-down triangle with a circle just below it. To most people the small symbol, which was burned black into the dull gray wood, looked like a keyhole, but to the brotherhood it too told a story.
Three stones, the story went. Common stones, yet not ordinary stones. Each possessing a unique power. From the Four Orders came the Emerystone, a tool to help all mankind. From the Dark Orders came the Portentstone, a gem to guide the masterful. And from the Nether realm came the Balestone, the key to enduring vengeance. Three stones, three points of the triangle, three treasures with the power to seal or to lay bare the entire world.
Once the stories were all told, the brotherhood disbanded. They left the cavern one by one, making their way down the narrow corridor that was little more than a crack in the mountainside, to the empty home where they could reemerge without drawing attention to themselves. It was a solemn ceremony, and no one hurried, even though their secret rites lasted late into the night. Every full moon they gathered, twelve men in all. New members were only admitted once a fully vested brother had died. There was no gain for the brotherhood, only sacrifice and the knowledge that they kept the truth alive. And the truth was not only valuable, it was needed—they all knew that. One day their truth would save Valana, but only if they kept the truth and kept it secret.



Chapter 1
Tiberius
The sky ship was flying just below the thick layer of mist that covered the blighted lands. It had been difficult to convince the captain of the huge vessel to dip down into the unknown, and many of his men had been terrified, but Tiberius had healed Rafe’s wounds and then his own broken nose and swollen eye. That little bit of magic had been enough to convince the captain that Tiberius could be trusted, and the captain’s fury was potent enough to spur his men into action.
They had rescued Lexi from a pack of graypees and then coaxed their horses onto the floating ship. Tiberius had used his summon wind spell to propel the sky ship away from the mountains, and they were now headed south over the great, sweeping plains that were the home of the nomadic Hoskali tribes. Every sailor not busy in the rigging of the huge vessel was busy peering down at the bright green mossy grass and the magnificent tamaka herds that were roaming far below them.
Olyva’s sisters watched in awe from the bow of the sky ship, while Tiberius healed their mother’s broken ribs.
“Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis,” Tiberius chanted softly.
It was not a difficult spell to cast, but it did require Tiberius’ complete mental focus. He had to direct the flow of healing magic into the countess’ broken body. She had been ruthlessly beaten, although her torturer had not struck her anywhere that might show the extent of her abuse.
“It was a nightly occurrence since he returned from Sparlan Citadel,” Countess Mauryn had explained. “He was never a violent man. He never raised a hand to me before, but he was different once he returned.”
“It wasn’t Father,” Olyva said. “Just his body.”
“I had no regress,” the countess went on. “I tried to fend him off, but that only seemed to make him enjoy beating me even more.”
“What kind of animal would do such a thing?” Rafe had said.
“A vicious one,” Lexi said. “Abuse like that is common in Avondale.”
Tiberius and Rafe both looked at Lexi as if she had lost her mind, but she merely nodded and went on.
“I saw men beat their wives and their children. I saw bodies tossed outside to die with absolutely no remorse. The paladins rarely did anything more than dispose of the bodies.”
“I don’t believe you,” Rafe said.
“You can believe me or not,” Lexi said. “My point is that some men are depraved and will do anything to ease their own pain, even if only for a few moments.”
Dancer, the furry little wind glider who was constantly on Lexi’s shoulder, trilled sadly.
“Earl Marcus or whoever it was didn’t do it to ease his pain,” the countess said. “He enjoyed it.”
“Oh, Mother,” Olyva said, sitting down next to her mother on the bed.
Countess Mauryn took Olyva’s hand, but Tiberius noticed that she seemed to be enjoying the attention. He had cast his healing spell shortly thereafter, and normally he would have done his magical work and been done, but something was distracting him. It wasn’t the noise of the sailors as they saw the wonders of the blighted lands or the creaking of the rigging above their cabin. It was the Balestone. The small rock seemed to come alive whenever Tiberius worked magic. He felt the stone calling to him. It was distracting at best, but at times it almost seemed to be taunting him.
Tiberius had no idea how an inanimate object like a stone could possibly speak to him, even if it was a magical stone, but the Balestone seemed to call to him. It promised him power and strength, both of which were tempting to Tiberius, but it also seemed sly and disingenuous, which gave Ti an ill feeling. He had suspicions that the Balestone was evil, but he had no proof, only his intuition. Still, he was learning to trust his gut. So he kept the Balestone wrapped in the cheesecloth and packed in one of his leather saddlebags.
Tiberius felt a deep ache in his side as he continued to chant the bone-mending spell. He had expected the pain; it was part of the healing process. The wizard was forced to endure the patient’s pain as he worked the spell into their broken bodies. It was called Corporeus Adfectus and was almost like a magical empathy. Still, no matter how prepared he was for the pain, it was always difficult to manage.
The pain in Ti’s side made it difficult to breathe. His chanting became weaker, and the cadence he naturally fell into as he recited the words to the spell suddenly became disjointed and choppy. Tiberius felt the magic begin to slip away, and the Balestone seemed amused by his struggle. He forced his mind to remain on the countess’s injuries and he continued to chant through gritted teeth.
“Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis.”
As the bones mended magically back together, Ti’s pain lessened and then vanished altogether. There was bruising that Tiberius didn’t bother trying to heal. The countess would be sore for a few days, but she was no longer in great pain.
“I feel better,” she said, breathing deeply.
“Good,” Tiberius said. “You’re still bruised, but there isn’t anything to worry about. Get up and move around. It might even help work out the soreness.”
“You’re a gifted healer,” the countess said, sitting up on the bed.
“He’s a wizard, Mother,” Olyva said.
Tiberius noticed that Olyva was watching her mother closely as she called Tiberius a wizard. The old prejudice against magic took time to overcome, and from the way Countess Mauryn stiffed at the sound of the word wizard, Tiberius was convinced that his patient wasn’t at ease with the idea of magic, even if it had just been used to heal her broken ribs.
She got slowly to her feet, and Olyva helped her mother out onto the deck. Rafe and Lexi moved in closer to Tiberius. Rafe leaned against the wall near the head of the bed, and Lexi sat down on the floor. Dancer nestled down into Lexi’s lap and closed her eyes as Lexi stroked the little animal’s back.
“So, what’s our next move?” Rafe asked.
“Are we really going back to Avondale?” Lexi asked.
“I can’t imagine any safer place for Olyva’s family,” Tiberius said. “I can’t see them living with the Hoskali.”
“No,” Rafe said. “That would never work.”
“It might be their only option, but we should at least try Avondale. We might not be popular there, but Olyva’s family has done nothing wrong. My father would have granted them asylum, at least until he figured out what else could be done.”
“Your father’s not in power anymore,” Rafe said, trying to be delicate. “Otherwise he would have been in Sparlan Citadel for your brother’s coronation.”
“I know, but it’s the only one of the nine cities that isn’t under Leonosis’ control,” Tiberius said.
“So what do we do once we get there?” Rafe said.
“Speak to whoever is in control of the city. There must be someone in charge. They may not want to deal with us, but they won’t turn away a countess.”
Olyva came back in the cabin, smiling. Tiberius knew she preferred to be out on the deck in the amber sunlight that filtered through the barrier of mist, but she also wanted to be near Rafe. The young warrior seemed more accepting and affectionate since their escape from Hamill Keep, and Olyva was eager to be close to him.
“There’s a tribe of Hoskali down below,” Olyva said. “Their tents look like tiny mushrooms from up here.”
“There are times when I wish we had never left them,” Tiberius said.
“Your brother was busy while we were away. Eventually he would have come after us,” Rafe said.
“Do you really believe that?” Ti asked. “Do you think he would have come down into the blighted lands?”
“You were the one who said he wanted that stone you found,” Rafe explained. “So yes, I think at some point your brother would have found you. When you defied him in Avondale, you made an enemy for life.”
“He has everything he always wanted now,” Tiberius said. “Perhaps he wouldn’t have wanted to come after us.”
“He killed and bewitched the earls of seven cities,” Lexi said sadly. “And somehow arranged the king’s death. Let’s not pretend that things will be safe for anyone, and if your brother sends his armies into the blighted lands, the Hoskali will be massacred.”
“She’s right,” Rafe said. “We have to do something.”
“Well,” Tiberius said. “I’m open to ideas.”
“What do we know for sure?” Olyva said calmly. “We should think through it all before we decide to do anything.”
“We know that Princess Ariel is a witch,” Lexi said.
Rafe laughed, and Tiberius frowned.
“Queen Ariel now,” Ti added. “We know whoever was controlling Earl Marcus’s body wants the Balestone.”
“And we know who has the magic rock,” Rafe said.
“What else?” Olyva asked.
“We know that Leonosis is King of Valana,” Tiberius said.
“Oh, Ti, could you use your magic to heal your father?” Lexi asked.
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said. “Maybe, but I’m not sure I want to.”
“Earl Aegus was never a kind man,” Rafe added.
“No, but he wasn’t bewitched like the other earls,” Lexi said. “Maybe he would fight against them.”
“He would be fighting against his own son,” Rafe said. “Who is now his king.”
“Well, it was just a thought,” Lexi said.
“It’s worth considering,” Tiberius replied.
“It is?” Rafe asked in surprise.
“Well think about it, Rafe,” Tiberius argued. “If the queen wants the Balestone, she’s bound to send someone after it. Avondale is the only logical place for us to go. If we could convince my father to maybe stall for a while, it would give us a chance to escape.”
“Better yet, we don’t heal Earl Aegus and help Tiberius take over the city,” Rafe said.
“I can’t do that,” Tiberius said.
“Why not? We’ll be heroes. We survived the terrors of the blighted lands, rescued Countess Mauryn’s family and returned to a city without an Earl.”
“Leonosis will want Brutas to be Earl,” Tiberius said.
“He’s a lout, and everyone knows it. They’ll follow you if we ask them to.”
Tiberius felt the Balestone flaring to life. It was coaxing him forward, urging him to take control of Avondale. Part of him wanted to take the rock and throw it overboard, but he knew he couldn’t. If Leonosis and Ariel wanted the stone, then they had some evil purpose in mind for it. Tiberius had no illusions that the Balestone would resist being used for evil. The small stone was literally pulsing with magical power and begging to be used, but Tiberius knew he couldn’t dabble with something he knew nothing about. He needed to keep the stone hidden until he could discover what it really was and why it was always coaxing him to seek more power and control over the people around him.
“No,” Tiberius said. “And please don’t bring that possibility up again. Our first priority has to be keeping the Balestone away from Leonosis and Ariel. We need to find out why they want it and what it was made for.”
“Or we could just throw it into the lake at the middle of Avondale,” Rafe said. “The water is too deep and too cold for anyone to find it there.”
Tiberius was suddenly reminded of a dream he’d been having. It was a nightmare, really. He was climbing up a mountain that was on fire. He was forced to climb up bones and skulls as smoke belched from the summit of the mountain. Ashes floated down like dirty gray snowflakes. Tiberius could hear a mocking laughter as he struggled up the mountain, and even though he was terrified, he couldn’t stop. He always woke up sweating, his body tense from the strain of the climb in his dreams.
“I don’t know what we should do, but one thing is certain,” Tiberius said. “I have to find out what the stone was created for and what to do with it. I’m sure that will take me away from Avondale and back into the blighted lands. I won’t ask you all to come with me, but I know that’s what I have to do.”
“You never have to ask,” Rafe said. “You know that.”
“I left Avondale to be with you,” Lexi said simply. “I won’t stay if you’re not there. To be honest, I don’t know that I want to stay.”
“I feel much the same,” Rafe said. “I don’t think I can go back to standing watch on a city wall.”
“And I want to feel the soft turf of the plains beneath my feet again,” Olyva said.
“Then it’s settled,” Tiberius announced. “Once we reach Avondale, we’ll do what we have to do, then set out to discover what is really happening with Leonosis and Queen Ariel.”
They all nodded in agreement, and Tiberius felt a sense of relief. He knew that the task before them wouldn’t be easy, but at least having it settled made him feel better.
“I’ll go tell the captain to set a course for Avondale.”



Chapter 2
Rafe
The ship began to rise up toward the thick blanket of mist that hung over all the blighted lands. The ship’s crew were called back to their stations, and even Olyva’s family quickly grew bored, preferring to return to the large cabin reserved for the earl. Tiberius and Lexi retired to a smaller cabin, but Olyva stayed on the main deck, lingering at the bow of the ship. She loved to soak up the bright amber-colored sunlight, and she looked much healthier than before. The time spent in the dreary area around the lost city of Devonyr had sapped much of her strength, but the color was returning to her cheeks, and she was smiling more.
Rafe wanted to spend every moment that he could with Olyva. He leaned against the rail while she stood with her face turned up and her arms outstretched, soaking up as much sunlight as she could before they entered the thick cloud bank. She was still wearing the dress that Desyra had found for her. It was short—the hem didn’t quite reach her knees—and Olyva had carefully cut away the sleeves. It had a scooping neckline, too, and Olyva enjoyed having as much of her skin exposed to the sun as possible. Rafe thought she looked ravishing, but he didn’t like the looks the sailors gave her; some were fearful, others lustful.
When they finally entered the mists, the amber sunlight faded, and the air around them was wispy white, like trying to see through a thick fog. Olyva let her hands down and leaned against the railing beside Rafe, just letting her shoulder rub lightly against his. It was flirtatious, and Rafe felt a thrill of excitement that he had let slip away over the last few weeks. His worry had almost wrecked their relationship, but he was happy that he hadn’t completely ruined things between them.
“You know you look a little ridiculous,” he said playfully.
“I don’t care how I look, Rafe,” Olyva said joyously.
“You don’t care that the sailors are frightened of you?”
“Why should they be frightened of me?”
“Because you’re different,” Rafe said. “They think you’re a witch.”
“But I’m not. Tiberius is the only one who wields magic.”
“But he looks normal. You do not.”
“Do you think I’m…” she hesitated, a bit of her old vanity reasserting itself. “…ugly, now?”
“No,” Rafe said. “I think you’re more beautiful than ever.”
Olyva laughed and smiled at him. “So what does it matter what anyone else thinks?”
“Perhaps it doesn’t,” Rafe said. “Maybe I’m just being paranoid.”
“About what?”
“About you. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
“And what makes you think something might happen to me?”
“Well,” Rafe spoke more seriously. “Hamill Keep was difficult for me. I thought I was losing you forever.”
“Being out of the sunlight makes me feel weak,” Olyva admitted.
“Weak I can understand,” Rafe said. “But we couldn’t wake you up. It scared me. And then the fight with whatever had taken over the earl’s body. Seeing Tiberius captured. Since we left Avondale, I have felt more vulnerable than the rest of my life put together.”
“You grew up safe behind the city walls in Avondale,” Olyva said.
“True, but I was taught to be vigilant, always prepared for battle. My father drilled me for hours every day until fighting was as natural to me as breathing. I had no fear of fighting and never even contemplated the idea of dying. It was simply unthinkable then, but now…”
He let the idea hang in the air for a moment. He could imagine dying now. He had killed and been close to death himself, but what really scared him was losing Olyva. When he had been forced to stand on the sky ship and watch the rioting crowd in Hamill Keep capture Tiberius, he felt like a part of him was dying. In that moment his anger and grief were so hot within him that he gladly would have dropped into the middle of the crowd without any weapons or hope of surviving. Tiberius had escaped, he was becoming a powerful wizard and, while Rafe was still uncomfortable with magic, he was glad that Tiberius could take care of himself. Still, Rafe didn’t want to have to sit back and watch as something terrible happened to Olyva. If she were to get hurt—or worse yet killed—he didn’t think he could go on living. Just the thought pierced him with so much sorrow he felt tears welling up in his eyes.
“I’m not going to die,” Olyva said softly.
“It just scares me, that’s all. You’re different, Tiberius is different and I guess I just feel less confident in my ability to take care of you all.”
“Why do you feel like you have to?” she asked. “I understand that I was a different person before. I never thought I would ever be more than a lady at court, perhaps married to an earl if I was lucky. But then I met you, and even though it terrified me, I thought that perhaps we could share a life. I don’t want to be protected, Rafe. I want to be part of the adventure.”
“I guess I sound like an old woman,” Rafe said with a grimace. “The great warrior is now a worrisome ninny.”
“You care,” Olyva said. “There’s nothing wrong with that. You have given me so much, and I will be forever grateful to you for that. I know things haven’t turned out the way we imagined, but I think everything has somehow turned out good, maybe even better than it could have.”
“I agree,” Rafe said. “Even if it has taken me a while to realize it.”
He paused, wanting to say more but hesitant just the same. They hadn’t been intimate in their relationship. There had never really been an appropriate time in Avondale, and Rafe had been determined not to besmirch her honor. And after their banishment, Olyva had been changed by the Hosscum, and Rafe had been afraid. But he wasn’t afraid anymore. The changes had only enhanced what he loved about Olyva, and he saw her as more capable than ever before. She could do things now that were just as astonishing as Tiberius’s magic. She had even saved their lives more than once with her newfound abilities.
He was just about to propose that they retire back into one of the empty cabins on the foredeck when the sky ship broke through the barrier of mist. They were greeted at once by bright sunlight, and Olyva threw back her head and laughed.
“What’s so funny?” Rafe asked.
“The sun. It feels so good it makes me giddy.”
“I wish I could feel it the way that you do,” Rafe said.
He closed his eyes and leaned his head back, focusing on the way the sun felt on his face. The air above the barrier of mist was much cooler than below, and the wind was chilly, but the sun did feel good. It was warm and bright; he almost felt better just being in the sunlight after the dreary nature of the cloud bank. He had no idea how the sun was able to pass through the thick mists and illuminate the world below, while inside the mist the light seemed to vanish.
“Ship to starboard!” came an urgent call from the rigging.
Rafe’s eyes snapped open, and he looked around. Another sky ship was close to the right-hand side of the vessel and only a little way behind. It was flying directly toward their ship and had a massive pointed prow.
The captain began shouting orders, and Rafe instinctively put his hand to the hilt of his sword. He had seen many of the ships from the other eight cities of Valana, but the vessel approaching them was different. It was smaller and obviously much more agile than the massive cargo ship from Hamill Keep.
“I think you should go inside,” Rafe said.
“What is it?” Olyva asked.
“I think we’re about to be under attack. Go! Quickly! Find Tiberius and get him out here.”
Olyva hurried away, and Rafe hurried toward the stern of the massive vessel. The sky ships consisted of wooden hulls and large round sails that were filled with hylum, a strange gas mined in Avondale. The hylum-filled sails lifted the ships high into the air. On each side of the floating vessels were long masts with traditional sails to catch the wind that propelled the sky ships. There were ropes and nets stretched between the deck and the various sails, almost so many that it looked like a gigantic spiderweb. It didn’t hurt the perception that the crew crawled up the rigging so easily. There were men high above the deck and others out in the rigging to either side of the ship, manipulating the sails to give the sky ship steerage.
The approaching ship was smaller than the grand vessels that transported the earls from city to city. It had an angular hull and only one bulbous sail filled with hylum to support it. It was so close Rafe could see men moving about the narrow deck.
“What kind of ship is that?” Rafe called out to the captain, who was standing on the elevated command deck.
“That’s a war ship,” the first officer called down.
Rafe felt his stomach tighten, and a sense of dread filled him. He knew that the huge cargo ship was no match for a vessel built for war. The ship from Hamill Keep was slow and had no defenses.
“Go down!” Rafe shouted as he sprinted up the wooden stairs to the command deck. “Take us back down into the mists.”
“We would be flying blind,” the captain argued.
“So would they,” Rafe said, “if they were even brave enough to follow us.”
“They’re on a collision course, captain,” said the first officer grimly. “That prow looks like it could snap our steering masts.”
“It would be caught in our rigging if it tried,” the captain grumbled. “It might take us down, but she’d be brought down with us.”
“You can’t outrun it,” Rafe said. “Can your crew fight?”
“Every man in Hamill Keep can fight,” bellowed the captain.
“But what happens if half your crew gets killed in the process?” Tiberius said as he dashed up the stairs and joined the conversation.
“Ti, can you work some magic?”
“Yes,” Tiberius said, “but I’m not sure what to do. I can blow the ship back away from us, but the wind will be against us and might even blow us back toward them. I can set it on fire, but if it crashes into us while it’s burning, we could all be killed.”
“Well, we’ve got to do something!” Rafe said.
“Take us down,” the captain said angrily. “Get us in the mist, and then we’ll change course.”
“Aye, Captain,” said the first officer, who then began shouting orders at the crew.
Rafe moved over beside Tiberius and spoke quietly.
“You really have nothing?”
“I didn’t say that,” Tiberius said with a smile. “I just didn’t want the captain depending on me to save us. He needed to take evasive action. I don’t like the idea of working magic in front of the crew. You saw how the people of Hamill Keep reacted.”
“Well, you do what you need to do, and let me worry about the crew,” Rafe said, drawing his sword.



Chapter 3
Tiberius
“Specula Fulsi,” Tiberius chanted softly under his breath.
The portal to the magical world opened, and Ti felt light building up on the other side. He focused the light down into a tiny, powerful beam and then pointed it at the other sky ship. The vessel from Hamill Keep had almost caught up to them, even though they were slowly descending back down into the fog.
“Specula Fulsi,.”
The light was invisible, which Tiberius was glad of. He could still feel the light, still direct its path. He could even sense the power of the focused beam. That same power had cut through metal and stone when Tiberius had been taken prisoner in Devonyr. Now he was using it on the approaching ship’s bulbous sail.
The beam shot out and immediately burned through the other ship’s sail. The holes were tiny, and Tiberius moved the beam around in a circle in order to make the holes bigger. He wanted the ship to lose its ability to stay in the air, but he didn’t want to send it plunging down to the ground, either.
“There, that should do it,” Tiberius said.
“Do what?” 
They were drifting into the clouds, and Tiberius smiled at his friend. Rafe hadn’t been able to see what Tiberius was doing, which meant that no one on their sky ship would know Tiberius was working magic. And it would take their adversaries a long time to discover the hole in their sail; meanwhile, they wouldn’t be able to keep their ship in the air.
“I burned a hole in their sail,” Tiberius said. “Not a big one, just enough to make them lose altitude.”
“Why not send them plummeting to the ground?” Rafe said. “They’re the enemy, after all. They won’t have mercy on us.”
“They’re pawns, Rafe. If we have to fight them, we will, but there’s no sense in killing them for no reason.”
“Might as well kill them,” Rafe said. “They won’t survive long in the blighted lands.”
“Maybe, but at least they’ll have a chance to live.”
Rafe sheathed his sword and grimaced. Tiberius understood that Rafe preferred a straight fight. He didn’t mind Tiberius using magic to help, but he was ready to exact some revenge and release some of the pent-up frustration he felt. Tiberius had just robbed him of that.
They were completely shrouded in the mist now, and Tiberius allowed himself to relax as the captain shouted orders to his men. They were altering course, and Tiberius was just about to tell the sky ship’s first officer that they could rise above the clouds again soon, but before he could say anything, a huge mass of flame came hurtling toward them. It streaked through mist, arcing over their stern and leaving a trail of oily black smoke.
Tiberius heard Olyva scream in terror, and the ship’s crew cried out at the sight, but the firebomb didn’t hit the ship. Instead it raced past, boiling through the mist and scorching the ship’s sails.
“They’re using fire bombs!” someone shouted.
“Tiberius?” Rafe said worriedly.
“I’m on it,” Ti said as another flaming bomb suddenly came into view.
“Scuti Incantatio,” he shouted, raising both hands as he lifted the shield spell.
The magic wasn’t difficult, but Tiberius missed his staff. The wooden shaft had no inherent magical power, but it acted like a lens, focusing his magical prowess. Unfortunately he’d lost the staff in his efforts to escape the mob in Hamill Keep.
The shield spell wasn’t intended to protect something as large as the sky ship. Tiberius had to maneuver the spell into the path of the fire bomb. It was a lot like hitting a small ball with a wooden stick. Tiberius had never been good at those types of games, but he managed to get the spell in place. The fire bomb exploded just before it hit the sky ship’s bulbous hylum sail. It exploded in midair, which only increased the size and destructiveness of the weapon. Fire bombs were made of brittle clay pots that were filled with oil mixed with wax. The lip of the pot was then sealed with a thick layer of wax. Into the wax an oil-soaked wick was adhered. The pots, depending on their size, could then be hurled by a catapult or trebuchet. The oil was very thick and highly flammable. When the bombs hit their targets, the clay pots would explode, and the oil was ignited from the flaming wick. The fire could be put out, but extinguishing the flames was difficult. Just one hit from the firebombs would destroy the Hamill Keep sky ship.
“We need to get out of here fast,” Rafe shouted.
“Flabra!” Tiberius shouted.
He didn’t try to keep the portal closed but rather let the wind come suddenly hurdling out of the magical realm and into the physical world. Tiberius was directing the wind to speed them forward when another firebomb appeared.
“There’s another one, Ti!” Rafe shouted.
“Scuti Incantatio,” Tiberius managed to say, flinging up the shield just in time to keep the bomb from crashing into the sails and rigging along the sky ship’s port side.
“Should have sent the bastards crashing!” Rafe cried.
“Keep watching,” Tiberius said. “I can’t see them until they’re almost on top of us.”
As if to illustrate Tiberius’ point, a flaming bomb came streaking through the mist straight toward them. Tiberius threw up another shield, but this time the exploding oil fell straight down toward the stern of the ship. Tiberius had to swing his magical shield down under the falling flames and angle them away from the ship. The fire was close enough to the command deck that Tiberius felt the heat from the flames.
“That was too close,” Rafe said.
“Flabra!” Tiberius said, ignoring Rafe’s comment.
He could only hold the magical portal open for a moment before he had to cast his shield spell again. The fire bombs were becoming more frequent but less direct. Still, the Hamill Keep sky ship was so large that it was hard to miss. Tiberius’ wind spell made the ship lurch with each gust of wind Ti was able to conjure. Then suddenly the enemy ship appeared out of the darkness. It was almost directly behind them and still losing altitude, but the ship was employing a small catapult with deadly intent.
“They’re right behind us!” Rafe yelled.
“They must have guessed which way we would turn,” the captain cursed.
“We can’t outrun them,” the first officer said grimly.
“Then we’ll fight,” Rafe said with just as much determination.
But Tiberius had a plan. He summed the shielding spell.
“Scuti Incantatio,” he said, then pushed the shield forward with his mind.
The further away he tried to wield the spell, the more difficult it became. It was like holding a heavy weight with his arms extended away from his body, but he managed it. The next fire bomb was met by the invisible magical barrier just after it was launched. The force of the bomb impacting the shielding spell sent Tiberius flying backward as if he’d been kicked by a horse.
He landed hard on the rough wood planking of the command deck with the wind knocked out of his lungs. He struggled to suck in air, his body heaving and his head spinning. He heard the crew of the Hamill Keep sky ship cheering, but he had no idea what had happened. And worse still, if their attackers got off another fire bomb, he was helpless to stop it.
“Spars!” the captain bellowed so loudly that even Tiberius heard it.
“Are you okay?” Rafe said as he hurried to Tiberius’ side. “Are you hurt?”
“No,” Tiberius said, although the truth was he hurt all over. “Help me up.”
As Tiberius struggled to stand, he could see that the enemy ship was now a raging inferno. The firebomb had exploded just over the sleek ship’s long prow.
“Spars! Quickly, men!” the captain was still shouting, and Tiberius understood why.
The flaming ship was still flying straight toward them, and if the fiery prowl crashed into their sky ship, the flames would consume both vessels. The crew hurried to the stern of the ship with long poles and held them out to separate the ships, but the enemy’s prow was long and angled, almost like a huge spear attached to the bow of their vessel. It was longer than the unwieldy spars the crew were using to hold the enemy at bay, and Tiberius knew it was only a matter of time before the ships collided.
“Accendo,” he said quietly, extending his hand toward the enemy vessel.
Fire shot out toward the warship, appearing out of nowhere just inches from Ti’s upraised palm. The fire shot forward in a long, terrifying stream. Tiberius had aimed the pillar of fire up, toward the enemy ship’s hylum sail. When the flames hit, they immediately kindled on the tightly stretched canvas. For a tense moment, nothing else happened, and it appeared that Tiberius’ spell was too weak to turn the tide of the battle. But then the sail, now burning fiercely, split with a shriek as the hylum expanded under the heat and suddenly blasted through the rent sail.
The enemy ship fell, disappearing in a swirl of mist and black smoke. The crew cheered their good fortune, but Tiberius saw the way they turned and stared at him. He saw fear and distrust in their eyes and he knew that if they didn’t get to Avondale soon, there would be trouble with the superstitious crew.



Chapter 4
Olyva
The fight with the war ship had been terrifying. Olyva didn’t like being so far above the ground, and fire had become her greatest fear. She supposed that trees feared fire; at least the sentient ones did. They burned so easily, and once ignited, there was very little hope of not being completely consumed. Fire to the forest was like pestilence to men. Olyva knew that most of her body was still flesh, yet fire terrified her. She could appreciate its warmth, but she was never comfortable around it.
Her mother and sisters huddled together just outside the large cabin at the bow of the sky ship, but Olyva preferred to stay with Lexi. They weren’t friends exactly, but both women had come to respect each other, and their many experiences had bonded them. Olyva wanted to be closer to Lexi, but the younger girl was very private and kept everyone but Tiberius at arm’s length. Their lives had been so vastly different that Olyva wondered if true friendship was even possible, but Lexi accepted Olyva just as she was. There was no judgement, no fear, just respect, and Olyva was grateful to have an ally on the ship.
When the war ship fell, ending the attack, Olyva breathed a sigh of relief. It took her a moment to believe they were truly safe. She kept expecting to see another fire bomb flashing toward them out of the mist.
“Is it really over?” she said softly.
“For now,” Lexi said.
Olyva looked over at her companion, who was studying the crew of the ship. Olyva followed her eyes and was surprised to see so many of the men casting angry glances toward Tiberius.
“We can’t get to Avondale too soon,” Lexi said.
“Why are they angry?” Olyva asked. “Tiberius just saved the ship.”
“With magic,” Lexi said. “It takes time for people to get used to the idea of Ti being a wizard. I get that, but I’d rather not be floating in the clouds on a ship surrounded by hostile men waiting for them to get past their fear. Odds are they’ll work each other up into a frenzy, maybe even come after Ti or you.”
“Me?” Olyva said in surprise.
“Yes,” Lexi said, looking down at Olyva’s root-like toes. “People are afraid of what they don’t understand.”
“Are you afraid?”
Lexi smiled; it was a placating gesture, but Olyva sensed that it was genuine.
“No,” the elfish girl said. “I’m not afraid of you, Olyva. I will admit that sometimes I’m afraid for you. I don’t want Rafe to lose you.”
“Why do you all assume that he will?”
“If you became a tree…” she let the sentence trail off.
Olyva nodded. That was understandable. When the changes had first happened, she felt strange but oddly powerful. She felt a deep kinship with the other trees, and she gained an understanding that she’d never had before. She didn’t think she’d ever even thought about trees before her encounter with the Hosscum. Now she understood the way they thought, the way they moved, even the way they saw the world. And they truly saw much more than she had ever expected. They spoke to one another as the wind jostled their branches, carrying conversations hundreds of miles across barren lands and over towering mountains. She could now read the messages that came on the winds. The slightest smell told a story. The air pressure was loaded with meaning. The ground vibrations, too soft for humans to notice, were like the blasting of trumpets to Olyva.
But as wonderful as the changes were and as meaningful as the trees had become to her, she didn’t want to lose her humanity. She had been consumed with the newness of what she had become and hadn’t wanted anything to distract her from the wonderful discoveries she was making about herself. In some ways it was the selfishness of the spoiled earl’s daughter that reared its ugly head during their time with the Hoskali that made Olyva push Rafe away. Now, she was confident in her new abilities and happy with her life. She wasn’t afraid anymore and didn’t feel trapped in a societal mold that didn’t fit, but she didn’t want to lose Rafe’s affection. She didn’t want to become a tree, and even though she wasn’t fully human, she wanted to share her life with Rafe.
“I’m not becoming a tree,” Olyva said. “I’m not sure what I am exactly, but at heart I’m still the girl he fell in love with.”
“Good,” Lexi said. “Rafe needs you.”
Olyva tried not to smile, and Lexi didn’t look at her, but Olyva could feel happiness fluttering through her whole body. It was as if she were suddenly full of beautiful butterflies all flapping their velvet wings at once.
They watched as Rafe and Tiberius spoke to the sky ship’s captain and then slowly crossed the deck to where the girls waited. The crew gave them a wide berth and cast dubious glances back at them once they passed. Olyva had become adept at reading the signs of the natural world, but she still had so much to learn about the ways of men. In that regard Lexi was a lifetime ahead of Olyva, who had been sheltered from the harsh realities of life and the harsher ways of most people. Now she needed to read the language of a fearful glance or a tense body or an angry scowl.
“Tiberius looks tired,” Olyva said.
“Working magic is more taxing than he admits,” Lexi said. “Maybe he can rest on the voyage.”
“Yes,” Olyva said. “He deserves it. He saved my family at Hamill Keep.”
“He’s always looking out for everyone but himself. I guess that’s my job.”
“You love him,” Olyva said, looking at Lexi.
“So much it terrifies me,” Lexi said. “He’s so good, so trusting, and all I want to do is protect him.”
“How can a person be so powerful and yet so vulnerable?”
“I think that’s the price of being a good person. If he wasn’t so convinced of people’s goodness, his magic might be truly terrifying.”
Olyva thought about that for a long moment. She didn’t know Tiberius well. He was Rafe’s best friend and he had proven himself a capable leader with the Hoskali, but they had really never gotten to know one another. She sudden realized that she had so much to do and so little time.
“Olyva.” Her mother’s voice still made Olyva feel like a little girl. “What is happening? Why are we flying through the mist?”
“I don’t know, Mother,” Olyva said, turning to see her mother and sisters who had come up behind her.
“My guess would be that it’s safer to fly below the mists if the new king has sent war ships to intercept us,” Lexi said.
Olyva’s mother frowned, her eyes squinting. Olyva recognized the look. Her mother was snobbish, and Lexi wasn’t noble-born. In fact, if Olyva remember what Rafe had said about her, she was a thief. Of course Countess Mauryn didn’t know that, but she looked down her nose at Lexi just the same.
“How will we know where to find Avondale from below the mists?” the countess said. It wasn’t a question, really—more of a judgement or a way to show her disapproval. “What if we rise back up right into an ambush?”
“That’s a possibility,” Tiberius said as he and Rafe approached. “And if we flew above the mists, we could certainly see the war ships coming from a long way off. But those ships are faster, and they would eventually catch up to us.”
“They have no problem killing us all—that much is clear,” Rafe said.
“Don’t they realize who is on board?” Frezya said in a haughty tone.
“I think that’s why they want to kill us,” Tiberius said.
“But even if we find Avondale from below the mists,” the countess went on, “can’t they just surround the city and destroy us when we arrive?”
“It’s a possibility,” Tiberius said.
“Dancer can fly up and show us if anyone is waiting at Avondale,” Lexi said.
The countess frowned as Lexi scratched her wind glider’s small head affectionately.
“And if there are war ships around the city?” Olyva’s mother said, making the question sound almost like an accusation.
“Then we can land below the mists and climb the mountain,” Tiberius said.
“You don’t think people suddenly showing up at the gates to the city would be suspicious?”
“There are other ways into the city,” Lexi said. “We can go in at night. Anyone waiting for us to arrive at the city will certainly be watching for the sky ship and guarding the gates. We can get in without anyone even realizing it.”
“And then what?” Olyva’s mother asked.
“And then we find a way to make sure you and your daughters are safe,” Tiberius said. “That’s our whole purpose for going to Avondale.”
“Why do I feel like there are more to your plans that just seeing to our safety?” the countess said.
“Mother,” Olyva said. “Tiberius and Rafe risked their lives to save you.”
“No, they risked their lives for you, Olyva. We were just a bonus. Perhaps you thought that King Leonosis wouldn’t risk our lives to stop you, but that wasn’t the case, was it? In fact, we’re in even more danger now than before we left Hamill Keep.”
Olyva could tell things were moving in the wrong direction, but she had no idea how to stop her mother and sisters from acting so selfishly.
“I don’t think you would have been safe in Hamill Keep,” Tiberius said. “But if you truly feel that way, you can let us off your ship and go wherever you like.”
Olyva saw the calculating look in her mother’s eyes and she felt a moment of panic. Rafe slipped his free hand into hers, which gave her confidence, but not as much as the realization that Rafe had his other hand on the hilt of his sword. Olyva looked over her shoulder and realized that the crew of the ship was watching the confrontation.
“Mother, this is not a good time,” Olyva said. “Why don’t we go inside and discuss this?”
“I think now is the perfect time,” Cassandra said.
“We’re making a scene,” Olyva argued.
“What are you afraid of, Sister?” Frezya said angrily. “Is it the fact that this ship’s crew is loyal to us and not you?”
“For the second time, Tiberius and Rafe have saved your lives,” Olyva said, her own temper flaring. “Are you so blind that you can’t see that?”
“Don’t speak to me that way!” Olyva’s mother snapped. “I’m still your mother and the countess of Hamill Keep.”
“Everyone needs to calm down,” Tiberius said.
He turned and started chanting a spell. He was whispering, but Olyva could just make out the words. She didn’t recognize them, but they felt familiar somehow. It was almost as if the spell were speaking to the new part of her, the part that was more tree than human.
“Quievi Adfectus,” Tiberius whispered.
“I will calm down when I’m sure that you and your friends are acting in our best interests,” Olyva’s mother said angrily, but then her face relaxed.
Olyva watched as her mother’s posture changed. She had been rigid, standing straight so that she was taller even than Rafe and could look down on those she deemed inferior. But suddenly she stepped back, the muscles in her shoulders and back loosening. Olyva’s sisters seemed less angry, as well, their frowns melting away.
“We could all use some rest,” Lexi said.
“We’ve been through a lot,” Rafe agreed. “I think I’ll turn in until supper time.”
“Mother,” Olyva said. “You should rest, too. We’re all tense, but things will look better in the morning. Isn’t that what Father always said?”
“Perhaps you’re right,” the countess said. “Come along, girls. A little rest wouldn’t hurt any of us.”
Olyva watched them go. She turned to Tiberius, who looked even more drained than before. Lexi took his hand and led him to the cabin they had claimed for their own, and Rafe stepped up behind Olyva.
“I don’t know what just happened,” Rafe said, “but that wasn’t fun.”
“Tiberius cast a spell on everyone,” Olyva said.
“He did?”
“Yes, and it calmed them all down.”
“I don’t feel calm, just relieved,” Rafe said.
“That’s because he didn’t cast it on you or me. Just my family and the crew. Look at them, working away as if we weren’t almost killed just a few moments ago. They had been so suspicious, but now they seem calm.”
“Well, I’m not calm,” Rafe said. “And I’m not tired. But if you could stand to be inside for a while, I would welcome the company.”
Olyva smiled at Rafe. Then he took her in his arms and kissed her. The butterflies were back, and she followed him into their cabin happily.



Chapter 5
Leonosis
The king of Valana felt like he was in a raging inferno. Draggah, the demon that possessed his body, raged, and Leonosis suffered the spirit’s fury. He had no control of his body, which carried out the business of the kingdom with no outward sign of the tortuous soul within. Draggah, furious over the death of Earl Marcus in Hamill Keep and Tiberius’ escape with the Balestone, still managed to control Leonosis as if nothing had happened.
The army was mobilized, and war ships were raised into the skies once more. Each ship was manned with a crew of twelve warriors and armed with small catapults that could hurl pumpkin-sized fire bombs. Draggah sent ships to every city, and more were sent out to search below the vast sea of mist. The blighted lands would no longer be a mystery to the citizens of the nine cities, but the demon didn’t care. His plan to collect the three stones of power was all that mattered anymore.
Leonosis thought he would go mad, but there seemed no escape from the mental agony he suffered. Not even unconsciousness was possible while Draggah tormented him. He was disconnected from his body, yet he felt as if every inch of his flesh were on fire.
“You sent for me, Brother?” asked Brutas, who was careful to keep his distance since Draggah had attacked him on the day of Leonosis’ wedding.
Leonosis could see and hear what was happening, but all his tortured mind could do was scream in silent agony.
“I have a task for you,” Draggah said. “Take the sky ship and return to Avondale. My warriors will be there ahead of you. Two war ships—they are to remain there until I send for them.”
“For what purpose?” Brutas asked.
“Our brother has broken the most sacred of laws and slain Earl Marcus of Hamill Keep.”
“Tiberius? You banished him. Surely he’s dead.”
“He is not dead. He is a wizard, and I want him brought to me alive.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“I grow weary of your insolence, Brutas!” Draggah screamed.
The outburst was so unexpected that Brutas stumbled backward, covering his head in fear of being struck.
“I have coddled you long enough, Brother. You will do exactly as I tell you or suffer as you have never thought possible.”
“You can’t treat me like this,” Brutas said angrily.
“I can do whatever I like.”
Leonosis felt his torment lessen slightly, and for a moment his mind cleared. Then he felt the magical power sweeping toward his brother.
Brutas! he shouted, trying to warn his brother, but no one heard him except the demon. Watch out! Run!
Brutas was oblivious to the warning and suddenly found himself rising up in the air. His arms were stretched to either side, and his legs were pulled down and away from his body. He screamed, but Draggah just laughed. Brutas’ limbs were pulled until they were on the verge of being popped from their sockets. His face was pinched in a cry of agony, and then suddenly he fell onto the floor. Instinctively he curled into a ball, sobbing.
“Now that we’ve established what I can and can’t do,” Draggah said. “You will stop that bawling and listen.”
Brutas struggled to pull himself together, sitting up and taking deep shuddering breaths.
“You will return to Avondale and take control of the city.”
“What about Father?”
“I don’t care what you do about him,” Draggah said. “Ignore him, kill him, slice him into little pieces—I couldn’t care less. What I do care about is making sure that Avondale is ready in case Tiberius returns.”
“Why would he return?” Brutas asked.
“He knows about my ascension to the throne. He will have fled Hamill Keep by now. My warships may find him, or they may not. In any case, I want the war band on watch day and night. I want him captured, alive, and brought to me, along with all his belongings. Is that absolutely clear?”
“Yes,” Brutas said.
“Good. I will come to you in Avondale eventually. Until then, see that our home is well cared for.”
“I will.”
“And give my warships whatever they need. Nothing must stand in the way of capturing Tiberius.”
Brutas bowed and backed toward the door. Leonosis screamed for him to run, but Draggah was in total control. He smiled and waved his hand. The bones in Brutas’ left hand shattered as if he had been struck by a hammer.
The scream that erupted from Brutas was blood-chilling, but Draggah just laughed. Leonosis, in his own private agony, was helpless. He could only watch as Brutas hurried from the room, moaning and cradling his hand.
“You didn’t have to be so cruel,” Ariel said, stepping out from the shadows.
“He must understand the importance of my every wish.”
“He’ll hate you.”
“He already hated me,” Draggah said. “Or at least this shell I wear. It’s of little importance to us now. All that matters is the stone.”
“And once you have it?”
“That is my concern alone. All you need to know is that it is necessary for our plans.”
“You never tell me anything anymore,” Ariel said. “Am I not Queen of Valana?”
“Yes indeed, but that is of little importance. Merely a means to an end.”
“And what is that end?”
“Power, dear one. It is the only thing that matters. Power.”



Chapter 6
Lexi
Mount Avondale came into view the next day. From the sky ship, sailing just beneath the barrier of mist, the mountain seemed huge. Tiberius had remained in his cabin, avoiding the ship’s crew and resting. Lexi had gone out and found Olyva looking down at the Hosscum groves that stood at the bottom of the mountain.
The captain finally brought the ship to a halt, and Tiberius was summoned. Olyva and Rafe joined the ship’s captain and Olyva’s mother on the command deck. Lexi brought Tiberius out, and they met to discuss what they should do next.
“I believe that is Mount Avondale,” the captain said to Tiberius. “Should we sail up above the mists to dock with the earl’s palace?”
“Not yet,” Tiberius said. “We need to make sure it’s safe.”
“And how do you intend to do that?” the countess asked.
“Dancer can fly up,” Lexi said, taking the small animal from her shoulder.
The wind glider trilled softly as Lexi held it up and looked into the animal’s large eyes.
“Just get above the mists,” she said, “and take a look around the mountain. Don’t take any chances.”
Lexi didn’t like sending Dancer into potential danger, but she really had no choice. She flung the wind glider high into the air, and the little animal spread its limbs, letting the skin between stretch and catch on the updrafts. Dancer disappeared into the mists, and the group waited.
“I don’t think climbing the mountain is a suitable option for me,” the countess said.
“I agree,” Tiberius said. “If there are enemy ships around Avondale, then Rafe, Lexi, and I will go into the city and find out if there’s any way to get you safely inside.”
“And if you can’t?”
“Then we’ll have to find another place where you will be safe,” Tiberius said.
“How many war ships does the king have?” Lexi asked.
“There is no telling,” Rafe said. “They haven’t been used in decades. He could have hundreds if they continued building them over the years.”
Lexi felt a familiar buzz inside her head, and a wave of dizziness swept over her. She held onto Tiberius’ arm and closed her eyes. Suddenly she could see Avondale again. It was like a jeweled crown on the head of an ancient monarch. Dancer was doing just as she had been instructed. The little wind glider was barely above the mist and well away from the city. Lexi doubted that anyone could see Dancer, even if they were looking for her.
Two war ships were hovering above the city. One to the north, and one to the south. Dancer’s sharp eyesight could make out movement on the city walls, and Lexi guessed that the earl’s war band was on heightened alert.
“There are two ships,” Lexi said, opening her eyes. “One to the north, one to the south.”
“Reinforcing the city gates,” Rafe said.
“Can we defeat two ships?” Olyva’s mother asked.
“We could,” Tiberius said confidently. “But I would rather not risk this ship or Your Highness by engaging in battle.”
“So what do you propose?” the countess said.
“I’ve been giving a lot of thought to that. If my father still lives, he is Earl of Avondale,” Tiberius said. “If I can get inside the city, I might be able to heal him.”
“How does that help us?” the countess demanded.
“It’s possible that he could send the ships away and take you in.”
“Possible? You would gamble our lives on a possibility?”
“For now you are safe,” Tiberius said. “As long as you stay under the mists, no one will bother you. You have enough food and water?”
“Enough for five more days,” the captain said.
“Five days is enough,” Tiberius said. “Let us go to the city. If we can’t garner the support we need, we’ll come back and help you resupply the ship.”
“It is hardly a plan,” the countess said with disdain.
“Would you prefer that we fight?” Tiberius asked.
“My lady,” the captain said. “A single spark could mean devastation on a ship like this.”
“I know that,” the countess snapped. “I’m no fool just because I’m a woman.”
“I never meant—”
“I know what you meant,” she said angrily. Then to Tiberius, “Go! Do what you can. If you do not return by the third night, we will sail for Hamill Keep.”
“Yes, Highness,” Tiberius said.
“I have everything ready,” Lexi said.
“Get us as close to the mountainside as you can,” Tiberius told the captain.
“It will feel good to be on solid ground again,” Olyva said.
“No,” the countess replied. “Olyva stays with us.”
“Mother!” Olyva said in shock.
“You will return for her or never see her again,” the countess warned.
Lexi saw a smoldering anger in Rafe’s eyes, but he didn’t speak.
“We will return,” Tiberius said. “If that is the way you want things, then Olyva will stay. But see that no harm comes to her, or you will answer to me.”
The captain and the countess both stepped back from Tiberius.
“I will return for you,” Rafe told Olyva. “I swear it.”
“Be safe,” Olyva said.
The captain called out orders, and the ship began to move toward the mountain. Lexi, Rafe, and Tiberius all went down to the hold, where they opened the stairs that hung down from the bottom of the sky ship.
“She better not be lying,” Rafe said. “If they flee, I’ll kill her.”
“You’d kill a countess?” Lexi asked.
“If she hurt Olyva.”
“No one is going to hurt Olyva,” Tiberius said. “Dancer can keep an eye on the ship for us—right, Lexi?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Now, we’ve got a long night ahead of us. Let’s stay focused on the task at hand.”
The sky ship hovered next to the mountain just below the mists. The bottom of the wooden staircase was nearly ten feet from the ground, but the captain refused to get any closer to the mountain. Rafe went first. At the bottom of the stairs, he sat down, then turned and hung from the bottom step for a moment before dropping to the ground, which was only a few feet below him. He landed and slipped onto his backside.
Tiberius was slower, his movements not as certain, but he repeated Rafe’s descent. Lexi went down and made the drop easily. Unlike Rafe and Tiberius, Lexi landed lightly on her feet with perfect balance.
“She made that look easy,” Tiberius said with a grin.
“I’ve had some practice,” Lexi said.
“Dropping out of windows in the dark?” Rafe teased.
“With a handful of jewels,” Lexi replied.
Tiberius waved to the men who were waiting to raise the stairs, and the trio hiked up into the fog. The mountain wasn’t nearly as easy to scale as it was to descend. They had to stop frequently to rest, but they weren’t in a hurry in any case. They needed night to fall before they could attempt to get into the city.
“So what’s the plan for getting us in?” Rafe asked.
“There are ways,” Lexi said. “We’ll have to search for one of the hidden entrances. I know there were some unsavory characters that would hide their ill gotten gains outside the city. No safer place.”
“And you’ve seen these hidden entrances?” Rafe asked.
“Well, no,” Lexi said. “I never needed to get out of the city until I came to help you. And then I took the southern gate.”
“So how are we going to find a way in?” Rafe asked. “Aren’t the entrances hidden for a reason?”
“They are,” Lexi said. “But they’re hidden on the inside, not from the outside.”
Rafe looked perplexed for a moment, then realized his mistake. There was no need to hide the entrances on the outside of the city, since there were no people outside the city. It was widely believed that people couldn’t survive below the mists and the only creatures to scale the huge mountains where the nine cities were located were giant beasts and foul packs of ravenous animals like graypees. No one really ever expected an attack from outside the city, and the walls were built out at the top so that soldiers could fight along the ramparts. This made looking at the base of the walls almost impossible from the top of the wall.
“I saw a few when I was circling the city with the horses the day you were banished,” Lexi explained. “I’m not worried about finding them again. I’m worried about what we’ll find when we get inside.”
“The people who have these secret entrances to the city aren’t the kind that would shy away from killing someone who used their entrance without permission?” Tiberius asked.
“Not even the earl’s son,” Lexi said.
“Well, then we’ll just have to stop them,” Rafe said, patting his sword. “And this time, don’t spoil everything with magic.”
“I use my magic to help us,” Tiberius argued.
“Well, sometimes it takes the fun out of things.”
“You two are impossible,” Lexi said.
Nightfall came at last, and still they waited in the mist. Dancer circled the mountaintop city, flying high and closer in the darkness and sending Lexi feelings. There were men on the wall, at least twice as many as normal, but Lexi could tell they were angry about the war ships. The soldiers watched the ships hanging just outside the city walls with resentful stares.
Dancer also slipped below the mist and ensured that the sky ship from Hamill Keep was still in place. Lexi tried to reassured Rafe that Olyva was okay, but they were all tense. Going back into Avondale was dangerous, and Lexi knew just how dangerous. It would be her job to get them through the city and into the earl’s palace. If they survived the lower levels, then they would have to deal with the paladins that patrolled Avondale. But if she could get them to the palace, Lexi had an idea of how she might find out more about the Balestone. 
Living in the shadows, Lexi had learned to listen and was often contracted to gather knowledge in her clandestine activities. A few times she had heard of a secret group called Arcanius. It was just a rumor, so she hadn’t bothered to tell Tiberius. He would be busy with his father, and Lexi wouldn’t be much use once they were in the palace, so she planned to make a trip back to the lower levels of the city. Back to the streets and people she knew best, where she might be able to find something that could help them.
After a few hours of sitting in the dark, they slowly climbed up out of the mist. They could see the torches burning high on the city walls, but at the base of the city, there was nothing but deep gloom. The land between the mist and the walls of Avondale was barren and rocky, with only patches of stiff weeds and stunted trees scattered around the massive city. Once they emerged from the mist, they hurried to the base of the wall.
There were stars out and a crescent moon, but their light didn’t reach the base of the walls. Dancer came swooping in and landed lightly on Lexi’s shoulder. The little animal was tired from staying aloft for hours, but it used its acute night vision to help Lexi see in the darkness. She led them around the base of the wall, occasionally sidestepping boulders until they finally came to what looked like a small hole in the ground right beside the wall.
“It’s here,” Lexi said.
“What is?” Tiberius said. “I can’t see anything.”
“There is an entrance right here, on the ground.”
“On the ground?” Rafe asked.
“Yes, you oaf. You’ll have to crawl down into the hole. I’ll go first.”
“No,” Tiberius said. “Rafe should go, in case there’s trouble.”
“If Rafe goes first, there will be trouble. On the other hand, I can probably get in without being seen. I might even know the person guarding the entrance.”
“I don’t like it,” Tiberius said.
“I’ll be fine,” Lexi said. “This time you have to trust me.”
“I do trust you,” Tiberius said.
“Then let me do this. Come in after me, but be quiet.”
“How big is this hole?” Rafe asked.
“Not very big,” Lexi said. “Are you afraid of tight places?”
“I’m not afraid,” Rafe said. “But I’m not crazy about them, either.”
Lexi suppressed a giggle. Her nerves were tingling with excitement. Despite what she said to Tiberius, if there was a person guarding the door on the other side of the wall, they wouldn’t wait to see if they knew her. But she still felt like she had a better chance of surviving such an attack than Tiberius did. Rafe could fight anyone, but there would probably be no room for swordplay, and his larger body would be at a disadvantage fighting in a confined space.
She got on her knees and felt the hole with her hands. Dancer trilled nervously. The wind glider was extremely vulnerable on the ground, and crawling into a hole seemed like madness to the little animal.
“You fly up and keep an eye out,” she told the glider. “Look for us on the streets inside the city.”
She tossed Dancer into the air, and the small animal sailed out away from the city wall. Then Lexi turned her attention back to the hole and crawled in. She couldn’t see anything but she could feel solid stone all around her. She groped along, using her hands and being careful not to bang her head on the unforgiving stone. The hole dropped down into a crack in the rock that was barely wide enough for a person to stand in. Lexi shimmed in toward what she knew must be ahead of her somewhere. Finally she felt wood instead of stone. She could hear Tiberius behind her, struggling to find his way in the dark.
She searched the wooden panel with her hands until she found a short length of rope. She pulled it slowly and felt the tension in the rope suddenly go loose. She pushed the wooden barrier, and it swung inward. There was only a little light in the room, just enough to see shadowy forms but not to make out anything clearly. Lexi drew her small, Wangorian dagger. Its curved blade was razor-sharp, and she held it in her right hand, with the blade curving from her palm around to her forearm.
She stepped cautiously out from the behind the doorway and felt more than saw the shadowy figure lunging toward her. Lexi dropped to the floor, rolling onto her back and bringing her feet up. Then she kicked out, her boots slamming into her attacker’s stomach.
There was a whoof as the kick landed, and then the person toppled onto the floor. Lexi was on top of them instantly. One knee was on the attacker’s back, the other pinning down the man’s outstretched arm. Lexi pulled the man’s head back with her free hand and slipped the dagger under his throat.
“One sound and I’ll end you,” she hissed.
The man didn’t move and didn’t make a sound.
“Lexi,” Tiberius hissed.
“Its okay,” she assured him. “Get in here.”
Tiberius came into the room, followed by a huffing Rafe.
“That’s one tight squeeze,” he said, obviously relieved to be out of the tight space.
“Fulsi,” Tiberius said.
A small glowing light appeared out of nowhere, and Lexi could finally see the man she was holding down. He was an older man, with only one eye and a mangy-looking beard. She didn’t recognize him. The room was plain. There was a small bed against one wall, and a wooden chair on the other side of the hidden door that led out of the city. A piss pot in one corner reeked, and the man smelled almost as bad. There was a weak light shining under the door leading out of the room.
“Whose house are we in?” Lexi asked the man who had attacked her.
“Jessyp Corgson,” the man said.
Lexi raised her dagger and then brought it down with a quick blow to the back of the man’s head, knocking him unconscious.
“I could have put him to sleep magically,” Tiberius said.
“There’s no time. We have to get out of here.”
Tiberius let his light spell wink out, and they listened at the doorway for several minutes. They couldn’t hear anything, so they swung the door open slowly. The room beyond was lit with a single candle. A man snored on a bench against the opposite wall. They slipped past the sleeping man and made their way down a dark hallway. Then they came to another hidden doorway. Once again they listened but heard nothing. Lexi found the latch that opened the door, and they went through.
The room beyond was dark, but plush. They were on the upper level of Avondale, and the homes built into the city walls were extravagant. They felt a thick rug beneath their feet and they could see ornate furniture and plants in large delicate pots around the room. Light came in from a large window, and there were lamps casting light down onto the wide avenue just outside. There was no door to the street from the room they were in, so they slipped down another corridor, past a wide stairwell, and then into a vestibule that led to the outside.
“Lucky,” Rafe whispered.
“Like I said, they don’t expect trouble from this direction,” Lexi said. “But there are most likely guards just outside. We need to act like we belong and that leaving the house isn’t in any way strange.”
“Okay, we can do that,” Tiberius said.
“Once the guards question us, let me do the talking.”
“Won’t they recognize us?” Rafe asked.
“It’s possible, and if they do, be ready with that thing.”
Lexi pointed at Rafe’s sword, and the young warrior smiled. Lexi knew that if they got into a sword fight on the upper level of the city, there was no way they would escape the paladins, but all she could hope for was that they wouldn’t be forced into a confrontation.
She flung the door open wide and marched out.
“That was the biggest waste of time,” she said angrily.
Tiberius and Rafe struggled to keep up with her. There were two big men just outside the door. They eyed her suspiciously. 
“Rubin would never treat us so poorly,” Lexi went on, suddenly turning to face Tiberius. “It’s this house. The richer they get, the more impossible they are to please.”
“You all, keep your voices down,” one of the guards said.
“And keep moving,” the other ordered.
“You see?” Lexi said. “My point exactly.”
Tiberius hurried her along, and all three were breathing a sigh of relief. Lexi led them to a dark alleyway or alcove—she couldn’t be sure. But she was sure that they needed cloaks to cover their faces. On the lower levels, the city kept only a few lights, and most were rarely tended to the way they should have been. On the top level of the circular city, the wide street was clean and well lit. They were bound to pass paladins, city officials, or soldiers who might recognize Rafe or Tiberius.
“Stay here,” she told them. “The palace is on the far side of the city. We need some cloaks so that you aren’t recognized.”
“Where are we going to get cloaks?” Rafe asked.
“You aren’t,” she said. “I am.”
She pulled off her boots, checked her dagger, then scaled the wall to the second-story window. The dark alcove was set between two homes, and both had walls that had been pitted by wind, rain, and frost over the years. Finding tiny cracks for her fingers and toes was all too easy for someone as skilled as Lexi was at finding ways into homes at night. She peeked into the window while Tiberius and Rafe watched from below.
The room inside was dark and empty. She slid her dagger between the wooden sill and the window frame. The simple lock was easily pushed aside, and the window raised. Lexi crawled in and took a moment to let her eyes adjust to the gloom. The room was filled with junk, just another wasted room in another mansion. The window faced the neighboring house, and the home’s occupants obviously preferred the rooms that looked out over the city. Lexi dug around a bit and found some piles of old clothes. After a few more minutes, she had two cloaks. Neither was big enough for Tiberius and Rafe, but they would serve in a pinch. She dropped them out the window into Rafe’s waiting arms.
The climb down was easy, and by the time she reached the street, Rafe and Tiberius had the cloaks around their shoulders and the hoods pulled up over their heads. They couldn’t fasten the cloaks properly and instead held the garments closed at their chests with one hand.
“You could have just dropped down a blanket,” Rafe said.
“I would have if I’d found one,” Lexi said. “At least your face is in shadows.”
“Won’t these cloaks make us stand out?” Tiberius said.
“They don’t fit, but it’s a cool night,” Lexi argued. “We keep moving, and as long as no one recognizes your faces, we should be okay.”
They set out again, staying in the shadows as much as possible. It was late, and there weren’t many people out. They saw some paladins, but they gave the trio only passing glances. Rafe’s sword might have drawn attention, but he had slung the weapon over his shoulder and kept it covered with his cloak.
It took nearly half an hour to walk around to the earl’s palace. The big wooden doors were closed at such late hours, and there were guards stationed at the entrance. Lexi led them down to the next level and then turned to Tiberius.
“Do you know a way in?” she asked.
Rafe guffawed, and Tiberius elbowed him.
“Yes,” Ti said. “I can take it from here.”
“Good,” Lexi said. “I have some business to see to.”
“What?” Tiberius asked in surprise.
“There’s someone I need to see,” Lexi said. “It won’t take long. I’ll be back shortly after sunrise.”
“And what if things go bad in the palace?” Rafe asked.
“Then I’ll get out of the city and meet you by the sky ship. Besides, I’ll only be in the way in the earl’s palace. I don’t know my way around the way you two do.”
“Promise me you’ll be safe,” Tiberius said.
“I promise.”
“Fine, but I want to see you after the sun comes up or I’ll scour the city looking for you.”
Lexi leaned forward, rising up on her tiptoes and giving Tiberius a kiss. Then she turned and hurried away. Dancer landed on her shoulder just as she was hurrying down a staircase to the city’s third level.
“We did it,” Lexi told Dancer. “Now you can rest until morning.”
The wind glider cooed, wrapped its long tail around Lexi’s neck, then lay down on her shoulder. Lexi worked her way down and around the city, into the darker, narrower streets. She stayed in the shadows where she felt safest and looked for the landmarks that she used to navigate her way around the circular city. There were taverns and brothels on the lower levels of the city that never closed. Inns that only opened after the sun went down and catered to crowds that preferred the dark, shadowy interiors to any establishment on the upper levels of the city. Lexi made her way with confidence, even in the darkness. She was looking for someone, but she had to admit it felt good being home.



Chapter 7
Tiberius
There was a light burning in the kitchen, and servants were starting to make the first loaves of bread for the day. There were still several hours before dawn, but the work in the palace kitchens rarely stopped. Tiberius and Rafe slipped over the fence that surrounded the chicken coop. The birds were sleeping and didn’t notice.
“Just like old times,” Rafe whispered, referring to their teenage years.
Tiberius remembered sneaking out of the palace with Rafe and roaming the city, then coming back in through the very same chicken coop.
“Some things never change,” Tiberius replied.
They opened the wooden door that led to a dark room where animals were slaughtered. The room was scrubbed clean almost daily but still smelled of death. Just beyond the butcher room was the palace kitchen. It was a huge space with massive ovens and long wooden work tables where meals were prepared. Lights had been lit near the ovens where a gaggle of servants were mixing dough and greasing pans to make the dozens of loaves that would be consumed by the earl’s family and city officials that made the palace their home. The side of the kitchen near the butcher room was dark, and Tiberius slipped quickly through the kitchen and into another dark corridor that was used by the servants. There was a narrow set of stairs, and Rafe followed Tiberius up toward the third floor where the earl’s residence was located.
They cast off the cloaks and then quietly slipped into the wide hallway that led to the earl’s bedchamber. A guard stood outside the door, and there were lamps burning in sconces along the hallway. Tiberius and Rafe walked slowly toward the guard, neither trying to hide their identity. The guard was a young soldier and he recognized them as they came close.
At first his mouth hung open in surprise, and then he raised his spear.
“We aren’t here to hurt anyone,” Tiberius said, raising his hands.
“You were banished. You can’t be here,” the guard said.
“My father is very sick,” Tiberius said. “I’ve come to see him one last time.”
“But how? I saw you leave the city.”
“We’ve been across the blighted lands and back,” Rafe said with a cocky smile. “Want to hear about it?”
“Well, yeah, but I can’t let you go in there,” the guard said. “No one can go in except his healers.”
“Are they helping him?” Tiberius asked.
“They’re making him comfortable. It’s all they can do. He’s unconscious. He won’t know you didn’t come.”
“But I did come,” Tiberius said. “And I really do have to see him. What harm can I do? He’s dying, isn’t he?”
“Well…” the guard looked as if he had never considered that possibility.
“And I can promise you that he will be alive when I leave,” Tiberius said.
“I can stand watch with you,” Rafe said. “I’ll help you pass the time.”
“I guess you are his son,” the guard said, and Tiberius knew they had won him over.
“Thank you,” Tiberius said.
“Did you really cross the blighted lands?” the guard asked Rafe.
“Yes, and there are things down there you wouldn’t believe,” Rafe began.
Tiberius held back his laughter as he closed the door behind him. His father’s chamber was dark and smelled of sickness, sweat, and human waste.
“Fulsi,” Tiberius said and felt felt the portal of magical light open above him.
He let just enough light through so that he could see. He went past the large desk and around the sitting area. There were still coals in the fireplace, and the room was warm. Tiberius found a stool and moved it to his father’s bedside. Earl Aegus had been a big man, but now he was thin and frail. His hair was completely gray and thinning so that his scalp showed through. His hands looked like nothing more than skin and bones, but they clutched the covers tightly.
Tiberius had no idea what ailment was killing his father or if he could do anything to help. But there was a chance, and if Earl Aegus were ever to accept that Tiberius was now a wizard, Ti knew that healing him would help. Still, as he sat looking at the man whom he had loved and feared his whole life, he began to doubt that healing his father was a good idea. The earl was not the kind of man to take lightly. He had ruled Avondale with an iron fist and rarely showed any concern for Tiberius. Earl Aegus didn’t love his son; in fact, Tiberius doubted that his father loved anyone. But then the first principle of magic, as listed in his book The Essence Of Magic, stated that magic was for the benefit of all mankind, and Tiberius couldn’t shake the feeling that he was ignoring the most basic tenet of his craft by not helping his father.
Tiberius closed his eyes and began to connect with the magic around him. The more advanced healing spells in the First Order of magic required the wizard to focus his mind on the patient’s body. It was a way to understand the depth of the injury or illness, and it was what opened up the wizard to the Corporeus Adfectus, the magical empathy that, while causing Tiberius pain, also helped him know if his magic was healing the patient as it should.
“Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus,” Tiberius chanted softly.
Instantly the magic around him began to move and flow, like water moving more swiftly through a narrow channel in the stream. Tiberius moved his mind down into his father’s body, and almost instantly he felt an excruciating ache in his lower back and stomach. His loins hurt terribly, and his thighs felt like logs in a roaring fire. He could sense the numerous growths that filled his father’s intestines and internal organs. It was almost as if a group of wild mushrooms had grown up inside his father’s body.
The spell he was chanting was meant to heal cuts deep in the body and stop bleeding. Tiberius was soon shaking and sweating from the pain he felt. It was almost more than he could take, but he stayed focused. If he could somehow remove the growths, he might be able to heal his father, but none of the Sana Magus spells were meant to remove the unnatural growths. He needed something strong but controlled to consume the disease.
He decided he could take a chance. His father was dying and in great pain, so Tiberius altered his spell. “Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Accendo,” he said. This time the portal of fire was tiny and located inside his father’s body. It was difficult to stay focused both on his father’s physical condition and on the portal of flame, especially while his body was aching from the magical empathy he felt. Still, he was determined to help, and so he moved a small but focused flame onto the nearest growth. The pain made him shudder, and it was as if he were holding his hand over a candle and letting the heat burn him. But the growth was recoiling from the heat and Tiberius pressed forward. He let the flame burn the growth until it was nothing but ash. The spell was working, but it was also burning his father’s healthy organs. It took an hour to burn away all the growths, and the entire time Tiberius chanted his new spell.
Finally, with the growths gone, Tiberius felt an entirely different kind of pain. His father’s insides had been burned and blistered, and the ache Ti felt was sharp. Every breath and every movement sent waves of pain radiating through his abdomen. But there was a spell for healing burns, and Tiberius knew it well.
“Acies Sano Cuticula, Acies Penetralis Resarcio Viscus,” he said, changing his spell once again.
This time there was immediate relief. The magic flowed through his father’s body, healing the small burns in his intestines and organs. It reminded Tiberius of pouring water over freshly dug vegetables and watching the dirt swirl away. The pain eased until at last it was gone, and Tiberius opened his eyes. His father was staring at him, his breathing deep and regular. His mouth moved, but no sound came from the dry, cracked lips. Then one skeletal hand rose up and settled lightly on Tiberius’ head.



Chapter 8
Rafe
As soon as the figure appeared at the end of the corridor, Rafe knew he was in trouble. All the feelings of childhood, every bad decision he’d made, every poor performance on the training grounds, were suddenly fresh in his psyche again. Rafe’s father was the commander of the earl’s war band, which was in many ways a misnomer. Avondale was a wealthy city, and as such, the earl kept nearly a thousand trained warriors. But of all those soldiers, none was as feared as Grentz, the sword master, champion of Avondale and Rafe’s father.
Rafe watched his father approaching, waiting for the inevitable sign of recognition that he knew must come. Grentz suddenly stopped walking, his body stiff, his face completely unreadable.
“Yesper,” Grentz said with quiet authority. “You are relieved.”
“Yes sir!” the soldier said, snapping off a salute and then turning on his heel before hurrying away.
“What are you doing here?” Grentz asked.
“It’s a long story,” Rafe said.
“Then get busy telling it.”
“The short version is that we made it to Hamill Keep,” Rafe explained. “But the earl there was under some kind of enchantment. We stopped him, saved the earl’s family in their sky ship, and sailed back here.”
“That doesn’t explain how you got into the city,” Grentz said. “And where is the Hamill Keep sky ship?”
“It’s below the mists,” Rafe said, hoping that he wasn’t giving too much away.
If his father remained loyal to Leonosis, he might turn them in, even if Rafe was his only son. Still, Rafe knew it was a chance he would have to take. His father always knew when Rafe was lying.
“We came up and entered the city through a secret entrance under cover of darkness,” Rafe continued.
“A secret entrance?”
“Used by thieves to hide their goods,” Rafe explained.
Grentz nodded as if the explanation were ordinary, but Rafe knew his father was reeling at the thought that a person could get inside the city undetected. Grentz had given his entire life to securing the safety of the earl and guarding the city walls. Suddenly finding out that there were ways in that he hadn’t known about must have been distressing to say the least.
“The earl’s son is here?” Grentz asked.
Rafe nodded. “Tiberius is with his father now. Olyva’s family remained in their sky ship.”
“Tell me why our new king is so intent on finding you?” Grentz asked. “Tell me why I have war ships from Sparlan Citadel circling over my city? Did you kill Earl Marcus?”
“Earl Marcus was already dead,” Rafe said. “His body was being used by some foul magic.”
“All magic is foul,” Grentz said.
“No, Father, it isn’t. I’ve seen magic used for good.”
Grentz’s eyes narrowed, but Rafe pushed on. He knew he needed to tell his father the truth about Tiberius. There was no other way to explain what was really happening.
“Tiberius is a wizard. He saved my life the day we fought the graypees. I broke my back in that fall, but he healed me. He’s trying to heal his father right now.”
Rafe could see the conflict in his father’s eyes. Grentz had spent his whole life serving Earl Aegus. They were close—not quite like Rafe and Tiberius, but Grentz had stood beside the earl and hated to see him struck down by illness. If there was a chance that Tiberius could save his father, Rafe knew that Grentz would support him, even if that meant accepting magic.
“You shouldn’t have come here,” Grentz said. “Go find a quiet place with Lady Olyva and live in peace.”
“You know I can’t do that,” Rafe said. “We didn’t set out to oppose Leonosis. He promised that Olyva and I could be together, then he double-crossed us.”
“So you want revenge.”
“No,” Rafe said. “We just wanted to survive. Olyva was sick, and we thought that maybe in Hamill Keep someone could help her. But when we got there the earl was different. It’s hard to explain.”
“We heard that Leonosis was appointed king by all the earls. There is no way that happened so quickly and without at least some of the earls opposing him.”
“Magic,” Rafe said. “When we went before Earl Marcus, he attacked me. Tiberius struck his arm with a staff, and I saw it broken completely in two, yet he never made a sound. Then he tried to kill Olyva, and I stabbed him. It was a killing stroke, right through his bowels, but he didn’t even seem to notice the wound. He broke my jaw, but not before I cut his throat with my sword. Yet he still didn’t die. He didn’t even bleed.”
“How am I supposed to believe any of this?” Grentz said. “No man can be mortally wounded and not die.”
“He was already dead,” Rafe said. “Something else was controlling his body.”
“That’s impossible.”
“No, I’ve seen the impossible. You will, too.”
“Rafe, you need to get your friend and get out of the city. It will be sunrise soon, and the king’s soldiers will see you escaping. What do you need? Food? Weapons? Gold?”
“We don’t need anything,” Rafe replied. “But Olyva’s family needs a safe place to take shelter. The king’s ships used fire bombs to try and destroy the Hamill Keep sky ship.”
“This is a bloody disaster,” Grentz said.
He was about to say more, but the door opened, and Tiberius waved Grentz inside.
“He wants to see you,” Tiberius said.
Grentz looked doubtful at his son, then slipped past Tiberius and into the earl’s bedchamber.
“Should we go?” Rafe asked.
“No,” Tiberius said, watching as Grentz slowly approached the earl’s bed. “He’ll recover, but I need rest.”
“Where are you going?”
“My old room. You coming?”
“No, I’ll wait for my father.”
Rafe watched Tiberius walk down the hallway. It felt oddly familiar. Rafe couldn’t remember the number of times he’d been on duty in the palace and watched Tiberius walking down the richly decorated hallways. Seeing him there now, after all they’d been through, felt surreal.
A few minutes later, Rafe’s father reemerged. He looked shocked, but he was working hard to hide his feelings. Rafe had seen his father acting the same way when Rafe had been banished with Olyva, only instead of shocked, his father had tried to hide his disappointment.
“How is he?” Rafe asked.
“He seems better,” Grentz said. “He’s asking for food.”
“That’s good, right?”
“It is,” Grentz admitted. “I’m not sure what Tiberius did, but it seems to be helping.”
“Ti can do the impossible,” Rafe said. “I’ve seen him.”
“Well, I need some time. You show up here, talking about magic. Leonosis is made king and sends warships to find you. Those ships haven’t been used since I was a boy.” Grentz grimaced. “Something isn’t right, but I don’t know what—or if I even want to know.”
“Tiberius thinks there’s something evil in Sparlan Citadel, but we don’t know what to do, either. We don’t know who we’re fighting.”
“Did Leonosis know that his brother was a wizard?”
“I don’t think so,” Rafe said. They were talking in hushed voices as servants began to stir around the palace. “But Princess Ariel works magic, too. That’s why she was so interested in Tiberius when they were here.”
“If the princess knew, then Leonosis knows now. That’s probably why he’s sent ships to capture his brother.”
“That doesn’t explain the earls,” Rafe said. “This isn’t just about Ti learning magic. It’s a struggle for power.”
“How can you possibly know that?”
“Because I’ve seen it,” Rafe said. “I’ve seen what Tiberius can do. And we found something in one of the deserted cities. Ti doesn’t even know what it is, but Leonosis wants it.”
Grentz looked down, and Rafe wasn’t sure what his father was thinking. But after a moment, he looked up, and Rafe thought he looked more like his old self. The news of magic, seeing his banished son again, and even realizing that Tiberius had somehow healed Earl Aegus had all been hard for the sword master to take in. But now Grentz had settled it in his mind, and the natural-born commander was back in control.
“I’m going to see that the earl has food and drink,” Grentz said. “Then we have work to do. Don’t leave this post.”
“Yes sir,” Rafe said, not even trying to suppress the grin on his face.
“It’s good to see you, son,” Grentz said, squeezing Rafe’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you.”
Rafe didn’t know what to say, and before he could even reply, his father walked briskly away. Rafe knew his father loved him, but he had pushed Rafe to be the best with a sword. The training Rafe’s father had put him through had been grueling, and as his commanding officer, Grentz had been demanding. Yet Rafe had done everything his father had ever asked and risen through the ranks of the earl’s war band with a reputation as a good commander in his own right. Still, Rafe couldn’t remember his father ever telling him that he was proud of him.
Tears filled his eyes, but he blinked them away. Then he stood up a little straighter and double-checked his sword. He hadn’t known what to expect when he saw his father, but he had never dreamed that the fabled sword master of Avondale would actually be proud of him. And Rafe was now more determined than ever not to let his father down.



Chapter 9
Lexi
The sun was almost up when Lexi finally found the small home she had been looking for. She had been to the old man’s hovel only twice, both times in search of information about a mark she’d been contracted to steal from. Ennis was a strange old man. Sometimes he sold books in the various underground markets. Sometimes he could be found begging near the earl’s palace. But most of his time was spent in his tiny home on Avondale’s lowest level.
From the outside it looked just like any of the shanties around it. Most of the homes and shops on Avondale’s lowest level were carved into the soft volcanic rock that made up the foundations of the city’s magnificent homes and towering walls. The door was hung haphazardly, and a tattered blanket hung inside the hole that served as a window. From the smell in that section of the city, Lexi expected to find sewage pooling in the tiny hut, but she knew from experience that the home was well maintained and kept immaculately clean. She knocked softly on the door and waited.
She didn’t have to wait long. The door opened slowly, and Ennis’ face poked out. Even in the dark, Lexi knew he was the man she was looking for. He had sold Tiberius the book fragments, and if he didn’t know where more books on magic were, he would probably know someone who did.
“Lexi,” the old man hissed.
He pulled her quickly into his home and then looked carefully up and down the narrow street to see if anyone was watching her. Lexi waited quietly. The house was even more gloomy than the street. He closed the door and propped an old wooden chair against it to keep the door closed. Then he took Lexi’s hand and led her back into another room of the house. A shuttered candle was glowing in the second room’s far corner, casting just enough light that Lexi could see she was in a slightly larger room that served as Ennis’ living and sleeping quarters. He closed a well constructed and thick wooden door to the second room and lifted a heavy locking bar into place before speaking again.
He walked over to the candle and removed the shade, then lit a lamp that hung in the center of the room. A golden light spilled from the lamp, and Lexi could see everything around her. There were two chairs, both covered with soft cushions. A large pot hung in the cold fireplace, and a wooden table was against the far wall and piled with books. Ennis slept on a narrow bunk that was neatly made up, and the old man was sipping from wooden cup.
“I’m sorry I have nothing warm to offer you to eat or drink,” he said, settling into one of the chairs. “I’m currently out of wood for a fire.”
“I’m fine,” Lexi said. “I don’t need food, I need information.”
“I thought you left the city with the earl’s son. I would have sworn that was the case.”
“I did,” Lexi said. “Now I’m back and I need some help.”
“You survived the blighted lands,” he said, sounding amused. “That is a rare feat.”
“It wasn’t without its share of hardships, but those stories can wait. How did you know I left the city?”
“I was questioned by the new king,” Ennis said. “This was before he was king, mind you. He had spies drag me to his dungeons. I wasn’t the only one there.”
“Leonosis questioned you? About what?”
“About you, of course. He seemed quite interested in what you and his brother were up to out in the blighted lands.”
Lexi wasn’t sure what to think about that. She had never met Leonosis, and although she knew the new king of Valana wanted Tiberius and the Balestone, she couldn’t imagine why he would send spies to track down Ennis.
“What did you tell him?” she asked.
“Only the truth,” the old man explained. “He was interested in the book his brother purchased from me.”
“And you told him what it was?” 
“Yes,” Ennis said.
Lexi guessed that was why Leonosis wanted Tiberius. Perhaps it was nothing more than a king trying to enforce the law. Magic was forbidden across the kingdom, after all.
“But that’s not why you tracked me down, is it?” the old man asked.
“No,” Lexi said. “I need information. You sold Tiberius the book on magic, and we both know you have things that are, shall we say, hard to find.”
“That’s a polite way of stating the truth.”
“So do you have any other books that talk about magic?”
“Perhaps,” Ennis said. “I’m not certain. Why do you ask? Was the book your friend bought not helpful?”
“It was very helpful,” Lexi explained. “But we’ve run across something, and we need to know more about it.”
“What is it?”
“It’s a magic rock. I think Tiberius called it the Balestone.”
Lexi saw the look of surprised on the old man’s face. He was usually very reserved and either passionless or affecting a tone of discouragement as he haggled with customers over his books. Even his interest in her up to that point had seemed less than authentic. She had come to him, after all, and she had thought he was merely playing along. But the mention of the Balestone had been almost like a slap to his face. His mouth hung open, and his eyes showed white all around the irises.
He stood up suddenly and paced in the small space between his bed and the table stacked with books. His face was pinched with concern, and Lexi knew better than to interrupt his train of thought. She had been right in thinking that he might know something. Now, all she could do was wait and hope that he decided to tell her what he knew.
“Why do you ask about the Balestone?” Ennis said at last, still standing up.
“We found it,” Lexi said. “And when we went to Hamill Keep, the earl there wanted to take it and Tiberius back to Sparlan Citadel.”
“We’ve heard rumors that the earl’s son was approved unanimously by the other earls. It seemed strange that all seven rulers would support someone so young and not well known.”
He waited; his statement was obviously posed to see how Lexi would respond. She wasn’t sure exactly what she should do. She couldn’t see the angles the old man was using on her. She could lie, but she didn’t know what that would accomplish. Normally she didn’t like putting all her cards on the table, but she needed information, and it wasn’t uncommon for people who made their living on the streets to trade. So she decided to tell him the truth.
“We made our way to Hamill Keep with Lady Olyva. But when they were summoned to the earl’s audience chamber, they realized he wasn’t really alive. He was being controlled by something, like a puppet on a string. They fought, and Tiberius killed the earl.”
Ennis sat back down, but on the edge of his chair. He leaned forward, looking Lexi directly in the eyes.
“You saw this?” he asked.
“No,” Lexi said. “I stayed below, in the blighted lands, guarding the horses.”
“Damn!” he said loudly.
“Tiberius told me all about it,” Lexi said. “He wouldn’t lie or even exaggerate.”
The old man looked as if he were trying desperately to decide on a course of action. Then he asked another question.
“How did they know the earl wasn’t alive?”
“Olyva knew,” Lexi said. “She’s different. She was changed in the blighted lands, and she could tell that something was wrong.”
“There was no other proof?” Ennis asked.
“The earl attacked them,” Lexi explained. “Tiberius broke the earl’s arm with his staff. Rafe stabbed the earl and slit his throat, but he didn’t die.”
“He didn’t die?”
“No, they said it was as if he didn’t even feel the pain. He didn’t cry out, didn’t bleed. And he was stronger than he should have been, even after they wounded him.”
“But you said Tiberius killed the earl.”
Lexi hesitated for a moment. She knew that Tiberius had used magic to destroy the earl’s body and while she knew that Ti had gotten the book of magic from the old man, she still felt reluctant to reveal that Tiberius was a wizard.
“Yes,” she said. “And the people of Hamill Keep rioted. Tiberius, Rafe, and Olyva were forced to flee along with the rest of the earl’s family in their sky ship.”
She hoped he wouldn’t continue to push for answers about how the earl was killed, but the old man was like a dog with a bone. He refused to let it go.
“Tell me how he killed the earl,” Ennis said. “It’s very important.”
“Why?” Lexi said, still trying to deflect.
“You want to know about the Balestone,” the old man said, “and I want to know how the earl died.”
“You know something about the Balestone?” Lexi asked.
The old man nodded. He didn’t say how much he knew, but the look in his eyes convinced Lexi that he wasn’t bluffing.
“Give me your word you’ll tell me everything you know about the Balestone,” she prompted.
“I promise I will do all I can to see that your friend knows about the Balestone,” he said.
“What does that mean?” Lexi asked.
“It means the information is not mine to give, but it is there.”
“You know someone who knows about it?”
“Yes,” Ennis said, nodding.
“Okay,” Lexi said, hoping she was doing the right thing. “Tiberius is a wizard.”
She waited for Ennis to react, but he just kept gazing expectantly into her eyes. When he didn’t respond to her revelation about Tiberius, she felt a little better, but describing magic was difficult. And she hadn’t actually seen what happened; she had only heard about it from Tiberius. And Lexi knew that Ti was notoriously humble when it came to talking about his powers. She doubted if she had heard the full story.
“He used magic,” she continued. “He set the earl’s body on fire.”
“How?” Ennis asked, the tension in voice almost audible.
“He cast a spell,” she explained. “He can conjure fire and control it. So he burned up the earl’s body.”
“You’ve seen him use this magic?” Ennis said.
“Yes,” Lexi said. “Many times. I’ve seen him do incredible things.”
“Like what?”
“I’ve seen him heal people. It’s unbelievable, but I’ve seen him do it. He can conjure fire, light, wind—even put people to sleep.”
Ennis sat back, a look of relief spreading across his face.
“What type of person is he?”
Lexi shook her head. She wasn’t exactly sure what the old man was asking her.
“I mean, would you say he was a good person?” Ennis asked. “Or is he cruel?”
“Tiberius is the best person I’ve ever met,” Lexi said honestly. “He’s humble and conscientious. He puts others before himself, always helping people whenever he can.”
“I have to meet him,” Ennis said. “Can you bring him here, tomorrow at sunset? Just the two of you.”
“I can try, but I really don’t know how long we’ll be here,” she said. “What can you tell me about the Balestone?”
“I can only tell you that I have knowledge about the stone that your friend needs. Tell him I will do all I can to help him, but you must bring him here.”
Lexi’s intuition was screaming that something was wrong. There was no way she was willing to lead Tiberius into a trap, but she had no evidence that the old man planned to betray them. She had known Ennis for several years. They were acquaintances, little more than than two people who moved in the same circles, but he was well respected. And he wasn’t a powerful man. He was old, one of the oldest people Lexi had ever met. His body was frail, and he wasn’t known as a thief or ruffian. She decided she could bring Tiberius as long as they kept their guard up.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll bring him, but if you try anything, I’ll kill you myself.”
“You have nothing to fear from me, child,” Ennis said. “Now go. I have much to do if I am to help your friend.”
He unbolted the door and walked Lexi out. The sun was just beginning to color the sky a pearly pink. The air was damp and cold. Lexi gave the old man one last look, and he nodded reassuringly, so she left.
She didn’t go far, though. Instead she found a shadowy alley and hid there, watching the old man’s home. He wanted her to bring Tiberius, but she would stick around long enough to see what the old man was up to before she brought the man she loved back down to the lower levels of the city. Lexi wasn’t a warrior or a wizard, but in Avondale she had skills that would come in quite handy, and at that moment she knew exactly what she needed to do. 



Chapter 10
Rafe
It was almost midday when Rafe’s father returned. Earl Aegus had eaten and was now sleeping again. His healers were encouraged by the earl’s newfound strength and will to live. Rafe said nothing about Tiberius’ ministrations in the night. His friend was resting, and Rafe was taken for just another of the earl’s soldiers. There had been a time not very long ago when Rafe was known by sight, but a month in the blighted lands had changed him. His normally clean-shaven face was concealed behind a scruffy growth of beard, and his hair was grown out as well. But most of all, people didn’t believe he could be the sword master’s son. Rafe had been banished, and it was believed that banishment was as good as a death sentence. The entire city had seen Rafe, Olyva, and Tiberius banished, and no one believed they still lived, no matter what Rafe’s reputation as a fighter had been.
“Have you eaten?” Grentz asked.
“No, sir,” Rafe replied.
“Anyone recognize you?”
“No, sir, I don’t believe so.”
“Good.”
He led the way down to the small apartment that Rafe had shared with his father over the years. When Rafe was old enough, he moved out and lived in the barracks with the other soldiers in the earl’s war band, but his father’s quarters had always felt like home. They went in, and Grentz found bread, cheese, fruit, and a canister of nuts. It was the kind of simple meal that Grentz preferred. Since Rafe had moved out, he rarely cooked, taking food from the earl’s kitchens occasionally but mostly just relying on simple foods that didn’t need much preparation.
As they ate, Grentz outlined his rudimentary plan.
“I think it would be a good idea to capture one of the war ships,” he said with no warning.
Rafe almost choked on is food. Once he was able to swallow, he asked a question.
“Why?”
“You’re going to need to get out of the city, probably quickly,” Grentz explained. “At some point the king’s soldiers will come en masse. You can’t hide here. And if you try to leave on foot, they can follow you. If we take one of the war ships, you could go anywhere. It wouldn’t be perfect, but the four of you could handle the ship, and they’re faster than the larger vessels. They even have weapons.”
“Okay,” Rafe said, still not quite sure what to think. “I’m not sure how we could do that, though.”
“You and I can do it,” Grentz said. “I’ll call to them, say I’ve got news from Sparlan Citadel. We get on board, kill all the soldiers.”
“Just like that,” Rafe said with a grin.
“Simple,” Grentz said. “The best plans are the simplest.”
“You do that and you’ll be a wanted man,” Rafe said.
“Not necessarily,” Grentz said. “You’re here, Tiberius is here. We make it known that you were here and you stole the ship. There’s no reason for anyone to think that I helped. I can just say I didn’t know anything about it.”
Rafe felt scared and honored. His father was the most feared swordsman in the nine cities, yet he had never acted as if Rafe were his equal. Now, he was plotting to help Rafe steal one of the king’s war ships and trusting that Rafe could hold his own, back to back with his father.
“What about the other ship?” Rafe asked.
“They don’t have to know anything about it,” Grentz said. “We wait until nightfall then dump the bodies into the mist. They’ll think that it’s still being crewed by their guys.”
“Won’t we need some help?”
“Not taking the ship. There isn’t a lot of room on those ships. Don’t get me wrong, they’re big enough, but with the catapults and rigging, involving more people will only make it harder. We’d end up getting in each other’s way. And you can’t use your rapier. It’s too long for close work. You need two short swords.”
“All right,” Rafe said. “When do you want to do it?”
“As soon as you’re finished eating,” Grentz said. “The sooner you have a solid way to escape if trouble starts brewing, the better I’ll feel.”
“Dad, you don’t have to put your neck on the line for me,” Rafe said. “I made my choice and I don’t regret it. But I don’t want to drag you down with me.”
“You think I wouldn’t die for you right now?” Grentz said. His jaw was set, and he glared at his son. “You think I didn’t go to the earl and beg for a pardon when Leonosis banished you? You think I wouldn’t have left with you that day if Aegus hadn’t assigned two experienced men to keep me in sight at all times until the three of you entered the mists?”
“No, I just…” Rafe wasn’t sure what to say. “I thought you were angry.”
“I was angry. I was furious over what happened, and with Leonosis, and with the earl. I was even mad at Tiberius, and all he did was stand up for you. But most of all I was furious with myself. I spent my whole life trying to make sure you could have a better life. Making sure that no matter who challenged you, you were prepared to meet them on equal terms. Protecting the earl and raising you were the only things I cared about once your mother died. And then you were suddenly thrust into a situation I had no idea how to fix. I tried every way I could to help you, but I couldn’t. I failed because I let my position and my stupid reputation hold me back. I’ve regretted that decision every day since. Now I’ve got a second chance and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let it slip past me. I was angry because your choices took you away from me, but I was never angry with you. I admire what you did and how you did it. No, things didn’t work out the way any of us hoped, but you followed your heart and held your head high even when the earl’s family turned against you.”
“I didn’t want to leave,” Rafe said.
“Of course you didn’t. I know that. But now it seems like maybe your leaving was a good thing. Your mother always said things happen for a reason. I lost faith in that when she died. I just couldn’t imagine what reason there could possibly be for a little boy to lose his mother. And yet, with things happening in the capital the way they are, I think maybe you were meant to get out of Avondale. The kingdom needs you.”
“The kingdom needs Tiberius,” Rafe said. “I wouldn’t be here without him.”
“You two boys have needed each other since you were little. I’ve said that all your life and I was proved right when Tiberius stood with you when Leonosis made a spectacle of your banishment in front of the king. I was destined to be Earl Aegus’ man, and you’re destined to be Tiberius’.”
They went to the armory, retrieved swords, then donned cloaks so the weapons didn’t stand out. As they climbed up onto the walls, Rafe couldn’t help but feel as if he were moving backwards. His whole life, the walls of Avondale had seemed like such huge, impenetrable barriers, not just around the city, but around his life. Only now he had moved on and seen things that made the walls of Avondale seem small. The walls were familiar, but they no longer felt like home. And despite the sense of safety they should have provided, Rafe suddenly longed to be out on the open plains of the blighted lands once more. Just a good horse and his friends by his side—that was the future that Rafe wanted.
They didn’t go to the city gates, which were manned with twice as many soldiers as normal. Rafe noticed that the guard had been doubled all around the city. Instead they entered the massive watchtower and climbed the stone steps. Rafe was winded when the reached the top, but Grentz seemed fine. Rafe didn’t know why the air seemed so thin to him. It had never bothered him before, but he had trouble catching his breath.
“You men are relieved,” Grentz said to the four soldiers on the top of the tower.
Some of them chortled at Rafe’s misery, but none of them paid him much attention. It was a boon, really, and one that Rafe was grateful for. He had been forgotten, and even now that he was back, the soldiers he met didn’t recognize him.
“I can’t believe I haven’t been recognized,” he said to his father, who was waving a flag at the nearest war ship.
“You’re different,” Grentz said. “Not just your looks, but your bearing. You were always eager before—so eager. But it’s apparent now that you’ve tasted battle and you’re quieter, more steady. That kind of thing makes most men nervous. Even if they can’t quiet put their finger on why, they realize that you are not to be trifled with and so they give you some space.”
“But you recognized me,” Rafe argued.
“Recognized the look first, then saw that it was you. Still could hardly believe it. I felt like I was seeing a ghost.”
The war ship hovered over the tower. It was close but still far enough over head that Rafe wondered how they could ever get aboard. Then a rope ladder was dropped over the side of the ship, and Rafe’s question was answered.
“I’ll go first,” Grentz whispered. “When you get on board, make sure to leave a little space between us.”
“Yes, sir,” Rafe said.
“And remember, speed trumps power. Especially in close quarters. Be prepared for the ship to sway and keep your balance.”
Rafe nodded, then watched as his father climbed the ladder. Then Rafe started up, and as he looked out over the city of Avondale, he wondered if he would live long enough to climb back down. He had a sudden urge to see Olyva one last time. Then he pushed every thought out of his mind and focused on only one thing—killing.



Chapter 11
Tiberius
He had only slept a few hours, but his stomach was rumbling so loud it woke him up. His room was just the way he’d left it, and although it had only been a little over a month since he had been banished from Avondale, it felt like an entire lifetime ago. Still, no one bothered him, and he had gotten a little rest. Unfortunately, he had no idea how he was going to get something to eat without being recognized.
He got up and straightened his hair, which had decided to stick straight up on one side. There was no water in the room and no way to clean himself up. Instead he rubbed his face vigorously with his hands, pulled as many wrinkles from his clothes as possible, and then went to the door.
“Abdidi Incantatio,” he said quietly.
He felt the magic of the cloaking spell settle over him and he cracked open the door. The hallway beyond was empty, and he quickly slipped out the door. He could have made his way down to the kitchens, but he feared he might bump into one of the many servants hurrying to meet some urgent need. It would be better to slip out of the palace, where he could blend in with the crowds. There would be plenty of food in one of the markets, and all he needed was coin. A cloak wouldn’t hurt, either, and he knew just where to find both.
Leonosis’ rooms were normally guarded, but since guards watched over the entrances to the earl’s private quarters and Leonosis wasn’t in residence, his suite of rooms were left unwatched. Tiberius waited as a servant hurried down the hall, then he quietly opened the door and went into his brother’s rooms. He’d only been inside the lavish suite a few times, and then only in the outer room, which was richly decorated. Tiberius found it a little pretentious. The suite had two sleeping chambers, a long balcony, and a dressing room. Tiberius went quickly through the wardrobe, finally selecting a cloak with a hood. It was finely woven, with a silky edging that made the garment stand out.
Tiberius took his dagger and cut away a section of the edging. After that, all it took was pulling on the silk and the edging ripped away from the garment, leaving a ragged edge. Tiberius wadded the cloak up and then dropped it on the floor. Next he jumped up and down on the fine garment, and after a few moments, he decided it was disheveled enough not to stand out in a crowd. He wrapped the cloak around his shoulders and raised the hood.
“Abdidi Incantatio,” he whispered again. He still needed to get out of the castle before he tried his disguise. He might have been the least known member of his family, but he didn’t want to take the chance that he might be seen and recognized. There were, after all, two war ships circling the city on his brother’s orders. Anyone who recognized him would surely report him to the earl’s soldiers, who would try to detain him. The last thing Tiberius wanted was to hurt the men sworn to protect Avondale.
Tiberius didn’t feel at home in the city anymore, but he had a fondness for it in his heart. And it was familiar, like an old quilt, comforting and soft. He made his way quickly down to the kitchen where he and Rafe had entered the night before. This time the kitchens were bustling, and Tiberius had to dance around several servants who were rushing around to complete their tasks.
He quickly passed through the butcher’s room, where several chickens hung waiting to be plucked. Tiberius guessed that the cooks would soon be making chicken soup for his father. It was his favorite, and Tiberius knew that Earl Aegus would soon be regaining his strength. Tiberius went outside and back out into the street. He wasn’t sure what they would do now that they were in Avondale. Tiberius had successfully healed his father, but the venerable earl hadn’t even spoken a word to his son. If Aegus wouldn’t help them, Tiberius didn’t know what they would do for Olyva’s family. On the other hand, even if his father decided to help, Tiberius wasn’t sure how they would drive away the war ships. Perhaps his father could convince them that no one of import was on the huge ship from Hamill Keep.
Tiberius only had to follow his stomach to the market. He could smell roasting meat and the aroma of breads and cakes baking. He had found a small stash of coins, mostly coppers, but there were a few small silver coins, too. It was more than enough to buy his lunch. He could have food and ale, too. His mouth began to water as he thought about it.
The marketplace was crowded with people, and he joined the throng, moving through stalls selling all kinds of goods, from jewelry to cutlery. He passed a booth full of herbs and medicinal brews. There was also a stall where leather goods were sold. He saw boots, hats, gloves, dresses, books, toys, and even weapons. All for sale by merchants who seemed overly happy as they hawked their wares.
Finally he came to the section of stalls that sold food. There were benches and tables set up on the edges of the street and people lingering together in small groups. Most were eating, and all were drinking. On the lower levels there were taverns and brothels, but on the upper levels people usually gathered on the wide, stone-paved avenues.
Tiberius’ favorite booth sold roasted lamb, but he was well known to that vendor, so he went to another booth and bought several sausages, a loaf of soft bread, and a bowl of cooked onions and peppers. Then he stopped at another booth and purchased a large flagon of ale. He ate heartily, enjoying the rich, spicy food and frothy ale. He ate everything, even the crust of the bread, then moved back toward the palace. He was planning on looking for Rafe, who had probably gone back to his father’s small apartment in the palace to rest and wait for Tiberius to wake up and reveal the next step in their plan. Only Ti didn’t have a next step. They had two goals: to get Olyva’s family to safety and to find out all they could about the Balestone. It was imperative that they find out why Leonosis wanted the magical stone, but Tiberius didn’t think they could find out much in Avondale. The most obvious choice would be to leave Avondale and seek out the answers they needed in one of the abandoned, ancient cities. The old wizard in Devonyr had an entire collection of books, and Tiberius guessed that if they searched hard enough they could find more. Eventually he would discover the purpose of the Balestone.
He was almost back to the palace when he heard a familiar whistle. He turned and saw Lexi hurrying toward him. She looked excited, and he felt his heart skip a beat as she rushed to his side.
“What is it?” he asked.
“I think I may have found someone who can help us,” Lexi said.
“Who?”
“Remember the man who sold you the book? The one we found down in the hidden market?”
“Yes, of course I remember him.”
“His name is Ennis. I knew him from before we met. He’s been around forever and knows Avondale better than just about anyone, at least when it comes to useful information of a nefarious nature. Anyway, I went to see him. I thought if there was anyone who might know about that magic rock you found, it’d be him—or at least he’d know who to ask.”
“And he did?” Tiberius asked, feeling a sudden tremor of fear sneaking into his gut.
“I think so, but he won’t talk about it. Not to me anyway. He wants us to meet him this evening.”
“Why not now?”
“I can’t say for certain, but he went to see several people after I met with him. I think he’s planning something.”
“An ambush?” Tiberius asked.
“No,” Lexi said. “It was strange, Ti. It was almost as if he was excited when I mentioned the stone. He asked me a lot of questions about your powers.”
“You told him about me?”
“I had to. Do you think that was bad?”
“Magic is outlawed, Lexi. He’s probably planning to turn me over to the city paladins the first chance he gets.”
“I don’t think so,” Lexi said. “He was always reliable in the past. Very few people on the lower levels have any love for the paladins.”
“There could be a reward for us and we just haven’t heard about it,” Tiberius argued.
“Look, I followed him after we met. He didn’t go to the paladins and he didn’t go to any of the bosses that run things on the lower levels. I can’t promise it won’t be a trap, but don’t we at least have to try and find out?”
Tiberius thought about what she was saying. He knew she was right, but he was afraid just the same. Rafe’s father knew that Ti was a wizard, but Tiberius didn’t think Grentz would betray him—not when his son’s life was at stake, too. But the old man who had sold him the book on magic was a different matter altogether. Tiberius knew that if his brother had put out word that he would pay a reward for Tiberius’ capture, most people on the lower levels of the city would give their right arm for the chance to turn him in and get the reward.
“I guess so,” Tiberius said. “But we have to be careful.”
“Agreed. In fact, we could go and keep an eye on things. If Ennis is planning something, I doubt that he’ll have had time to put it together yet. If we watch his house, we should be able to see him setting the trap for us.”
“Okay,” Tiberius said. “Have you eaten?”
“A little.”
They walked and talked, and Tiberius almost felt normal again. The fear that had struck when Lexi shared that she had told the old man about his powers began to fade as they fell into a familiar routine. They were halfway down the concentric streets of Avondale when Lexi mentioned that Leonosis had questioned Ennis in the dungeons of the palace.
“What?” Tiberius asked.
“He said your brother sent spies that found him and brought him to the palace. They took him down to the dungeon and questioned him. He told them about the book you bought.”
“Who else was there?” Tiberius asked.
“I don’t know,” Lexi admitted. “But Ennis said there were others. Apparently Leonosis was anxious to find out why we left Avondale.”
“But he didn’t say who else was being questioned?”
“No, Ti. Is that important?”
“I think it might be,” Tiberius said. “We have to get back to the palace.”
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“It’s Robere. I have to see if he’s there.”
“Who’s Robere?” Lexi asked as she hurried to keep up with Tiberius.
“He was my servant in the palace. He took care of me for years. He was more like a father to me than the earl ever was.”
“And you think Leonosis questioned him?” Lexi asked.
“He could have questioned Robere anywhere. If he was down in the dungeons, Leonosis was doing something much worse than just asking questions.”
Tiberius knew his brother was cruel. Leonosis wouldn’t hesitate to do anything that would get him what he wanted. And Robere was an elderly man. The faithful servant had even risked his own life to bring Tiberius’s whip to the cell where Tiberius, Rafe, and Olyva had been held before being banished. He had snuck the weapon in right under the guards’ noses, and that weapon had been a life saver more than once in the blighted lands.
Tiberius was almost in a panic as he hurried back to the palace. He was terrified of what he might find. He had fond memories of Robere; he was more like a friend than a servant, and Tiberius had hoped he might get the chance to see Robere while he was in Avondale. Now he feared that Robere might have paid the ultimate price in Tiberius’ absence. The only way Leonosis and his spies could have known about the book of magic Tiberius had purchased from Ennis was if Robere had recognized the book Tiberius had accidentally left out on his desk after the graypee attack. Robere would never have done anything to betray Tiberius, but Leonosis would have found a way to drag that information out of the elderly servant … even if it killed him.



Chapter 12
Rafe
Climbing the rope ladder wasn’t as easy as Rafe’s father made it look. Rafe couldn’t help but admire his father’s strength and agility. The ladder swayed awkwardly as Rafe climbed upward. As he looked out over the city far below him, Rafe suddenly missed the wooden stairs that lowered from the bottom of the big sky ships.
Rafe heaved himself over the ship’s rail, and the soldiers all watched as if they were gauging the Avondale soldiers’ abilities based on how well Rafe climbed into their vessel. He was careful to quickly get his balance and not fall, then he stepped away from Grentz, who was talking to the ship’s captain.
The standard crew of a war ship was twelve men, but only nine were visible. Three soldiers were lounging in the bow, just behind the massive ramming prow that was instantly identifiable on the king’s war ships. Four more were lined against the starboard side of the ship. The captain and one other man had just stepped down from the small command deck. None wore weapons, but Rafe guessed the soldiers had some type of weaponry close at hand. Three were probably sleeping in the space below the deck, but they would come up as soon as the fighting started. He knew he couldn’t underestimate the men crewing the war ship. The soldiers in the king’s army were well trained and capable fighters.
“So what is this news from the king?” the captain said. “And how did you get it? I’ve seen no other ships coming or going from Avondale.”
“The earl was given specific instructions by the new king,” Grentz said, and Rafe noticed the look that flashed across the captain’s face when his father mentioned Leonosis. “His father, Earl Aegus, has been ill, but he’s improving.”
“Well, that’s good news, I expect, but what does it have to do with us?” the captain asked.
Grentz smiled. “You’re to turn this war ship over to us. Simple as that.”
“What?” the captain growled.
In a flash Grentz had drawn both weapons and lunged toward the captain. A quick thrust ended the senior officer’s life, and then a backhanded slash ripped through the throat of the man who stood nearest to the captain.
Rafe was fast, but still not as quick as his father. He saw Grentz lunge forward, and Rafe followed his father’s lead. He drew both weapons and moved toward the four men lining the starboard railing. The nearest man looked shocked but didn’t move, not even as Rafe’s sword came up and pierced his abdomen just below his belt. The next man raised an arm, but Rafe’s sword chopped down with such force that the limb was severed. His scream of pain shocked the last two men into action. They both ran toward the stern of the ship, trying to keep the small catapult between them and Rafe. The catapult was mounted on a round base that could be swiveled in either direction so that the weapon could be fired to either side of the ship or directly behind.
Grentz moved quickly to one side of the small command deck, which was only a few feet higher than the main deck of the small ship and covered the stairs that led down into the hold where supplies were kept and the soldiers bunked. It was an efficient ship design, but the small command deck made a convenient obstacle between Grentz and the soldiers. He saw that they had no weapons and he guessed that, if there were weapons on board, they were being kept below the main deck. As the three men shuffled around, trying to keep the command platform between them and Grentz’s double-edged swords, another man’s head appeared from the shadows of the ship’s hold.
Grentz didn’t hesitate, but turned quickly and kicked the head of the man from below deck. His boot heel smashed into the bewildered soldier’s forehead, knocking the man senseless and sending him crashing back into the shadows of the lower deck. The three sheepish looking soldiers at the bow shuffled back around the command platform, trying to stay out of Grentz’s reach.
Rafe started to follow the two men trying to escape his sword but then thought better of his strategy. Instead of chasing the men, hurrying around the catapult, Rafe threw his weight onto the swivel platform. The weapon swung around easily, smashing the wooden basket on the end of the weapon’s arm straight into the face of the one of the soldiers. He fell back into the man behind them, and both fell to the deck. Rafe moved around the catapult quickly, chopping down with the short sword in his left hand. The blade severed three fingers and then wedged between the soldier’s neck and shoulder. A quick thrust from the sword in his right hand plunged the blade into the other soldier, whose face was already covered in blood from a ragged gash the catapult had made across his forehead.
Rafe turned and dashed back toward his father just as the last two soldiers came up onto the main deck. They sprinted up the stairs, the first armed with a sword and shield, the second with several weapons in his arms. Grentz had already moved back around the command platform, and the soldier with a shield dashed toward Rafe.
The man with the shield bellowed a war cry, as he ran forward. Rafe had only one sword now and let the man come to him. He raised his short sword and deflected the soldier’s longer weapon just before stepping to the side and letting the man’s momentum carry him past Rafe. The other soldier threw his armful of weapons toward his companions just before Rafe slashed the short sword across the man’s throat. The weapon didn’t sever the soldier’s head completely, but blood fountained across the deck as the man fell to his knees.
The man with the shield turned back quickly and tried to pin Rafe between the stairs that led down into the ship’s hold and his savage attack. The man kept his shield high, slashing quickly at Rafe’s head and shoulders. The blows were fast and strong but easily predictable, and Rafe surmised that the man wanted to get close enough to smash into him with the round shield, knocking Rafe down the stairs. Instead, Rafe ducked under a horizontal slash and countered with a stab of his short sword into the man’s knee. The sword was short but sturdy and the metal shattered the soldier’s kneecap before slashing through the soft tissue and tendons that held the leg together.
The soldier screamed and fell to his right. Rafe rolled in the opposite direction, coming up on his knees quickly and bringing his sword up just in time to block another soldier’s attack. The three remaining soldiers had snatched up the weapons the soldier had carried up from below. One wasn’t fast enough and was disemboweled by Grentz just as he was straightening up from snatching a weapon of the deck. Another was retreating from the sword master’s furious attack, but the third had turned back to help fight Rafe. The man chopped down hard with his sword, and Rafe had just enough time to raise his own weapon. He kept the blade angled away from his body, so the soldier’s sword clashed against his, and the momentum of the strike slid down Rafe’s blade and away from his body, giving Rafe just enough time to get to his feet.
The soldier attacked again, this time thrusting his sword at Rafe, who batted the weapon aside with his own sword, spun toward his opponent and chopped down quickly in a counter stroke that sliced away a hunk of flesh from the soldier’s left arm. Rafe knew the man, if he survived, was in for a long, painful recovery, but in the heat of battle, he acted as if he felt nothing. Instead, the man brought his sword around toward the side of Rafe’s head. Rafe ducked and slashed at the man’s stomach, but the soldier jumped back to avoid the slash. Unfortunately, he tripped over the body of the soldier whose throat Rafe had cut. The man fell hard onto his back, and Rafe rushed forward.
In a last-ditch effort, the soldier threw up his sword, but Rafe batted it away with his own blade. The soldier was trying to bring his sword back to block Rafe’s next attack, but instead of slashing down with his sword, Rafe kicked the soldier hard in the temple. The man’s body went rigid, and his eyes rolled back in his head so that only the whites showed. Rafe looked up and saw Grentz finally catching the last remaining fighter at the stern of the ship. The soldier had tried his best to survive Grentz’s flurry of strokes, and there were several bloody wounds on his body. He looked terrified as Grentz ran his sword into the man’s chest. The soldier’s eyes dimmed, and he fell into a bloody heap on the deck of the ship.
“There’s one still below deck,” Grentz said.
Rafe nodded and turned down toward the gloomy interior of the ship. He wasn’t sure what he might find, but the man Grentz had kicked was still unconscious, one arm broken and bent at an unnatural angle under his body. Rafe rammed his sword into the unconscious man’s throat, killing him quickly and cleanly. The two soldiers that Rafe had wounded were soon put out of their misery by Grentz. Rafe didn’t see his father killing the wounded men, but their cries were suddenly cut short.
The fight had been fast, and mostly against unarmed men. Rafe felt a twinge of guilt, but he knew that the soldiers had been ordered to kill him and Olyva. They would shoot their fire bombs at him or any ship that carried him, unconcerned with what happened after that. They were following orders, and he was fighting to survive. It wasn’t pleasant, but it was the way of the world. He tried not to let his distress show as he climbed back up onto the main deck.
His father was wiping the blood off his swords. Rafe walked to the stern and pulled his second weapon from the dead man’s body, where it had stuck during the fight.
“You okay?” Grentz asked.
Rafe nodded.
“Your first kill?”
“No, sir,” Rafe said.
“It had to be done,” Grentz went on. “And from the looks of things, we aren’t finished.”
Rafe looked out across the city and saw the second war ship moving slowly toward them. He had known they would have to fight the men in the other ship eventually, but he hadn’t thought about it happening so soon.
“You have a plan?” Rafe asked.
“I’m working on one. You hurt?”
“No sir. I only fought two that had weapons.”
“Me too. It’s a damn shame, but that’s what we train for. We do what has to be done, Rafe, remember that. We can’t afford to feel remorse. We can’t hesitate or show mercy. Once we commit to the fight—”
“We finish it,” Rafe said, completing the familiar phrase his father always repeated when they trained together.
Grentz nodded approvingly.
“If they get close enough, they’ll see the carnage on board,” Rafe said.
“They may have seen us fighting if they have a spyglass.”
“They probably do. So how do we get onto their ship?” Rafe asked.
“I’ve got an idea,” Grentz said with a nod.
“I hope it’s a good one.”
“Me too.”



Chapter 13
Lexi
She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen Tiberius so anxious. He was hurrying through the streets on his way back to the palace and moving so fast Lexi almost had to jog to keep up.
“Ti,” she said. “I don’t get it. Why are you so worried about this servant?”
“He was more than just a servant,” Tiberius said. “He took over my care when I was about six years old. Before that, a group of nurse maids took care of me and my sisters. When I turned six, Robere was assigned as my personal servant. He did everything I needed. Brought water to my room. Saw to my clothes. Took care of me when I got sick.”
“Sounds like a difficult task,” she teased, trying to lessen the tension she could see on Tiberius’ face.
“I’m sure it was, but Robere never complained. Taking care of me wasn’t a prestigious job. In the palace the servants who see to the earl have the most power. Robere was an older man, assigned to the earl’s third son probably just to keep him out of the way. Yet he didn’t resent it. He was the only person in the palace who didn’t look at me as if I were a disappointment.”
“What did people expect from you?” Lexi asked.
“Nothing,” Tiberius said. “They weren’t disappointed by what I did. It was the fact that I was a third son. A daughter can always be married off to create a strategic alliance or placate a disgruntled official, but a third son just gets in the way. Leonosis would take my father’s place, and Brutas was there in case anything happened to Leo. But me—I wasn’t good for anything politically, so…”
He didn’t finish what was obvious. Lexi knew how it felt to not be wanted. Her own parents had simply disappeared one day, leaving her alone with nothing to help her survive. She suddenly felt an empathy for Tiberius. He had grown up privileged but scorned just the same.
“Robere,” Tiberius went on, “treated me as if I was my father’s heir. He was demanding, always wanting me to look my best and act like an important part of the noble family. At first I tried so hard, but my father never noticed me, and Leonosis just tormented me for trying. But Robere kept insisting that I do my best no matter what I was forced to do. And he was kind. He would talk to me, sometimes late into the night. He would tell me stories and tell me how important I was. He deserves much better than to be thrown into the dungeon and tortured because of me.”
“Do you really think Leonosis would torture him?” Lexi asked.
“Yes,” Tiberius said. “I know he would. He wouldn’t let anything stand in his way if he felt I was a threat.”
“But why would he have thought you were a threat? He banished you.”
“I don’t know—maybe Princess Ariel said something. They obviously bonded since we left the city.”
“You think she told him you were a wizard?”
“Perhaps, but I think whatever she told him made him feel uncomfortable. Not just angry that I would work magic, but that I was somehow a threat to him.”
“So why would he torture Robere?”
“Just to find out more about me. Robere must have told him about the book of magic.”
“Robere knew about that?” Lexi asked in surprise.
“Not exactly,” Tiberius explained. “But he saw it on my desk. I thought I convinced him it was just an old religious text from the temple. But why else would my brother drag Ennis into the dungeons and question him? Robere had to talk, and if he was telling my brother about me, it was because he had no choice.”
“How can you know that?” Lexi asked. “He was just a servant. He might have told your brother everything just because Leonosis ordered him to.”
“I don’t think so,” Tiberius said. “Robere knew the kind of person Leonosis was. Everyone in the palace knew—only some people saw his ambition and cruelty as strength. Not Robere, though. He would use Leonosis as an example of how not to act. He cared for me and risked his own safety for me. I don’t think he would have told Leonosis anything without being forced to.”
They were almost back to the palace when Tiberius pulled Lexi aside. His face was flushed, and he seemed almost excited.
“Stay close to me,” he said. Then without explaining further, “Abdidi Incantatio.”
Lexi didn’t feel any different, and as they walked out into the busy street, no one paid them any more attention than they had before. Tiberius had his hood thrown back now, and they walked close together, Tiberius’ arm around Lexi’s shoulder.
They didn’t bother going into the palace through the lower servants’ entrance but walked boldly through the large main doors, where several soldiers stood guarding the palace. Lexi felt exposed. She was much more comfortable in the dark shadows and narrow alleyways, where there was at least some form of cover to hide in. But the soldiers acted as if they didn’t even see them.
Inside they made their way down the long central corridor to a stone stairway. They went down past the kitchens and then past the storage areas. They were already underground and out of sight of any of the people moving about their business in the palace, but still Tiberius held Lexi close. She liked feeling his arm around her. His confidence made her feel safe, and their cavalier trek through the earl’s palace made her feel reckless and wild.
There was a heavy door at the bottom of the stairs. A large wooden latch held it locked in place. Tiberius lifted the latch and pulled the door open. The hinges grated, making an awful groaning sound. Beyond the doorway, the stairs continued spiraling down, only the passage was much darker than before. Light was shining up from somewhere below, but it did little to illuminate the dark stairs. The air seemed damp and cold. Lexi could hear water dripping somewhere below them. The well polished stairs had become rough and slightly less even.
They moved more slowly as they descended, and Lexi held onto Ti’s waist. She normally felt comfortable in tight spaces, even in the dark, but there was something about the dungeons under the earl’s palace that made her feel afraid. She realized that if she had been caught stealing, she would have been locked away in a wretched place just like the dungeon, and that truth made her feel weak.
When they finally reached the bottom of the stairs, they could see the a lantern and the open space that was once used by the dungeon’s jailers. Beyond the open area was a narrow hallway with doors made of rusty, iron bars. Someone was moaning in pain from one of the cells. Lexi felt Tiberius’ body stiffen when he heard the moan. The skin on Lexi’s arms and neck prickled and made her shiver.
Tiberius led them forward, past the dull light of the lantern and into the row of cells. The first cell was empty, and Lexi saw that there was nothing but rough stone in the tiny space. She guessed that if she stood in the middle of the cell, she could still touch both walls. The ceiling was low, and there were no windows. A person locked inside the cells would soon forget the beauty of sunlight. Even to someone accustomed to darkness, the way Lexi was, the horror of the dungeon cell was terrifying.
At the next cell, they saw the person moaning. To Lexi he looked like a miserable beggar. The man lay curled on the cold stone floor, his clothes in ragged tatters, his skin so pale that it seemed to glow wherever it wasn’t covered with dirt and blood.
“Oh God, Robere,” Tiberius said. “What have they done to you?”
The man flinched, then opened his eyes. Looking at them with an uncomprehending stare. Tiberius shook the metal door, but despite its rusty condition, it held firm.
“We’ve got to get him out of there,” Tiberius said.
“Here, I can unlock the cell,” Lexi said. “Give me your dagger.”
She drew her Wangorian dagger and used both knives to work on the cell’s massive lock. The large keyhole allowed her to use the daggers together; Ti’s narrow, almost delicate blade worked as a counter to her curved Wangorian weapon. The tumblers in the lock grated as they moved, and the noise seemed loud in the dungeon. Finally there was a thunk, and the cell door swung open slightly.
“You did it!” Tiberius said with excitement.
“Of course,” Lexi said, handing Ti’s dagger back to him.
He hurried into the cell, but Lexi stayed in the corridor. Tiberius had to stoop a little inside the cell, and there wasn’t much room to move around in. Lexi couldn’t bring herself to step inside. All she wanted was to get out of the wretched place.
“Bring him out,” Lexi said. “We can carry him up the stairs.”
“No,” Tiberius said. “I need to heal him. He’s been tortured.”
Lexi wanted to argue, but she knew that Tiberius was doing what was best for the old man. Still, she couldn’t help but shudder as she waited in the dark corridor. She could hear Tiberius murmuring his spells; the chant was completely foreign to her, yet it was comforting at the same time. The cadence of Tiberius casting a spell was steady and reassuring. She had feared magic when Tiberius had first shared his desire to become a wizard. And she had felt uncomfortable whenever he cast his spells at first. She had no qualms about breaking the law, but magic wasn’t just illegal in Avondale—it was reviled. But over time she had seen Tiberius do things that defied explanation. And she had come to associate his magical ability with his strength. Magic had become part of Tiberius, and it was a part of him she loved. She knew he was bringing the first comfort the old man had felt since he’d been locked away in the awful dungeon.
Then she heard something else. There wasn’t much sound in the dungeon, just the steady drip of water; Tiberius’ magical chant was barely a whisper, and the prisoner’s moans had ceased. Occasionally she heard the sound of scurrying rodents, but she had known the sounds of rats running through the darkness all her life—so much so that the sounds hardly registered to her mind. But the new sound she heard was clear. It was the sound of a boot on the rough stone floor. She didn’t have to turn around or see in the darkness to know someone was behind her. She had just put her hand on the handle of her dagger when there was another tell-tale scrape of leather on stone.
Instantly she dropped to one knee, spinning around and slashing with the dagger. The man behind her jumped back into the gloom of the corridor, avoiding her blade. Lexi could see that he was nearly as filthy as the man in the cell. Lexi didn’t know if the man was an escaped prisoner or the old man’s jailer, but she could see the small blade he carried in one hand and the rope looped around one shoulder.
“More guests,” he said in an excited whisper. “Welcome, welcome.”
“Tiberius,” Lexi said, but she could hear Ti chanting his spell. He didn’t break his rhythm, and she knew he wouldn’t be able to help her.
Lexi backed up, and the man advanced slowly toward her. He didn’t look big, but he looked insane, and Lexi knew from experience that some people were much stronger than they appeared, especially those who had gone mad. The man grinned, revealing blackened teeth.
“I thought you were just another servant,” he said. “They bring my food and sometimes steal a glance at my guest. But you’re different. You opened his cage. That’s what made the difference. You won’t be able to do that when I’m finished with you. Do you know how many bones are in a human hand? Twenty-seven bones. When they’re broken, the hand swells up sometime three times the normal size. Some people beg for me to cut their hands off once I begin breaking the fingers. It’s a shame, really, but you don’t need hands down here.”
Lexi’s flesh was crawling, and she had an almost overwhelming urge to run. She was in the larger room now, and as the man emerged into the light, she could see that he was naked except for a ratty cloak and boots. His body was filthy, and his hair hung in greasy strands. He had what looked like a healer’s cutting instrument in one hand, and the other was curled into claw. His fingernails were long and ragged.
“You want to take my only friend away. That isn’t nice,” he said. “Now come with me, and I’ll treat you right. I have just the place for you. It has a bed and a chair. We’ll make each other comfortable.”
“Shut up,” Lexi said, keeping her dagger held in front of her.
“There’s nowhere to run,” the man said. “And no one can hear you scream down here.”
“Go back to your hole, or I’ll kill you,” Lexi threatened.
The jailer just laughed. It was a wild, high-pitched cackle that was frightening to hear, but it galvanized Lexi into action. She lunged forward, striking hard with her dagger, but the man was surprisingly fast. He dodged away, then countered, slashing at Lexi with the small blade he carried. Lexi slid to the side, avoiding the blade, but the man snatched her wrist with his filthy claw, holding it so tightly that Lexi couldn’t pull free and couldn’t slash at him with her dagger.
He dropped his own weapon and brought his own fist around in a punch designed to knock her senseless, but Lexi dropped to her knees. The man grabbed her hair and tugged her wrist around behind her, but not before she was able to snatch up the small blade he’d dropped. He pulled hard, wrenching her right arm and pulling her hair so hard she was forced backwards. She screamed in pain and anger, but he was tugging her back down the dungeon corridor. If he could get her into a cell, she knew he could lock her inside, and then she would be helpless.
She slashed at the hand that was pulling her hair. She felt the small blade dragging against bone. The man howled, letting go of her hair. She felt the spatter of hot blood on her scalp but she couldn’t think about the horror of it. She spun around, relieving the pressure on her arm and shoulder and driving the little blade straight up into the wild man’s armpit.
His scream made her blood run cold, but she knew she couldn’t stop until the man was dead. She had seen insane people fight though pain that would cause most people to pass out, yet they hardly seemed to notice it. She couldn’t take any chances with the jailer. He was stumbling backward, further into the dark corridor, and pulling the small blade free. Lexi wanted to flee, but instead she followed the man, keeping her dagger ready to strike. 
He got his balance back and lurched toward her again, his face twisted into a snarl of furious hatred. Lexi brought her curved blade up in a powerful thrust that landed deep in the insane man’s throat. The blade stabbed up through his chin, mouth, and brain before wedging into the thick bone of his skull. Blood poured from his mouth and nose, then the man fell onto his back.
Lexi took several steps backward, trying to catch her breath. She had a stitch in her side, and her heart was pounding, but she also felt a sense of euphoria. She had killed the man, protecting herself and Tiberius. She was just turning to go back and check on Ti when she noticed the small handle of the healer’s blade that was sticking out from between her ribs. The stitch in her side flared into an excruciating pain, and she could tell the blade had been slammed deep into her body. Crimson bubbles suddenly began to fill her mouth, and she lost her balance, falling hard on the stone floor.
She felt weak, and the dungeon seemed to grow colder. She could feel the blood running down her side, soaking her tunic and woolen pants.
“Tiberius,” she said, her voice weak even in the silence of the dungeon. “Help me.”
The corridor began to spin around and around her. The darkness loomed up, and the light faded. The pain was so intense, and she still couldn’t catch her breath. Then her head hit the cold floor. She couldn’t lift it, and she knew that she was dying.



Chapter 14
Rafe
Rafe lay on the deck waiting. He was hidden behind the command platform and could just see the large, bulbous sail of the other war ship approaching. His father’s plan had been to lure the other ship close and then storm the ship by climbing the rope ladder with several of his best soldiers. It was a bold plan, but instead of both men climbing back down to the lookout tower above the city, Rafe had stayed on the ship. Grentz had lowered one of the slain crewmen and then climbed down the ladder. Their hope was that the other crew would assume that Grentz had lowered down the man who had attacked the first ship with him, leaving the war ship unmanned.
Rafe’s job was was hold back the king’s soldiers until Grentz and his own fighters could climb back into the ship once the fighting began. It was a dangerous task, since the soldiers from the other ship would almost certainly be armed and prepared for an attack of some kind.
The war ships, like the larger sky ships, had sails that protruded from their sides like huge canvas fins. Those sails were adjustable, catching the wind to propel the war ships and allowing the crew to steer the airborne vessels. They also kept the ships from maneuvering side by side. Instead the approaching ship had to swing around so that the bow of each ship was close enough to the other that ropes with grappling hooks could be tossed over and used to pull both vessels close together.
Rafe waited impatiently. He had both swords ready, but he needed several of the enemy crew to board his ship before he showed himself. His battle cry would be the signal for his father to scale the rope ladder that was now securing the first war ship to the watchtower. He remembered how agile and strong his father had seemed during that first climb, but now it seemed less impressive. Rafe couldn’t help but fear that his father would be slow to arrive and that something might go horribly wrong. Rafe wasn’t afraid of the men about to board the ship he was holding, but he feared he might be pushed back. What if the rope ladder was cut while his father was climbing it? What if his father was killed just trying to climb into the war ship? Rafe had spent his whole childhood trying to please his father, and now, waiting for a fight, all those old worries came back and filled him with doubt.
The metal hooks that were thrown onto the ship crashed hard against the wooden deck. Rafe knew it was almost time for battle, but he forced himself to relax. He wanted the other soldiers worried and tense. They had certainly seen the bloody bodies on Rafe’s ship. He wanted them to be afraid.
The hooks were pulled hard, the metal points biting deep into the wooden railing. Rafe peeked out from his hiding place to watch the other ship pulling itself close. There was a crash as the two vessels came together. Rafe felt the entire ship shudder, and then four soldiers, each with swords drawn and shields held high, jumped onboard the ship. Rafe knew that eight men remained on the other ship, almost certainly watching and waiting. Rafe needed to give them a reason to stay close, even if they saw his father and the men from Avondale climbing the rope ladder. If Rafe killed the enemy soldiers too quickly, the other captain would almost certainly throw off the lines that held the ships together and sail away. Rafe and the men from Avondale would struggle to sail the war ship and really had no chance of boarding the other ship without crashing both.
They could have attacked the second war ship outright, but that would have involved fighting in the air, which the king’s soldiers were trained to do and Grentz’s men were not. That risk was much greater, not to mention one or both of the ships could crash into the city. And even if the ships didn’t crash, the battle would be plainly visible from the ground below, causing the city to panic. No one knew that Rafe and Tiberius had returned to the city except for Grentz and the ailing earl. The people might have heard that Leonosis was now king, but Rafe doubted that very many would realize that something was incredibly wrong. And those that did probably wouldn’t realize that the entire kingdom was in danger.
The men moved steadily across the ship, checking the bodies of their slain comrades. Rafe was tired. He’d been up all night and he could feel his body growing tense as the time for action drew near. Finally, he’d waited as long as he dared. He stood up slowly, holding both swords low.
“You there!” shouted one of the king’s soldiers. “Don’t move, or we’ll cut you down.”
The soldier stalked forward, and Rafe noticed that the other three waited. They were cautious, and he had hoped for just such behavior.
“Drop your weapons!” the soldier bellowed as he approached.
Rafe ignored the order. He stood still, just watching the man, letting him get closer. He couldn’t shout for his father, not yet. If he sprung the trap too soon, the other soldiers might cut the rope ladder from the ship’s railing or flee back to their own ship. He needed them to feel like he was weak and afraid. They had hidden all the weapons of the first ship’s crew, so it looked like Rafe and his father had killed only unarmed men. The soldiers with their shields and swords would feel more confident and press the attack.
“I said throw down your weapons!” the soldier ordered again.
The man was six or seven paces away, too far to attack, and Rafe understood the man’s caution. The soldiers in Sparlan Citadel, like the men of the earl’s war band in Avondale and even Rafe himself, may have trained hard for battle, but most had never fought for their lives. Until the Tuscogee with the Hoskali, Rafe had never fought another man where death was a real possibility. And until the raid by the enemy Kepsmee led by the villainous Bu’yorgi, Rafe had never actually slain men in battle.
Rafe raised his swords slowly and he saw the soldier facing him narrow his eyes. He was angry, but he was also afraid. Rafe’s swords were still red with blood from the men he’d killed.
“Your funeral,” the soldier said.
Rafe didn’t speak; he just waited for the man to attack and pretended not to notice the two other men moving slowly to circle around the fighting platform to attack him from the rear. The soldier in front of Rafe stepped forward, swinging his sword at Rafe, but even though he had a full-length blade, the sword wasn’t close enough to connect with his enemy. Rafe stepped back anyway, trying to look frightened.
“Drop ‘em, or I’ll butcher you like a spring chicken,” the soldier said.
This time he took several steps forward and brought his sword down in an overhead blow that forced Rafe to raise his own weapon to parry the attack. Rafe countered with a quick strike aimed at the man’s shield. He let his blade crash hard into the wooden shield, before quickly taking another step in retreat. He saw the other two soldiers hurrying around the square command platform. Rafe waited as long as he dared. If he was backed into the corner, he would have no room to maneuver, and the soldiers could attack simultaneously.
When the first soldier attacked again, slashing his sword low at Rafe’s thigh, the young warrior batted the enemy sword away and dove onto the command deck. He landed on his side and rolled quickly to his feet. Then, taking a long stride across the command platform, he jumped toward the fourth soldier, who was still waiting in the middle of the main deck. As he jumped, Rafe bellowed a savage war cry. The soldier raised his sword and shield to protect his head, but Rafe had not raised his sword to strike down as he fell. Instead he kept his arms out to either side for balance, landing lightly in front of the stunned soldier and going to one knee, before slashing hard with one sword and severing the man’s leg. The wounded man fell hard to the deck, screaming in agony.
The other three soldiers had rushed to catch Rafe, but their companion’s wails turned their courage to smoke, and all three men hesitated. They looked at each other, and then one of the men put his fingers in his mouth and whistled a long, loud note that was louder even than the wounded man’s screams of agony. It was a call for reinforcements, and Rafe felt his back tingling. He felt exposed and so he turned, keeping his back to the rope ladder, which he was guarding, and glancing back and forth between the three warriors threatening on one side and the men he could see now crawling onto the ship from the other.
“You’re outnumbered, and if you try to climb down that ladder, I’ll kill you,” said the soldier who had first approached him. “Drop your weapons and get on your knees.”
“So you can kill me,” Rafe said. “You’re all cowards.”
The men feinted, pretending as if they were going to attack but then pulling back. Rafe didn’t move. The reinforcements were on the ship now. The wounded man had passed out, and Rafe was slowly being surrounded.
“You have no chance,” the soldier said. “There are seven of us here.”
“It takes seven children from Sparlan Citadel to fight one man from Avondale,” Rafe said, taunting the soldiers, but none of them took the bait.
He had hoped that he might engage one or two of the soldiers before they realized Grentz was leading more men up the rope, but a shout from the other ship ruined that plan.
“Reinforcements!” someone bellowed from the second war ship. “Cut the rope ladder!”
The soldiers tried to converge on Rafe then, as they realized what he was really doing. They had been cautious, but Rafe had merely been stalling, giving his own companions time to climb onboard the ship and even the odds.
Rafe spun into action, as the men moved forward. He knew he had little chance of landing effective blows to wound or kill the men, so he didn’t try. Instead he swung his sword in hard blows against their shields or swords, making the king’s soldiers hesitate. Their attack halted as they tried to stay behind their shields and attack Rafe. He had no time to think, no time to be afraid. He swung his swords first one way, then the other, bellowing his war cry the entire time.
One of the enemy was careless, holding his sword hand out past his shield as he chopped at Rafe, who swayed back away from the blade. But then Rafe jumped closer to the careless soldier and swung his sword hard, letting the razor-sharp tip slash through two of the man’s fingers. The soldier screamed, dropping his sword and staggering back.
Rafe jumped back the other way, swinging his swords so quickly that the six men opposing him hesitated. Then Grentz appeared at the railing. The enemy soldiers knew they had to do something, and one dashed forward. Rafe reversed his attack, suddenly spinning around and stabbing his sword just past the man’s shield. The blade stabbed deep into the soldier’s side, and he collapsed with a whimper. When Rafe swung his sword back around, blood flew from the blade, flashing red and dangerous before pelting the other five soldiers like deadly rain.
Another man engaged Rafe, thrusting his shield forward and shouting in anger. Rafe met the man’s attack by throwing his shoulder into the man’s shield, stopping the man suddenly. The soldier’s long sword was awkward in such close quarters, but Rafe’s slashed up under the shield, finding the man’s groin. The soldier’s scream was bloodcurdling, and the pressure on the opposite side of the shield suddenly vanished.
Rafe almost stumbled over the wounded man’s thrashing feet, but then he regained his balance and renewed his attack. Grentz didn’t help but instead dashed toward the stern of the ship and jumped aboard the other vessel.
The remaining five soldiers huddled back, forming a shaky shield wall and keeping their swords held ready to strike out as Rafe feinted toward them. He kept his distance, only coming close enough to swat at their swords. Another man from Avondale climbed over the ship’s rail.
“Go help Grentz!” Rafe shouted without looking back. “He’s on the other ship.”
Rafe heard the man’s boots thumping on the ship’s deck. Soon another man joined Rafe, then another. They took up positions on either side of Rafe, but he had stepped back, and the men beside him waited for his order to attack. Instead, Rafe spoke to the king’s soldiers.
“Lay down your swords and shields,” he said calmly, “and we will spare your lives.”
The soldiers hesitated, but then another man appeared over the railing, and they realized they were defeated. The man who had attacked Rafe before the others was the first to lay his weapons down. The others quickly followed suit.
“Take their weapons,” Rafe ordered. “Then get them off the ship. Grentz wants them alive.”
Some of the men with Rafe looked at him for a long moment, and he saw the recognition in their eyes, but military discipline kept them from asking about him. Instead, two men gathered the king’s soldiers’ weapons, and the other two forced them to climb down the rope ladder.
“Both ships are ours,” Grentz said, slowly climbing back over the railing as Rafe wiped the blood off his swords onto a dead man’s trousers.
“Any casualties?” Rafe asked.
“None of our men. There were only two left alive when Torry arrived to help me. We spared their captain.”
“Five men surrendered here,” Rafe said.
“You did a hell of a job holding them back,” Grentz said.
“They were timid,” Rafe said.
One of the captured soldiers looked up, almost insulted, but then looked away in shame, knowing that Rafe was right. If they had been willing to die, they could have attacked Rafe from all sides. One or two might have been killed, but they wouldn’t have been taken prisoner.
“What about this one?” Grentz said, bending over the soldier who had lost his fingers to Rafe’s sword. “Can you climb down the ladder, or should we just toss you over the side?”
The man’s eyes opened so wide in terror that Rafe could see the white all around his irises. Grentz laughed then hauled the man to his feet and shoved him toward the others.
“Now what?” Grentz asked, looking at his son.
“Now we go get Lady Olyva and her family.”



Chapter 15
Tiberius
Robere’s body had been cruelly abused. There were dozen of broken bones, his teeth were shattered, bruises covered his body, and there were several deep lacerations that had been crudely sewn shut. The open wounds were festering and infected. Despite being cold, Robere had a high fever, and the only merciful thing about his condition was the fact that he was too delirious to know how bad off he really was.
Tiberius wasn’t sure where to begin but decided to heal as many bones as he could. The magical empathy was excruciating but wasn’t as bad as burning away his father’s unnatural growths. Tiberius endured the pain and mended the bones, all except for the poor man’s teeth, which wouldn’t regenerate. Tiberius then healed the cuts and focused on the fever.
It was difficult, slow work, but there was always a sense of accomplishment whenever Tiberius healed someone. He liked knowing he was using his magic for good and that no one could argue that healing another person wasn’t right. They might fear or even hate magic, but they had to accept that this was good.
He was almost finished driving Robere’s fever away when he suddenly felt as if he needed to stop. He couldn’t understand why. His mind was completely focused on the task of healing his old servant, but something was trying desperately to get his attention. Still, he didn’t want to stop before he had done everything he could for Robere. And, he rationalized, Lexi was with him. She would let him know if something was wrong.
The fever spell was much like scrubbing an oily dish and required Tiberius to give all his attention to the spell. He beat back the fever and gave Robere one final inspection. Tiberius didn’t want Robere to suffer because he had missed something.
When Tiberius finally sat back and opened his eyes, a wave of fatigue crashed over him. He sat watching Robere, who was resting quietly. Tiberius got to his feet slowly and looked for Lexi, but she wasn’t in sight. The dungeon was quiet, and he began to worry a little.
“Lexi?” he said, his voice echoing off the stone walls. “Where are you?”
He stepped to the metal door of the narrow cell, and then he saw Lexi. She was lying on the floor in a pool of blood. His heart nearly stopped beating, and for an instant he was frozen in fear. Just past her in the corridor lined with dungeon cells lay another man. Lexi’s dagger was still lodged in his neck, and it was clear the man was dead.
Tiberius rushed to Lexi’s side, kneeling beside her. She was still breathing, but her mouth was covered with red, foamy bubbles. He searched her lithe body and found the handle of the healer’s knife protruding from her ribs. He felt a sob catch in his throat and he braced himself. He jerked the knife free, releasing a torrent of blood.
“Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus,” he said loudly.
Immediately he felt the magic rushing forward, and he poured it into Lexi’s frail body. His mind sank down into Lexi’s chest where he could sense that her lung had been punctured by the knife. It was nearly full of her blood, which was why she was struggling to breathe and why her mouth and nose were covered with red foam.
He let the magic do its work, and the blood in her lung began to recede. He hardly noticed the searing pain of the Corporeus Adfectus. His heart was thundering with worry, and his mind was channeling a raging stream of healing magic into the person he loved most in the world.
Once her lung was drained of blood, the magic began to heal the delicate organ itself. The flesh knit itself back together, but unlike the other lung, which was large and full of air as she breathed, the other lung was small and flat.
“Sano Sarcio Acies Deprimo Abscido,” Tiberius said, changing from the spell to heal internal bleeding to the spell to heal lacerations.
He kept his mind focused on Lexi’s body as his magic healed her. The muscles reconnected, and the skin slowly grew back until her side was perfect. There was no indication, other than the blood, that she had ever been wounded. Tiberius opened his eyes, expecting to see Lexi coming around, but instead she was wheezing, her face contorted in pain. 
“Lexi!” Tiberius said, shaking her shoulder slightly. “Lexi, wake up.”
Her eyes opened, but her face was still pinched with pain.
“Can’t … breathe,” she said.
Tiberius wasn’t sure what to do. He didn’t have a spell that would re-inflate her lung. She would have to do that herself, and it was obvious she was struggling.
“It’s just your lung,” Tiberius said. “I healed it, but you’ve got to breathe deeply. You have to refill it with air.”
“Hurts,” she said.
Tiberius rolled her onto her side and held her hand.
“You can do it,” he said. “Breathe with me.”
He took a long, slow breath, filling his lungs with air. Lexi was still panting, but she tried to do what Tiberius told her. Then she coughed and sputtered.
“You can’t give up,” he told her. “Keep trying.”
They breathed together for a moment, then Lexi squeezed Tiberius’ hand and pointed up. He looked up, but there was nothing to see in the dark corridor.
“What is it?”
“Up,” she managed to say.
“You want to stand up?”
She nodded. Tiberius wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not, but she seemed to be recovering. He stood up and helped Lexi slowly to her feet. Once she was standing, she put one hand on the metal bars of the nearest cell and took deep breaths over and over again.
“Are you okay?” Tiberius asked after a moment.
Lexi nodded but focused on her breathing.
“Master Tiberius,” said a strange-sounding voice. “You saved her.”
Ti turned and found Robere leaning against the bars of his own cell. He looked frightened but somehow proud at the same time.
“Are you okay?” Tiberius asked the older servant.
Robere nodded.
“Okay, let’s get out of here.”
Robere had no trouble walking, although he was embarrassed by the fact that he had no clothes. Tiberius wrapped his cloak around the older man and then walked with Lexi back out into the room lit by the soft glow of a lantern. He stopped for a moment.
“Stay here,” he said.
Then he hurried back to the filthy man in the corridor. Tiberius bent over the corpse but he didn’t recognize the man. He pulled Lexi’s dagger free, then wiped it on the dead man’s cloak. When he got back to the anteroom at the bottom of the dungeon stairs, Robere was staring at him.
“You killed Quintus,” he said, his voice rasping over his healed but toothless gums.
“No, I think Lexi did that,” Tiberius said. “Let’s go.”
They climbed the stairs slowly. Lexi was improving, but Tiberius didn’t want her to strain her recently collapsed lung. When they got to the door, it swung open easily, and they all felt a little better once the door was closed behind them.
“How did you make it back to the city?” Robere asked in a soft voice. “I thought you were surely dead.”
“It’s a long story,” Tiberius said. “But the blighted lands aren’t barren—they’re lush and full of life.”
“How is that possible?”
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said as they kept ascending the stone staircase, past the storage rooms and then the kitchens. “We came back to bring Olyva’s family.”
“What about Leonosis? He had Quintus torture me, and they kept me locked in the dungeons.”
“Leonosis isn’t here,” Tiberius said. “He’s gone to Sparlan Citadel, married the princess, murdered the king, and taken his throne.”
Robere looked troubled. He obviously couldn’t believe what he’d just heard, but Tiberius knew it was the truth. He moved quietly, helping Lexi and taking them up to the earl’s private quarters.
“Abdidi Incantatio,” he said, casting the cloaking spell on them before stepping out into the broad hallway that led to Tiberius’ old room.
When they slipped inside, Tiberius realized the bed hadn’t been made since he had slept there earlier that day. He was so used to Robere taking care of his every need that seeing his bed unmade was surprising to him, even though he had just rescued the old servant from the dungeon.
“Sorry about the bed,” Tiberius said. “But you can rest here.”
“Where are you going?” Robere asked.
“Lexi and I have business in the city. You rest. If anyone asks about me, you don’t know anything. We’ll back later tonight.”
“And then what?” Robere asked.
“And then, hopefully, we’ll know what to do next.”



Chapter 16
Olyva
 The sky ship from Hamill Keep had moved away from Mount Avondale. It didn’t move far, just back away from the huge mountain so that a sudden change of weather wouldn’t smash the vessel against the rocky terrain. Olyva didn’t like being so far away from Rafe. She felt oddly alienated on the sky ship, despite the fact that her mother and sisters were with her. Tiberius had used magic to calm everyone’s attitudes about her and about the fact that he was a wizard, but he was no longer on the ship, and Olyva could feel the stares of the ship’s crew whenever she was out of her cabin.
Ignoring her sisters was difficult, as well. She wanted to be in the bright, amber-colored sunlight, but she couldn’t help hearing her sisters whispering about her. They huddled together, plotting ways to get rid of Olyva and somehow return to Hamill Keep. She also knew they would prefer being in a different city, a wealthier city, but they needed to be married to have any wealth of their own. Olyva tried not to laugh at the irony that Rafe and Tiberius were working to get them into Avondale. She knew they had no idea how wondrous Avondale truly was, and yet ironically all they could talk about was seeing Olyva and her friends fail. They plotted to throw her overboard and leave her stranded in the blighted lands, but in truth she wanted nothing more than to be off the sky ship and back on the rich plains with Rafe and their friends.
“Don’t brood,” her mother chastised her as Olyva leaned against the ship’s rail watching for any sign of Rafe or the others. “It’s unbecoming.”
“I’m not brooding,” Olyva said. “I’m watching for my friends.”
“Yes, your friends,” her mother went on in a patronizing tone. “I can’t say I approve.”
“You would rather I had married Brutas? He’s a pig.”
“Perhaps, but then he’ll be Earl of Avondale, won’t he, dear? Not just a homeless swordsman.”
“Rafe isn’t homeless. You should be more appreciative—he saved our lives.”
“He wouldn’t have had to save it if he hadn’t endangered it in the first place.”
Olyva shrugged her shoulders, deciding not to remind her mother that the creature inhabiting their father’s body had beaten the countess so badly just before they fled Hamill Keep that her mother could barely walk. The fact that her mother had already forgotten her torment just confirmed what Olyva felt about her family, and it made her feel ashamed that she had ever been like that, but she knew she had been just as shallow and self-centered when she went to Avondale to become Brutas’ wife.
“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Olyva said, turning her attention back to the mountain.
“I’m sorry that you’ve been infected with…” Her mother didn’t finish her insult but just looked at Olyva’s feet as if she were hideously ugly.
Olyva just laughed, which only made her mother even more angry.
“I’m going to order the ship to sail for Sparlan Citadel at first light,” the countess snapped. “I’m sure the new king would be interested in hearing all about your attack on your father.”
“How can you be so blind?” Olyva insisted. She whirled around to face her mother, who had backed away from the ship’s railing and had been joined by Cassandra and Frezya. “Do you really think you’ll be safe in the very place where Father was murdered?”
“Don’t talk about Father that way,” Cassandra hissed.
“Your father was a good man,” the countess insisted.
“But he didn’t return from the capital. If that is where you want to go, by all means, don’t let me stop you. But I’ll wait here for my friends.”
“You’ll do as you’re told, freak,” Frezya said.
“Your disrespectful attitude is very unbecoming,” Countess Mauryn added.
“There are worse things than being unbecoming,” Olyva shot back. “Like being an ignorant suck-up.”
“How dare you!” cried Cassandra.
“Throw her overboard, mother!” Frezya demanded.
“Look!” cried Desyra, pointing up at the sky. “It’s a ship. See!”
Olyva turned around and saw the hull of the war ship appearing out of the mist. She felt a stab of panic as the ship’s crew began to shout and run to their stations.
“To the cabin, girls!” Mauryn ordered. “That means you too, Olyva.”
But Olyva ignored her mother. She watched the ship descend and felt cold suddenly. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. How had the war ship known where they were? Did this mean that Rafe and Tiberius had somehow failed? Were they all dead? And what about Lexi?
Olyva didn’t know what to do. She wanted to get off the ship, where she could flee down the mountainside, but they were too high off the ground, and the ship’s captain was getting ready to flee from the war ship. Then Olyva realized what would happen next. The war ship would shoot fire bombs at the larger, slower sky ship. One hit would be all it took to set the vessel ablaze. The wood would burn quickly, and unless the bulbous hylum sail was somehow damaged, the fire would consume them all before they could escape to the blighted lands.
The war ship continued to descend, and for some reason Olyva couldn’t tear her eyes away from the smaller vessel. Then she noticed something odd. Someone in the bow of the ship was leaning over the railing and waving a white flag. Olyva was just about to shout to the captain when one of the crew saw the flag and called out to the captain.
“White flag, captain! They’re hailing us.”
Olyva couldn’t believe what she was seeing, but then she heard something. It was a sound so faint that only her enhanced hearing could pick it up. The sound carried on the wind and gave her a thrill.
Olyva! came Rafe’s strong voice. Olyva! It’s me!
She didn’t hesitate this time but ran across the deck toward the ship’s captain. He was still shouting orders to his men to make their sails ready.
“Wait!” she called out. “Wait, that’s Rafe. On the war ship—it’s our friends.”
The captain looked up and raised his brass spyglass to his eye again. The ship was finally far enough down from the mists that they could see the other crew. The captain’s face looked worried, but then he ordered his men to wait.
The war ship slowly turned, but it was still moving toward them. Olvya could see Rafe now; he was still waving the white flag.
“Olyva!” he shouted.
“I hear you!” she yelled back.
“Follow us back up to the city!” he called. “It’s safe now. Can you hear me?”
“I hear you,” she waved her arms. “You want us to follow you back to Avondale.”
Olyva turned toward the captain, “Did you hear that, Captain?”
“Aye,” he said sourly.
“We’re coming!” Olyva said.
She watched as the smaller ship’s sails turned, and it began to rise back up, lifted by the wind. The captain of the sky ship shouted orders, and his crew crawled out over the masts that stuck out from either side of the huge vessel. Sails were raised, and the rigging arranged. Slowly the huge ship began to ascend.
“What’s happening?” Desyra asked breathlessly.
“Rafe was in the sky ship. We’re going to Avondale.”
Olyva’s mother and her other two sisters finally came out of the cabin as the ship rose higher into the air.
“I can’t wait to see it,” Desyra said excitedly. “Is it beautiful?”
“More beautiful than you can imagine,” Olyva said. “The entire city is built on the top of an old volcano that’s shaped like a bowl. The city is built all around the edges, and there are tall, strong walls to protect it. Below the city are vast fields where food is grown, and then closer to the center is a forest. Thousands and thousands of strong, green trees. The kind that stay green all year and don’t lose their leaves in winter. And at the center of the bowl is a lake of blue water. It looks like a jewel.”
“Oh, it sounds wonderful,” Desyra said.
“Not dingy and cold like Hamill Keep,” the countess said in an icy tone. “But then, the Earl of Avondale has everything he needs, while your father worked tirelessly to keep his people fed.”
“I wasn’t criticizing, Mother,” Olyva said.
“Of course you weren’t. You were just telling your baby sister how much better Avondale is than our home.”
“Hamill Keep isn’t my home anymore, and it probably won’t be yours again, either.”
“What has made you so hateful?” her mother said.
“Perhaps it’s the fact that you never approve of anything you don’t understand,” Olyva said. “Or maybe it’s the fact that you are never grateful.”
“Grateful for what, my darling? That your warrior friend killed your father? That his pet wizard drove the people of Hamill Keep mad?”
“Stop fighting!” Desyra said as the ship was engulfed with mist.
Olyva turned away from her mother. She didn’t like fighting with her family, although she had done it all her life. Her mother was a cruel and selfish woman, her sisters self-absorbed and spoiled. Still, she couldn’t help but love them, even if she wanted to be away from them as soon as possible. Olyva hoped that her mother and sisters would be taken in and kept safe in Avondale. They hadn’t asked to have their world shattered, but Olyva had a nagging feeling that no one would be safe as long as Leonosis was King of Valana.
When they finally emerged from the clouds, all attention was turned toward the city. Desyra shouted when she saw it, but Olyva was busy drinking in the glorious sunlight. The sunlight below the mist filled her with strength and a sense of happiness that she couldn’t put into words. But above the mist, the sunlight was so rich and warm, it was intoxicating. She wanted to throw away her modesty and strip off her clothes so that she could feel the sunlight on every inch of her skin. The direct sunlight was so powerful it made her feel as if she could do anything, but it also made her feel as if the tree side of her nature was growing, as well. The change that the Hosscum grove had started was held in check below the mists, but something told her if she stayed in the direct sunlight, the change would continue until she became a tree, just like those at the bottom of the mountain.
“How do we know Rafe wasn’t taken captive and forced to say everything was safe?” Cassandra asked. “He could be leading us into a trap.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Frezya said. “He probably betrayed us to save his own life.”
Olyva ignored her sisters. They were bitter and would always be. All Olyva cared about was seeing Rafe and her friends again. Then, once her family was safe, she would return to the blighted lands. She wanted a life with Rafe and she knew she couldn’t have that above the mists.



Chapter 17
Tiberius
Tiberius moved slowly for Lexi’s sake. They left the palace and found something to eat. Lexi didn’t have much of an appetite, but Tiberius insisted that she eat something. Then they made their way down to the lowest level of the city. Tiberius made them stop and rest often, despite Lexi’s worry that they wouldn’t make it to the old man’s house before sunset. If she’d had her way, she would have found a safe place to watch the house for several hours before they arrived, just to make sure that they weren’t walking into a trap. But Tiberius knew that Lexi was hurting. Despite his magical spells that healed the physical wounds, Lexi’s collapsed lung was taking time to overcome.
On the lower level of the city, they walked hand in hand. Under other circumstances Tiberius thought it might have been a romantic outing, but his curiosity was so high that he couldn’t think about anything other than what the old man might know. He hoped that he might get the missing pieces of the book he’d originally bought from the old man. He longed to know more about magic, but so far he’d only been able to glean bits and pieces about his craft.
The sun had just set, and the city paladins were making rounds to light the tall street lights. There were very few lights on the lower levels, and most of the decrepit homes along the narrow street kept their shutters closed. But the lack of light didn’t deter Lexi at all. She moved confidently toward their destination, while remaining cautious at the same time. When they finally reached the old man’s home, she insisted they wait a few more minutes so she could watch the activity on the street. To Tiberius everything looked normal, but he didn’t have Lexi’s experience, so he deferred to her expertise.
Finally, they went to the flimsy-looking door and knocked. The old man who had sold Tiberius the book fragments opened the door. He was an elderly man, thin with a slight stoop to his shoulders. His white hair was trimmed short around his ears, and the rest of his scalp was bald. His eyes were yellowed, but he seemed to have all his teeth. He waved them inside and then closed the door behind them.
There was no light in the first room of the house, and Tiberius could only see the shadows of ancient looking, run-down furniture. But the old man led them into the interior room, where two lamps filled the room with golden light. He closed and locked the heavy door that led to the inner room, and Tiberius began to understand that the outer room was merely for show. Anyone glancing into the home would see only worthless junk and decide the house wasn’t worth robbing. The interior room was nicely appointed. There was a thick rug on the floor and several chairs with well-mended cushions. The bed was narrow, but the mattress looked thick enough to be comfortable.
There was another man in the room; he was older than Tiberius but not elderly like the book seller. He had gray hair, but most of it was still intact. He held a cup in both hands and watched Tiberius intently.
“Tiberius,” Lexi said. “This is Ennis.”
“Hello,” Ti said, hoping he sounded friendly.
“Third son of our esteemed earl,” Ennis said. “You are most welcome in my home. Although I did not think you were welcome in Avondale.”
“We have returned, but not for long,” Tiberius said. “And it isn’t public knowledge.”
“I see. That is most wise. May I introduce a friend,” the old man said. “This is Pytor.”
“Nice to meet you,” Tiberius said.
“Lexi has claimed you are a wizard,” Pytor said. His voice was deep, and he didn’t move from his place across the room.
Tiberius looked nervously at Lexi. The proclamation had suddenly filled the small home with tension. Tiberius wasn’t surprised that the issue had been brought up. They were there to find out more about the Balestone, after all, and Tiberius was anxious to know more about magic, but he still felt as though acknowledging that he was a wizard in Avondale was dangerous.
He decided just to nod and wait to see what the two older men wanted.
“Can you show us?” Pytor asked.
“Why?” Tiberius asked.
“Lexi came to me seeking help,” Ennis said. “And we are willing to help, but the knowledge we have to share must be guarded. It has been kept secret for a long time, and we must ensure that we share it only with those who can use it.”
“The first principle of magic is that it exists to benefit all mankind,” Tiberius said.
“We need to see that you can work magic,” Pytor said. “It isn’t an unreasonable request since you seek knowledge about magic. We know that Ennis sold you a book on magic. We need to see what you have done with it.”
“Accendo,” Tiberius said softly.
Immediately he felt the magic portal open. He allowed a tall flame to pass into the physical world. It looked like a tall string of fire, but it waved back and forth in a fluid motion. Tiberius sent the flame flying around the room, lighting several small candles that Ennis had strategically positioned in his home. Then the flame disappeared.
“Flabra,” he said and felt the magical portal change.
He had to hold back the wind in the small home. He didn’t want to damage anything, and while the basic wind spell wasn’t a gale force, it was much too strong to be let loose in the small room. He only let tiny amounts of the wind pass through the portal, aiming the blasts of air so that one by one he blew out the candles he had previously lit with the tongue of fire.
“Parlor tricks,” Pytor said.
“You asked for proof,” Tiberius said.
“He is not ready,” Pytor insisted. “I cannot risk the brotherhood because he lit a few candles.”
“What brotherhood?” Tiberius asked. “I’m sorry you aren’t impressed, but there is only so much a person can do in this tiny space without wrecking things or risking someone getting hurt.”
“What else can you do?” Pytor asked.
“I’m not a trained animal,” Tiberius said. “I’m a wizard.”
“You must prove it,” Pytor insisted. “Not everyone who works magic is a wizard.”
Tiberius realized that the man before him knew something about magic. He had just quoted the third Principle of Magic from Tiberius’ book. Magic is available to all, but not every person who works magic is a wizard.
“He can heal people,” Lexi said.
“Is that so?” Ennis asked.
“Yes, I can heal most things,” Tiberius said.
Pytor looked at Ennis, and Tiberius saw that something passed between the two men. Then Ennis picked up a small knife.
“No,” Tiberius said. “Don’t do that.”
“I am old,” Ennis said. “If you can’t heal me, I understand.”
Then he sliced the blade across his wrist. Blood gushed forth, and Ennis’s hand went limp. He had cut deeply, severing several veins and tendons. Tiberius stepped to the old man, who sat shakily down into one of his chairs. There was pain on his face, but he didn’t complain or make any sound at all. He just watched Tiberius hopefully.
Tiberius was angry. He wanted to knock the two old men’s heads together. He couldn’t believe that Ennis had risked his life just so that Tiberius could prove that he was a wizard.
“Sano Sarcio Acies Deprimo Abscido,” Tiberius chanted.
Pytor moved closer to see what would happen. It was the first time he had moved from the corner of the room, but Tiberius didn’t notice. His mind was already deep in the elderly man’s ruined wrist. The knife had been sharp, and the cut was clean, but the blood was pumping out of the cut at an alarming rate. Ennis’ face was growing pale.
Tiberius directed his magic into the cut. He felt a burning pain in his own wrist. The ache was deep and strong, but it slowly receded as Tiberius mended the veins and reknit the tendons together. The spell didn’t take long, and soon the skin sealed back together. Finally Tiberius took a rag from the nearby table and wiped away the blood so that the skin was clear. There was no sign of the cut, not even a scar. The only evidence that Ennis had been hurt was the copious amount of blood on the floor and spattered across the old man’s arm and clothes.
“Impressive,” Pytor said.
“That was a stupid thing to do,” Tiberius said. “You could have died.”
“I had a feeling you were up to the task,” Ennis said with a chuckle. Then he turned to Pytor. “I think we’ve seen enough.”
The other man nodded.
“I’ll fix us something to eat,” Ennis said. “Then we can leave to meet the brotherhood.”
“What brotherhood?” Tiberius asked. “I don’t mean to be impatient or ungrateful, but I need to know that you have information that can help us.”
“We do,” Pytor said. “But we can’t share it outside of the brotherhood. We were sworn to secrecy, but I will propose that you be allowed to hear the truth tonight when the brotherhood meets.”
“What truth?” Tiberius asked, his frustration making him irritable. “I need to know more about magic. Do you have the rest of the book that you sold me?”
“No,” Ennis said. “Those fragments were never meant to survive the purge.”
“But surely you have other books on magic.”
“No, we have no written knowledge of magic. Those writings were destroyed so that they could never be used to unleash the dreadful power of the cataclysm again.”
“So why are we here?” Tiberius asked.
“There are other ways to preserve knowledge,” Pytor said cryptically.
“What other ways?”
“The old ways,” Ennis said.
“Our knowledge has been passed down orally, from generation to generation,” Pytor said. “Only a small group of people know the truth. And we must protect both the secrets and the identities of the brotherhood.”
“We must ensure that our knowledge survives,” Ennis said. “You will be the first to hear the truth outside our order in over a century.”
“So what are we waiting for?” Tiberius said.
“We must give the brothers time to gather,” Pytor said. “Then we will take you—just you.”
“I’m not going anywhere without Lexi,” Tiberius said.
“Then I’m afraid we can’t help you.”
“Why can’t you just tell me what you know?”
“Ti,” Lexi said. “It’s okay. I’ll wait here.”
“We will do what we can to help you,” Pytor said. “Just be patient.”



Chapter 18
Rafe
He couldn’t get off the war ship fast enough. The warriors from the earl’s war band weren’t skilled at working the sails of the small vessel. Unlike the large sky ships, the war ship didn’t require the crew to climb out on the thick masts that protruded from the sides of the floating boat. The sails were instead manipulated by thick ropes, and it hadn’t taken long for the disciplined soldiers to figure out how to maneuver the small craft, but they were not skilled sailors.
The war ship rose back up out of the mists, which was a relief to the small group of men, hand-picked by Grentz. They had been afraid to drop below the cloud bank and into the blighted lands, but Rafe had assured them that it was safe. Then they had been amazed at what they saw. The amber color of the mists, the bright light, the green fields of the prairie far below. There were even a few small herds of animals visible, although they were so far away that they were unidentifiable.
The men were still relieved when they rose back up through the mists and saw the towering walls of Avondale again. They would follow Grentz into any fight, but most had never expected to ever leave Avondale, and Rafe knew that none had any desire to venture down into the blighted lands. Still, they had done everything Rafe had asked of them, and now he was anxious to get down and see Olyva again. But first, they had to sail the war ship back to the watchtower. The other war ship, now unmanned, still hovered there, which only made maneuvering the vessel into position more difficult.
Grentz had taken command of the ship, standing on the command deck, shouting orders at his men. There was laughter and cheers as the ship finally glided over the tall watchtower. One of the men tossed the rope ladder down to a group of soldiers standing watch. They caught the ladder and secured it to the tower. Rafe didn’t wait while the other men tossed down additional lines to tie the ship in place. They would also need to secure the war ship to its twin so that the wind wouldn’t blow the ships around and make them collide with one another.
Rafe felt a tremor of fear as he climbed down the rope ladder. He focused on the ladder, not the wind or the city far below. Once his feet were on the solid stone of the watchtower, he sprinted away, running down the steps of the tower and out across the wall’s wide parapet until he reached the palace. He made his way up to the roof of the palace, where a group of servants were beginning to tie down the thick ropes lowered from the Hamill Keep sky ship. It was a huge vessel, long and boxy, but well crewed. For a moment Rafe thought that a huge, fat dragon was settling over the city.
The servants turned large ratchets that coiled the ship’s ropes around the thick stone pillars that secured the ship to the palace, slowly lowering the huge vessel until the stairs could reach from the lowest deck of the ship down to the rooftop.
Rafe saw a few of the servants casting curious glances at him, but he ignored them. He had been afraid that something might happen to Olyva while he, Tiberius, and Lexi made their way into the city. He wasn’t sure if he had been more afraid of finding the vessel smashed to pieces by some huge creature from the blighted lands or simply gone when he went to find them. Now, as the stairs began to slowly lower toward the roof, Rafe felt a huge sense of relief.
Olyva was the first person down the wooden steps and she fell into his arms. He kissed her, then led her quickly back into the palace, away from the eyes of the many servants working on the rooftop. They passed the earl’s chief steward, who was leading a delegation of servants to meet Olyva’s family.
“I missed you,” he whispered as he pulled Olyva into a small doorway.
“I missed you,” Olyva repeated. “What has happened?”
“Not much,” Rafe said. “Tiberius healed his father, although I haven’t seen the earl come out of his rooms. My father and I captured both of the king’s war ships. So, when we leave, we’ll have a fast ship to take us wherever go next.”
“That sounds good, although I’m glad to have my feet on solid ground again,” Olyva said.
They watched as Countess Mauryn and Olyva’s sisters were led inside. It was no use trying to hide that Rafe and Olyva had returned to Avondale. The rumors were already flying, and Rafe could do nothing to dispel them. Still, he felt relieved that Olyva’s family was now safe. Whatever happened next, he wouldn’t have to worry about them anymore.
“So what happens now?” Olyva asked.
“Let’s see if we can find Tiberius.”
“He wasn’t with you?”
“No, he went to rest after healing his father.”
Rafe led the way back down to the earl’s personal quarters. Olyva’s family would be given well appointed rooms on the floor below. The earl’s residence had many apartments; some were entire suites with several rooms combined into one single space, while others, like Tiberius’ quarters, were simply a single room.
Rafe knocked gently on Tiberius’ door, then opened it. Robere was asleep on the bed, still wrapped in the cloak that Tiberius had stolen from Leonosis’ quarters.
“Who’s that?” Olyva asked.
“It looks like Ti’s old man servant. I think his name was Robere.”
“Why is he sleeping here? He’s a servant, right? He shouldn’t be in the earl’s quarters.”
“No, but I’m sure there’s a reason.”
Rafe went over and shook the elderly servant lightly. Robere jerked away, bringing his hands up to protect his face.
“It’s okay,” Rafe said. “We’re not going to hurt you.”
“Oh, Master Rafe. I’m sorry, I thought you were someone else.”
“We’re looking for Tiberius. Have you seen him?” Rafe asked.
“Yes, he rescued me,” Robere said. “He saved me.”
“That sounds like Ti. Where is he now?”
“He and a young lady were going to see someone in the city. I can’t remember the name, though. It seemed important.”
“I’m sure it was,” Rafe said. “If he comes back, tell him I’m waiting for him in my father’s quarters. Can you do that?”
“Yes, Master Rafe. I’d be happy to.”
“Rest now. We’ll let ourselves out.”
They left the room and closed the door. Olyva looked at Rafe.
“I guess we have a little time to ourselves,” he said with a grin. “Unless you want to check on your family.”
“No, I’m sure they’re fine,” Olyva said. “But I wouldn’t mind a hot bath and some clean clothes.”
“I can arrange that,” Rafe said.
There were bathing houses throughout the city, but also a very nice private bathing house for the people fortunate enough to be quartered in the palace itself. Rafe led Olyva down to a room full of steam and muted voices. There were large public bathing areas for the men, but also smaller rooms with tubs for the ladies of Avondale’s court. Rafe got Olyva towels and helped the servants fill her tub with hot water. Then he stripped down and bathed quickly in one of the public baths. There were a few city officials relaxing in the hot water, but they were in deep conversation and paid Rafe no heed.
As soon as he was finished, he toweled off, got dressed again, and then went to find Olyva a clean dress. His first stop was to Olyva’s old quarters. She had a small suite, with a comfortable sitting room and a spacious bed chamber. The room was unlocked, the fireplace swept clean. Rafe looked in the wardrobe, but it was empty. He hurried back out and found one of the palace servants. She was a young girl, probably only fourteen or fifteen years old.
“Do you know what became of Lady Olyva’s clothes?” he asked.
“She was banished,” the girl said shyly. “Her clothes were taken back to Hamill Keep by her maid. At least most of them.”
“What about those that were left?”
“I’m not certain. I heard they were going to be given to the palace maids, but I’ve not seen them.”
“Thank you,” Rafe said to the girl, who hurried away.
Rafe decided his best bet was to ask someone down in the servants’ quarters. The palace workers had rooms under the kitchen. They were small rooms, with plain furniture, but there was a large sitting room that the servants all shared. It had a large fireplace and several well appointed sitting areas. Rafe found a bundle of old clothes.
“Are these the clothes from Lady Olyva’s room?” he asked a servant sitting nearby.
She was an elderly woman and she was squinting to see the spindle she was working.
“It is, and some of the earl’s daughters old dresses,” the woman said.
Rafe dug through the bundles of clothes until he saw something he thought he recognized. There were four dresses in the bundle, and he hoped it was the right clothes.
“Thank you,” Rafe said as he hurried back out with the dresses.
“Any time,” the old woman said.
When he got back to the bath house, he had a serving girl take the clothes into Olyva’s private room, and then he waited. After a short while, Olyva appeared. Her hair was wet, and she was wearing a plain, cream-colored dress that hung down to the floor and covered her feet.
“You look beautiful,” he said.
A group of serving girls giggled from behind a pillar where they were watching. Olyva smiled, and Rafe extended his hand to her. 
“Why don’t we find something to eat?” he suggested.
“Okay,” Olyva said.
Rafe knew that Olyva didn’t need food the way he did. Since her transformation she only nibbled at food occasionally, and then usually just to make him feel better. But Rafe was hungry. He led the way to the feasting hall, where food was being served. They had just gone in and sat down at the end of a long table when a servant came rushing in.
“Lord Brutas is returning,” the servant cried. “His sky ship approaches!”
The servants jumped to their feet and went hurrying out of the feasting hall. Many of the city officials did the same. Rafe felt a stab of fear and looked at Olyva, who seemed just as worried.
“What do we do now?” she asked.
“We make ourselves scarce,” he said. “And hope Tiberius gets back soon.”



Chapter 19
Tiberius
 
Ti followed the two older men through the dark streets. It was the first time Avondale felt truly foreign to him. The lights were few and far between, the narrow streets shrouded in gloom. There was a sense of anticipation in the air, but also of danger. Tiberius wanted to know more about magic, and he was willing to risk almost anything to know more about his craft, but he was acutely aware that he could be walking into a trap.
Magic wasn’t just illegal in Avondale, it was reviled. If people knew he was a wizard, they might riot, just like the people of Hamill Keep did. For all Tiberius knew, the two old men were leading him to mob who were waiting to kill him. Still, the risk was just to himself. Lexi had stayed behind at the old man’s home. If something did happen to Tiberius, she could still escape. She knew the city better than any of them, and now she knew what to expect outside of the city.
Finally they came to a door with a strange marking. Tiberius could just barely make out the symbol in the darkness and thought it looked like a keyhole. There was nothing special about the building itself—it looked exactly like the dozens of other doors they had passed. Inside they found two candles lit and waiting.
“The others must all be here,” Pytor said.
“You go. I’ll bring our guest,” Ennis suggested.
The candles were long, beeswax tapers. Tiberius could see the hot wax running down the sides. The two men picked up what Tiberius thought would be candle holders, but instead the small metal plates were positioned above the flame and held in place with thin wires. The plates reflected the light down so that their faces were concealed.
“Why so much secrecy?” Tiberius asked.
“The Arcanius Brotherhood must be protected,” Ennis said. “We each know one other member, some know two, but no one knows all of us. If we are ever discovered, at least some would survive to keep the truth alive.”
“And you’re going to tell me this truth?” Tiberius asked.
“All your questions will be answered soon,” Ennis said as he stepped to the dark doorway that led into another room. “Come with me.”
Tiberius followed the old man. The candlelight was reflected down toward the floor, and Ennis held it low, so that only their immediate steps could be seen. The room beyond was dark, but Tiberius couldn’t tell the size or what was in the room. And soon they were squeezing into what appeared to be a crack in the rock wall at the rear of the building. They shuffled through the crack, which angled back and forth, before finally opening up into a larger cavern. Tiberius could see the legs and feet of over a dozen men, but their faces were all hidden in the darkness.
Once Ennis took his place in the circle, Tiberius felt a sudden prickle of fear. He realized that whatever this secret group was, it was well conceived and taken quite seriously by the members.
“We have a guest,” Ennis said. “Tiberius, son of Ageus, has come seeking answers.”
“Is he worthy?” asked one of the anonymous members.
“He has proven himself to me,” Ennis said.
“And me,” came a voice from across the cavern that Tiberius recognized as Pytor.
“Then we shall begin,” said another unseen voice.
Three stones,
common stones, yet not ordinary stones, the voices began to chant in unison. Each possessing a unique power. From the Four Orders came the Emerystone, a tool to help all mankind. From the Dark Orders came the Portentstone, a gem to guide the masterful. And from the Nether Realm came the Balestone, the key to enduring vengeance. Three stones, three points of the triangle, three treasures with the power to seal or to lay bare the entire world.
There was a short pause, then one of the shadowy figures cleared his throat. Once he began speaking, Tiberius could tell the man was elderly. His voice quavered as he spoke, but there was a confidence in the story being told.
“For eons the Four Orders of magic guided the mystical explorations of wizards. Knowledge was their passion, understanding was what they sought above all else. Their methods were meticulous, their aim was to help all mankind. No kingdom or ruler controlled the orders. Magic was never used to conquer armies.”
The voice paused, and from across the circle, another voice picked up the story.
“Among the Four Orders, only the most advanced reached Nativus Magicus, the magic of the elements, the vaunted Fourth Order. They sought understanding of the very nature of the universe and used their power to gain knowledge. Of all the wizards who achieved the Fourth Order, only a few mastered it. The wizard Emerys was one such master. He sought a way to preserve his power and so, after years of practice, he sealed his knowledge in the Emerystone.”
“The stone was used,” another voice began to speak, “to guide other wizards as they used the advanced magic of the Fourth Order. It held the immense power of the magical realm in check, so that the most advanced spells could be used productively. For an age mankind flourished. Sickness became a thing of the past, poverty was eradicated, and everyone throughout the vast kingdom of Valana prospered. But in the midst of this splendor, a new order arose. They called themselves the Dark Order, the secret wielders of power in the kingdom. They were not wizards, for not all who practice magic are wizards, but they sought to use magic to further their ambitions.”
There was a slight pause before another voice took up the story.
“The Dark Orders sought only what could elevate them in the hearts and minds of men. They did not practice the caution or discipline of the Four Orders but instead used magic only for themselves. In time, their greed and vanity drove a secret group within that Dark Order to steal the Emerystone. They used the magic of the Emerystone to seal up the essence of the kingdom’s most proficient seers, creating their own stone of power. The Portentstone could reveal the future, and the Dark Order used its power to defeat their enemies and rise to power in Valana.
“The loss of the Emerystone left a void in the Four Orders,” continued another speaker. “And a rift tore through the once dedicated and powerful assembly of wizards. Some lost faith in their traditions while others rebelled against their strict hierarchy of magical power. If knowledge was the key to magical power, the disenchanted argued, why were the masters of the Four Orders so slow to share what they knew? So they broke free, following the example of the Dark Orders, and began searching for magical power on their own. Some went mad, and others used their power to bend the innocent to their will. The Four Orders were forced to spend time searching for these renegade sorcerers, and many powerful wizards dedicated themselves to the Second Order, whose central purpose became to protect the innocent.
“Then came the age of decline. The splendor of the former age was lost, as the rogue wizards began to summon beings from the Nether Realm to enhance their power. There were battles between wizards that destroyed vast cities. The sacred and the archaic were no longer safe. Knowledge from times past was lost, and the Four Orders began to grow weak. A group of wizards began a quest to reclaim the Emerystone and were successful. They sought to use the stone’s power to defeat the renegade wizards, but the stone was once again lost. A rogue wizard used the Emerystone to open a portal to the Nether Realm, where he then sealed the power of a great demon into the third stone of power, the Balestone.
“The Balestone gave the bearer unrivaled power, but it also drove them mad. And in time, it too was lost. But the war between the wizards raged on, and for a time the discipline of the Four Orders led them to the brink of victory. In a last desperate act of defiance, the rogue wizards use the destruction spell all across the kingdom in one combined, desperate act. Only the power they sought to use was too strong for them, and they, like all around them, were consumed by the power of the spell. The very land was torn asunder, and many fled to the high places. In one devastating blow, the Four Orders were defeated, the Dark Orders were lost, and the renegade wizards were consumed by their own lust for magical power. The kingdom of Valana was ravaged and very nearly destroyed.”
The group grew silent. Tiberius knew that the great cataclysm had resulted from a war between wizards. And he had read enough from his fragments of The Essence of Magic to know that using spells when you didn’t understand them could easily lead to horrible consequences. The magic of the Fourth Order was not only incredibly powerful, it was also incredibly difficult to control. He understood more about magic and about the Balestone, but he had so many questions.
“May I speak?” he asked.
“You may,” came a voice from across the darkened cavern.
Tiberius thought hard about what he should ask. His mind was practically humming with excitement. He had never dreamed that there were men in Avondale who knew so much about magic. He wanted to sit and learn everything he could from the secret brotherhood, but he knew he didn’t have time for that. He was in possession of the Balestone, and Leonosis somehow knew of its existence and that he had it.
“Is the Balestone a threat?” Tiberius asked.
“It is a danger to the entire world,” came an ancient-sounding voice.
“Can it be destroyed?”
“Only a master of the Fourth Order could destroy the stones of power,” said another voice. “Better to find the Emerystone and use its magical strength to aid your quest.”
“What do you know of me?” Tiberius asked.
“The Portentstone revealed that a powerful wizard would use the stones of power to restore balance to the world.”
“What does that mean?” Tiberius asked.
“What do you think it means?” asked a nearby voice.
Tiberius was frustrated. He understood more than ever, but he still didn’t have the answers he really needed.
“Where is the Emerystone?” he asked.
“No one knows,” said the elderly voice from the across the cavern. “But many believe the masters of the Four Orders hid it.”
“They once had a community,” said another voice. “Far away from here. It was a large complex. Many believed the stone was hidden there.”
“It was believed that only someone who doesn’t need the stone may find it,” said Ennis.
“And the Portentstone?” Tiberius asked.
“It was in the seat of power, to the east, before the cataclysm,” said someone in the darkness. “No one knows if it still exists.”
“The earls who were at the coronation in Sparlan Citadel came back changed,” Tiberius said. “Their bodies are being used by some foul magic, but the earls are dead. Do you know what kind of magic could do that?”
“Not magic,” said a voice from across the cavern. “Only necromancy. Only a being from the Nether Realm would be able to control and use revenants.”
“What do you mean?”
“Spirit beings,” said the elderly voice. “Demons. Creatures of immense power that are not of this world. The renegade wizards summoned many such foul entities, attempting to strengthen their own magical prowess. More often than not, the demons turned on the wizards summoning them, and in most cases the portal between their realm and ours was only temporary. It was rumored that some of these beings were trapped in our world.”
Another voice spoke up. “It was believed that these spirit creatures gained strength from our pain. The more we suffer, the stronger they become. They must inhabit a body to work their foul magic in our world, but few people can survive the malevolent presence. In most instances, a person’s physical body suffers and even dies from the infestation of the spirit creature.”
“It was also believed,” said another voice, “that if one of the demons from the Nether Realm could conquer our world and harness the power of our suffering, they could open a permanent bridge between their world and ours. That is why they gave the Balestone to the renegades. It is an anchor point for their ambitions.”
“So it must be destroyed,” Tiberius said.
“It must be destroyed, yes,” the ancient voice agreed. “But the stones of power contain great magic. Destroying just one of them could endanger the entire world.”
“What do you mean?”
“Destroying a stone of power would require unleashing that power,” said another voice. The wizards of the Four Orders believed that if they simply destroyed the Balestone, the result would be devastation of such magnitude that our entire world would be consumed.”
“So there’s nothing we can do?” Tiberius said.
“Only a master of the Fourth Order could contain the magical power and subdue it,” said the ancient voice. “We have kept this knowledge through the years for just such a time as this. It is up to you to use it.”
Tiberius wanted to argue. He didn’t want the fate of the world resting on his shoulders. He felt accomplished in the small bit of magic he knew, even successfully wielding spells of the Fourth Order, but that didn’t mean he could control a power so great that it could destroy the world. His chest felt heavy, and he had trouble catching his breath.
“Magic was meant to benefit all mankind,” said the ancient voice from across the dark room. “And the Four Orders tried to ensure that wizards learned their craft in safety, but their caution became their undoing. If you are the wizard from the prophecy, then you must use your skills to save our world from tipping out of control and falling into darkness.”
“But what if I can’t do it?” Tiberius said.
“Then the world of men will fall. We will become nothing but slaves, bred only to suffer and to strengthen whoever controls us,” said the ancient voice. “There is no one else capable of wielding the power needed to drive the immortal spirit beings out of our world.”
Tiberius didn’t know what to say, and before he could think of another question, the members of the brotherhood began to chant again.
Three stones,
common stones, yet not ordinary stones. Each possessing a unique power. From the Four Orders came the Emerystone, a tool to help all mankind. From the Dark Orders came the Portentstone, a gem to guide the masterful. And from the Nether Realm came the Balestone, the key to enduring vengeance. Three stones, three points of the triangle, three treasures with the power to seal or to lay bare the entire world.



Chapter 20
Grentz
News of the sky ship returning to Avondale spread through the palace quickly. No one knew who to expect exactly. Grentz had returned to Avondale in the ship once Leonosis’ betrothal to Princess Ariel had been arranged. Brutas and Countess Wendolyn had then taken the ship back to the capital. Any of them could be returning, even the new king, although Grentz thought it more likely that Leonosis would use the Sparlan Citadel ship if he were to return.
Grentz had seen to the Countess Mauryn and her daughters. He had even sent a messenger to inform Earl Ageus, but now he would need to have an escort ready to receive whomever was returning from the capital. Both of the king’s war ships were tethered to the tall watchtower over the city, and Grentz needed an explanation for that. He also needed to make sure Rafe and Tiberius were safe, but he had no idea where they were. The stress of the entire situation made hime feel tired. Climbing into the king’s war ships and fighting for his life was nothing compared to the danger of political maneuvering. Grentz would have backed his son in any fight with confidence, but he didn’t know what to expect from Brutas or the new king if Rafe were found in the city.
“Rameth,” Grentz called to his second in command, who was speaking to a group of officers.
“Yes, Commander?”
“I want a full squad on the rooftop to meet the sky ship,” Grentz said.
“I’ve already ordered it. The earl’s guard is assembling now.”
“No,” Grentz said. “Not the earl’s guard. I want regular troops on that rooftop. I’ll take command of them myself.”
Rameth looked puzzled but didn’t argue.
“I want the earl’s guard on duty outside his chambers,” Grentz continued. “And I want you to assembly two more squads and take up strategic positions around the palace.”
“Are you expecting trouble?” Rameth asked quietly.
“I don’t expect trouble, but I want to be ready for anything. Leonosis had us double the watch before he left the city. And that was before two war ships arrived and took up station above Avondale. With all the changes happening lately, I want to be sure we’re ready for whoever is on that ship.”
“Of course,” Rameth said. “I’ll see to it immediately.”
The younger officer brought one fist up across his chest in salute to the sword master, and Grentz returned the salute. Then he made his way slowly through the palace. He was tired, worried, and for some reason he couldn’t quite explain, he felt afraid. He didn’t like being afraid, he never had. Even as a little boy, long before he was the sword master, a title he’d never wanted, he had forced himself to face anything that frightened him. He had spent his life trying to eradicate fear, yet after all these years, his fears had returned with an incredibly potency.
He could have taken a more direct route to the palace roof, but he was secretly hoping to find his son before he had to attend to his duties. Rafe needed to get Tiberius and Lady Olyva to the war ship they would use to escape the city. It was just a precaution, but there was no telling who would descend from the sky ship that was quickly approaching or what they would think of Rafe’s return to the city. He searched everywhere he could think of, even checking the small quarters where Tiberius had once lived, but his son was nowhere to be found. Finally, he went to his own residence, which appeared to be empty, but he went inside and closed the door anyway.
“Rafe, are you here?” he called.
“Dad,” Rafe stepped out from behind a thick tapestry that his mother had woven. Lady Olyva was with him.
“Someone’s coming from Sparlan Citadel,” Grentz said. “Where’s Tiberius?”
“I don’t know,” Rafe said. “I haven’t seen him all day.”
“Things could get dangerous.”
“Should we go to the war ship?” Rafe asked.
“Not now,” Grentz said. “There’s too many people moving around the palace. If Leonosis is coming to the city, you’ll be executed.”
Lady Olyva looked worried, and Grentz wasn’t proud of the fact that he had frightened her, but she needed to understand the danger they were in.
“You could be in trouble, too,” Rafe said. “We could all go.”
“No, I can’t leave the earl. You know that.”
“But the war ships. Won’t you be in trouble for helping me attack them?”
“I’ll say I had nothing to do with it,” Grentz said. “Don’t worry about me. You two stay here and stay hidden. We’ll sneak you out tonight.”
“What about Tiberius?”
“He’ll either show up or he won’t,” Grentz said. “If he doesn’t, he’ll have to fend for himself. Now, I’ve got to go. If I’m not on that rooftop when the ship lowers its stairway—”
“I know,” Rafe said. “Go!”
Grentz nodded, then hurried out. He felt a little better knowing that Rafe and Lady Olyva were safe for the moment but was also frustrated that he wouldn’t get to spend a little more time with Rafe. Before his son had been banished from Avondale, Grentz had only seen his son as the ambitious little boy who wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps. That wasn’t actually the case, but it had been difficult to see his son as an equal. He had always been hard on Rafe and rarely took the time to really get to know his son. When the affair between Rafe and Lady Olyva had come out, Grentz had been shocked and terrified at the same time. Earl Ageus was never one to treat a slight, however minor, with grace or mercy. Grentz had no idea what the noble family would do to his son, but he knew it wouldn’t be forgiveness. Despite Grentz’s own loyal service through the years, despite the fame that Grentz’s reputation gave to Avondale and its ruler, there would be no quarter given for his son. 
The verdict of banishment had nearly crushed Grentz. He had been lethargic for days, shirking his duties for the first time in his legendary career. His men, always loyal, had taken up the slack, but Grentz had never forgiven Leonosis. He had tried to convince the earl to spare Rafe, but Ageus and his cruel sons had been too busy trying to impress King Aethel and never really heard Grentz’s pleas. And even though Grentz knew the odds of his son surviving the blighted lands were nearly nonexistent, he had harbored a slight hope through the weeks that followed. He only wished that now he could have taken more time to spend with his son, who had risen above Grentz’s greatest hopes and returned from banishment not only alive, but stronger than ever.
It was dark by the time Grentz arrived on the roof of the palace. The Hamill Keep sky ship had been moved to a secondary anchor point not long after Avondale’s ship was spotted returning from Sparlan Citadel. Now the graceful sky ship was being lowered the last few feet, and the stairs from the bottom of the vessel were being secured.
Grentz inspected the men on the roof. Normally the earl’s personal guard would have met the ship, but instead Grentz wanted a squad from the earl’s war band as an honor guard. They looked nervous, each man standing rigid, their eyes staring out at nothing. They each held a round shield in front of them, with a tall torch also held in that hand. In the other they each held a spear. Grentz was proud of his men. Even on short notice they not only passed his inspection, but looked ready to meet a king or defend him in battle.
Grentz took his place and didn’t have to wait long for the occupants of the ship to appear. A double row of the king’s soldiers came marching out of the ship. Grentz was surprised and counted a hundred men before Brutas appeared. The earl’s second son always looked annoyed or bored, but in the dancing light of two dozen torches, he looked angry. His right hand was thickly wrapped in a white bandage, which he kept close to his body.
“What is that ship doing here?” Brutas shouted at Grentz as soon as his feet touched the rooftop. “Tell me you captured it along with everyone on board.”
“Master Brutas,” Grentz said calmly, preparing to explain the situation.
“Earl!” Brutas shouted. “My brother is king, and I am now Earl of Avondale.”
“My lord, your father still lives. In fact—”
Brutas cut Grentz off again in mid sentence.
“I don’t care about my father,” he demanded. “I want to know why the ship from Hamill Keep is here.”
“The Countess Mauryn came seeking aid,” Grentz said as he followed Brutas into the palace. “She and her family were in danger when Hamill Keep rioted. They arrived earlier today.”
“That ship should have been destroyed!” Brutas bellowed.
“We had no idea,” Grentz said.
“And the king’s war ships?”
“What of them?”
“Why didn’t they destroy the ship from Hamill Keep?”
“I don’t know,” Grentz said, acting surprised. “Are we at war with Hamill Keep?”
“Must I do everything?” Brutas complained loudly. “Were you not informed by the officers on the war ships that Leonosis wants the sky ship from Hamill Keep destroyed? He’s searching for Tiberius, and it’s possible that my traitorous brother might try to return home.”
“But he was banished,” Grentz said. “How could he return?”
“I don’t know,” Brutas whined. “All I know for certain is that we need to question the countess. Bring her to me, immediately.”
“Yes, my lord,” Grentz said, thinking he would see that Rafe was escorted out the castle before fetching the earl’s wife from Hamill Keep.
“Not you, Grentz,” Brutas said. “You stay with me. A servant can fetch the disgraced family from Hamill Keep.”
“As you wish,” Grentz said, holding back the curse that formed on his lips.
Brutas went immediately to the earl’s audience chamber. Unlike Hamill Keep, the palace at Avondale had many meeting rooms. The feasting hall was large and used only for meals or special events. The earl met with his many petitioners in a long hall with thick columns and ornate tapestries. Brutas had never spent much time in the hall, but Leonosis had taken up his father’s duties of the past year.
“Fetch me food!” the earl’s second-born son barked at a servant as he sat heavily in the ornate chair that stood on a raised dais at the end of the room. “And wine.”
“Why are you traveling with soldiers?” Grentz finally got the chance to ask Brutas.
“It was Leo’s idea. He’s convinced that Tiberius is coming back to Avondale.”
“King Leonosis thinks that Tiberius still lives?”
“Don’t bother me with your incessant questions,” Brutas said. “I’m weary from a long trip.”
Grentz wanted to slap Brutas—or, better yet, bash him over the head with the hilt of his sword—but he held himself in check. He couldn’t believe that Brutas was acting so headstrong, not while Earl Ageus still lived. Leonosis had been cocky, but he had also be acting as the earl for some time while his father’s illness grew worse. Brutas, on the other hand, was new to the role but acted as if his new duty were nothing but a heavy burden, despite the fact that he hadn’t actually done anything.
Food and wine were brought in, and Brutas, ever a hearty eater, fell on the meal like a starving man. He was sloppy, obviously still not used to eating with just one hand. Grentz stood back and watched, wondering how Earl Ageus would react to his son’s behavior. He also couldn’t help but worry a little about what would happen once the earl passed away.
His contemplation was interrupted when the Countess Mauryn and her three daughters were escorted into the hall. They were all dressed in formal gowns and looked, in Grentz’s opinion, quite lovely. The daughters trailed behind their mother, who walked down the long hall with her head held high. There was no trace of fear or worry, even though Grentz had shown the women to their rooms earlier in the day and had heard them discussing their concerns.
“Lord Brutas,” the countess said. “It is good to see you. Thank you for taking us in and offering us your protection.”
“I did no such thing,” Brutas said angrily.
“I was told we were welcome in Avondale,” the countess replied coolly. “Was I misinformed?”
Brutas ignored the question.
“Where is your daughter and her traitorous friends?”
“My daughters are here, at your service, my lord.”
“Not these,” Brutas growled. “Where is Olyva? I know she was in Hamill Keep.”
The countess looked as if she had swallowed something foul.
“Where is she!?” Brutas screamed.
“We haven’t seen her,” one of the countess’ daughters spoke up. “Not since we arrived in Avondale.”
“What is your name?” Brutas asked.
“Cassandra.”
“Tell me what happened in Hamill Keep.”
“We can’t say for certain, my lord. We weren’t with our father when he met with Olvya and her friends.”
“But they were there? My baby brother, as well?”
“Yes,” Cassandra said. “There was a riot, and we fled in the sky ship.”
“And your father?”
“My husband,” the countess said, with an angry look at her daughter, “was murdered.”
“By who?” Brutas said eagerly.
“By his son,” Countess Mauryn said, pointing at Grentz.
The sword master felt a stab of hatred for the woman. His son had saved her life and brought her safely to Avondale, and now she was turning on him. He cleared his throat and spit on the floor to show his disdain for the countess.
“My son was banished from Avondale,” Grentz said. “How could he possibly kill your husband?”
It was a gamble, Grentz knew, but he wasn’t going to simply give up Rafe without a fight.
“He and his friend are sorcerers,” the countess said with a sneer. “They corrupted my daughter and killed my husband.”
“My lord,” Grentz said softly. “She’s insane.”
“No,” Brutas said. “Guards!”
Grentz’s soldiers moved forward uncertainly.
“Take Commander Grentz’s weapons!” Brutas ordered.
“On whose authority?” Grentz said.
“On mine.”
“You are the earl’s son, but you do not command me,” Grentz said.
“I am the Earl of Avondale!” Brutas screamed.
“No,” came a commanding voice from down the hallway. “I am the Earl of Avondale.”
Grentz looked up and was as surprised as anyone to see Earl Ageus looking strong and full of vitality. He never would have believed that the earl could leave his bed chamber, even though he had seen the earl early that morning after Tiberius had used magic to help his father. The earl had requested food, which was an improvement, but he was still too weak to get out of bed. Earl Ageus was much thinner than before the illness, but otherwise he seemed healthy, like he was ready to lead an army into battle. His personal guard flanked him down either side of the long hall, adding to the earl’s projection of strength.
“Father?” Brutas said. “You should be in bed.”
“I have no need,” the earl said as he drew near to his son. “The illness has passed, and I am fully capable of seeing to all my responsibilities.”
“If you say so,” Brutas said, still looking uncertain.
“I do,” Earl Ageus said. “Countess Mauryn and her daughters are welcome here. Now tell me why you are so anxious to remove me from my place.”
“King Leonosis has made me earl,” Brutas said petulantly.
“A mistake,” Ageus said.
He had climbed the stairs of the dais and stood directly in front of his son, who was still sitting in the earl’s throne-like chair. Grentz watched the confrontation, just like everyone else in the long hall, only Grentz was on the dais with the earl and Brutas. The earl’s son looked angry and defiant, but Earl Ageus, with his newfound strength, would not be denied.
“Get up,” he said in a cold but quiet voice.
“I no longer take orders from you, old man,” Brutas said.
“Guards, remove my son from this hall.”
“I am the Earl of Avondale!” Brutas shouted. “Appointed by King Leonosis. Whoever lays a hand on me shall be banished from Avondale.”
“The king cannot remove a sitting earl,” Ageus said. “Not without cause and a hearing.”
“You were not the sitting earl, Leonosis was,” Brutas growled. “You were nothing but a feeble old man, wallowing in your own piss.”
The blow was sudden and hard. Earl Ageus slapped Brutas, who was easily twice his father’s weight, so hard the young man was nearly knocked out of the chair. Brutas was as stunned as everyone else, but then he suddenly sprang to his feet. He drew his dagger with his good hand, and there was murder in his eyes, but Grentz’s sword flashed across his throat. The blade didn’t cut the skin, but Grentz let the flat of the blade bump Brutas’ chin.
“Drop the dagger,” Grentz said calmly. “There’s no need for bloodshed.”
Earl Ageus stood before his son, staring into Brutas’ hate-filled eyes. There was no mercy to be found in the earl’s stare, not even for his son. Three of the earl’s guards pulled Brutas to the side, holding his thick arms behind his back.
“You’ll pay for this,” Brutas snarled.
“If he speaks again, gag him,” Ageus said as he sat down in his chair.
Grentz sheathed his sword and turned back toward the countess and her daughters. He wanted to shout in triumph, but he held his emotions in check and reminded himself that things could change in an instant when it came to rulers and their politics.
“We have much to discuss,” Ageus proclaimed. “Commander Grentz, go and fetch your son.”



Chapter 21
Rafe
Grentz hurried back into the small apartment. Rafe had been pacing nervously. He hated that he had no idea where Tiberius and Lexi were. He shouldn’t have let them split up, and his fear was quickly brewing into anger. He looked up in surprise when Grentz rushed into the small room.
“Brutas has returned,” Grentz said, almost as if the news were a relief. “Earl Ageus is well. It’s quite incredible. He looks like his old self, perhaps even better than before. He has taken control and is requesting to see you.”
“Is that a good idea?” Rafe asked.
“You can’t hide forever,” Grentz said. “At least now things will be fair.”
“Tiberius did heal him,” Olyva said. “That has to count for something.”
“Well said,” Grentz agreed. “I think we can be confident that the earl will be fair and understanding.”
“All right, we’ll go,” Rafe said. “Has Tiberius turned up?”
“No, but hopefully he will soon. No one could have missed the return of the sky ship.”
Rafe didn’t agree, but he didn’t argue, either. He knew his friend. If Tiberius were in the middle of working magic, the world could fall down around his ears and he wouldn’t notice. But Tiberius would return to the palace eventually.
They made their way back up to the earl’s audience hall. Rafe could feel the tension in the room the moment he stepped in. There were nearly fifty soldiers in the long hall; half were men from the earl’s war band, and the other half were the earl’s personal guard. Grentz commanded both groups and ensured that Avondale’s security was always seen to, but the armed men didn’t give Rafe any comfort. He had trusted Leonosis once and was betrayed. Rafe had little confidence that the same wouldn’t happen with Earl Ageus, and then the fifty soldiers in the long hall, many of whom Rafe knew personally, would become his enemies.
“Rafe Grentzson,” the earl said in a booming voice. “You have returned.”
Rafe couldn’t help but notice how healthy and strong the earl seemed to be. Even in the months before Rafe and Olyva were banished, the earl hadn’t seemed so robust.
“Yes, my lord,” Rafe said with a slight bow to show his respect. “We needed to ensure that Olyva’s family had a safe haven.”
“Tell me what happened in Hamill Keep,” the earl said.
Rafe hesitated. He knew the truth included magic and the fact that Leonosis had somehow connived his way into garnering the support of all the earls. Neither would be welcome in the best of circumstances, and Rafe knew his and Olyva’s lives hung in the balance.
Before he could answer, there was a loud whistle. Rafe looked over and saw Brutas with one hand stuck in his mouth. The loud shriek had come from him, and the large double doors to the hall were suddenly thrown open.
“Attack them!” Brutas shouted. “Kill my father!”
Brutas was suddenly knocked to the ground and subdued, while the earl’s guard surrounded their liege lord protectively.
“Shield wall!” Grentz bellowed.
Rafe grabbed Olyva’s hand and pulled her forward, toward the earl’s dais. He waved for the Countess Mauryn and her daughters to follow, which they did. The men of the war band lined up across the narrow room. There was just enough space for twelve men to stand shoulder to shoulder, their shields locked together, their spears pointing toward the front of the hall, where a group of soldiers from the king’s army were pouring in.
“What is this?” the earl shouted.
“Kill him, attack!” Brutas shouted.
The king’s soldiers locked shields and formed their own line, only their shield wall was was much deeper. The earl’s war band was supported by a second rank that stood just behind the front line of men, but there were six rows of soldiers opposing them.
“We can’t stay here,” Rafe said to his father. “We’ll be overrun.”
“And that’s not the entire group of soldiers that came in with Brutas,” Grentz said. “We need a more defensible position.”
“And we need to sound the alarm,” Rafe said.
A small door at the rear of hall gave the earl access to a private staircase that led up to his residence on the third floor. Rafe hurried back and opened the door, thinking they might be able to escape to the palace roof and perhaps even to the earl’s sky ship or out onto the city walls. But there were more soldiers in the hallway, their spears held ready.
Rafe slammed the door but there was no locking bar. He knew the soldiers could break through at any minute and attack the earl’s forces from the rear.
“It’s no good,” Rafe shouted to his father. “They’ve covered the exits.”
“Then we’ll have to stand and fight,” Grentz said savagely.
Rafe couldn’t help but wish Tiberius was with them. The young wizard could turn the tide in the earl’s favor, but Tiberius was nowhere to be seen.
“Ladies,” Earl Ageus called to the countess and her daughters. “To me. My guards will protect you.”
“Your guards will all be dead!” Brutas screamed. “I am the rightful earl. I command this city. Throw down your weapons, and I will spare your lives.”
Rafe could see that the men holding Brutas looked doubtful. They should have shut him up by any means necessary, but they hesitated, uncertain of what to do. Whether they liked Brutas or believed his claims to the earldom was completely irrelevant. They could plainly see that they were vastly outnumbered. If they backed Earl Ageus, the odds were that they would die.
“Stand firm!” Grentz shouted. “Half of you guardsmen join me in the shield wall.”
Rafe had escorted Olyva up onto the dais, and Earl Ageus looked at him. There was fury in his eyes, but when he spoke, his voice was calm and determined.
“Where is my son?” he asked.
“I don’t know, my lord. Robere said he went into the city earlier today.”
“For what purpose?”
“I don’t know. But I wish he were here now.”
“Brutas!” the earl shouted. “Stop this madness.”
“No, Father,” Brutas said with a cruel laugh. “Your time of giving orders is over.”
“We are not enemies,” Ageus said.
“You stand there with wanted men and claim we are not enemies,” Brutas said. “Do you men know that the earl’s third son is a wizard?”
The pronouncement was almost like the thunder of a storm, cowering the earl’s men. Rafe saw looks of fear and disbelief on their faces, and many looked straight at Rafe.
“He is wanted,” Brutas went on, “by your king. Why else would Leonosis send war ships and soldiers to Avondale? Are you harboring a fugitive, Father?”
“Tiberius is my son, just as you are, Brutas. Just as the new king is my son. I will have order in this hall.”
“You will have death!” Brutas shouted. “Rafe Grentzson is wanted by the king for slaying Earl Marcus of Hamill Keep.”
“No, it isn’t true,” Grentz shouted angrily.
“It is true,” Countess Mauryn said loudly, her cold voice silencing the room. “The earl’s son and my own daughter helped him do it. Why else would the people of Hamill Keep riot?”
“Mother!” Olyva said.
“You have disgraced this family long enough,” Cassandra said.
The countess and the two older daughters left the dais and moved toward Brutas, who was back on his feet. He was still held by three of the earl’s guardsmen, but they no longer menaced him. Only Desyra stayed with Olyva, clinging to her older sister, who was visibly weak, as she always became when night fell.
“Throw down your weapons and step away from the dais,” Brutas said.
It only took one of the earl’s men to break. A young guardsman—Rafe couldn’t remember his name—dropped his shield and spear. They clattered loudly. Every eye was on the man as he cleared his throat and spit on Rafe. Rage boiled Rafe’s blood, but he didn’t move. His discipline in front of the earl, trained into him from long hours of working with the earl’s war band, held him in check. He wouldn’t let his emotions overtake his self-control.
“Stop him,” Earl Ageus said quietly.
Rafe’s hand was on the hilt of his sword, but the soldier was now unarmed. So Rafe released his sword and punched the man instead. It was a savage hook, and Rafe turned his body, letting the power of the punch build in his legs, hip, and shoulders as he struck the man’s jaw. The guardsman’s head snapped to the side, and his body went rigid as he fell to the floor unconscious.
“Don’t believe Brutas!” the earl shouted. “Many strange things are happening in Valana. We must stand together to defeat whatever evil comes against us.”
“Tiberius, your own son, is the evil in Valana,” Brutas shouted back.
“And you, ordering my death, is not?” Ageus snarled.
“Tell me, Father. How is that you stand here so strong? When I left Avondale, you were a feeble man, unable to get out of your bed.”
“I am recovered.”
“And it is a miraculous recovery. Did Adonii visit you and restore your health?” Brutas asked, letting the question hang in the air for a moment. “Or did Tiberius bewitch you?”
“Enough,” Earl Ageus shouted. “If he speaks again, subdue him by whatever means are necessary.”
“You no longer command here, Father!” Brutas shouted.
The men holding Brutas did nothing, but Rafe drew his dagger and threw it at Brutas. The weapon didn’t turn in the air the way a throwing knife would; instead, the way Rafe threw the dagger, it flew more like a spear, only the handle was aimed at Brutas instead of the blade. The weapon thumped into Brutas’ head and knocked him senseless.
There was a moment of calm as Brutas sagged in his captors arms, and everyone looked at Rafe in surprise. Then, with a shout, the king’s soldiers rushed forward. Rafe saw the back exit door swing open, and he rushed to face the soldiers trying to flank them. He drew his sword as he jumped from the dais, and with one fearsome thrust, he killed the soldier who was first through the small door. Rafe’s momentum knocked the dead man backwards into the soldier that was just coming through the door. They collapsed, and Rafe had time to glance over his shoulder to where his father stood at the rear of the shield wall.
“Steady!” Grentz shouted.
The clash of men echoed in the long room. The earl’s wall bristled with spears, but the king’s soldiers had spears, too. Metal drove into wood with a splintering crack, and men were impaled—their screams made Rafe’s blood run cold. Then both lines of men smashed together, shield on shield. Swords were drawn, as the hacking and shoving of the wall began. Men were cursing, and the weapons clashed like the sounds of Rastimus’ infernal forge from the afterlife.
Rafe didn’t have time to watch the chaos behind him as another soldier jumped over his comrades and attacked Rafe with a furious war cry. Rafe batted the man’s spear to the side but then had to slide out of the way as the man tried to ram him with his shield. Rafe spun around, letting his sword extend away from his body. The soldier was turning, too, and raising his shield, but he wasn’t fast enough. The tip of Rafe’s rapier flew over the edge of the soldier’s shield and cut a gash across the man’s face. It wasn’t a killing blow, despite the fact that Rafe felt the sword glancing off the man’s skull. But the blade slashed across one of the soldier’s eyes, causing him to fall backward, dropping his weapons and writhing on the floor.
The door leading into the room was still blocked as the soldiers in the corridor beyond tried to drag their companions out of the way. Rafe snatched up the wounded man’s shield and repositioned himself to defend the narrow doorway. Spears were cast through the small opening toward Rafe, who dodged to the side. A soldier tried to slip in, angling away from Rafe, but he wasn’t fast enough. One quick thrust from Rafe’s long sword stabbed into the man’s inner thigh. Blood fountained up as the man fell to the floor.
Behind Rafe, his father’s shield wall was slowly being battered down. Thirty men still held the wall in place, but there were over fifty pushing them back. It was a bloody, deadly game, one all the men had trained for, but the first most of them had ever fought in. The nine cities of Valana had been at peace for decades, and the only combat between the cities were duals fought by the champions to settle minor disputes. Grentz was encouraging his men, trying to point out weaknesses, but it was only a matter of time before they were overrun.
The next men through the small door that Rafe was defending came in a clump. Three men charged through together. Rafe wounded the first, his sword slashing across the man’s shoulder, but the other two were unharmed. They spread out, trying to attack Rafe from opposite directions, but they hadn’t counted on Olyva, who had snatched up one of the spears that had been thrown through the open doorway. She ran forward and stabbed her spear into the closest man’s back.
He fell with a gurgling cry of pain as Rafe kicked the legs out from under the other soldier. He fell hard, and Rafe stabbed his sword into the man’s neck. The soldier with the shoulder wound was back on his feet, his shield discarded and his sword now in his left hand. He swung hard at Rafe, who caught the blow on his shield and followed it with a low swipe, slashing his sword under the shield and ripping open the man’s stomach.
Rafe heard the shouting behind him as the shield wall broke. He decided he might be able to break through the guards outside the audience chamber so he dashed toward the doorway, only to be met by several spears, two of which punched through the shield’s wooden boards. Rafe let the worthless shield fall and backed up. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that the remaining men of the earl’s guard had surrounded their ruler, Olyva, and Desyra. Rafe ran up onto the dais, joining his father to defend the earl.
“Kill him!” screamed Brutas, who had regained his senses.
The king’s soldiers moved forward, but the fighting was ferocious. The king’s soldiers preferred to stay out of reach of the guardsmen and stab at their opponents with their spears. Rafe parried with his sword and slashed back with his long weapon. The rapier was longer than the average sword, but the king’s soldiers quickly learned to respect it and stayed out of reach.
“You can’t win!” Brutas shouted gleefully. “Order your men to stand down, and I will spare your life.”
“You are not the earl,” Ageus shouted. “The men of Avondale will rise up against you.”
“Then I will crush them, as well. Now surrender, or I shall slay you all, including the women.”
Rafe looked across the hall. Most of the earl’s soldiers were wounded, dead, or being held captive. There were bodies and blood covering the polished floors of the earl’s hall, but no sign of Tiberius.
“Lower your weapons,” Ageus said wearily.
“My lord, no,” Grentz said.
“We are defeated,” Ageus said, putting a hand on Rafe’s shoulder. “No more of your brave men should die for me.”
“You heard him,” Brutas shouted. He was holding a rag against his head now and still leaning on one of the guards. “Drop your weapons.”
Rafe had faced death. He had been hurt and felt himself dying, yet nothing had ever pained him as much as seeing his father throw down his sword in defeat. The king’s soldiers stepped forward and snatched Rafe’s rapier out of his hands.
“Take Rafe Grentzson and his bitch captive,” Brutas said coldly.
Rafe’s anger flared, but Brutas was wisely staying out of reach behind his troops. The soldiers pulled Rafe’s hands behind his back. When he resisted, he was punched hard in the stomach, doubling him over. He heard Olyva scream in protest, but there was nothing she could do to help.
“Some of those men you killed were my friends,” said one of the soldiers holding Rafe’s arms. He twisted Rafe’s right arm painfully as he taunted the young warrior. “This isn’t going to be a fun experience for you.”
“Stop it!” Desyra shouted as Olyva was roughly bound the same way as Rafe.
Grentz looked at his son with regret in his eyes. Rafe did his best to nod and reassure his father, but he couldn’t speak, only gasp for breath. Grentz and the other soldiers were herded to the far side of the dais, while Brutas approached his father, who was being held by two soldiers.
“You old fool,” Brutas sneered. “Did you really think you were man enough to overcome me?”
“Take up a sword, my son,” Ageus said. “And I will face you man to man.”
“Oh, no, you aren’t getting out of this that easily. Did you know that Leonosis reopened the dungeons? I’m sure you’ll be right at home there.”
“Brutas, what has happened to you?” Ageus said. “How did your brother convince the other earls to follow him?”
“You bore me with your questions,” Brutas said. “Teach him the penalty for annoying the Earl of Avondale.”
A large soldier drew a wicked-looking dagger and started toward Earl Ageus with a savage grin on his face. Rafe looked at his father, who shoved the nearest soldier out of his way and sprinted toward the dais. He didn’t have a weapon, and Rafe knew what was about to happen.
“No!” Rafe shouted.
But Grentz would not be stopped. Two soldiers turned to stop him, but he lowered his shoulder and rammed into the nearest soldier’s shield. Rafe heard his father’s arm snap; the pop was loud, like a dried quill being broken in two. But Grentz never slowed. He slipped past the soldiers and bounded up onto the dais, his broken arm dangling helplessly as he threw himself in front of Earl Ageus.
The big soldier was just about to stab Ageus with his dagger, but instead he stabbed Grentz. The sword master’s eyes opened wide, as the soldier twisted the blade. Grentz stood perfectly still for a moment; the earl behind him was completely white and trembling. Then Grentz drew the soldier’s sword with his good hand. The soldier shoved the dagger, digging the blade around inside Grentz, doing as much damage as possible, but Grentz didn’t seem to notice. He raised the sword and hacked it into the side of the soldier’s neck.
Both men fell together as Rafe struggled to break free and rush to his father’s side. Blood was spilling down Grentz’s legs, and his skin looked blue around his mouth and eyes. He turned his head and looked at Rafe.
“Father!” Rafe screamed.
“Son,” Grentz said, then he died.
Earl Ageus fell to his knees beside Grentz and held the sword master’s head in his lap. He looked at Rafe, who was shouting in fury, as the other soldiers punched and kicked him into submission.
“I’m sorry,” he said to Rafe. “I’m so sorry.”
“Take him away,” Brutas said as if the whole scene were no longer amusing. “Countess, would you care to join me for wine?”
“Of course,” Countess Mauryn said. “It would be my pleasure.”
Rafe watched helplessly as Earl Ageus was dragged away and Grentz’s head thumped onto the stone floor. Then a spear butt was slammed into Rafe’s head, and he was swallowed by blackness.



Chapter 22
Tiberius
Tiberius stood in the darkness, watching the shadowy figures of the secret brotherhood leave the cavern. He understood their caution, and recognized the genius of their carefully orchestrated rites. He couldn’t see any of the men’s faces, and by leaving first, they kept him from hiding somewhere outside and watching to see who left the small hovel that served as an entrance to the secret cavern.
His mind was buzzing with even more questions. He had no idea how to tap into the power of the stones. He had the Balestone in his possession, but the stone’s willfulness and hunger for power made him leery of even touching it. He had grown up seeing the destructive nature of selfish ambition and he didn’t want to end up like his brother. The Balestone had to be destroyed, but he didn’t know how to do that, either. He might even destroy the world in his feeble attempts to save it. He felt a great weight settling onto his shoulders. Nothing else mattered anymore, not if he failed.
“It is time for us to take our leave,” Ennis said in a tremulous voice. “This way.”
Tiberius followed the older man, his eyes craving light. He was tempted to cast the spell for light and bathe the cavern in bright, magical illumination, but he didn’t want to disrespect his host or the incredible risk the brotherhood had taken in sharing their knowledge with him.
They wound their way out of the cavern and back into the hovel. Ennis extinguished his candle and set it on a table next to the others. Tiberius was tempted to count the candles and learn how many other men were part of the secret society, but he chose not to. Their secrets would be safe with Tiberius. He hadn’t seen them, had no idea how many there were or who they were. If he were captured and tortured, he couldn’t betray their secrets.
Once they were outside, Ennis moved slowly, leaning on Tiberius for support.
“Did you know about the book you sold me?” Tiberius asked.
“Know what about it?” the old man asked.
“Did you know it was there? Did you know I was going to find it?”
“No, I didn’t realize what I had,” Ennis said. “My father was a book collector, picking up whatever he could over the years when people sold their books or passed away. I still have most of his collection. Old books are not very popular at market.”
“So you didn’t know the book fragments were there?”
“No, I just picked a box and went hoping to get enough coin for a hot meal,” the old man said. “What will you do now?”
“I’m not exactly sure,” Tiberius said. “I need to find the Emerystone, but I have no idea where to look. There aren’t any maps that show the blighted lands.”
“Perhaps not,” Ennis said. “But there are maps of Valana before the cataclysm. In fact, I may be able to help you.”
When they got back to Ennis’ small home, Lexi was anxiously waiting for them. She was hidden in the shadows as Ennis and Tiberius came into the dark outer room of the modest house. Tiberius saw her slipping her Wangorian dagger back into her belt as she stepped out of the darkness to greet them.
“You’re back,” she said, sounding relieved.
“We are. Are you okay?” Tiberius asked.
“Sore, but I’ll be fine. Did you learn anything?”
“A lot,” Tiberius said. “But it would be better if we waited until we were out of the city for me to explain. Ennis’ brotherhood risked their lives to share their information with me.”
“So what do we do now?” Lexi asked.
“We need to find an old settlement that was run by the wizards of the Four Orders,” Tiberius said, following Ennis into the well lit back room of the home. “Ennis thinks he can help.”
Lexi stood close to Tiberius as they watched the old man rummage around. Her hand felt small and a little clammy in Ti’s. He knew she was hurting but he didn’t know if there was anything he could do for her. She needed to rest, but they also needed to get out of the city before they ran into more trouble.
“Here it is,” Ennis said, holding up an ancient-looking leather-bound book. “Come and take a look at this.”
Tiberius and Lexi joined Ennis at his table, where the old man had opened the book to a map. It was not as exacting as the maps in the palace, and the nine cities weren’t listed, but the mountain ranges where the cities were located were. There were also many other cities described on the map. Tiberius saw Devonyr, and his heart began to beat a little faster. It was like finding a clue to an ancient but all-important mystery. If he could find and follow the clues to their conclusion, perhaps he could save Valana after all.
“Here,” Ennis pointed at a small dot on the map. “This is where their settlement was. Just outside this town called Sanna Torrus.”
It was much further south than they had ever traveled and looked to be beyond the vast plains of the Hoskali. Tiberius wondered how long it would take them to get there and if they could even find it. If the town was destroyed, there might not be anything left of the settlement run by the wizards.
“What about the seat of power in the East?” Tiberius asked. “Is that on this map, too?”
“Yes,” Ennis said. “It was Dellinius Capatorious, here.”
The gnarled finger pointed at a dot near the eastern coast. Tiberius guessed it was somewhere between Duringer in the southern mountains and the twin cities of Easton and Weston in the north. It was a long way from Avondale as well.
“I don’t suppose I could take this book,” Tiberius said. “I have a little money.”
“I still have the silver from our last transaction,” Ennis said with a smile. “I have done all I can do and now I think I’ll die. Valana is in good hands. Take the book as my gift to you.”
“You can’t die,” Lexi said softly.
“We all die, my dear. I always hoped that my life would count for something. Now it has, and I can die a happy man.”
“We should go,” Tiberius said to Lexi. “We need to get back to the palace and find Rafe.”
“All right. Thank you so much, Ennis.”
Lexi hugged the old man, who smiled down at her.
“I didn’t know your parents, but I think they would be proud of the woman you’ve become,” he whispered. “Take care of your friend.”
“I will,” she said. “Good bye.”
They left the small house with a sense of melancholy. It was sad to think of Ennis dying. They were young, and their lives seemed to stretch out in front of them with no end in sight, even though they knew Queen Ariel wanted them dead—and Leonosis, too. They had faced grave dangers, yet dying seemed unnatural.
They wound their way back up to Avondale’s main street that ran around the rim of the mountain’s cone-shaped summit. The towering walls were on their right as they headed toward the castle. The sky was dark, and the stars were mere pinpricks in the vast abyss. The moon was below the horizon, and the city seemed quiet and still.
“What are you thinking?” Lexi asked.
“I’m trying to decide what Leonosis will do next,” Tiberius said.
“You think he’ll do more than send war ships to capture or kill us?”
“Yes. I think he’ll do anything to get his hands on the Balestone.”
“Did you find out what the stone is for or what it does?”
“Yes, and it isn’t good,” Tiberius said. “There are two other stones. If Leonosis gets them, then whoever or whatever is controlling the earls can open a bridge to another world. Valana and everyone in the nine cities will be enslaved.”
“It sounds like a nightmare,” Lexi said.
“I’ll tell you the whole story later, but for now, we have to figure out a way to get to the other stones as fast as we can.”
“Why?” Lexi asked. “If the stones can be used to destroy Valana, shouldn’t we keep them as far apart as possible?”
“We could try, but Leonosis will never stop looking for them. He’ll eventually send his war ships below the mists. No one will be safe from him, and there’s no place we can hide. He seems to be drawn to the Balestone somehow.”
“So what are you going to do when we find the stones?” Lexi asked.
“If we can find them, then I have to find a way to destroy them.”



Chapter 23
Lexi
There was nothing specific that she could point to, but something wasn’t right. She could feel it. Lexi had a well developed sense for when things around her were out of place. At first she thought it was simply fear of the future or that she missed Dancer. The little wind glider wasn’t comfortable in the city, surrounded by people, and had instead flown away to wait until Lexi needed her. Tiberius was talking about leaving Avondale and going back into the blighted lands to find another stone of power, which was daunting enough, but Lexi also knew they were being chased by a king and would probably be hunted all their lives. Any one of those problems was enough to make her uneasy, but for some reason she couldn’t shake, she knew it was more than that.
As they walked along, Tiberius continued talking, but Lexi was only halfway listening. Her sharp eyes were taking in everything around them. The street was empty; most of the large houses that lined the city’s wide central avenue were dark. Lexi watched for any sign of movement, but there was nothing to see, and still she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.
Finally she looked up. There was very little light above them, but she could just make out the shadowy forms of the war ships tethered to the watchtower. She thought it was strange that both ships were huddled together over the center of the city. The ships had hung over the city gates the day before, she was sure of that. What she couldn’t remember was if the ships had been tethered to the tall watchtower the night they had snuck into Avondale. Perhaps the ships anchored themselves every night. The war ships wouldn’t be very effective at night anyway. Was it possible that their crews went into the city after sunset?
Then she noticed the two massive shadows over the palace. She couldn’t tell what ships were there, but she was certain two large sky ships were floating above the earl’s palace.
“Tiberius,” she said, stopping in the middle of the street and taking his arm.
“What is it?” he asked, his body tensing as he recognized the fear in her voice.
“Something’s happening at the palace.”
“What? How can you tell?”
“There’s two sky skips anchored above the palace.”
Tiberius strained to see in the darkness. If the moon had been shining, the ships would have been easily visible, but there was very little light in the sky and none coming from the upper level of the palace.
“You can’t go in there,” Lexi said. “Not until we find out what is going on.”
“We have to get Rafe,” Tiberius said. “Then we can leave the city. I wanted to see my father again, but I don’t have to.”
“I’ll find Rafe,” Lexi said. “You stay here.”
“I can’t let you do that,” Tiberius said. “It might not be safe.”
“You may be a great wizard,” Lexi said, “but sneaking into places unseen is my special talent, remember? Besides, no one is looking for me. I’m just your tagalong girl.”
“You’re more than that,” Tiberius said. “You’re much more than that to me.”
“I know. I just meant that I wasn’t banished. Let me go in, look around, and find out what is happening.”
“All right, I’ll wait here. But don’t do anything risky. Just find out what’s happening and come right back.”
“I will, I promise,” Lexi said.
She left Tiberius in a dark alley, where he settled down with his back against the wall. Lexi envied him a little. Her chest ached, and her legs felt heavy. What she really wanted to do was to find a quiet little place to lie down and sleep, but she couldn’t do that now. She missed Dancer—the little wind glider would have seen the ships easily and probably trilled if danger had been close. She hoped she would be able to find the small, furry animal once they left the city.
The palace seemed dark and foreboding, but Lexi knew there was plenty of activity among the servants. Working in the palace was a highly sought-after occupation. There was prestige having access to the earl and city officials. The palace servants had small but comfortable apartments in the most secure building in the city. Food was plentiful, and there were so many servants working together that the palace was its own small community. Lexi had no desire to work in the palace, but she had no problem pretending that she worked there.
It didn’t take her long to slip into the kitchens and find something that needed cleaning. The other servants paid her no attention as they went about their tasks, but she soon heard about Earl Ageus being locked in the dungeons. The palace servants were stunned, but the news was so scandalous that the rumor mill was in full swing. Lexi didn’t wait long to make her move. She knew how to get to the dungeon—she had just been there earlier that day, and it wasn’t far from the servants’ storerooms.
Lexi was as quiet as a shadow as she descended the steps. She moved quickly past the storerooms and made her way to the heavy door that led to the dungeons. There was no lock on the door, and she opened it so slowly that even the rusty hinges didn’t make a sound. She slipped into the dark, spiraling staircase, leaving the door open behind her.
Below she could see light and hear the sound of heavy breathing. She moved down the stairs cautiously, careful not to make a sound, and drew the Wangorian dagger without really thinking about it. Having the weapon in her hand made her feel more secure.
Just above where the stairs opened up into the dungeon’s anteroom, she stopped. She was almost certain that what she could hear was the sound of someone sleeping. The only question was whether the sleeper was alone. Lexi couldn’t be sure.
She proceeded down the steps, keeping her body close to the wall. There were two guards on duty, sitting beside a lantern. One leaned back in his chair, a greasy head propped against the stone wall as he slept. The other man was smaller, with a pointed face and tired eyes. He looked up as Lexi came into view, the dagger hidden behind her back.
“What’s this?” the guard said. “Ain’t no one supposed to be down here.”
“Miss Julanne sent for me,” Lexi lied. The guards were wearing the king’s uniforms, and Lexi doubted that they knew anything about Avondale or the servants who worked there. “She thought you big strong soldier boys might like a little female company.”
“She did, did she?” the pointy-faced man said, his look of suspicion suddenly transforming into a look of hungry desire. “And what type of company do you propose to give us?”
“Anything you like,” Lexi said, trying her best to sound seductive. “Why don’t we let your friend sleep while we have some fun?”
The guard looked as his snoring and drooling companion. The bigger man had hoarded most of the food and nearly all the wine, too. Now he would miss out, while the smaller man took advantage of his good fortune, or so he thought. The pointy-faced man hurried forward, leaving his spear behind. He reminded Lexi of a starving child who had just discovered a cake.
His hands were reaching out for her as he came, his pale cheeks flushing with excitement. Then she lunged forward, swiping the Wangorian dagger across the soldier’s throat. The blade was very sharp, and it sliced through the man’s neck easily. He staggered backward as Lexi circled away from him. He tried to cry for help, but all that came out was a sickening gurgle. He held his hands to his throat, trying desperately to stop the bleeding, but her cut had been deep and opened more than one vein in the man’s neck. Blood was pouring out over his fingers and down the front of his jerkin.
He fell onto his side, his head smacking the stone floor with a hollow thump. The other guard grunted but didn’t wake up. Lexi waited until the pointy-faced man went limp, his dead eyes staring up at the ceiling. She plucked the keys from the man’s belt carefully, making sure the metal didn’t clink together. Then she rushed past the sleeping guard and down the narrow passage that was lined with cells.
The dungeons were dark and cold, but enough light from the guard’s station allowed her to see. She held a finger to her lips when she saw Earl Ageus slumped on the floor. Then she turned and found Rafe. He had seen her come into the corridor and was now standing next to the rusty bars of the cell door.
“What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice barely even a whisper.
“Getting you out,” Lexi said.
She inserted the key into the lock very slowly and turned it. The tumblers still made a metallic clunk as they were pushed into the unlocked position. The door swung open, and Lexi handed Rafe her dagger. The snoring had stopped, and Rafe left the corridor. Lexi heard a loud thump as the sleeping guard fell from his chair. She didn’t see what was happening with Rafe, as she unlocked the earl’s cell, but Rafe was wiping the blood from her dagger as he returned.
“Where’s Tiberius?” Rafe asked, still whispering.
“He’s outside the palace,” Lexi said as she turned to unlock Olyva’s cell.
“I’m so glad to see you,” Olyva said. “There’s a dead body down there in the dark.”
“I know,” Lexi said but didn’t explain. “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.”
“Who are you?” the earl asked.
“My lord,” Rafe explained. “This is Lexi. She is Tiberius’ companion.”
“You left the city when my son was banished,” the earl said.
“Yes,” Lexi said. “I borrowed some horses, too.”
The earl raised an eyebrow but smiled reassuringly. Rafe led them out of the dungeon, taking a sword, spear, and shield from the dead guards as he went.
“What’s our plan?” Olyva said.
“We have to get the earl out of the palace,” Rafe explained. “Once the war band sees him, they’ll rally to our cause.”
“And Tiberius knows what we have to do to stop Leonosis,” Lexi said.
She felt a tremor of fear when she realized what she had said in front of Earl Ageus. She had heard what happened in the earl’s audience chamber, but she didn’t know how the earl felt about his eldest son, who now King of Valana.
“Take me to Tiberius,” the earl said. “I must speak with him.”
“This way,” Lexi said. “We can get out through the kitchens.”
“The servants will recognize us,” Rafe complained.
“There is no way out of this place without being seen,” Lexi argued. “At least this way we’re not likely to run into soldiers.”
“She’s right,” the earl said. “Lead the way.”
They hurried back up the stairs, past the storerooms and into the kitchens. They didn’t stop or hesitate, even when many of the servants bowed their heads or dropped to one knee in front of the earl. When they finally got outside, Lexi wound their way around the palace, moving in shadows and keeping a watch on the palace. She expected armed men to come running after them at any moment or for an alarm to sound, but nothing happened. The night was still and quiet.
Lexi led them to the alley were Tiberius was waiting.
“Father,” Ti said when he saw the earl. “Are you well?”
“Yes, thanks to you. And to Grentz,” he said sadly.
“What happened?” Tiberius asked.
“Before we hash things out, we need to find a safer place to wait out the night,” Lexi said.
“I know where we can go,” Rafe said. “Follow me.”
He led them back toward the palace but then turned and took them up into the watchtower.
“Where are we going?” Tiberius said.
“The war ships,” Rafe explained. “Father and I captured the men who crewed them earlier today. We can wait there for morning. If someone comes for us, we can flee the city.”
They were soon too winded from climbing the seemingly endless stairs of the watchtower to keep talking. Lexi was at the rear of the group now, stopping to listen occasionally for pursuers. When they reached the watchtower, they found three of the earl’s men on duty, but the earl ordered them to continue their watch and to keep his presence a secret.
Tiberius and Olyva had the hardest time climbing the rope ladder up into the war ship, but eventually they succeeded, and Lexi followed them up. She was almost to the ship’s railing when she caught some movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned and saw Dancer’s limbs spread out as the little wind glider came swooping in to land on her shoulder.
“Where have you been?” she said happily, as the little animal nuzzled her cheek.
Dancer trilled happily, and Lexi grinned.
“It’s good to see you, too. I was worried about you.”
The animal cooed, and Lexi climbed up to join her friends on board the war ship.



Chapter 24
Tiberius
“Tell me what happened,” Tiberius said, but not to his father.
He knew as soon as he saw Rafe that something was wrong. Olyva’s demeanor could be attributed to the fatigue she always felt as soon as the sun went down, but Rafe looked as if his world had been knocked off its axis. He’d never seen his friend so grief-stricken before.
“His father died protecting me,” the earl said sadly.
Rafe looked down, and Olyva wrapped her arms around his shoulders as he sobbed. The ship wasn’t built for comfort, and it was hard to see more than dark shapes, but Olyva led Rafe away. Lexi lay down and was soon asleep. Tiberius followed his father to the command deck, where they sat on the small platform away from the others.
“I was a fool,” Ageus said.
“Tell me what happened.”
“Your brother happened,” Ageus said. “Brutas returned to Avondale thinking he would be earl. I expect he thought I would be dead, which I very nearly was before you arrived. I still can’t believe what you did for me. I feel young again.”
“Magic is for the good of all mankind,” Tiberius said. “Somehow we lost sight of that.”
“Where on earth did you learn magic?”
“I found an old book—well, actually it was only a piece of an old book. That’s really why I left with Rafe when he was banished. I knew I couldn’t stay in the city and I didn’t want to think of him facing the blighted lands alone.”
“And you couldn’t talk to me,” the earl said sadly. “I have been a fool, Tiberius.”
“We can’t focus on the past, Father. Valana is in too much danger.”
“From your brother? I guess you know how he managed to get the other earls to support his claim to the throne.”
“I’ve given that a lot of thought,” Tiberius said. “What do you know about magic?”
“Nothing,” the earl said. “Other than the fact that it is illegal.”
“Do you remember when the princess was here, right before I was banished?”
“Of course.”
“And she chose me to accompany her to the feast.”
“Yes,” the earl said, drawing out the word as he remembered how surprised he had been with the princess’ behavior.
“That’s because she practices magic, too,” Tiberius explained. “She could tell that I was learning magic and she wanted to know what I could do.”
“So, the princess is a witch?”
“She’s also the queen now,” Tiberius went on. “But I don’t think she’s completely to blame for what’s happened. I think she somehow summoned a demon or some type of spirit being that is behind everything.”
“How do you know all this?”
“I don’t know for sure, but I do know a few things for certain. When we reached Hamill Keep, the earl there—Earl Marcus—seemed strange. He wanted to send me to Sparlan Citadel and he knew things about me that he shouldn’t have known.”
“Like what?”
“Like the fact that we had found a magical gem called the Balestone. When Olyva saw her father, she knew something was wrong with him, too. Something was controlling his body, but Earl Marcus was dead.”
“Something was controlling his body?” the earl asked, obviously struggling to believe what his son was telling him.
“I know it’s hard to accept, but it’s true. When we resisted his plans, the earl attacked us. He didn’t respond to pain or even bleed when he was wounded. I had to burn the body to kill him.”’
“You really killed an earl?”
“No, Earl Marcus was dead already. What we did was destroy the body so it couldn’t be used by whatever foul creature had possessed it.”
“You think the princess did this?”
“No, I don’t think she did it herself. That kind of dark magic can’t be done by humans.”
“You’re telling me bedtime stories, Tiberius. None of this can possibly be real.”
“It is,” Tiberius said. “You know that I can do magic. Why is it so hard to believe that there are other people who wield that same power, but with darker intentions?”
“It makes no sense because your brother already has the throne. What more could he want?”
“I don’t know what Leonosis wants,” Tiberius said. “But there are more of these magical gems—two more. If the spirit being that is controlling the other earls gets them, he can enslave our world.”
“This is madness,” Ageus said. “I want to believe you, Tiberius, but it’s just too much. Your imagination always did run away with you.”
“It’s not my imagination, Father, but you don’t have to believe me. We’ll help you subdue Brutas tomorrow, then we’ll leave.”
Ageus looked at his son in the darkness, and Tiberius felt like he was a child again, caught doing something he shouldn’t have and facing his father’s wrath.
“You have saved me, Tiberius. Twice now you and your friends have rescued me. Avondale is your home. I will rescind the banishment. There is no need for you to leave Avondale again.”
Tiberius smiled. “Thank you, Father.”
“We should get some rest.”
“I’ll stand watch,” Tiberius offered.
Earl Ageus wasn’t accustomed to sleeping out in the open, but soon enough he was asleep. Tiberius wanted to sleep, too, but he had too much to think about. He had hoped that his father would accept him, accept that he was now a wizard, and to an extent, his father had. Before returning to Avondale, Tiberius would never have believed that his father wouldn’t punish him for practicing magic, but the earl had offered to let Tiberius stay in Avondale. It was a small victory, even if it wasn’t the acceptance and pride Ti had hoped to gain from his father.
Lexi and Olyva were both sound asleep, just like Tiberius’ father. Rafe stayed with Olyva through most of the night, but Tiberius could tell his friend wasn’t sleeping. Just before dawn Rafe joined Tiberius at the railing of the ship. The city was quiet and dark below them, although the smell of freshly baked bread was wafting up and making Tiberius’ stomach growl. Neither man spoke for a long time; they just stood side by side, comfortable in the silence.
“I can’t believe he’s gone,” Rafe said.
“He was a hero,” Tiberius said. “The best man in Avondale. Everyone knows it.”
“I never thought I’d see it. He always seemed indestructible.”
“I’m so sorry,” Tiberius said.
“Me, too.”
There was another long pause as Rafe regained his composure. Tiberius had never known he could hurt so much for another person. He knew Rafe had wanted nothing more in life than to make his father proud. It had been the single most important thing in his life, the driving ambition that pushed him to train so hard and outperform every other person in the earl’s war band.
“You saw him yesterday?” Tiberius asked.
“Yes, he was more understanding than I expected. He helped me take these ships. The first one, it was just the two of us, fighting side by side.”
“Was it the way you always imagined?”
“Better,” Rafe said with a smile. “And afterward he treated me like an equal, Ti. It was the best moment of my life. He said he was proud of me. I’ll never forget that.”
Tiberius couldn’t hold back the tears. He had wanted as much from his own father, but it had never been a possibility. The earl only had time for one of his children—his heir, Leonosis. Rafe’s father had been different. He had trained all three of the earl’s sons in swordcraft. He had been patient with Tiberius, encouraging, and supportive. It was as if Rafe’s father knew that Tiberius wasn’t getting what a boy needs from his own father. And surprisingly enough, Rafe had never been jealous of Tiberius, even when Ti got the affirmation that Rafe longed for. Tiberius and Rafe had only grown closer over the years, and now that Rafe’s father was gone, Tiberius felt a little part of his own life was gone, too. They could never go back to those childhood days—not now.
“I’m really happy for you,” Tiberius said. “You deserved to hear that from him. I’ve always known you were a great warrior and an even better man. You are honorable and strong, Rafe. You’re my best friend.”
“Thanks,” Rafe said, sounding strange.
Tiberius turned and looked at Rafe for the first time. In the predawn darkness, he couldn’t see his friend’s expression, but he knew something was wrong.
“What is it?” Tiberius asked.
“I heard you talking with your father,” Rafe said. “You’re going after another magical stone?”
“Yes,” Tiberius said. “To the south.”
“I can’t go,” Rafe said, his voice breaking as he said it. “My father died protecting the earl. I should take his place.”
Tiberius felt a coldness in his gut, a strange sort of fear that felt like he was hollow inside. He knew he was losing something precious, and he had no idea how to stop it. He wanted to argue with Rafe, to convince him to come along, but he also knew that Leonosis would never give up chasing Tiberius and the stones. If Rafe came, he might die trying to protect Tiberius, just like his father, Commander Grentz, died protecting Earl Ageus.
“You’re sure?” Tiberius managed to say.
“Yes,” Rafe said. “I’ve given it a lot of thought. You weren’t there when Brutas took control of the palace. He means to kill your father, and I can imagine that Leonosis feels the same way. Earl Ageus needs my sword, and I think it was what my father would have wanted.”
“What about Olyva?”
“I’ll talk to her about it. I want her to stay, but she may not want to. If she goes with you, will you look out for her?”
“You know I will, but I can’t protect her the way that you can.”
“Don’t kid yourself, Ti,” Rafe said. “You may not be a warrior, but you’re the strongest man in Valana. If you had been in the palace last night, you could have defeated Brutas and his hundred soldiers all by yourself.”
The two men embraced, just as the sun peeked over the horizon.
“I’ll miss you.”
“I’ll be here,” Rafe said. “When you do what has to be done, I’ll be waiting. With your brothers out of the way, you can be the next earl. And I’ll always have your back.”
Tiberius felt a stab of jealousy. His father would now have Rafe, and Tiberius wouldn’t. It was a nightmare, one that Tiberius had wrestled with often enough. Growing up, Ti knew that Rafe would serve Leonosis when his brother became earl. That thought had always made Tiberius feel ill, but when they were banished together, there was a small sense of relief that Tiberius’ vile brother wouldn’t get Rafe’s unwavering service. Now it seemed that a version of that nightmare was coming true, and it hurt.



Chapter 25
Rafe
Rafe was sad, but he knew he had made the right decision. It was the right course of action, and while it might have left Tiberius in the lurch in some respects, the truth was Rafe was needed much more in Avondale. Telling Tiberius had been difficult, but he knew his friend would understand and support him. Telling Olyva would be another matter entirely, but that would have to wait.
Rafe swung his leg over and climbed down the rope ladder that led to the top of the watchtower. Earl Ageus and Lexi were still asleep. Olyva had just awoken and was drinking in the first rays of sunlight. Tiberius watched over the ship, and now Rafe was going to summon the earl’s war band. The men of the war band would be loyal to Earl Ageus; at least Rafe hoped that they would.
“You men,” Rafe said as he climbed down onto the tower. “Go and rouse everyone in the barracks. Tell them Rafe Grentzson is waiting for them on the training grounds.”
The soldiers nodded and hurried away. Rafe looked up at the war ship and could see Tiberius looking over the railing at him. He gave his friend the thumbs-up sign, then turned and hurried down the long staircase that led out to the city walls, stopping to speak to the first soldier he found there.
“You heard about the events of last night?” he asked the man.
“Yes, sir,” the soldier said.
“Earl Ageus is retaking control of the city. My father did not die in vain. Spread the word.”
“Yes, sir!” the soldier repeated, before hurrying off.
Rafe continued down to the war band’s training yard. Thick wooden posts lined the training yard and were used for everything from sword drills to spear targets. On one end of the training ground was a tall platform from which the ranking officer could shout commands or address his troops. There was also a wide expanse where Rafe’s father had trained the war band to form a shield wall.
Some of the soldiers were starting to gather, but Rafe had a moment to himself as memories came flooding into his mind. It seemed that everywhere he looked he saw his father. He could almost hear Grentz shouting commands. He remembered running, fighting, striving to do everything perfectly, and always looking up to see his father’s grim face. Rafe had always hoped to see approval on his father’s face, perhaps even a smile of satisfaction in his son’s performance, but that was not Grentz’s way. Rafe’s father bestowed a grudging respect, and now Rafe treasured that respect more than anything.
He climbed up to the commander’s platform slowly. He had been on the platform before, first as a child calling out commands when he and Tiberius had pretended to be soldiers. Then, when he was commissioned as an officer, he used the platform as he trained his own squad of soldiers. Rafe had risen through the ranks swiftly; his skill with weapons and determination to be the best warrior in the earl’s war band had been evident to everyone who knew him. But it also felt strange taking the command platform when it should have been his father commanding the earl’s forces, not Rafe.
Looking down, Rafe felt a pang of resentment. Only about half as many soldiers were gathered on the training ground below him as Rafe knew there should have been. Some had obviously ignored his orders. It was possible that some of the earl’s men no longer considered him one of their number. Banishment carried a stigma, one that would not be easily overcome. And it was also possible that still others were siding with Brutas, perhaps because they doubted Earl Ageus’ miraculous recovery, but more likely because they were hoping that a change in leadership would somehow vault them into a more prestigious rank.
“Brothers,” Rafe said loudly, hushing the crowd. “You know me. I am Rafe Grentzson, and I have traveled across the blighted lands and lived to tell about it. But who I am is not important. What I have done is not important. All that matters today is that a usurper has taken control of the palace, thrown the rightful earl into the dungeon, and slain the commander of this war band. You all knew my father—he was a fair and fearsome man. He gave his life defending the true earl, and I shall honor him by seeing that Earl Ageus is restored to power.
“Many of you may doubt that Brutas has overstepped his bounds. With Leonosis in the capital, Brutas would have become earl upon his father’s death, but Earl Ageus is well. Earl Ageus has recovered from his malady and is strong once more. Brutas came to Avondale with soldiers from Sparlan Citadel, but he shall not rob our city with his band of mercenaries. Today we will retake the palace, drive his soldiers out of the city, and restore Earl Ageus to his rightful place as ruler of Avondale!”
Most of the crowd cheered, but Rafe saw that some looked skeptical, even frightened. He couldn’t help but wonder what they knew that Rafe didn’t. If Brutas had a troop of one hundred soldiers, even the most fearsome fighters in the kingdom, they would still be easily overrun by the troops gathered in the courtyard. So why did some of Rafe’s troops seem frightened?
“Gather your weapons and return here,” Rafe ordered. “Earl Ageus has been freed from the dungeon and is on his way here even now. Together we shall rout the usurper and his band of preening spearmen.”
The troops moved off, following the worn path that led to the armory. Spears, swords, and shields were gathered. Most of the Eearl’s war band wore no armor. The tall walls of Avondale were all the protection they needed. Some took bows and quivers full of arrows, and slowly they returned to the training ground.
Rafe met Tiberius and Earl Ageus coming down from the watchtower. He looked for Olyva, but she was not with them. Rafe wanted to tell her about his decision to stay. He felt as if he weren’t being honest with her, and it was eating away at his conscience. At one time returning to Avondale would have been Olyva’s greatest desire, but Rafe had to admit that Olyva wasn’t the same person as she was when they were banished. She was no longer weak or afraid or even indecisive. He had fallen in love with Olyva as a fragile flower of immense beauty, but she had grown into a strong woman who knew her mind and could back up what she believed. He thought of the way she had picked up the spear when Rafe was fighting the king’s soldiers the night before. She hadn’t hesitated to strike down a soldier to protect him, and that made her even more attractive to Rafe than she had ever been as an earl’s daughter.
Still, he was afraid that she wouldn’t want to stay. She had fallen in love with the wide open spaces of the blighted lands. Rafe somehow doubted that Avondale would be enough for her now, even if he was here.
“The girls?” Rafe asked.
“They stayed on the war ship,” Tiberius said.
“Do we have enough men?” Earl Ageus asked.
“I believe so,” Rafe said. “We should be able to overwhelm Brutas’ troops from Sparlan Citadel easily.”
“You don’t sound convinced,” the earl said.
“I’m afraid he may have gathered support from others in the war band,” Rafe admitted. “We may end up fighting our own men.”
“If they have sided with Brutas, then they are guilty of treason and deserve their fate,” Earl Ageus said.
“Avondale would be better off if we could contain the situation with a show of force rather than an actual confrontation,” Tiberius said. “We shouldn’t be too quick to condemn our own men.”
“Tiberius,” Ageus said with a sigh that was equal parts exasperation and disappointment. “What you fail to grasp is that mercy is always perceived as weakness by our enemies. We have not ruled Avondale because we were weak.”
Rafe glanced over at Tiberius, expecting to see disappointment on his friend’s face, but instead there was a look of amusement. In the past Tiberius would have been crushed by such a rebuke, but now he seemed completely unfazed. Rafe had always known that Tiberius was a better person than his brothers and father, but it seemed to Rafe that Tiberius had finally accepted that truth, as well.
When they emerged onto the training ground, there were nearly three hundred soldiers armed and waiting. They cheered for the earl, who raised his hands in thanks for their support, but he turned to Rafe.
“Why so few?” he asked.
“We sent word along the wall but didn’t send for those troops,” Rafe explained. “I expected more troops to join us, as well, but Brutas could just as easily have this many men with him in the palace.”
“We need to know,” Ageus said. “My son is regretting not having killed me last night. He won’t make that mistake again.”
“I have a plan,” Tiberius said.
“You? How?” Ageus asked.
“Trust him,” Rafe said. “What did you have in mind, Tiberius?”
“If Brutas isn’t being a complete fool, he’ll have the palace locked down,” Tiberius said. “It was a fortress before it was a palace. If he stations his men at the entrances, even with a smaller force, he’ll still have an advantage.”
“And if we can’t root him out,” Ageus said angrily, “he’ll continue to gain support.”
“I suggest you put these troops around the palace, with orders to hold their ground,” Tiberius said.
“What good will that do?” Ageus said.
“It will keep most of Brutas’ forces tied to the key entrances of the palace,” Tiberius said. “Then we’ll take one of the war ships to the roof of the palace with a few of your most trusted fighters.”
“That’s no good at all,” Ageus said contemptuously. “He’ll see the ship approaching and have men waiting for us on the rooftop.”
“True,” Tiberius said. “But I can deal with them. There won’t be enough of those men to keep us out. Then, while most of Brutas’ forces are guarding the entrances, we can attack him directly.”
“It’s foolish,” Ageus said. “You’ll be defeated before you set foot on the palace roof.”
“I think it will work,” Rafe said. “You can stay in the war ship until the roof is cleared, my lord. If we fail, then you can redirect your attack using the rest of the war band.”
“If we fail,” Tiberius added, “you’ll have only lost a handful of men. Don’t you think it’s worth the risk?”
“I think a more direct attack is wiser,” Ageus said. “We have enough men to storm the palace.”
“But if we do, hundreds of your faithful warriors will be slaughtered,” Tiberius argued. “My way only risks a few and offers the same reward.”
“I don’t think it will work, but I won’t stop you,” Ageus said. “But I’m staying here. If you don’t capture Brutas by midday, then I’m sending in my troops.”
“Fair enough,” Tiberius said. “Rafe, six men should suffice, and maybe a few more to help Lexi and Olyva fly the ship.”
Rafe smiled. He felt a sense of pride seeing Tiberius so confident and in control in front of his father. He also felt that with Tiberius behind him he could face an army singlehandedly.
“I’ll select the men,” Rafe said.



Chapter 26
Tiberius
Tiberius regretted not knowing a levitating spell. Climbing back up the entire flight of stairs in the watchtower was brutal, but he pushed himself, trying not to look weak in front of the other soldiers. Then he let them make the climb into the war ship while he caught his breath. Once he finally got on board, he found that several of the soldiers were already at work preparing to sail the ship from the watchtower to the palace roof.
“So I understand my part in your plan,” Rafe said as Tiberius settled himself on the deck of the ship. “But what are you planning to do to the enemy soldiers on the roof?”
“Honestly, that depends on who shows up,” Tiberius said. “If Brutas just sends soldiers, we’ll have to fight them. If he comes up himself, I could possibly take him out without hurting anyone else.”
“Not much chance of your brother exposing himself to danger, though, is there?” Rafe said.
“You’re going into the palace?” Lexi asked.
“We have to,” Tiberius explained. “My father wants to storm the palace with his war band. A lot of people could be killed.”
“I understand that,” Lexi said. “But don’t we have more pressing concerns than saving your father’s title?”
“She’s right,” Olyva said. “We could just leave.”
“I have no problem leaving Avondale,” Tiberius said, noticing the pained expression on Rafe’s face. “But Rafe—”
“Wait!” he said, interrupting Tiberius. “Just … let me have a minute with Olyva.”
He took Olyva to the other side of the ship.
“What is going on?” Lexi asked.
“Rafe is staying,” Tiberius said. “He’s decided to take his father’s place and serve my father.”
“What? Why would he do that?”
“He connected with his father yesterday in a way he never had before,” Tiberius explained. “Then he watched his father die to protect the earl. That is what he has trained and worked for his whole life. He feels partially responsible for his father’s death, I guess. And he wants to honor the legacy his father started.”
“I can’t believe he would turn his back on you,” Lexi said.
“He isn’t. He talked to me about it. It’s hard to think of us going on without him—and possibly without Olyva—but then again they may be safer here. Leonosis wants me and the Balestone, not Rafe or Olyva. My father will pardon them and welcome them back into his service. They can be married and have a family. Maybe that’s worth the sacrifice.”
“It won’t be worth anything if we don’t stop whatever is trying to find the stones and use them to enslave Valana,” Lexi said. “Besides, your father doesn’t deserve Rafe’s loyalty. And he certainly doesn’t deserve you risking your life.”
“Maybe not, but I’m not doing it for him. I’m doing it for Rafe and for us.”
“Us?”
“Yes,” Tiberius explained. “My father may be arrogant and cruel, perhaps even corrupt, but he won’t blindly support Leonosis. Not after Brutas’ attempt to kill him. Even if he’s nothing more than a thorn in Leo’s side, it will help us. Leaving Brutas in control of the city gives Leonosis and Queen Ariel de facto control of the entire kingdom.”
“I guess you’re right, but I don’t like it,” Lexi said. “And if you’re going down there, I’m going with you.”
“It will be safer here on the ship,” Tiberius said.
It was just a simple statement, not an ultimatum or even a request that she stay. The truth was, he liked the idea of having Lexi by his side. She was more than capable, and he wanted to share everything with her.
“We’re both better off together, even facing danger,” she said.
“I agree,” he said with a smile.
Then he kissed her and held her tight for a moment. His heart was beating fast, and he felt uneasy about attacking his own brother. It didn’t feel right to confront his family, even though he knew it was the right thing to do. Brutas wasn’t just out of line, trying to replace their father as earl of Avondale; he was actually serving Leonosis’ darker purposes, and Tiberius couldn’t let that stand.
“Okay,” Rafe said, as he and Olyva rejoined Tiberius and Lexi. “I’m ready.”
“I’m going, too,” Lexi said.
“Actually, most of our belongings are still on the sky ship from Hamill Keep,” Olyva said. “Wouldn’t it be better if Lexi and I reclaim them?”
“The Balestone is still on the ship,” Tiberius said, realizing for the first time that his brother might already have the stone.
“She’s right,” Rafe said. “I never went back for our belongings.”
“Well…” Lexi clearly didn’t like the idea of leaving Tiberius to attack his brother in a palace filled with soldiers, but she knew her skills would be more useful on the sky ship.
“You have to do it,” Tiberius said. “We’ll deal with Brutas—you get our things transferred to this ship. We’ll take it south when we leave.”
“I’m going with you,” Olyva said, her voice filled with regret. “Avondale will never be my home again.”
Tiberius looked at Rafe, who was clearly distraught, but he didn’t argue.
“You’re welcome with us,” Tiberius said. “Always.”
“It’s my choice,” Olyva said. “Rafe must follow his heart, and I must follow mine. It isn’t the way I hoped, but I can’t stay. I don’t know how to explain it, but I know I can’t stay here.”
“It’s okay,” Rafe said. “There will be time to talk about it when this is over. Brutas is showing his hand already.”
Tiberius turned and saw two dozen men on the rooftop. They all had spears and shields. Brutas wasn’t among them, and none of the soldiers were from Avondale. Tiberius breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t mind attacking the king’s soldiers, but he was loath to hurt the men of his father’s war band, even if they had sided with his brother.
“Okay, I’ll hit them with some fire, but they’ll probably just retreat back inside,” Tiberius said. “At least I can hold them off while we get down to the rooftop.”
Rafe turned to the six men he had selected to fight with him.
“Keep your spacing,” he reminded them. “We’ll be in tight quarters, and you don’t want to get in each other’s way.”
“If you hear me shout a command,” Tiberius told them, “obey it instantly. I can level our odds, but I can’t keep you from getting hurt if I have to use magic inside the palace.”
Tiberius saw the looks of fear in the soldiers’ eyes. They didn’t fear a difficult fight, but the fear of magic was ingrained in them. He smiled and nodded reassuringly. It was the best he could do until they saw that he wasn’t crazy and that his power wasn’t out of control.
The war ship swooped down toward the rooftop, and Tiberius leaned out over the ship’s railing. He could see the looks on the soldiers’ faces. They were ready for a fight, and Tiberius supposed that they knew exactly how many men could be on board the war ship. They were obviously confident that they had the upper hand.
“Accendo,” Tiberius said.
The magical portal opened up, and Tiberius let the fire come flowing out. He directed it toward the rooftop. The soldiers fell back, but they weren’t fast enough. Half their number were caught in the wave of fire, their clothes and shields bursting into flame. A wave of black smoke shot up, and Tiberius recalled the fire.
The screams of the burning soldiers made Tiberius’ blood run cold. Then the smell of burning flesh wafted into the war ship. Two men vomited, but Rafe was already climbing down the rope ladder, followed by two of his men. They dropped to the palace roof, weapons drawn, but the enemy had fled back into the open doorway that led down into the building.
Tiberius waited while the others four soldiers followed Rafe. He looked at Lexi and smiled. She leaned forward and brushed his cheek with a fast kiss just before he climbed down the rope ladder. The war ship wasn’t secured to the roof, so the vessel drifted as Tiberius climbed. He jumped down the last several rungs afraid he might be swept off the roof if he didn’t hurry. He landed hard, falling onto his side but quickly getting up and waving to Lexi, who was watching as she leaned out over the railing.
The war ship was moving around and rising up, to sail alongside the sky ship from Hamill Keep. Tiberius heard the clash of swords and hurried over to where Rafe and the others were fighting the king’s soldiers at the door to the rooftop.
“Down!” Tiberius shouted. “Scuti Incantatio.”
The magical shield sprang into existence. Tiberius could feel it, even though it was completely invisible. He pushed it forward with his mind, willing it to pass over the warriors with Rafe and then smash into the unsuspecting soldiers.
“Attack!” Tiberius shouted.
The king’s soldiers had been bowled back, most knocked off their feet. Rafe charged forward, letting his sword flash down again and again as he dispatched the enemy soldiers.
Tiberius looked up at the war ship that was sailing dangerously close to the huge cargo ship from Hamill Keep. He wanted one last glance at Lexi before he rushed into the palace with Rafe. He had to shade the sun from his eyes, but what he saw took his breath away.
Lexi was nothing more than a shadowy silhouette, but he saw her clearly. Her lithe body stretched as she jumped from the war ship’s rail onto one of the masts that stood out from the side of the sky ship from Hamill Keep. She was more like the little wind glider she loved so much than he realized. Tiberius’ heart seem to catch in his throat, and he was afraid that Lexi would fall, but instead she hurried across the narrow beam of wood with perfect balance. When she jumped over the rail and into the sky ship, Tiberius breathed a sigh of relief. Then the sound of swords on shields made him push every other thought away as he rushed into the palace after Rafe.



Chapter 27
Lexi
“We can’t get too close,” the soldier said.
He was in charge of the men maneuvering the war ship, and while they were able to fly the sleek vessel, there was no way for the inexperienced soldiers to get close to the Hamill Keep sky ship without getting tangled in the larger ship’s rigging or smashing into the sails that protruded from the sides of the ship like fins on a fish.
“Get me as close as you can,” Lexi said.
“What are you planning to do?” Olyva asked.
“I’ll jump from our ship to their’s,” Lexi explained.
“But what about our supplies?” Olyva said. “How will you get them back on board?”
“You’ll have to throw me a rope. I’ll tie it to the sky ship, and once I have our supplies, you can haul them back in.”
“Are you sure about this?”
“Yes,” Lexi said, trying to sound more confident than she felt.
She had climbed the sides of tall buildings and even made similar leaps, but never from so high as she was now or onto sky ships that might move or shift under her weight. She preferred being more grounded. Her skill at attaining valuable things had kept her alive and provided a living, but now she needed to recover something that was more valuable than her life or even every life in Avondale. She had to get the Balestone back into Tiberius’ safekeeping before their enemy discovered it was within their grasp.
The soldiers maneuvered the war ship as close to the sky ship as possible. Lexi eased herself over the war ship’s railing and stood on one of the thin spars that held the sails. Unlike the thick masts of the sky ship, the smaller spars on the war ship weren’t made to hold a man’s weight. Lexi could only hope it would hold her without breaking. She needed to run out to the end of the wooden pole, then leap toward the sky ship, which was almost ten feet away and slightly below the war ship.
“Be careful,” Olyva urged her.
Lexi glanced back over her shoulder and saw the concern in Olyva’s eyes. They hadn’t known each other before the banishment. And at first Olyva had been a weeping mess that Lexi couldn’t help but deplore. But Olyva had grown strong, and not just because of the changes to her physical body. Those changes would have broken a weaker person, but in Olyva they opened her eyes to what she could become. She had embraced their new life, which wasn’t limited to nine cities spread across a vast realm. Olyva had found what Lexi had always known in her heart to be true—that she wasn’t trapped by her birth or society or even limited to the kingdom she knew. Their world had suddenly become a vast place where anything was possible if they were just bold enough to take it.
Lexi dashed forward, leaving her fears behind her. Balancing on the quivering spar was more difficult that she had anticipated, but she managed it, and at the end of the long wooden pole, she jumped, letting the flex of the wooden spar propel her up and out away from the war ship.
For a moment she truly felt as if she were flying and wondered if she was experiencing what Dancer felt whenever she flung the little creature high into the air. Then gravity took hold, and she felt her momentum shift. The sky ship’s mast and rigging were suddenly flying toward her. She did her best to keep her balance, landing feet first and rolling forward on what amounted to a wooden pole that was only slightly as large around as her thigh. If the mast had been wider, she might have rolled over her shoulder and come back up on her feet in one fluid motion. Instead, she felt her body swaying to the side as she rolled forward and instinctively she threw her legs out in hopes of grabbing something solid. One hand found a thick, hairy rope, and her left leg hooked itself over the mast. Her motion came to a jarring halt, and she was halfway hanging off the mast. Below her, the sail was gathered in a neat fold and tied with small, thin ropes. Beyond that, there was nothing but empty space for hundreds of feet, and then the city spread out below her.
Lexi’s heart was pounding in her chest, but she pulled herself up and made her quivering arms and legs carry her to the side of the ship. She had to climb one of the thick rope nets that stretched from the mast up onto the deck of the ship. She swung herself from the underside of the net onto the top, then scrambled up and over the sky ship’s railing. Once her feet were safely on the sturdy wooden deck, she did her best to slow her heartbeat. It felt like a wild animal that was trapped in her chest, but she was alive and well.
She waved to Olyva, who threw a coiled rope toward her. The rope snaked out, and Lexi had to run up the deck to grab it. Once she had the rope, she tied it to the railing, leaving enough rope at the end so that she could secure their belongings for the soldiers to hoist back up on board the war ship.
The deck of the sky ship, even the command deck, was deserted. The sky ship was secured and there was no need to man it. Lexi guessed the sailors were in Avondale, probably in the taverns and brothels of the lower levels, but she also guessed that there would surely be some crew left aboard. There had to be enough men to maneuver the ship back into place over the palace and lower the stairway so that the others could board again.
The cabin she had stayed in with Tiberius was on the far end of the deck at the bow of the ship. Lexi ran across the wooden deck, doing her best to make as little noise as possible. She had to jump over coils of rope and other debris scattered around the ship. It was obvious the captain was no longer on board. He had been a stern man who insisted that nothing be left out of place. The crew still on board the sky ship obviously didn’t share his iron discipline.
Lexi slipped quietly inside the cabin, expecting to find their belongings right where they had been left when she, Tiberius, and Rafe had left the sky ship to sneak into Avondale. But the cabin was empty. Their packs were gone. She thought that perhaps she stepped into the wrong cabin, so she tried another, but it was empty, too. A quick search revealed that none of their belongings were in the smaller cabins.
Lexi then went to the larger cabin that was reserved for the earl of Hamill Keep and his family. The space was much larger and, while not exactly luxurious, it had much nicer furnishings. She found their packs scattered on the floor. Their clothes, spare blankets, and rations had been tossed out of the bags carelessly.
Lexi quickly began repacking everything. She knew where Tiberius had kept the stone. He had tucked it into a saddle bag and kept it wrapped in an old cheesecloth, but it was gone. Someone had rifled through their things and taken the Balestone. She wished she had some way to tell Tiberius what had happened, but all she could do was gather their belongings and get back to the war ship.
It took a while to get everything stowed away again, and then she hefted all of their bags at once. Lexi was strong, but the weight of all their packs was a strain. She moved much more slowly back across the deck. Then, when she reached the rope that was connected to the war ship, she carefully tied the straps of each bag onto the rope. Lexi could see Olyva waving to her from the war ship, which was hovering higher than the larger sky ship. The bulbous sail above the sky ship forced the smaller ship to keep its distance, and the rope trailed out diagonally from the sky ship.
Lexi waved back to Olyva and tossed their packs over the rail, but Olyva kept waving, and Lexi realized she wasn’t just being polite—she was warning Lexi of danger. She dove to the side, rolling into a crouch just as three of the sky ship’s crew dashed forward with a large net. They had to change direction, and even though Lexi broke into a run across the deck, they managed to toss the heavy rope netting over her.
Lexi fell hard but immediately began scrambling to escape the net. Two of the men pinned the net to the wooden deck, and the other stood over her.
“Not so fast, missy,” the man said. “We don’t take thievery lightly on this ship.”
“I’m not stealing,” Lexi said. “Those packs belong to me and my friends.”
“Oh, you’re the little nip that was sweet on the wizard. I recognize you now,” the sailor said. “But you can’t just sneak on board the earl’s ship and make off with whatever you like.”
“Let me go,” Lexi said. “I didn’t steal anything.”
“Everything on this ship belongs to the earl—or at least to the countess, at any rate. That includes whatever you left behind.”
“Someone already stole from us,” Lexi said. “I only came to get back what I could.”
“Too bad you didn’t get away yourself,” the man said. “Now you’re on the earl’s ship, and that means you belong to the earl, too. When the countess sends for us, we’ll have a nice surprise for her.”
“You can’t keep me here,” Lexi said.
“Sure we can,” the man said. “And we can have a little fun while we’re doing it, too.”
Just then there was a thump on the deck behind the man speaking. He turned, and Lexi saw him take a hesitant step back. Lexi looked beyond the man and saw Olyva. She was on the sky ship now, a rope tied around her waist and a spear in her hand.
“Let her go,” Olyva said.
“That’s the earl’s whelp,” said one of the men.
“She’s some kind of freak,” said the other. “I ain’t going near her.”
Olyva hefted the spear and aimed it at the man who had threatened Lexi.
“Let her go,” she warned them.
Lexi didn’t waste any time. She drew her Wangorian dagger and began sawing at the net.
“Hey! She’s got a knife!” said one of the men loudly.
The first man turned around just as Lexi cut through one section of the net. She was small enough that she could just slip through the new opening.
“Stop her!” shouted the lead sailor.
They were his last words. Olyva’s spear was true, and Olyva put all her strength into the throw. Lexi had no idea where the young, noble-born woman had learned to throw a spear, but it hit the lead sailor in the chest and smashed all the way through his body, so that the bloody steel stuck out his back. He fell to his knees, moaning, and then toppled onto his side and died.
One of the other men ran, but the third grabbed Lexi, thinking to use her as a hostage. Lexi slashed his arm with her dagger, and when the man stumbled back, she whipped the razor-sharp blade across his throat. Lexi didn’t stay to watch the man die. Instead, she hurried back to Olyva, hearing the desperate gurgle of the man behind her as he tried to hold his life’s blood in his ruined neck.
“Take hold of me,” Olyva said. “The soldiers will pull us up.”
“We can’t go up,” Lexi said. “Someone took the Balestone. We need to tell Tiberius and Rafe.”
“Okay, the war ship can carry us back to the palace,” Olyva said.
Lexi stuck the bloody dagger into her belt and wrapped her arms around Olyva. The taller girl did the same around Lexi, then they were pulled up. Lexi closed her eyes as they spun and swayed. Her stomach lurched with each heave that pulled them closer to the war ship. Soon they bumped into the side of the ship, and then Lexi felt strong hands pulling her and Olyva on board.
She took a deep breath and tried to slow her breathing down. Olyva was smiling, obviously just as relieved as Lexi was not to be hanging out of the ship high above the ground.
“We have to get to the palace,” Lexi said. “As quickly as possible.”
“You heard her!” bellowed the soldier in charge. “Bring us around, fast as you can.”
“Where did you learn to throw a spear like that?” Lexi asked Olyva.
“I don’t know,” Olyva said. “Watching Rafe, I guess.”
“It was incredible.”
“I know,” Olyva said. “It felt so empowering.”
“Get another one,” Lexi said. “We may need it.”



Chapter 28
Tiberius
The interior of the palace was filled with soldiers. Rafe and his small band of warriors were fighting their way down the ornate stairwell, but Tiberius was conflicted. They needed to fight their way through the crowd and reach Brutas, wherever he was hiding, but Tiberius didn’t want to see Avondale soldiers struck down.
“To me!” he shouted.
Rafe and the others fell back, surrounding Tiberius. The soldiers in the palace were led by the survivors of the king’s army that had been caught out on the rooftop.
“Accendo!” Tiberius shouted.
Normally, the portal of fire opened, and Tiberius merely controlled how much of the raging flames poured out, but this time he molded the fire, controlling where it went and how big the tongues of fire leaped.
Flames sprang up in a ring around Tiberius’ small band of fighters. The soldiers in the palace all fell back. The leader of the king’s troops plucked up his spear and hurled it at Tiberius, but with a wave of his hand, a plume of flame billowed up, knocking the spear off course and sending it flying to the side of the wide hallway at the top of the stairs.
“Stay with me,” Tiberius told the men around him, ignoring the look of terror on most of their faces. “Stay close, and we’ll be fine.”
“It’s okay,” Rafe assured the soldiers. “We’ll be fine. Trust him.”
They slowly made their way down the curving, marble staircase. The soldiers below them fell back. Many were shouting and cursing. There was no denying the use of magic anymore—too many of the soldiers had seen it. They could feel the heat from the ring of fire, and when Tiberius started waving his arm, a tongue of fire elongated and began to flow out from his hand.
To Ti, the movement was familiar, his mind naturally directing the fire just as he had seen his whip slashing through the air. He let the flame stretch out, the fire crackling with each pop of the magical flame. Anyone who tried to challenge the small group was struck by the flaming whip, their bodies knocked backward by the blow, their clothes and armor blackened and singed, although none were seriously hurt.
“What’s the plan?” Rafe asked.
“Let’s move to the feasting hall,” Tiberius said. “I think I can convince most of the troops to stand down.”
“Okay,” Rafe said. “You heard him—let’s move.”
The hallways were crowded, but the flames kept the combatants at bay. No one dared come too close, and anyone that tried to stop the small group was burned, their feeble efforts to fight easily deflected.
It wasn’t until they reached the large feasting hall that there was enough room for Tiberius to extend the ring of fire. Tiberius, Rafe, and the soldiers with them were dripping with sweat from the heat of the magical fire. Tiberius led the group to the center of the room, which was quickly filling with soldiers and even some servants. Tiberius guessed there were at least two hundred men at arms; most were men from the earl’s war band, but a few were the earl’s guard, and still others were men from the king’s army who had come to Avondale with Brutas.
Tiberius widened his circle of magical fire then let the blaze die down until they were little more than candle flames. His own warriors had stepped back with Rafe, standing behind Tiberius, who stepped forward and raised his hands peacefully.
“Men of Avondale!” Tiberius said in a loud voice. “You know me. I am Tiberius Ageusson. For years you have served my father. Why do you turn against him now?”
“We won’t listen to a wizard!” shouted one of the king’s soldiers.
“Brutas is the new earl,” shouted another. “By order of King Leonosis.”
“There is no need to fight,” Tiberius said loudly. “My father is still Earl of Avondale—not even the king can remove him without a proper hearing. He is outside, healthy, and capable of leading the army waiting with him to retake his palace. You’ll all be killed if you fight. That is not what we want.”
“Do you deny that you’re a wizard?” asked one of the men from the earl’s war band.
“No,” Tiberius said. “I don’t deny it. That is one of the reasons I left Avondale when Rafe was wrongfully banished. I did not wish to stay and put anyone in our city at risk. But I have learned much and I know that magic was once used for good. It shall be again.”
“Tiberius,” came a voice that Ti knew all to well. His brother came in from a side room, surrounded by a group of the king’s soldiers, all with weapons drawn. The men in the feasting hall moved aside for the young noble.
“The disgraced son of Avondale has returned,” Brutas said in a mocking tone. “And now you call yourself a wizard. Banishment wasn’t shameful enough—you had to try and break Valana’s most sacred law?”
“I use my power to help people,” Tiberius said.
“Your power?” Brutas said skeptically. “I say it is nothing more than parlor tricks.”
The men around Brutas spread out, so that now the feasting hall was ringed by soldiers watching the confrontation taking place in the center of the room. Tiberius stood facing Brutas, their respective bands of warriors spread out behind them, weapons held ready.
“You don’t know me, Brutas,” Tiberius said. “Please stand down and let us find a peaceful resolution to this misunderstanding.”
“There is no misunderstanding,” Brutas said. “Our father is a traitor, attempting to wrest control of Avondale from its rightful earl. You are a condemned man, wanted in all nine cities for the crime of wizardry. And that dog behind you shall be put down for returning to Avondale after being duly and justly banished.”
“Brutas, be reasonable. You must see that we want only what is best for our father and for Avondale.”
“Throw down your weapons,” Brutas said, doing his best to imitate Leonosis’ imperial tone of voice. “Surrender yourself to me, and I will spare your lives.”
“You know we aren’t going to do that,” Tiberius said, the ring of flames suddenly dancing a little higher.
“You think I am defenseless,” Brutas said. “You think I am a usurper, but I have the king’s seal of approval, and he has prepared me for your treachery.”
Brutas held up his hand, and in it was the Balestone. Tiberius felt a pulse of magical power, almost as if he had been slapped in the face. The magic of the small stone was immense, and it had quickly bonded with Brutas’ lust for power.
“Put that down, Brutas. You don’t know what it is,” Tiberius warned.
“The king,” Brutas shouted now, speaking to the soldiers in the great hall, “gave me this talisman to protect us from wizardry. Do not be afraid. In Spartan Citadel, King Leonosis has dispatched every resource available to snuff out my brother’s crimes. Magic shall never again wreak havoc in Valana. It will be stamped out anywhere and everywhere it raises its ugly head. Even if it happens to be within the king’s own family.”
“Brutas, that stone is evil. Cast it away and save yourself.”
“Don’t try to trick us with your lies, wizard,” Brutas spat. “You’ve had your chance to surrender. Now we will put you down like the dog you are.”
“No, Brutas,” Tiberius said.
“Soldiers!” Brutas said in a voice that Tiberius could sense was suddenly laced with magic. “Kill him.”
The king’s soldiers started forward slowly, passing Brutas, who still held the stone. Tiberius let his magical ring of fire roar back to life. He was just about to conjure the flaming whip again when he heard a quavering breath behind him. Tiberius started to turn, but a blade stabbed into his back, making his body arch in agony. He heard his own scream, like that of a wild animal, as he fell. The magical fire winked out of existence, and the room grew dark.
Tiberius landed on his side, his body jerking involuntarily from the pain. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Rafe, standing nearby; his face seemed frozen and his eyes glassy. Blood dripped from the blade of his dagger, and Tiberius realized his best friend had stabbed him. Then everything went black.
 



Chapter 29
Rafe
Rafe’s body was trembling. His mind was raging, but his body was held fixed by something he couldn’t see or fight. He had just stabbed his best friend in the world, and no matter what Rafe tried to do, he couldn’t stop himself.
“Noooooo,” came a shout as Tiberius fell to the floor.
Rafe was having trouble comprehending all that was going on, but he saw Robere, Tiberius’ old servant, come rushing to Ti’s side. The old man pulled his own tunic off and pressed it hard against Tiberius’ wound. He was crying and shouting.
“Someone, help us!” the old man bellowed. “Bring a healer, quick! We can’t let the earl’s son die!”
“Get them both out of my sight,” Brutas snarled.
Rafe watched helplessly as a group of the earl’s guard hurried forward. Robere was pulled away from Tiberius’ body while the rest of the guards hefted the limp and bleeding wizard off the floor. Blood was still dripping from the wound Rafe inflicted on his friend, but there was nothing the young warrior could do to help him. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t regain control of his body. Tears rolled down Rafe’s face, but he couldn’t even turn his head to watch as the guards carried Tiberius away.
“And now you,” Brutas said, stepping over the puddle of blood on the floor. “What shall we do with Rafe Grentzson?”
He was speaking quietly, and the crowd was still in shock, standing around the edges of the vast hall.
“You know,” Brutas said in a low voice that only he and Rafe could hear. “I was never really excited by marrying the whore from Hamill Keep, but we all have to do our duty. I’ll make sure she’s properly broken in, then I’ll let my men have a go at her. And when we’re through, I’ll see to it that she’s thrown out of the city walls like the tramp she is. You see, I can’t allow the insult to stand. You’re nothing—just a soldier, barely more than a slave, really. It wouldn’t look right if I didn’t punish you for your impudence. I am the Earl of Avondale, after all.”
“Lord, what shall we do with him?” asked one of the king’s soldiers who had come up beside Rafe.
“I think a public execution is called for. He’s twice a traitor,” Brutas said. “Hang him by his feet from the palace walls so that the entire city can see him. A day or two of that, and he’ll be begging us to kill him.”
“What about your father? He has troops outside.”
“Yes, I’ll see to that as well, once you’ve taken out the garbage.”
“My pleasure, my lord,” the soldier said with a sneer.
Rafe wanted to scream at Brutas. He wanted to draw his sword and hack the hulking noble into bloody pieces, but he couldn’t move.
“Let’s go,” the soldier shoved Rafe.
His body responded, moving away from Brutas, but Rafe had no control of himself. Two more soldiers tied his hands behind his back and then practically carried him from the feasting hall. The further Rafe moved from Brutas, the more he felt like himself. When they were out of the feasting hall, Rafe finally regained control of his body. He attacked suddenly, smashing his forehead into the nearest soldier’s nose and throwing his shoulder into the man. But the other soldier grabbed Rafe’s throat, pulling him backward.
The beating that followed was merciless. The soldiers punched and kicked Rafe until he couldn’t move. He was barely conscious as they carried him back up to the roof of the palace. Thick ropes were tied around his feet after his boots had been removed. His hands were untied from behind his back then tied together again in front of him. A heavy stone block was tied to his hands, as well, then Rafe was shoved over the wall.
For a moment he thought he was going to fall to his death, and Rafe welcomed it. He was in so much mental agony from knowing that he had struck down his best friend, probably killing him, that Rafe wanted to die. He had several broken ribs, along with a broken nose and several cuts from the beating he’d received, but his physical pain was dwarfed by his mental suffering.
The ropes around his feet kept Rafe from falling to his death. The ropes pulled tight and then Rafe was slammed into the stone wall of the palace. The block of stone pulled his arms down over his head and made his busted ribs ache so badly Rafe passed out.
He had no idea how long he was unconscious, but when Rafe woke up, he had to force his eyelids apart. Blood had run down and caked his eyelids shut. The city seemed to sway in his vision, and his head was pounding from too much blood having rushed into his skull from hanging upside down. Vomit came spilling out of his mouth and flooded his nose, which was swollen. The bile burned the tender flesh of his nasal passages, but there was nothing Rafe could do.
Normally, he would have been strong enough to flex upward, take hold of the rope at his ankles, and perhaps even pull himself back up to the roof. But the heavy block of stone made that impossible, even if his ribs hadn’t been broken. He hung upside down for a long time, watching the birds circling in the sky, which was now below his bare feet.
He could also see crowds of people pointing up at him. Their mocking laughter seemed far away and almost unreal. Rafe knew he was dying. It was hard to breathe, and if Brutas left him there, he would die a slow, painful death. But Rafe knew Brutas wasn’t finished with him. Olyva had been betrothed to Brutas when she had fallen in love with Rafe. Their declaration of love was an insult to Brutas, and now he planned to take his wounded pride out on Rafe. He could live with that. He wanted to die, but he hoped that Olyva and Lexi were able to escape the city. Brutas’ taunting threat toward Olyva still rang in Rafe’s ears, but there was nothing he could do about it. If he struggled, he would only cause himself more pain and possibly more injury. Instead he focused on breathing, letting his body rest as much as was possible while hanging upside down and being stretched by a heavy block of stone.
He would save his strength and use it when the chance presented itself for Rafe to kill Brutas. He knew the cocky noble wouldn’t be able to resist rubbing a little more salt in Rafe’s wounds. He would come close to Rafe, jeering at his pain, insulting Rafe’s pride, and mocking their failed attempt to defeat Brutas. When that happened, Rafe promised himself he would find a way to kill the bastard. He would die in the process, but he would take Brutas with him. He swore that much to himself as he hung dangling from the side of palace. And it was the bitter pill of revenge that brought him peace. His swollen lips, split in several places and caked with blood, pulled back in a wicked smile as Rafe planned his final act of vengeance.



Chapter 30
Olyva
The war ship was just swooping down to drop off Lexi and Olyva when Rafe was dragged out onto the roof. The girls, along with the soldiers flying the ship, watched in horror as Rafe’s body was tied and then tossed over the edge of the palace roof. The soldiers laughed and pointed at the war ship, mocking them and promising to finish with them soon.
Olyva felt her world spinning out of control. She wanted to rush to Rafe’s aide, but the soldiers refused to land the war ship on the palace roof or to swing low enough that Olyva and Lexi could climb down. It was too risky, they said. They promised that Earl Ageus would lead his war band into the palace and rescue Rafe, but as they approached the tall watchtower, they could see the men Earl Ageus had positioned around the palace laying down their weapons.
“What are they doing?” Olyva said angrily.
“Surrendering,” Lexi said in a small voice.
“They can’t,” Olyva said. “Why would they? They didn’t even try to fight.”
“Something must have happened,” Lexi said.
“We have to find out.”
“We will, but we can’t just go charging into the palace. If Rafe and Tiberius have been captured, then whoever is in charge will be looking for us soon. We need to disappear.”
“We can take the ship, go below the mists,” Olyva suggested.
“No, that will take too long, and we won’t be able to come back without being seen. We have a better chance of escaping into the city.”
“You think hiding will be easier in the city?”
“I know it will,” Lexi said. “Just keep up with me.”
Once the ship was secured to the watchtower, Lexi and Olyva hurried down. Olyva was scared. She knew she stood out among the crowds in Avondale, but Lexi was so confident that she hurried along after the smaller girl. In the military section of the city, things were tense, but no one stopped them. Once they were in the city proper, everything seemed normal. Lexi led her through a marketplace and then down several levels. They were almost to the fields where Avondale’s ample food supply was grown, and Olyva felt a strong compulsion to tread across the open fields and feel the dirt beneath her toes, but Lexi pulled her into a small home instead.
“Where are we?” Olyva asked.
“In a friends house,” Lexi said, watching out the ragged hole in the wall that served as a window.
“Won’t they be upset that you broke in?” Olyva asked.
“No, this room is just a front. The real residence is back there and well secured.”
“How do you know this person?” Olyva asked.
“It’s a long story.”
“Shouldn’t we be finding a way into the palace?”
“There are soldiers all over the palace right now,” Lexi said. “It’s too dangerous.”
“But you saw Rafe hanging from the wall. We have to do something.”
“I know,” Lexi said. “I just need some time to figure out how we can help.”
Time seemed to drag on forever to Olyva. Being indoors on a beautiful, sunny day was hard enough, but knowing that Rafe needed her help was even harder.
“We should probably wait until sundown,” Lexi said.
“No,” Olyva said. “I’m too weak after sunset. I won’t be able to help you.”
“I was thinking it might be better if I go alone,” the smaller girl said. “I know what I’m doing—I won’t get caught. But I’m not used to worrying about someone else.”
“No,” Olyva insisted. “We stay together, and we free Rafe together. We’ll find Tiberius and do what we need to do to get out of the city.”
“Fine,” Lexi said. “But if we’re going into the palace in broad daylight, we need disguises. I can find us a cloak and maybe something to cover your feet, but that won’t make us blend in.”
“Cloaks won’t do,” Olyva said. “If we want to blend in at court, we need dresses.”
Lexi looked at Olyva as if she had lost her mind.
“Don’t look at me like that,” Olyva insisted. “You have many skills, but I know a thing or two about life in the earl’s palace. We need formal gowns. I’m sure we can find one long enough to hide my feet, but your short hair will be out of place.”
“Maybe you should go and I should stay here,” Lexi said with a frown.
“We need to find a tailor,” Olyva said. “Someone who does work for the city officials. There are several on the higher levels.”
“We don’t have any coin,” Lexi said. “I don’t think they’ll sell us dresses on credit.”
“No, they won’t,” Olyva said. “That’s why I’m going to distract them, and you’re going to steal us two dresses. And a wig for yourself if you find one.”
“A wig?”
“Yes, try to find something that matches your natural color.”
They moved back through the city cautiously, listening for any word of what was happening in the palace. People seemed to be celebrating all through the lower levels of the city. Rumors of a conflict in the palace were encouraged by the sight of Rafe hanging from the high wall. As they moved up toward the more affluent section of Avondale, the populace grew more nervous. There were rumors flying around that Earl Ageus had been captured and was being treated like a common criminal.
A few people gave Olyva strange looks they worked their way back up to the broad high street where the most exclusive shops and markets were. Olyva was taller than she had been, but not abnormally tall. Her thin body was mostly covered by the dress she wore, and her arms were covered with a threadbare shaw that Lexi had found in the house where they had hidden. It was Olyva’s feet that drew the most attention. They were larger than normal, brown with rough, scaly skin that looked almost like tree bark. Her toes were easily twice as long as normal and pointed. They looked like tree roots, but most of the people in the city didn’t notice. The dark color of her feet contrasted with her golden skin, which was tanned by hours spent soaking up the sunlight. Most people who saw her feet just assumed she was wearing some kind of strange shoe.
“Here,” Olyva said. “This place will do.”
They were standing across the street from a shop that said Tyrrance Custom Tailory. The shop had large windows up front, but the rear had no windows.
“The front will be where the tailor conducts business,” Olyva explained. “In the back he’ll have a few seamstresses working. He should also have racks of finished gowns. Get me something long.”
“How many seamstresses?” Lexi asked.
“Half a dozen, maybe more.”
“What am I supposed to do—wave a magic wand and become invisible?” Lexi asked.
“No, just get what we need. I’ll distract them.”
Olyva left Lexi standing across the street and went directly into the tailor’s shop. Tyrrance was a short man, with a round stomach and very little hair on his head. He grew a wispy mustache and had a several pins in his mouth. He straightened when Olyva came in, looking at her from head to toe. Olyva knew she looked disheveled. Before being banished she would never have dreamed of being seen in public without making sure she looked well made up. Helen, her old dressing maid, had always seen to it that Olyva had beautiful dresses and then would see to her hair and makeup, sometimes spending hours preparing her to go out for just a little while. Now she was in a wrinkled dress that was too short for her, with no shoes, strange feet, windblown hair, and no makeup.
For an instant she felt embarrassed. Her old sense of pride reared its ugly head, and she wondered what the tailor must think of her, but then she smiled. It would be easier to cause a scene if she looked strange, and Rafe didn’t care if she wore makeup or had a fine dress. He was hanging upside down from the palace wall, and she was his only hope of rescue.
“May I help you?” the tailor said skeptically, after taking the pins from his mouth.
“I need a dress,” Olyva said. “Something that will cover my horrid feet.”
The tailor looked down again. By mentioning her own feet, Olyva had given the short man a reason to stare and he did so. When he finally looked up at her he was frowning.
“My lady,” he said, his voice sounding shaky. “Is there something wrong—“
“No!” screamed Olyva. “I can’t help it. My feet are hideous, but it isn’t my fault.”
She burst into tears, and the tailor looked stunned for a minute, completely unsure what to do. He found an scrap of linen and gave it to her to wipe the tears from her face.
“There, there,” he said uncertainly.
Olyva looked up and saw faces peeking around the large door that led to the tailor’s back room.
“Please,” Olyva said. “You have to help me. I can’t go on like this. My feet are so hideous.”
The seamstresses were straining to catch a glimpse of Olyva’s feet now. And the tailor was searching for a way to calm her down.
“If you don’t help me, I’ll kill myself,” Olyva said. “My life isn’t worth living anyway. No man will every marry a freak like me. I’ll throw myself from the city walls.”
“Now, don’t be hasty,” the tailor said, trying to reassure her. “I’m certain we can do something to help.”
“Really?” Olyva asked.
“We could create a gown that billows around your feet,” he said skeptically. It was almost as if he were asking a question, and he paused, waiting for Olyva to encourage him or maybe afraid that she would start shouting again.
“Go on,” she said calmly.
“The billows would hide your feet, even when you walk,” he said. “You might have to take small steps, but I’m sure we can do it.”
“No,” Olyva said loudly. “I’ll just trip and fall. Can’t you see my toes?”
She raised one foot in front of the tailor, letting her rootish toes rest on his round belly. The tailor lurched backward, tripping over a stool and crashing into the dressing mannequin he had been pinning fabric to when Olyva came in. The seamstresses couldn’t contain their laughter, and Olyva did her best to maximize the chaos.
“What is wrong with you!?” she shouted. “Are you afraid of me? You think I’m some kind of monster?”
She stalked forward, and the tailor was scurrying backward, still on his hands and knees.
“No, no, no, my lady.”
“You’re afraid that I have some awful disease. You’re thinking I’m going to spread it all around your shop,” Olyva screeched. “Well I hope it’s true. I hope your feet become so ugly you can’t stand the sight of them. I hope everyone that comes in this place gets horrid, ugly feet and can never wear shoes again.”
“Shoes!” the tailor said, finally finding something he thought might help him get rid of Olyva. “I have a friend, the best cobbler in Avondale. I know he can fashion shoes that will cover your feet, my dear.”
“Shoes?” Olyva said, as if she had never thought of getting shoes before.
“Yes,” the tailor said, getting back to his feet. “I can assure you he will help.”
“Can you take me to him?” Olyva whined.
“I’m very busy, my lady. This is not a good time for me to leave my shop.”
“Please?” Olyva said.
“Alas, no, but Horrace will help you. His shop is just down the street. He’s the best shoemaker in the city, perhaps even in all of Valana.”
“You’ve been very helpful,” Olyva said.
“It has been my pleasure,” the tailor said, escorting Olyva to the door.
“I’ll be back,” Olyva said. “I’ll need a dress to match my beautiful new shoes.”
“Of course,” the tailor said, almost shoving her toward the door.
“You have been so helpful,” Olyva said. “How can I thank you?”
“There is no need,” the tailors said.
When the door closed, Olyva waited for a moment just outside until she heard the laughter she had been expecting. The seamstresses were in an uproar, and it would take the tailor several minutes to calm them down and get them back to work.
As Olyva walked toward the spot where she had left Lexi, she saw a flash of color out of the corner of her eye. There was a narrow alleyway, just beyond the tailor’s shop. Olyva hurried down the shadowy corridor.
“I got the dresses,” Lexi whispered.
“And a wig,” Olyva said, trying not to laugh.
Lexi had long, flowing tresses of dark hair hanging around her shoulders.
“You like it?”
“You look like a different person,” Olyva said with a smile.
“Let’s just hope your plan works,” Lexi said.
“It will,” Olyva replied. “Trust me.”



Chapter 31
Tiberius
When he woke up, he was alone. The floor was stone, and his face was pressed hard against it. He tried to move, but the pain was so intense, he couldn’t. His sight dimmed for a moment, and his stomach rolled, emptying its contents in a weak spew that left bile in his throat and mouth.
He wasn’t sure at first what was wrong—his mind seemed sluggish, but then he remembered. Rafe had stabbed him. Tiberius couldn’t comprehend why. Rafe had said he was staying in Avondale to take his father’s place, but he was fighting to see Earl Ageus returned to power, not Brutas.
“Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus,” Tiberius said weakly.
The flow of magic was encouraging at first. He felt the power swirling around him and directed it into his body. He felt the wound ruining his kidney and causing a massive hemorrhaging in his abdomen. The spell would heal it, but then the Corporeus Adfectus doubled his pain, and he passed out again.
Water splashed into his face and woke Tiberius with a painful shock. His back muscles spasmed with pain, and he struggled to remain conscious.
“Wake up, little brother,” Brutas said. “To be honest, I’m a little disappointed. Leo thinks you are some great wizard. Yet I defeated you almost singlehandedly with hardly a fight at all. I admit your fire trick was impressive but hardly formidable.”
“Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus.”
“Are you casting a spell right now?” Brutas said in mock terror. “Oh no, are you attempting to turn me into a toad?”
Tiberius ignored his brother’s taunts. He knew that if he didn’t heal himself, he would die soon. He was so weak he could barely focus on the spell, and when the shock of pain from his magical empathy kicked in, it took all his strength to keep from blacking out again.
“Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus,” Tiberius repeated quietly.
He chanted the spell over and over while Brutas studied him.
“I can’t quite put my finger on what it is you are trying to do,” Brutas said. He held up the Balestone. “You know I never thought much about magic before. Even recently in Sparlan Citadel, when I saw what Leo had accomplished, I still didn’t think of how I might help myself with a little boost of magical power. But then I found this rock in your belongings. It’s quite remarkable. It speaks to me, brother. It whispers things in my ear that I have never considered before. I find that I feel stronger with it.”
“Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus,” Tiberius continued, feeling the healing spell working.
His head was beginning to clear, and the pain was in a steady decline. He hoped Brutas would go on babbling until Tiberius could regain his full strength and continue the fight.
“And even now I hear a voice in my mind. It’s really quite seductive, isn’t it? Who knew that the blighted lands hid such treasures? Perhaps I shall have to go and find more of these powerful stones. Maybe I could become king, just like Leo. I’d have to kill him, of course, but that wouldn’t be unreasonable. He’s become very nasty with his new sense of power. I’m not sure where his comes from, but this little rock is just brimming with power.
“Wait, what are you doing?” Brutas said in surprise. “You are healing your own wound, aren’t you? That is fascinating. What happens if I do this?”
He ripped open Tiberius’ cloak and then thrust the stone into Ti’s wound. The healing spell had dealt with Tiberius’ ruined kidney and stopped the internal bleeding. He was just about to switch to the laceration spell that would mend the severed muscles and seal up the wound, but instead a searing new fire made Tiberius scream.
He could feel the foul effects of the Balestone as the magic seeped into him. His mind was flooded with thoughts that were not his own. He could hear the screams of beings gone mad, feel the anger and fury from the stone.
“Oooohhhh,” Brutas said cruelly. “Does it hurt, brother?”
Brutas shoved the stone deeper, trying to hurt Tiberius, but suddenly a wave of power knocked Brutas backward. He fell with a cry, and several of the king’s soldiers came rushing in. Tiberius felt his wound healing on its own, felt the stone burrowing deeper into his back, like a mouse hiding in a haystack. He felt the power of the Balestone surging through him as it became part of him. His mind was suddenly very clear, and his own anger was like a raging furnace.
He rose quickly to his feet, only to find four spearmen leveling their weapons at him. Brutas was scurrying out the door, frightened and hurt. He’d arrived at Avondale with one hand bandaged and unusable, and now his other hand was black and shriveled.
“Kill him!” Brutas shouted.
“Scuti Incantatio,” Tiberius said, raising one hand toward the soldiers, palm up.
The soldiers lunged forward, thrusting their spears toward Tiberius. They should have impaled him, but the magical shield was too strong. Tiberius had used the shielding spell on multiple occasions. Each time the spell felt almost like holding a real shield between himself an his attackers. Their blows were felt kinetically through the invisible, magical barrier, and Tiberius fully expected to be rocked back by the powerful thrusts of the spearmen. Instead, it was the soldiers who were rocked back. Ti extended his hand, pushing the shielding spell forward, and the four soldiers were knocked senseless.
Tiberius knew that something had happened. The Balestone had somehow infused its magical strength into him. He could still feel the powerful stone lodged in his back. It hurt, yet he felt stronger and more capable than ever. He could still hear the voices—they were whispering to him now. He had felt the stone urging him to action before, but he had never heard the voices. He had to push them back before they overwhelmed his mind.
He knew he had to do something about the Balestone, but he needed to deal with his brother’s treachery first. He stepped out into the hallway. Brutas had sent Tiberius to a small room that was used by people waiting to see the earl. In the corridor, Brutas was running, his hands ruined, his troops looking unsure as he bellowed at them to kill Tiberius. Ti felt a sudden urge to summon lightning and strike his brother down. He could imagine himself channeling the awesome power of the lightning and hurling it at his brother, as if he were some sort of god, but he resisted the urge. He didn’t want to kill Brutas and he wouldn’t risk destroying the palace in his quest for revenge.
“Somni Incantatio,” he whispered.
The sleep spell was effective on crowds, but Tiberius had never seen it so effective. He could feel the power radiating out from around his physical body like a wave, and as it touched the soldiers, many of whom were from the earl’s war band, they fell to the floor instantly. Tiberius watched the wave race toward his brother. The sounds of bodies, armor, and weapons clashing onto the stone floor was loud, but not as loud as Brutas’ scream of terror. When the wave caught him, Brutas fell, his face smashed hard into the floor, and his body slid several feet before stopping.
Tiberius let the wave continue until the long hallway was full of unconscious men. Some at the far end of the corridor, which led into the huge feasting hall, had escaped, but Tiberius wasn’t worried about them. He had stopped Brutas and he knew that was enough to quell his brother’s rebellion. He walked down the hallway, stepping over the bodies of the unconscious men until he reached Brutas. His brother had always been a bigger person than Tiberius. Leonosis was thin and wiry, like their father. Tiberius was average in size, but he didn’t have a warrior’s physique the way Rafe did. Brutas, on the other hand, was taller and thicker than both of his brothers. He had large, rounded shoulders and thick legs. His chest was broad and barrel-shaped. He had a thick layer of fat over the large muscles, but he wasn’t flabby by any means. There was no way that Tiberius could lift his brother, so he left him where he lay and went in search of their father.
Tiberius had no idea how long he’d been unconscious, but he guessed it couldn’t have been more than a few hours. If he’d been unconscious through the night, he would have bled to death. In the palace’s great hall, Tiberius found more soldiers, but the men threw down their weapons.
“We surrender, my lord,” said one of the officers.
“You were supposed to be helping my father,” Tiberius said, recognizing the man.
“We surrendered to your brother… I can’t say why. He came out of the palace and told us to surrender, and we did.”
Tiberius nodded, understanding that Brutas’ possession of the Balestone had given him a magical influence over the earl’s war band. That was why Rafe had attacked Tiberius. He hadn’t willingly betrayed Ti.
“And where is my father?” Tiberius asked.
“Brutas had him put in stocks for the entire city to see. I’m sorry.”
“It isn’t your fault,” Tiberius said, fighting back the urge to take his anger out on the soldier by beating him to death.
Ti had to force the dark thoughts out of his mind. The voices were whispering, urging Tiberius to kill the soldier, to make all those who had betrayed him suffer. He knew that he could take the Earldom of Avondale now. He was strong enough, and not even his father would dare oppose him, although he had a strong desire to kill his father and his brother. Then he could raise his war band against Leonosis. He could fight the newly crowned king not only with magic, but with the entire might of Avondale. He could even travel to the other cities and slay their earls. He could bring them all under his control…
He shook his head, trying to stop the voices. He felt as if he were going insane. The ambition and lust for power was almost overwhelming, and he knew it all originated from the Balestone. He wanted to stop and cut the evil thing out of himself, but he couldn’t reach it. He needed help, and he had to find Rafe, his father, and the girls.
“I want you to stand guard over Brutas,” Tiberius instructed the man. “He’s unconscious, and I don’t think he’ll come to anytime soon, but stay with him if he does. I don’t want him moved. Meanwhile, have these other men get water and wake the soldiers that fell under my spell. I want that hallway cleared when I get back. Everyone stays in the Great Hall, do you understand?”
“Yes, my lord,” the soldier said.
“Good,” Tiberius said, turning away and moving toward the large double doors that led out of the palace.
The lump in his back was throbbing, but not with pain. He could feel the Balestone’s magic pulsing into him. He had to grit his teeth to keep the voices at bay. He stayed focused on finding his father. Avondale had stocks near the servants’ quarters. At one time, locking a person in stocks was popular punishment, but the stocks had never been used in Tiberius’ lifetime. Ti’s great-grandfather, the same earl who had closed the palace’s dungeons, had removed the public stocks and hanging cages. He couldn’t help but admire the bravery his great-grandfather had to make such changes.
Tiberius had to search for several minutes, but he finally found his father on a ledge that leaned out over the street below. Ti saw Earl Ageus from behind, where his father’s stooped form was leaning into the thick wooden stocks. Two of the king’s soldiers stood guard. They saw Tiberius approaching and lowered their spears.
“Ingesco Exsuscito,” Tiberius said.
He felt the magic spring out of the wooden spear shafts as the weapons burst into flames. The conjure fire spell was in many ways much simpler than the fire spell of the Fourth Order. Tiberius could use the conjure fire spell that Ariel had given him to make a flammable object catch fire. He couldn’t control the fire as he could with the more powerful Accendo spell, but conjuring fire still had its place.
The soldiers shouted and threw down their weapons, a look of panic suddenly filling their eyes. They drew swords and backed slowly toward their captive in the stocks.
“I have no wish to slay you,” Tiberius said, defying the voices in his head that were screaming for blood. “Throw down your weapons and I shall let you live.”
“We’ve got our orders,” one of the soldiers said.
“Fine,” Tiberius said, raising his hands and reveling in the magic that he could feel swirling around him and through him. The Balestone made his magical senses so much more acute, and he could feel the magic in every living thing.
“Fulguralis,” he shouted.
The last time Tiberius had used the lightning spell, it had nearly broken free of his control, but this time the magic connected to him in a completely different way. He felt the portal opening, felt the power of the lightning surging into the Balestone and through Tiberius’ body. Then, from this open palms, bright white bolts of lightning shot out and hit the two soldiers squarely in the chest. Tiberius felt the hair on his arms rise up from the static electricity, even after he clamped down on the spell.
The two soldiers were knocked backwards by the lightning, which left their tunics fused to their skin around a blackened hole that was smoking. Tiberius could smell the burnt flesh and knew that the two soldiers were dead. A part of him was gleeful at the use of raw, magical power, but another part, the true part of Tiberius, was revolted that he had used his magic to kill men so easily.
“Magic exists to benefit all mankind,” he said slowly.
The Balestone mocked him, and the voices in his head berated him for such thinking. He was a wizard, after all, they argued. Wasn’t he suppose to use his power? The soldiers were mortals, nothing more than dumb animals. Killing them meant nothing. But Tiberius fought to keep the voices at bay. He was a mortal, too, and killing was always a last resort.
He hurried over to his father and lifted the simple latch that held the stocks in place. The top beam was heavy, but Tiberius lifted it free and tossed it aside. Earl Ageus crumpled to the ground.
“Are you hurt?” Tiberius asked, kneeling beside his father.
“Not injured, just very sore.”
“What happened?”
“I don’t know,” the earl said. “Brutas came out and told my troops to lay down their arms, and they just obeyed him. There was no fight, no resistance. I thought you were dead.”
“Not dead, but close enough,” Tiberius said. “Come on, we need to get you back into the palace and we need to find Rafe.”
“Rafe is easy enough to find,” the earl said.
He pointed up toward the highest rampart of the palace. Tiberius looked up and felt a boiling hot rage erupt inside him. He could see Rafe hanging from the wall, his friend’s body stretched out by the weight of the block of stone that hung from his wrists.
“Come on,” Tiberius said. “I’ve got to help him.”
“The guards said he struck you down,” Ageus said. “I thought he was your friend.”
“He was under Brutas’ spell, the same as your men.”
“So Brutas is a wizard, too?”
“No,” Tiberius said. “But he had the Balestone, and it was working for him.”
“The Balestone?” Ageus asked.
“I’ll explain everything soon,” Tiberius said. “But I want to get you inside first.”
“But what about Brutas?”
“You don’t have to worry about Brutas,” Tiberius said grimly. “He won’t hurt us ever again.”



Chapter 32
Lexi
Wearing a dress wasn't completely foreign to Lexi. The wig, on the other hand, felt ridiculous and itched. She had to force herself not to scratch her head constantly. Olyva kept glancing over at Lexi, which only made her feel even more self-conscious.
“You look beautiful,” Olyva said as they neared the palace. “Don’t be nervous.”
“That’s easy for you to say. I feel like an idiot, and if I didn't know better, I’d think I had a bale of hay on my head.”
“It looks good, and that’s all that matters now. We need to get inside and help.”
They were passing through the large gate that led to the palace’s main entrance. Lexi felt nervous. Going through the front door wasn’t her favorite tactic, but she was trusting Olyva this time, and just in case, she kept her Wangorian dagger close at hand.
They were halfway across the palace’s outer courtyard when they saw Earl Ageus. He was locked in a wooden stock, his head and hands bound between the heavy pieces of wood. Lexi nudged her friend but didn’t say anything. There were other city officials coming and going from the palace, but none were speaking. Most just stared at the ground and hurried about their tasks.
There were soldiers guarding the main entrance, and Lexi felt her heart pounding as they approached the heavily armed men, but the soldiers didn't give them a second glance. Just inside the palace’s main entrance was a reception hall. Sculptures were placed around the large room on marble pillars. Tapestries and huge works of art adorned the walls. Normally the reception hall was a busy place where city officials, wealthy merchants, and even visiting dignitaries held unofficial meetings or talked about the latest gossip. But the hall was empty, and Olyva led them quickly through it.
Beyond the reception hall was the Great Hall, where the earl held public feasts and the city’s most important citizens were allowed to hold events such as weddings. Two corridors led off of either side of the reception hall. One was lined with small rooms that were used by the city’s officials to conduct their business. The opposite corridor led to the suites used by some of Avondale’s ministers. Grentz had been housed in one of the smaller apartments at the far end of the hall.
“This way,” Olyva said, taking them down the second corridor. “We need to get up to the roof.”
“You think we’ll just be able to stroll up there?” Lexi said.
“No, but we need to see what we’re dealing with.”
Lexi knew Olyva was right, but she didn't expect their task to be easy. If they could have waited until nightfall, they would have had a better chance of success. She doubted that there would be many guards posted at night, and they might even be able to sneak around the guards rather than fighting them.
At the end of the hallway was a narrow stairway that led up to the second floor. The Great Hall took up the center of the second story of the palace. There were large, open windows from the hallway that circled the Great Hall so that, for important events, spectators could watch from above. The second floor was also used to house visiting nobles. The largest suite of rooms was reserved for the king if he should ever visit, but all the the rooms were lavish, and Lexi knew that Olyva’s mother and sisters were staying somewhere on that floor.
A wider stairway led up to the vestibule outside the earl’s residence. And from there, a grand staircase curved up to the palace roof. Normally at least two of the earl’s guard stood watch at the bottom of the stairs that led up to the third floor, but the soldiers were missing.
“There have to be guards on the next floor,” Lexi argued. “It can't be this easy.”
“If there are, what should we do?” Olyva asked.
“We have to know what we're facing,” Lexi said. “Then we can decide what to do.”
"I hate the thought of waiting," Olyva said. "Rafe is just hanging up there."
"You need to prepare yourself for the fact that he might be dead," Lexi said coldly.
She saw the look of fear and shock on Olyva's face and hated herself for being so callous, but she knew that even if they could get to Rafe, there was no guarantee that he would still be alive. What was worse—she knew that if Rafe had been captured, then there was a good chance that Tiberius had been killed. She couldn't fathom that, even though she knew it had to be true.
"So we aren't even going to try?" Olyva asked angrily.
"No," Lexi said. "We are going up, but even if we can save Rafe, we need start thinking of how we're going to get out of here. Once Rafe's body is gone from the walls, it won't be long before the earl's men come looking for us."
"It might be better to find Tiberius first," Olyva said, looking down at the floor.
"I wish we could, but we have no idea where he is," Lexi said. "I think our best bet is to find Rafe and hope that he can tell us where Tiberius might be."
"And if he can't?" Olyva asked.
"Then we have to get Rafe out of the palace and find someplace safe for the two of you to hide. I'll come back for Tiberius by myself, after nightfall."
"You sound so brave," Olyva said. "I couldn't imagine doing this by myself."
"It isn't bravery," Lexi said. "It's necessity. I'll do what I have to do, and so will you. Let's go.”
They moved quickly up the stairs, expecting to be accosted by furious guards at any moment. They were trespassing in the earl’s private quarters after all, but the small vestibule on the third floor of the palace was empty. The sweeping staircase abandoned.
“It can’t be this easy,” Lexi said.
“Maybe they didn’t think Rafe needed a guard,” Olyva said. “If Tiberius and Rafe were captured and the earl was thrown into stocks, his army surrendered, what other threats are there to worry about?”
“Us,” Lexi said as she tried to see up the grand staircase.
“Maybe they don’t even know about us,” Olyva said.
“We can’t count on that,” Lexi said. “We have to be prepared for the worst case scenario.”
“And what would that be?” Olyva said.
“A troop of guards waiting on the roof,” Lexi said. “Once we go up, they could send men up the stairs, which would block our only route of escape.”
“Couldn’t you crawl down the side of the palace?” Olvya asked.
“Probably, but I wouldn’t risk that with you. And I’m sure Rafe isn’t up to it.”
“Well,” Olyva said. “We don’t really have a choice. We’re here, and Rafe needs our help.”
“I know it,” Lexi said. “But I still don’t like it.”
She pulled out her Wangorian dagger. The weapon was small, the razor-sharp blade curved slightly. It was heavy for a small weapon, but the weight felt good in Lexi’s hand. It felt strong, not delicate like the daggers made in Avondale.
“I wish you had a spear,” Lexi said.
“Me too,” Olyva agreed.
They moved up the grand staircase slowly. Lexi was listening hard, but there was no sound of trouble. The door that led onto the roof was open, and outside Lexi could see the brilliant blue sky. It was hard to imagine her life going so wrong on such a beautiful day. She had to force herself not to think about Tiberius. He was somewhere in the palace, probably badly wounded or beaten, perhaps even dead.
Finally they caught sight of the guards. There were two of them; both men were sitting on the palace roof playing a game of dice. They obviously had no fear of being taken by surprise, and Lexi hoped that would be enough of an edge that she and Olyva could overtake them.
“They aren’t holding their weapons,” Olyva whispered.
“There might be more that we can’t see,” Lexi said. “We better move quickly. I’ll take the one on the right, you go for their weapons.”
“Thank you,” Olyva said.
“For what?”
“For everything, but mostly for risking your life for Rafe.”
“He would do it for me,” Lexi said. “Besides, sticking together is our only chance of surviving now. Let’s go.”
Lexi edged to the doorway, peering around to see if she could see any other troops, but the rooftop was mostly deserted. She nodded to Olyva and then sprinted forward. The run from the doorway to the two soldiers only took three seconds, but it seemed like an eternity. Her back prickled with fear, and she felt as if a spear or sword would stab into her from behind at any second.
When she reached the soldier, she jumped forward, swinging the dagger toward the side of his neck. The blade punched through the soft flesh, and he staggered forward, holding the wound and gagging on his own blood. The soldiers were from the king’s army, men trained for war, and yet the second soldier just stood frozen in fear, watching his companion die. Lexi didn’t wait for the man to come to senses; instead, she lunged forward, thrusting her dagger toward the man’s stomach.
At the last instant, the soldier finally reacted, trying to leap backward away from Lexi’s attack. But he wasn’t fast enough, and the curved blade punched into his stomach. It wasn’t a killing blow; his retreat had given him enough space from Lexi that the blade only gouged into his abdomen a few centimeters, but behind him, Olvya had snatched up the man’s spear, which was propped against one of the stone pillars the sky ships were moored to. She turned the weapon toward the man, who backpedaled directly onto the spear’s blade.
His back arched, and he screamed in pain. Olyva shoved the weapon forward, and it punched through his body; the spear tip was red with gore as it stuck out of his stomach. He slumped to the ground, and Olyva let him fall. Lexi was turning around the roof, expecting more enemies to converge on them, but everything was quiet. The roof was empty.
“I don’t see anyone,” Olyva said.
“Me either,” Lexi agreed. “But someone must have heard that soldier scream. It won’t be long until reinforcements show up.”
“Let’s get Rafe.”
They hurried to where the ropes holding Rafe to the roof of the palace were pulled taut. They leaned over the parapet and saw Rafe hanging several feet below them. They tried to pull him up, but with the block of stone hanging from his hands, he was too heavy.
“What are we going to do?” Olyva asked.
“There’s only one thing we can do,” Lexi said. “I’ll climb down and cut the block of stone loose.”
“That’s insane,” Olyva said. “You could fall.”
“I can handle it,” Lexi said, already throwing one leg over the edge of the wall. “Wait until I get back up to start pulling him up.”
Lexi didn’t wait for Olyva to argue or come up with another plan. She wiped the curved blade of her dagger on the skirt of her dress, then put the back of the blade into her mouth. After kicking off her boots, she started her descent, keeping one hand on the rope that held Rafe to the rooftop and letting her other hand and feet find the crevices between the stones. The masonry of the palace was expertly done, but years of rain and snow had pitted the stone slightly, leaving just enough room for Lexi’s thin fingers and toes to find purchase.
She released the rope once she got to Rafe’s boots. She didn’t want to pull on his body or add any weight to him if she didn’t have to. The further down she climbed, the more nervous she became. She didn’t fear falling, but she wasn’t sure what she would do if Rafe was dead. She knew she would somehow have to get Olyva out of the city and help her friend go on without Rafe. She refused to think about Tiberius. She knew the chances of finding him alive were dropping lower and lower with every passing moment. The only way they could have defeated Tiberius was to injure or kill him. If he was conscious, he could work magic, even bound hand and foot.
She shook the thought of Tiberius from her mind and concentrated instead on her climb. She knew that if she lost focus, she could die. One slip would mean death, and not just for her. If Lexi fell, there would be no hope for Rafe or Olyva, either.
“Fancy … meeting you … here,” Rafe said in a weak voice.
Lexi turned, feeling relieved and revolted at the same time. Rafe’s face was dark red and extremely puffy. There was dried blood from cuts and dark circles from bruising.
“You’re alive,” Lexi said. “We weren’t sure.”
“Wish I … was dead,” Rafe said.
“What? Why?” Lexi asked as she began to saw on the rope holding the stone to Rafe’s wrists with her dagger.
He grunted in pain as the vibrations traveled up his arms and into his body. He was having trouble breathing, and Lexi knew they needed to get him on the rooftop as soon as possible.
“Tiberius,” Rafe said.
“We’ll find him,” Lexi assured Rafe, but the promise felt hollow.
“I think … I may have … killed him,” Rafe managed to say.
Lexi’s blood ran cold, and she felt a wave of nausea roll through her stomach. She could taste bile at the back of her throat, and her hands felt numb, but she focused all her attention on the rope.
“Don’t talk,” Lexi said. “I’ve almost got this rope cut—then we can pull you up.”
He didn’t talk, but she saw tears leaking from his swollen eyes. Her own chest felt tight, and it was hard to breathe, but she kept working. She knew she couldn’t stop now. Even though she had no idea what Rafe was talking about, she felt a sudden anger toward him, but she also knew that even if Tiberius was dead, he would want her to save Rafe.
“The rope’s almost cut through,” Lexi said. “When the block falls, it will relieve the pressure, but it might hurt. As soon as I get back up the wall, we’ll pull you up. Just hang in there.”
“Hanging … is all I can … do,” he said, trying to grin, but hanging upside down, the grin looked like a frown to Lexi.
She sawed on the last few fibers of the rope, and then the stone block dropped. Lexi didn’t bother looking down. She could hear the block scraping against the side of the palace before finally landing with a crash onto the paved street below. It was a miracle if someone wasn’t hurt by the shards of rock that must have gone flying in every direction, but she couldn’t worry about that.
She scaled the wall quickly, ignoring Rafe’s groans of pain. As soon as she pulled herself over the parapet, Olyva started pulling on the rope.
“He’s alive,” Lexi said. “And conscious.”
She helped heave Rafe’s limp body up to the edge of the roof. Olyva was almost frantic, but Lexi was patient. She leaned over and grabbed a handful of Rafe’s wool trousers. They pulled hard and got him up onto the edge of the roof, where they rolled him over the stone railing. They were all on the smooth stone tiles that made up the roof of the earl’s palace, Lexi and Olyva trying to catch their breath, Rafe moaning in pain, when a group of six guards appeared.
They were the earl’s personal guard, and each man was armed with a spear, a sword, and a small shield that was painted crimson with gold edging. The men turned and saw Lexi, Olyva, and Rafe, huddled on the ground, next to the edge of the roof. Lexi still had her dagger drawn, and Olyva picked up the spear that she had taken from the dead soldier Lexi had killed.
“They’re out here,” one of the guards shouted back into the place, then they walked slowly toward the group.
Lexi stood up slowly, resisting the urge to flee. She knew she could run away, climb down the palace walls, and escape into the city, but she refused to leave her friends. Besides, she thought to herself, if Tiberius was dead, she didn’t want to go on living.
Then, to her surprise and utter relief, Tiberius hurried out onto the roof. He sprinted toward her, and she ran to him. He dashed past the guards, who merely grinned at him and watched as he caught up Lexi in his arms and spun her around.
“You’re alive,” she said, laughing and crying at the same time.
“Yes,” he said. “Alive and well. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, I’m fine,” she assured him.
Her hand ran down his back, and she felt the hard lump of the Balestone that was lodged under his skin. He saw the question in her eyes but shook his head.
“It’s okay, I’ll explain soon,” he told her. “Right now, I have to help Rafe.”
“He said he thought he killed you,” Lexi said, taking Tiberius’ hand as they walked toward Olyva and Rafe.
“He stabbed me, but he was under Brutas’ influence and the Balestone,” Tiberius said. “But Brutas isn’t a problem anymore.”
“And the Balestone?” Lexi asked, almost afraid of the answer.
“I have it,” Tiberius said, a dark look flashing in his eyes.
“Are you still going to destroy it?” Lexi asked.
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said, no longer looking Lexi in the eye. Then he whispered so that only she could hear him. “I don’t know if I can.”



Chapter 33
Tiberius
He left his father just inside the Great Hall. Earl Ageus quickly took charge of the soldiers gathered in the huge room. Tiberius hurried upstairs to help Rafe. A half-dozen of the earl’s personal guard were already on their way up, and they had no issues with the sudden change of loyalty. Tiberius guessed that once the Balestone turned on Brutas, the enchantment he had over the soldiers broke, so only the few remaining soldiers of the king’s army who had come to Avondale with Brutas were still loyal to him.
When Tiberius saw Lexi on the roof, he was so relieved. It made him happy to see that Lexi and Olyva had gone to Rafe’s aid. He might haver preferred for them to stay away from the palace and out of danger, but he also felt a swelling sense of pride. The members of the earl’s guard were loitering near the two dead soldiers that had obviously just been slain, and Tiberius knew that Lexi and Olyva had killed the soldiers to save Rafe. Not only that—they had pulled him up and gotten him safely on the rooftop.
Tiberius hurried to his friend’s side. Rafe’s eyes were glassy with pain. He couldn’t sit up, and every breath hurt him. The blood was finally flowing into his legs again, and Tiberius knew they must be aching.
“How is he?” Tiberius asked.
“Not good,” Olyva said, her voice tight with worry. “It looks like they beat him.”
“It’s … nothing,” Rafe said. “Help me … up.”
“No,” Tiberius said. “Just lie still. Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis.”
The spell for healing broken bones stirred in the air around Tiberius, but he found he couldn’t control it. He should have been able to direct the magic easily, but it seemed to recoil from him. He could summon it, but he couldn’t focus it or apply it to anyone.
“Damn!” he said.
“What is it?” Lexi asked. “Are you okay?”
“Is something wrong with Rafe?” Olyva added.
“No, it’s me,” Tiberius said. “I can’t heal him.”
“Why not?” Olyva asked.
“It’s a long story, but basically Brutas fused the Balestone to me.”
“The lump on your back?” Lexi asked.
“Yes, it must be keeping the healing magic away from me.”
“So you can’t help him?” Olyva asked.
“I will be able to,” he assured her, then turned to Lexi. “But first you’re going to have to cut the Balestone out of me.”
“Here, Rafe,” Olyva said, giving Rafe a pinch of the soft, brown growth from a patch on her arm. “This will help with the pain.”
He took the pinch of woody growth and chewed it. In less than a minute, he was asleep. Tiberius had the guards fetch a stretcher to carry Rafe down on. Olyva stayed with Rafe while Tiberius and Lexi went back into the palace. They were met at the bottom of the grand staircase by a worried-looking Robere.
“Master Tiberius,” the elderly servant said. “I’m so glad you’re alive.”
“Me too,” Ti said. “How are you feeling?”
“Much better thanks to you. I can help now. I want to help.”
“Good,” Ti replied. “I need your help. Go and fetch a long pair of coal tongs and meet us in my old room.”
“Sir?” Robere asked.
“Look, I don’t really have time to explain everything. There’s a stone in my back that must be removed. You can’t touch it with your hands, so get some tongs.”
“I could get a healer,” Robere argued.
“No,” Tiberius said. “Just the tongs and meet us in my old room.”
“Of course,” Robere said with a bow.
Tiberius watched him hurry away and was surprised to see that there was a spring in his step. He couldn’t remember the last time he had seen his old servant moving so quickly.
“Tell me what happened,” Lexi said.
“Brutas had some kind of enchantment over whoever heard his voice,” Tiberius began. “We made our way to the Great Hall, but then Brutas confronted us. He ordered his men to stop me, and I didn’t even fathom that the soldiers with Rafe and me might turn on us. I was distracted by the king’s soldiers, and Rafe stabbed me from behind. I was out of it for a while, and when I woke up, Brutas was waiting for me. I tried to heal the wound, but before I could, Brutas thrust the Balestone into my back. He was trying to hurt me, but he hurt himself instead. The stone must have turned on him. It burned his hand terribly but healed my back, sealing itself inside.”
“The rock did that on its own?” Lexi asked.
“Yes,” Tiberius explained. “It’s full of terrible beings. I can hear their tortured moans and screams in my head. They keep trying to seduce me into hurting people.”
“Oh, Ti, that’s horrible.”
“I know. I have to get it out.”
“But shouldn’t we let someone do it that knows what they’re doing?” Lexi asked.
“There isn’t anyone who knows about the Balestone,” Tiberius explained. “A healer could make the incision, but for all I know, the Balestone could fight back again. I don’t want you to touch it. Just cut my back and let Robere pull the stone out with the tongs.”
“But won’t it hurt?” Lexi said.
“Yes, but that can’t be helped.”
“You could take some of Olyva’s herbs, like she gave to Rafe to ease his pain. Then we could cut it out while you were sleeping.”
“That’s a good idea,” Tiberius said. “But I want to be conscious. I’ll need to heal the wound as soon as the Balestone comes out.”
Lexi nodded, but Tiberius could see that she was worried. He was nervous, too. The prospect of cutting something out of his body while he was awake and fully aware of the pain wasn’t something he was looking forward to. And he was afraid of how the Balestone might react to him, but he couldn’t let that keep him from getting rid of it. The Balestone had been distracting when it was wrapped in a cheesecloth and stowed in his saddle bag, but now that it was in his body, he could feel the stone’s evil intent spreading through him like a disease. He wanted to be rid of the stone, forever.
His old room was just as he had left it. Robere had made the bed and set out fresh clothes. There was water in a tall pitcher on the table and towels in the wash basin. Tiberius wanted to lie on the bed, but after thinking things through, he decided that sitting backward on one of the straight-backed wooden chairs would be the better option. His shirt was ripped and bloodstained. He took the soiled garment off, and Lexi washed the area she was about to cut open. Then they waited for Robere to return.
To Tiberius, the wait was torturous. He just wanted to get the ordeal over with. Lexi tried to lighten the mood with small talk, but Tiberius had trouble keeping up with the conversation. His mind kept going back to seeing Lexi on the rooftop with the wig on. She had looked so much older, so refined. She could be the wife of an earl—for that matter, he thought, she could be a queen. Yet he hated seeing her in courtier garb. Lexi was a free spirit, not bound by the rules of etiquette or the current fads that seemed to change more often than the seasons. He loved that she knew who she was and what she wanted.
“I’m glad you lost the wig,” he said.
“You didn’t like it?” she said, acting as if she were hurt by his criticism.
“I didn’t mean—” he started saying, but she giggled and kissed him.
“I hated that thing,” she said. “I don’t care for the dress, either.”
“Take it off,” Tiberius teased.
“I doubt your man servant would approve,” she said in a mocking voice.
Tiberius had only been teasing about Lexi’s dress, but he felt a sudden rush of desire. He wanted Lexi, but not simply to be with her—he wanted to dominate her, to subdue her and bend her to his will.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing,” he said, forcing himself to look away from her. “Let’s just get this over with.”
“Robere isn’t back with the tongs,” Lexi argued.
“Then pry the damn thing out with your knife. Just get it out of me.”
“Tiberius, what’s wrong?”
“The Balestone wants me to do things,” Tiberius explained. “Horrible things. You have to get it out of me.”
Just then the door opened, and Robere came in with a long pair of cast iron tongs. He was followed by the earl, who looked distressed.
“Tiberius,” Earl Ageus said. “This is madness. I won’t let Robere cut something out of you.”
“You don’t understand,” Tiberius said. “We have to get it out.”
“You could die,” his father argued.
“No,” Tiberius said. “I can heal the wound, but I have to get the Balestone out of me. I can’t do anything else until we get the stone out of my back.”
“I don’t understand,” the earl complained.
“Just do it, Lexi!” Tiberius said loudly.
She stepped forward and used her Wangorian dagger. The blade cut through the skin and muscle easily. Tiberius had to grind his teeth so hard his jaw ached to keep from screaming. He arched his back when Lexi made the cut, then slumped onto the back of the chair, gasping for breath.
“Master Tiberius,” Robere said, his voice shaking.
“Give her the tongs,” Tiberius said through clenched teeth. “Hurry.”
It felt to Tiberius as if Lexi had stabbed him with the tongs. She forced the cold metal into his back, which was torturous, but then the Balestone began to move. To Tiberius it felt as if the stone were trying to burrow further into his back.
He screamed, but Lexi didn’t stop. Tiberius couldn’t see the look of fear and doubt on his father’s face, but he could hear Robere weeping. Then Lexi began pulling the Balestone out of him. The powerful stone didn’t want to budge. Tiberius screamed in pain again, his back arching and his body swaying back as Lexi pulled. Then Tiberius felt his father’s boot on his back, and Robere came around the chair to hold his shoulders. There was an excruciating wrench, then the pain subsided, and Tiberius passed out.



Chapter 34
Lexi
Lexi felt the stone’s power pulsing up the metal tongs. It seemed to be calling to her. It was covered with blood, and she stared at it for a moment through her tears. Then she suddenly cast it across the room.
“What’s wrong?” the earl asked her.
“It’s evil. Don’t let anyone touch it,” she said. “Robere, get some water. We need to rouse Tiberius so he can heal the wound.”
Robere poured water across Tiberius’ back, washing the blood away from the open wound. Lexi pressed one of the towels into the cut. She had made a clean, straight incision, but the tongs had torn the edges of his skin, and pulling the stone out had pulled muscle fibers out of the wound as well. It looked like raw meat and blood continued to seep steadily from the wound. The towel was turning red under Lexi’s hand.
“Pour some over his head,” she told Robere. “We have to bring him around.”
Robere poured the water gently over Tiberius’ head. He groaned and sputtered but didn’t wake up.
“I’m sending for a healer,” Ageus said loudly, but Robere and Lexi ignored him.
“More water,” Lexi said. “Splash it in his face.”
Robere grimaced but slung water from the pitcher up into Ti’s face. He woke up with a gasp that turned into a groan.
“Tiberius!” Lexi said loudly. “Tiberius, you have to heal your back. Do it now!”
Tiberius’ head slumped down again, but his eyes were open. His mouth moved, forming the strange words of his spell, but no sound came out. Tears were springing from his eyes, and his breathing was ragged.
Lexi waited for the spell to work, but after several minutes she began to worry. Her towel was soaked with blood, and when she lifted it, the wound seemed no better.
“It’s not working,” Tiberius said. “The Balestone’s magic blocks my healing spell.”
“What does that mean?” Lexi asked.
“I can’t…” But Tiberius passed out again before he could finish speaking.
“What do we do?” Robere said.
“We have to stop the bleeding,” Lexi said. A tremor of fear made her voice shake.
The door to the room swung open again, and Earl Ageus stepped in, followed by two healers. Lexi looked away from the earl’s angry gaze.
“Lord, we need help,” Robere said. “Master Tiberius is too weak to work his magic.”
At the word magic, both of the healers looked terrified, but Earl Ageus ignored them.
“Has he come to at all?” he demanded.
“For a moment,” Lexi said. “He tried to heal it but said he couldn’t.”
The earl turned to the healers. “Well? What are you waiting for? Do something.”
The men hurried forward and quickly examined the wound. Then one went hurrying back out.
“Where’s he going?” the earl asked.
“We have to cauterize the wound, my lord,” the healer said. “To stop the bleeding.”
“Then what?” Lexi asked.
“We’ll have to stitch the muscle back together and then close the wound,” he explained.
In the time it took the other healer to return, the first healer probed Tiberius’ wound with his fingers. The other healer, a plump man with a thick gray beard, returned with a brazier, what looked like metal poker that would be used to move logs around in any fireplace, and a bottle of clear liquid.
Lexi could feel the heat coming from the brazier and she felt a sense of revulsion as she realized what the healers were about to do. They were going to burn Tiberius to stop the bleeding. She couldn’t stand the thought of such a torturous treatment. She had grown accustomed to Tiberius being able to heal people so effortlessly.
“Wait!” she said. “He can heal himself. We just need to wake him.”
“I thought you tried that,” Earl Ageus said.
“We did, but he has to try again. Please.”
“Fine—Robere, wake him,” the earl commanded.
Robere patted Tiberius’ face with a wet hand. Ti’s eyes fluttered open, and Lexi knelt down in front of him.
“Tiberius,” she said gently. “You have to wake up and heal your back.”
“Can’t,” he managed to say.
“You have to,” Lexi urged him. “The healers are here—they want to cauterize your wound. You have to heal it. Do you understand me?”
Tiberius’ blinked slowly, then slumped forward.
“He’s losing too much blood, my lord,” said the first healer.
“Do what you have to,” the earl said.
“No!” Lexi shouted.
“Stand aside, woman, or I’ll have you removed,” the earl growled.
The first healer poured some of the clear liquid onto Tiberius’ back. Lexi could smell the astringent twang of strong spirits. She guessed that the clear liquid had been distilled for just such a purpose. The metal poker had been nestled in the coals as soon as the brazier had been brought into the room. Lexi felt sweat break out all over her body when the gray bearded man pulled the iron from the coals, revealing the glowing red tip.
The first healer stood up, took the poker, and carefully inserted it into Tiberius’ back. The sound of sizzling flesh was almost immediately joined by the stench that billowed out of the wound. Tiberius woke up screaming in complete agony. Tears flooded Lexi’s eyes, and she turned away. She could see the earl watching; the muscles in his jaw were flexed, but otherwise his face was completely impassive.
Once the healers had the wound cauterized, they began stitching the muscle back together. Tiberius had passed out from the pain again and so was mercifully unaware of the surgery taking place. When the wound was completely closed, the healers applied a thick bandage, wrapping it completely around Tiberius’ body. He was moved to the bed, and the healers left, along with Earl Ageus. Robere and Lexi sat near Tiberius’ bedside, waiting for him wake up.
“He was sick once,” the elderly servant said. “The poor thing could hardly breathe. I had to keep him propped up on pillows. The healers brought in steaming cauldrons steeped with eucalyptus. It was the most stressful week of my life,” Robere said. “But he recovered. He was always stronger than people gave him credit for.”
“You love him very much,” Lexi said.
“I hope the feeling is mutual. I never had any children of my own. He was just a child when the earl placed him in my care.”
“You watched him grow up then.”
“I did,” Robere said with a smile. “I worked with his brothers, too—we all did. The servants assigned to the earl’s family are almost like a family, too. But Tiberius was always different than his brothers. He had an open mind, always curious, and always seeing the best in every person or situation he met. I learned more from him than he ever learned from me.”
“He talks about you,” Lexi said. “He told me you were like a father to him.”
The elderly servant smiled.
“He also said you brought him his whip before he was banished,” Lexi said.
“It was the least I could do. He always loved that whip, and none of us understood why. I suppose he lost it in the blighted lands.”
“No,” Lexi said. “It’s with our belongings on the war ship.”
“Will you really leave Avondale again?”
“We must,” Lexi said. “Tiberius would never put the city in danger, and Leonosis wants Ti and the Balestone.”
Lexi looked into the corner where she had thrown the stone. No one had touched it, not yet. It was still covered with Tiberius’ blood.
“He won’t be well enough to travel,” Robere said, reassuring himself. “Not for some time yet, I would say.”
“He’ll be happy to see you,” Lexi said. “For however long we’re here.”
Robere had cleaned the blood from the stone floor and carried away the bloody clothes and rags. Now there was nothing to do but wait. Lexi had a bad feeling about things. She was afraid. Seeing Tiberius so weak and in such overwhelming pain had frightened her deeply. Tiberius had seemed so powerful, almost invincible, but now he seemed frail. She didn’t mind taking care of him, but she was afraid that finding and destroying the stones of power might be more than he could bear. She had to settle in her mind the fact that Tiberius might die before everything was said and done. It was a thought that made her more than uncomfortable—it filled with a chilly fear that she couldn’t hold at bay.
“You look beautiful,” Tiberius said weakly.
“Ti! You’re awake,” Lexi almost shouted.
“Master Tiberius, what do you need?” Robere asked.
“Wine, Robere,” Ti said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “And a little bread.”
“Right away,” Robere said. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
The elderly servant slipped out of the room, and Lexi took Tiberius by the hand.
“I couldn’t stop them,” she said. “Your father brought in healers. They cauterized the wound.”
“That’s good,” Tiberius said. “I couldn’t heal it.”
“You aren’t mad?” she asked in surprise.
“The Balestone’s magic repels my healing spells,” Tiberius said. “I might be able to heal the cut you made before you pulled the stone out, but I can’t do more. At least not yet.”
“Well, you’ll have to stay in bed, at least for a week or so,” Lexi said. “We can’t even think about leaving—”
“No,” Tiberius said. “We have to go. I can rest on the journey south.”
“Tiberius, think about what you’re saying. You’re hurt, and so is Rafe. We can’t travel until you’re both well.”
“I’ll heal Rafe now. Take me to him.”
Tiberius struggled to sit up, but Lexi held him down.
“No,” she said.
“Lexi, listen to me. My father may have already sent word to Leonosis that we’re here. If we wait, we could find ourselves surrounded.”
“You have to take care of yourself,” Lexi said. “You almost died.”
“It wasn’t that bad,” Tiberius said, his face sweaty and pale from the pain.
“Why are you so stubborn?”
“I’m not being stubborn. I just don’t want you or Olyva or anyone else to be hurt because of me.”
“You can’t fight all by yourself, Ti,” Lexi said. “Let me help you.”
“I want your help,” he said. “I need you more than ever, Lexi, but the Balestone is evil. I know that now more than ever. You saw the havoc it caused in the wrong hands. We have to get the Emerystone and make sure that the portal to the Nether Realm is closed forever.”
“I don’t understand,” Lexi said, feeling a little defeated.
“That’s okay. I’ll explain everything to you soon. Right now, I need to help Rafe. Then we can make our plans.”
“Fine, I’ll have him brought to you,” Lexi said. “You stay here and rest.”
“Fair enough,” Tiberius said. “I love you.”
Lexi felt her fear and worry drain away. She leaned forward and kissed Tiberius softly, then hurried from the room so Ti wouldn’t see the tears she couldn’t hold back anymore.



Chapter 35
Tiberius
When he first woke up, all he could think of was pain. His back felt as if it were on fire, and there was a deep-seated ache that started in his back and radiated down through his hips and up into his shoulders. But when he opened his eyes and saw Lexi, he felt an immediate sense of calmness and strength. She was there, still watching over him, and that fact filled him with pride.
After sending Robere for food and Lexi to bring Rafe, Tiberius finally let himself summon his magic. He hadn’t been able to heal Rafe on the rooftop, and then he couldn’t heal himself after Lexi removed the Balestone. Those incidents had left Tiberius with an overwhelming fear that the Balestone had somehow robbed him of his magical skills. He still knew the spells, but he couldn’t move the magic into his own wound. He knew that the Balestone had left some residual, magical debris; he could feel that much. Even though the voices were no longer in his head and he wasn’t competing with conflicting internal desires, he still felt traces of fury and a lust for power.
“Sano Sarcio Acies Deprimo Abscido,” Tiberius chanted softly.
He felt the magic stir around him, then he directed it into his back. The healing flow immediately went to work on the edge of the deep cut in his back, and he could feel his body pushing the stitches out of the muscles and skin. His pain didn’t quite double, but it flared bright enough to take his breath away. He felt a sense of relief as he worked the spell, but whenever he tried to coax the magic deeper into the wound, it refused. The fiery pain from the cut vanished, but the deep ache remained. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t heal the area that had been in contact with the Balestone. It was as if there was a void in his back and nothing he tried would heal it.
“Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus,” he chanted, trying to cast the spell to heal internal bleeding. But the magic always moved around the small wound deep in his body, like water flowing past a rock in a stream bed.
Then an idea struck Tiberius. Lexi had told him the healers had cauterized the wound. Tiberius had a vague memory of unbelievable pain, the stench of burning flesh, and the sound of his own screams filling his ears. Perhaps the spell for healing burns would work, he thought. It was the most complicated of the Sana Magus spells, but he had successfully cast the spell before.
“Acies Sano Cuticula, Acies Penetralis Resarcio Viscus,” he said, repeating the spell over and over.
He pushed the magic toward his wound. He could feel the charred flesh deep inside his back. He could even feel the blood flowing through his veins and the organs working around the wound, but the small pocket where the Balestone had been lodged refused to be healed. It was like a ruined eye socket, weak and weepy. The residual evil of the stone clung to the charred flesh like a sticky residue, stubbornly refusing to be swept away by Tiberius’ healing spells.
Finally, after several minutes of intense effort, Tiberius gave up. He felt better and was able to raise himself up to a sitting position on the bed without help. There was still a lot of pain, a horrid, deep ache, and as he moved, the muscles in his back quivered, threatening to spasm.
He untied the bandage that the healers had wrapped around his body and with one hand felt his back where the cut had been. Now there was nothing but smooth flesh. Robere came in with a tray but immediately set the tray down and hurried over to the bed.
“Master Tiberius, you mustn’t,” he said in a shrill voice.
“It’s okay,” Ti explained.
He had to turn slightly so that Robere could see his back. The old man was speechless. He reached out with a trembling hand and touched the place that had been sliced open and was now perfectly smooth flesh, without even a mark to show where the cut had been.
“What about the stitches?” Robere asked.
“The spell pushed them out,” Tiberius said.
“So you’re healed,” the servant said. “The way you healed me?”
“Not exactly,” Tiberius said. “I could only heal the cut Lexi made, not the wound the stone left in me.”
Robere looked at the Balestone still covered in Ti’s blood in the corner of the room.
“I should throw it out,” Robere said. “I can take it up to the wall and cast it out into the mist,” he said.
“No,” Tiberius reassured the elderly servant. “The Balestone has to be destroyed. That’s my task. But it can’t be done here. I have to go far to the south first. Far away from Avondale.”
“But this is where you belong, my lord,” Robere said.
“Not anymore,” Tiberius said. “I’ve seen too much. Besides, I doubt the city would accept me the way that you have.”
“They would love you, lord, if they knew you as I do.”
“Perhaps, but Leo will hunt me down wherever I go. If I stay here, the whole city would be in danger. I can’t do that.”
“I see. But you won’t leave right away, will you? Surely you can stay for a while?”
“I will heal Rafe and see my father,” Tiberius said. “Then we must leave. Every moment that I wait gives our enemy time to find us.”
“Who is your enemy, lord?” Robere asked. “Surely not your own brother?”
“You above all people know how dangerous Leonosis is,” Tiberius said, thinking of how his older brother had tortured the helpless, elderly servant. “But I don’t think Leo is acting alone. The princess—I mean, Queen Ariel—is a sorceress. I believe she has summoned a powerful spirit being to our world and now the creature looks to enslave us all. The only way to stop him is by destroying the stone.”
“Your father should give you his war band. A thousand soldiers could stop this monster.”
Tiberius smiled. He knew that Robere couldn’t fathom the depths of their enemy’s power, but he would put all his trust in Tiberius without hesitation. 
“You brought food?” Tiberius asked.
“Yes, of course. Wine, just as you asked. Fresh bread, some cheese, and fruit, as well.”
“Help me into a chair. I don’t want to stay on the bed.”
“Are you sure?” Robere asked, the concern evident in his voice.
“Yes, positive,” Tiberius said.
Robere took his arm, and Tiberius stood up slowly. The muscles in his back threatened to cramp, and the deep pain throbbed, but after a moment Tiberius felt strong enough to stand on his own. He walked slowly toward the tray of food while Robere moved one of the wooden chairs back to the table. Tiberius sat down on the edge of the chair, not letting his back touch the hard backrest of the chair.
“A pillow perhaps, my lord?”
“That might help,” Tiberius agreed.
Robere slipped a pillow between Tiberius and the back of the chair. Then he poured wine from a crystal decanter into a small cup. Tiberius picked up a peach and looked at it. It felt warm in his hands and perfectly ripe.
“Those were just brought in from the orchards,” Robere said. “I thought you might enjoy them.”
Tiberius bit into the peach, its soft, furry skin parting easily to reveal the sweet flesh underneath. The peach was so juicy, the sticky, delicious nectar ran down his chin and into his hand. He hadn’t realized how dry his mouth was, but as the juice of the peach flooded his mouth, he sucked it down eagerly. He took several bites of the peach in rapid succession, then added a piece of cheese to his already full mouth.
The wine was rich and strong. As Tiberius let the wine roll across his tongue, his taste buds seemed to explode in his mouth. Everything tasted so good, he felt like he could eat an entire feast by himself, but then after only only a few moments, he was full.
“The peaches are perfect,” Tiberius said. “I want to be sure we have a sack of them loaded onto the ship before we leave the city.”
“I can see to that, lord. I can see to all your provisions,” Robere said.
“That would be a huge help,” Tiberius said. “We need enough food and water for the small crew and three passengers.”
Robere nodded and left the room again, but Tiberius was struck by a sudden sadness. He realized he didn’t want to leave Avondale without Rafe. As children they had dreamed of grand adventures together, and as men they had shared everything since the banishment. But now Rafe was staying to take his father’s place as the earl’s champion and personal guard. The ache in his heart over the loss of his friend was almost as painful as the wound deep in his back.
When Lexi returned, Tiberius had the soldiers lay Rafe’s body down on the bed. The soldiers were the same group that had carried Rafe from the roof.
“They haven’t left him since we pulled him off the wall,” Lexi said quietly about the guards.
Tiberius guessed that Lexi was suspicious of the men, but Tiberius thought they were simply hopeful. Rafe’s father had been the pride of Avondale and the earl’s commander for decades, and everyone had expected Rafe to be just as famous. The men of the earl’s war band had respected Rafe, and now it seemed they were looking to him to show them what to do, now that their loyalty was called into question.
“They’re fine,” Tiberius said, getting slowly to his feet.
“Are you really strong enough to do that?” Lexi said. Then she saw his back. “Did you heal it?”
“Just the cut. Like I told you, the area around the stone won’t heal magically. I tried everything I knew to do.”
“You need to rest,” she said, sounding worried.
“There will be time for rest soon. Right now, Rafe needs me.”
“He hasn’t woken up yet,” Olyva said. “He’s not in pain, but his breathing seems to be getting worse.”
“Cut off his clothes,” Tiberius said.
The soldiers stepped forward with daggers and knives. They were gentle, and Olyva covered Rafe’s hips with a towel. Tiberius spent several minutes looking his friend’s body over. It was bruised from his knees up. His thighs, arms, and shoulders were all splotched with dark bruises, but his abdomen was swollen, and it was obvious that Rafe had several broken ribs.
“This will take a while,” Tiberius said.
“Here.” Lexi offered Ti the other chair. “Sit down at least.”
Tiberius sat gingerly on the edge of the chair and placed his hands on Rafe’s shoulder and swollen belly. Lexi stood to one side of Tiberius, and Olyva was on the other. The soldiers stood against the far wall, watching, as Tiberius closed his eyes and began to chant his healing spells.



Chapter 36
Tiberius
Restoring Rafe’s body took time, but otherwise Tiberius had no trouble helping his friend, who was still unconscious from the stems Olyva had plucked from her body. Tiberius would have loved to spend time trying to understand all the incredible things Olyva could do since her changing, but there simply was no more time.
“I have to see my father,” Tiberius told Lexi and Olyva. “Then we should leave.”
“So soon?” Olyva asked.
“I’m afraid so.”
“But Rafe hasn’t woken?”
“Stay with him. I will send for you once we’re ready. And Olyva, if you choose to stay, we will support your decision completely.”
“No,” Olyva said. “This will never be my home again. I can feel the call to move on, and I want to help you.”
“We could really use your help,” Lexi said. 
Olyva smiled, and Tiberius turned around. The Balestone was still lying in the corner. His blood had dried so dark that the stone looked brown, but Tiberius could still feel the stone’s power calling to him. He knew he couldn’t risk losing the Balestone again and couldn’t send it with one of the soldiers, but he didn’t want to touch it, either.
“Lexi, pull out my trunk from under the bed,” he said.
Tiberius walked over and picked up the metal tongs. They were heavy but effective. He picked up the stone easily enough and turned back to Lexi.
“There’s an old coin purse in there,” he said.
“I’ve got it,” Lexi confirmed.
She poured the coins out into the box. They were mostly old coins, struck with the images of earls and kings long dead. Tiberius had collected them as a boy. Most earls cast new coins at some point during their reign, collecting the old coins and melting them down so that the new currency carried their own image. Tiberius had often wondered what Leonosis’ coins would look like. Now he hoped that his brother didn’t live long enough to reforge Valana’s currency—or the very nature of the kingdom.
Lexi held open the pouch, and Tiberius carefully dropped the Balestone inside it. He could feel the stone responding to his murderous thoughts. It wanted him to kill his brother; the strange magical object seemed to revel in pain, destruction, and death. Tiberius felt guilty for wanting his brother to die, but Tiberius wanted to live. He wanted his friends to live and even the people of Avondale, the other cities of Valana, and the free people living across the blighted lands to live. He wanted them to thrive, to know peace, to prosper. He doubted that he could give them all those things, but if he could stop Leonosis, he knew they at least had a chance.
“All right,” Tiberius said, setting down the tongs and taking the coin purse. “Let’s go find my father.”
The palace was buzzing with news, and there was a sense of relief on the faces of the servants and city officials. Brutas had been defeated, and Earl Ageus was back where he belonged. Almost as soon as Tiberius left his room, his back spasmed so hard that he could hardly walk. Even breathing was difficult. He had to stop every few steps and clench his teeth against the pain.
“What is it?” Lexi asked.
“My back,” Tiberius said. “The wound is making the muscles spasm.”
“Is there anything I can do?” she asked. The worry on her face was reflected in her voice.
“Can I lean on you?” Tiberius asked.
Lexi nodded, and Ti put his arm around her shoulders. They walked slowly through the palace, taking special care as they descended the stairs. Every step sent a jolt of pain through Tiberius, but he knew they couldn’t stop. He had to find his father and begin his search immediately. Every moment he spent in Avondale gave his brother time to trap them there.
It took a while, but they finally found Earl Ageus in the earl’s audience hall, which was also filled with soldiers. Those who had joined Brutas’ quest for power were swearing fealty to Earl Ageus. Those that didn’t would have been executed, and Brutas sat on the floor not far from his father, surrounded by guards with their spears held ready. He was in a temporary prison of blades, on display for everyone to see so there was no longer any doubt as to who was in charge of Avondale.
Tiberius knew he should have been happy to see his brother brought low, but instead he felt sad. To Ti, the entire scene was a testament to his family’s failure. Earl Ageus raised his hand to silence the soldier who was swearing allegiance to the rightful ruler of Avondale. The man had laid his weapons at the earl’s feet and then lay down on the ground, his arms and legs spread wide. The earl had one boot on the man’s head as a sign of his sovereignty, but he quickly stood up and called for his son.
“Tiberius!” the earl said. “Come here.”
The crowd parted before Tiberius and Lexi. They walked through the crowded space, and with each step the Balestone, which Tiberius held by the straps of the small coin purse, urged Tiberius to slay his father and take control of the city.
“Father,” Tiberius said when they reached the front of the dais. “We need to talk.”
“Clear the room!” the earl shouted.
The soldiers hurried out of the audience chamber, all except for those members of the earl’s personal guard who were holding Brutas as spear point. Earl Ageus stepped back from the throne-like chair from which he held court. He waved invitingly to Tiberius to sit in his chair.
“Come, sit here,” the earl said, then turned to Lexi. “And you, young lady, join him, please. You have both proven yourself to me and to Avondale. This is your birthright, Tiberius. To rule Avondale.”
“Father,” Tiberius said, never moving from in front of the dais. “You must know that is impossible.”
“Why?” the earl asked. “You are my son. Brutas is a traitor.”
He spat in the direction of Brutas, who cowered on the ground like a frightened dog. He was still cradling the hand the Balestone had burned. The skin was black, and Brutas was obviously in great pain.
“Everything is as it should be once again,” the earl continued.
“No, it isn’t,” Tiberius argued. “Leonosis will come here looking for me.”
“I can deal with your brother,” the earl said. “If this is about your banishment, have no fear.”
“No, Father, please listen to me. Something is trying to find the Balestone. It isn’t from our world, but it wants to dominate us all. It wants to turn Valana into a hellish place where innocent people suffer. We have to stop it.”
“And you think Leonosis is in league with this creature?”
“I think so, or perhaps even possessed by it. If not Leonosis, then Queen Ariel is. She’s a witch, Father. I’ve seen her power.”
“Yes, yes, you said as much before.”
“But now I’m telling you. There are other stones like this one.” Tiberius held up the pouch. “Only not evil, and I must find them. They have to be destroyed before whatever is controlling Leo uses them to destroy Valana.”
“How many men do you need?” Earl Ageus said.
“I don’t need men,” Tiberius said. “Well, perhaps a few to help sail the ship, but that’s all. What I really need is time.”
“And how can I buy you time?”
“You could leak word to Leonosis that I’m still here, hiding from him. He’ll send war ships and troops, but you can stall them. Try negotiating—do whatever you can to make him believe I’m here. Meanwhile I’ll go in search of the other stones. Once I have them, I can destroy them and defeat Leonosis.”
“You’re asking me to risk our city and the lives of every person here to help you overthrow your brother?”
“I don’t want to overthrow anyone. I want to stop the evil that’s spreading—”
“You always hated your brother,” Earl Ageus said, interrupting Tiberius before he could finish. “Avondale can be yours. Isn’t that enough?”
“You don’t understand, Father,” Tiberius tried to explain. “Leonosis won’t let you live. He won’t let anyone rule Avondale but himself. He’s already taken control of the other cities.”
“This is madness,” the earl said, his voice rising with anger. “Do you really expect me to believe these outlandish tales? Wake up, Tibeirus! Stop living in this dream world you have created.”
Brutas began to laugh. Tiberius and Earl Ageus both looked at him. The laugh was strange, a high-pitched cackling that seemed completely unnatural, especially coming from Brutas. It made the hair on the back of Tiberius’ neck stand out, and his skin tingled. Lexi stepped closer and took hold of Ti’s free hand in both of hers.
“What are you laughing at?” the earl demanded.
“You two fools are no match for Leonosis,” Brutas said. “He will come, and when he does, he will raze this city to the ground. And not just for the Balestone. He wants to crush you both. It’s only a matter of time.”
Brutas laughed again, as if he’d just said something funny instead of terrifying.
“He’s gone mad,” the earl said.
“No, he’s seen what Leonosis is capable of,” Tiberius argued.
The earl stepped down from the dais and approached Brutas. The guards separated but kept their spears trained on Brutas. If he tried anything, they would kill him instantly, but he seemed content sitting on the floor, cradling his black and shriveled hand.
“Is Leo under the control of some beast?” the earl asked.
“King Leonosis cannot be stopped. He will slay you, Father, and make your body his puppet, just as he did with the other earls.”
“You saw this?”
“I saw enough. He cares nothing for you or Avondale or anything except for power.”
“No one can be king without the support of the nine cities,” the earl said.
“King Leonosis,” Brutas said, emphasizing the word king again, “doesn’t need support. He controls everything and everyone around him.”
“Think about it, Father,” Tiberius said. “Leo goes to Sparlan Citadel, marries the princess, the king’s heir dies, then days later the king dies. And what’s even more incredible is that all the earls unanimously supported Leo as the new king. Something isn’t right.”
“No, it isn’t. There’s a reason why magic is outlawed in Valana,” the earl said angrily. “You were wrong to seek it out.”
“No he wasn’t,” Lexi said. “He was courageous. And his magic saved your life, remember?”
“How do I know that he didn’t use his magic to make me ill in the first place?”
The earl’s words were like a knife in Tiberius’ heart. He had never known his father’s love, but Tiberius had always been loyal. The fact that his father didn’t trust him now was devastating.
“We’ll leave,” Tiberius said. “But be warned. If you allow Leonosis into the city, he’ll destroy you and everything you care about.”
“He’s your brother,” the earl said angrily.
“And so is he,” Tiberius said, pointing to Brutas. “But that didn’t stop him from bringing the king’s soldiers into Avondale and putting you in chains. Leonosis will do much worse unless I stop him.”
“I won’t let you leave,” the earl said. “It isn’t safe.”
“Don’t,” Tiberius said. “We shouldn’t be fighting each other.”
“You are my son and you will do as I say,” the earl shouted, his face red with rage.
Tiberius was dumbfounded and just watched in silence as his father stormed out of the audience hall. Brutas cackled again, and his guards moved a little closer. Tiberius felt a sense of despair, but he tried not to let it show.
“Come on,” he said quietly to Lexi. “We can’t waste anymore time.”
They left the hall, moving as quickly as Tiberius’ back would allow, toward the long corridor that led to the city walls. Tiberius sent a servant to tell Olyva to meet them in the war ship. Tiberius didn’t want to fight his father or use his magic to hurt the soldiers who had sworn their oaths to obey Earl Ageus, but he wouldn’t let his father keep him from leaving Avondale.
“What are we going to do if he sends troops to stop us?” Lexi asked.
“Once we get to the war ship, it won’t matter,” Tiberius said.
“And if we don’t make it to the ship?”
Tiberius looked at her and then looked down.
“I don’t want to fight my father.”
“If he keeps us here, we may have to, Ti.”
“I know that,” he replied. “I’m just hoping that won’t be the case.”
“Tiberius!” came a familiar voice.
Ti and Lexi both turned to find Rafe hurrying toward him with Olyva by his side.
“You weren’t leaving without saying goodbye, were you?” Rafe asked.
“We don’t have much choice. We have to get to the war ship,” Tiberius explained. “My father is trying to stop us from leaving.”
“I know. He sent me to make sure you didn’t leave yet.”
“Rafe, please, I know you are serving my father, but you can’t stop us from leaving.”
“Think for a minute, Tiberius,” Rafe said quietly. “Your father knows what he’s doing.”
“No, he doesn’t,” Tiberius argued. “He refuses to believe a word I say.”
“Think about who was in the room with you,” Rafe said quietly.
Tiberius started to argue again, but then it hit him. What if Brutas was somehow communicating with Leonosis? He didn’t know how it could be done, but it was possible. And if Leo somehow knew about that confrontation, then he would believe that their father was opposed to Tiberius and Ti’s plan to leave in search of the other stones of power.
“We have to do this the right way,” Rafe said, his voice almost a whisper. “We don’t know who we can trust.”
“What’s he mean?” Lexi asked Tiberius.
“My father told you this?” Ti asked.
“He sent for me as soon as he left you in the audience hall. Tiberius, please come back with me.”
“Tiberius?” Lexi said.
“It’s possible that Brutas was somehow communicating with Leonosis,” Tiberius tried to explain. “And my father was simply pretending to be angry so that no one would know that we were leaving Avondale.”
Lexi looked unconvinced, but Rafe was nodding approvingly. Tiberius wanted to believe Rafe. He wanted to believe that his father hadn’t really turned on him and accused him of treachery, but he couldn’t be sure. Under normal circumstances Tiberius was almost positive that he could fight his way out of Avondale, but with the unhealed wound in his back, he could barely walk without support from Lexi. And if he was wrong about his father, he would be putting Lexi and Olyva at risk—perhaps even Rafe, too. And worse yet, even though he might be able to fight his way out of the city, he might lose the Balestone in the process.
He wasn’t sure what to do, and in his mind he struggled with so many conflicting emotions. There was part of Tiberius that wanted nothing more than his father’s approval. But another part of his mind knew that getting away from Avondale as quickly as possible was by far the best bet.
“I think maybe we should go back,” Tiberius said.
“Are you sure?” Lexi asked.
“No, I’m not sure, but if my father is willing to help, it might mean the difference between success and failure.”
“All right,” Lexi said. “I trust you.”
“Let me help him,” Rafe said, lifting one of Tiberius’ arms over his broad shoulders. “Why didn’t you just heal your back?”
“He can’t,” Lexi said.
“It’s the Balestone,” Tiberius explained. “I can’t heal anything it destroys.”
“I’m sorry I betrayed you,” Rafe said, as they shuffled back toward the palace. “I don’t know how that happened.”
“It’s the stone,” Tiberius said. “It’s evil.”
“And now look at you,” Rafe said. “You can hardly walk.”
“I’ll have time to heal as we travel south.”
“I wish you didn’t have to go,” Rafe said.
“I wish you were going with me.”
Rafe looked down.
“I understand,” Tiberius said. “I don’t hold it against you.”
“I wish everything were different,” Rafe said.
“Me, too,” Rafe agreed.
“If you two don’t stop it, I’m going to start crying,” Lexi said.
“And then I’ll cry,” Olyva added with a giggle.
“Maybe we’d all feel better after a good cry,” Rafe said in a mocking tone.
“Don’t make me laugh,” Tiberius said through gritted teeth. “It hurts too much.”
When they finally got back into the palace, Rafe took Tiberius upstairs to the earl’s private study. Earl Ageus was pacing inside, but when Rafe opened the door, he hurried over to Tiberius, looking relieved.
“Are you going to be okay?” he asked with uncharacteristic compassion.
Tiberius nodded.
“Help him sit down,” the earl said, as he closed the door behind them. “We have a lot to plan for and not very much time.”



Chapter 37
Tiberius
Rafe helped Tiberius into the chair. His back was hurting so badly that it was hard to concentrate on anything but the pain. Lexi, Rafe, and Olyva gathered around Tiberius, but the earl paced. Tiberius couldn’t remember ever seeing his father look so intense, and he couldn’t tell whether the earl was worried or excited.
“I have a plan to buy you time,” the earl finally said. “I’m sending the king’s soldiers back to Sparlan Citadel with news about Brutas’ failed coup.”
“How does that buy me time?” Tiberius said.
“You wanted your brother to think you were here,” Earl Ageus said. “The soldiers will hear the rumor before they leave. I’ve already begun to spread the word that I’m protecting you here. Once night falls, we’ll secret you up to the remaining war ship. You can leave the city without anyone knowing.”
“That’s a good plan,” Rafe said.
“My only concern,” the earl went on, “is that you mentioned that your brother knew about this Balestone.”
“He did,” Tiberius explained. “When we arrived at Hamill Keep, I went up the mountain with Rafe and Olyva. But I left the Balestone with Lexi, who stayed below the mists with our horses. Yet Earl Marcus knew about the Balestone. He wanted to send me to Sparlan Citadel and he was adamant that I take the stone with me.”
“Yes, well, then we have to assume your brother—or whatever creature is using him—can sense this stone. If that’s the case, you may need to leave it here.”
“That’s not a good idea,” Tiberius said.
“Why not?” Rafe asked.
“Because the stone is evil,” Tiberius tried to explain. “It wants someone to wield its power and it will influence whoever has it in their possession.”
“It shouldn’t even be touched,” Lexi agreed.
“We could lock it away,” the earl suggested. “It would be guarded day and night.”
Tiberius was leery. His greatest fear was that the stone would fall into the wrong hands, but he knew his father had a point. If he could hide the stone in Avondale, it would lend credence to the lie that Earl Ageus was hiding Tiberius in the city.
“If I leave it, no one can know where it is,” Tiberius said. “Not even you, Father.”
“I accept that provision. Hide it wherever you like.”
“And if Leo comes looking for me, he’ll bring an army with him,” Tiberius went on. “He won’t be the same person you knew.”
“I feared that was a possibility,” the earl said. “But I need to try and persuade him to cast off this creature that is using him.”
“He might already be dead,” Olyva said. “My father was.”
“Yes, I know.” The earl sounded sad. “Yet he is my son, and I must try. Tiberius, for too long I have only thought about myself. I can’t say I’m glad you turned to magic. In truth, I’m still struggling with that, but I’m proud of the man you have become. I meant what I said earlier—when all this is over, you have a place here. Avondale needs an earl like you.”
Tiberius looked away so that none of the others would see the tears in his eyes. His father continued outlining the plan.
“Now, I hate to split you up, but I need your help. Rafe has already volunteered to stay with me. I will put him in charge of the defense of our city. But if your brother wages war on us, I need someone to lead our people out of harm’s way. Olyva, would you be willing to do that?”
Everyone looked at Olyva. Tiberius was surprised, but he could see the wisdom in his father’s plan. Olyva could lead the people of Avondale down the mountain and out into the plain. She was ideally suited for the task.
“It’s a good idea,” Tiberius said.
“It would give us a little more time together,” Rafe said. “And there is no one better to lead the city down into the blighted lands.”
Olyva didn’t speak. She looked from Rafe to Tiberius, the conflict she felt making her forehead pinch as she wrestled with the decision. Then she nodded.
“Good!” the earl said. “Are the blighted lands as vibrant and fertile as the Countess Mauryn tells me?”
“They are, Father, even more than she knows,” Tiberius said.
“We’ve been fools for so long,” the earl said to himself. “Well, it’s time we change that. We have so much to do, but Robere is seeing to your provisions, Tiberius. He’ll accompany you south. Once you find what you need to destroy the Balestone, you must return here. I’ll hold your brother at bay for as long as I can, but I won’t sacrifice the city needlessly.”
“I will,” Tiberius said.
“Rest yourself this afternoon,” the earl went on. “When night falls, I will see you out to the war ship personally.”
“Thank you, Father,” Tiberius said.
“Yes, thank you, my lord,” Lexi added.
“It is the least I can do. We cannot let Valana fall into the hands of a monster,” the earl said as he walked toward the door. “Even if I created it.”
He added the last sentence in a whisper, but Tiberius heard it. Even though he’d lived almost his entire life without his father’s love, it was hard to see his father so distraught.
“Nothing left now but to get ready,” Rafe said. “Unless you need me for something else?”
“No,” Tiberius said. “We all have things to do. Good luck.”
“You, too.”
Rafe escorted Olyva out of the room, and Tiberius was left with Lexi. She sat down in a seat opposite Tiberius’ chair. They didn’t speak for a while. Tiberius tried to keep his emotions in check. He was terrified of setting out on his own, but not because of the danger. He was afraid that he couldn’t do what needed to be done on his own. He was glad that Lexi would be with him, but it felt wrong to be leaving Avondale without Rafe and Olyva.
“I wish they were going with us,” Lexi finally said.
“Me too,” Tiberius agreed.
Food was brought up to the room, and they ate. Eventually Tiberius napped a little, while Lexi paced around the room. Waiting for nightfall was difficult. Robere returned and reported that everything was ready. Earl Ageus was sending a dozen soldiers with Tiberius. They would serve as protection but also crew the ship. The earl was also sending his most experienced captain to make sure the war ship carried them where they needed to go and back as quickly as possible.
“It will be tight quarters, but at least we’ll be safe,” Robere explained.
Tiberius nodded.
“I wish we could leave now,” Lexi said. “It doesn’t seem right to wait.”
“I agree,” Tiberius said. “But the plan is good. And we need that other ship to be well away from the city when we leave.”
“You think they might wait for us?” she asked.
“It’s possible. If they suspect our plan at any rate.”
“Your father had them locked in a room without windows,” Robere said. “They couldn’t have seen us provisioning the other ship.”
“He should launch it from the palace roof, not the watchtower,” Tiberius said. “He’s probably already thought of that, but would you mind going and telling him?”
“Of course, my lord,” Robere said.
He left, and they were forced to wait again. Tiberius struggled to find a way to sit or lie down that didn’t make his back hurt worse. The pain was a deep, burning ache, and he could find no relief from it. Lexi massaged his back, trying to keep the muscles that wrapped around his ribcage from cramping.
Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the light outside the palace windows began to fade. The earl returned with Rafe and Olyva. They all shared one last meal together as night fell.
“Do you have a plan for hiding the Balestone?” his father asked.
“Yes,” Tiberius said. He had tucked the little pouch into his belt. “In fact, it’s already taken care of.”
“Good. That’s the last bit of business for tonight,” Earl Ageus said, then he took Tiberius aside from the others. “I know that I haven’t been a good father.”
“Don’t say that,” Tiberius argued.
“No, it’s true. Lying on my deathbed I realized I had been chasing the wrong things. And then you gave me a second chance.”
“It was nothing,” Tiberius said.
“It was much more than that. I saw how much your ministrations hurt you. You shared my pain and then freed me from the disease that was killing me. In fact, I feel stronger than I have in years. I feel young again. You gave me a second chance, and I don’t want to squander it. Your brothers have made poor decisions, but they were only emulating me. Yet somehow you turned out different. Maybe it was because I didn’t poison you with my presence.”
“Father, please don’t talk that way.”
“You’re right. I shouldn’t complain. I want you to know that I’m proud of you.”
Tiberius felt tears stinging his eyes again. He had never really known how much he desired to hear those words from his father.
“And I don’t want you to do anything foolish,” he went on. “I want you to come back. I need to make up for lost time.”
“That would be nice,” Tiberius said.
“So promise me you’ll be careful,” Earl Ageus said.
“I promise.”
“And promise me you’ll return to Avondale.”
“I promise.”
“Good, now say goodbye to your friend. It’s obvious he would rather be leaving with you than staying here with me.”
Tiberius turned around and waved to Rafe. The earl left the room, and Rafe joined Tiberius in the corner.
“It’s time,” Ti said. “Can you help me up to the war ship?”
Rafe nodded.
“It’s good that you’re staying,” Tiberius said, trying to reassure his friend. “My father needs you. Avondale needs you.”
“What if you need me more?” he said.
“I’m going to find the Emerystone. Lexi and I can do that, and then we’ll come back here.”
“My only regret is that I can’t go with you and stay here at the same time.”
“You’ve been a good friend.”
“So have you, Ti.”
“Let’s get going.”
Lexi and Olyva walked together, talking in quiet voices. Rafe was stoic, and Tiberius was in so much pain that he had to concentrate solely on getting to the war ship. It took a while, and when they finally got to the top of the palace, Tiberius had to rest before he attempted to climb the rope ladder.
“You should learn to fly,” Rafe said. “Can’t wizards levitate?”
“I don’t know that spell,” Tiberius said.
He was thankful for the darkness that hid the tears that were now rolling down his cheeks. He didn’t try to stop them. He was already sweating from the pain of climbing the stairs. And he dreaded the pain of climbing the rope ladder into the war ship, but it couldn’t be avoided.
“Well, you get a good hold on the ladder,” Rafe said. “The soldiers will pull you up to the railing and help you into the ship.”
“Thank you for everything,” Lexi said. “Be safe.”
She hugged Olyva and brushed the side of Rafe’s cheek with a kiss. Then she hurried up the ladder and climbed over the rail. Tiberius heard the trill of Dancer as the little wind glider settled on Lexi’s shoulder.
“This isn’t goodbye,” Tiberius said.
“Hurry back,” Rafe said.
They embraced gently. Olyva handed Tiberius a small pouch then hugged him.
“It will help with your pain,” she told him. “One pinch will help you sleep.”
“Thank you,” Tiberius said. “Watch out for him and take care of yourself.”
“I will,” she promised.
“Stay alive, no matter what,” Tiberius told Rafe.
“You do the same. And get back here.”
“I will.”
Tiberius took a deep breath then stepped onto the first rung of the rope ladder. Holding his weight as it swayed backward sent spikes of pain all through his back and made him feel weak, but the soldiers hoisted him upwards quickly. It took all his strength just to hold on, and then he felt strong hands pulling him over the side of the ship.
“That’s it!” the captain said in a quiet but authoritative voice. “Bring her around.”
“I need to go over the lake,” Tiberius said as he limped to the command deck. “Then we head south.”
“As you wish, my lord,” the captain said.
“Didn’t Olyva give you something for the pain?” Lexi asked.
“She did.”
“You should take it,” Lexi said. “I’ll make sure we get underway.”
“I’ve got one last thing to do first,” Tiberius said.
There were no lights on the war ship, and even though the stars were bright overhead, the moon was only a sliver. The ship moved quietly over the city, and Tiberius leaned against the rail.
“The Balestone?” Lexi asked.
“I have to leave it here somewhere,” Tiberius said.
The ship glided over the lake, and Tiberius could see the stars reflected on the glassy surface of the water. He pulled the small pouch out of his belt and once again he could hear the voices trapped inside the Balestone. They were seductive voices when they wanted to be, and he felt the temptation to take the stone and use it to conquer Valana. He knew that possibility was within his grasp and he toyed with the idea that if he used the stone to defeat Leonosis that he could rule the entire kingdom. He knew he could be a better king than his brother. He would be a fair and generous ruler, but he could also feel the greed and lust for total submission just beneath the surface of the stone’s tempting voices.
“No,” he said, opening his hand and watching the pouch that held the Balestone fall.
There was splash far below them, although Tiberius couldn’t hear it. Still, he felt a weight lift from his shoulders. Tiberius knew that Rafe had been right about the lake. It was too deep and too cold for anyone to even attempt to find the stone. Yet it might be enough to fool Leonosis into coming to Avondale to find him.
“Now you can rest,” Lexi said.
Tiberius nodded, and she led him below the deck. The space beneath the main deck had been slung with hammocks for the soldiers manning the ship. Robere was waiting for them and led them through the darkness to a small cabin.
“There’s a bed,” he told Tiberius. “I’ve seen to it myself. And water in a jug. Plenty of blankets. You should be warm and comfortable.”
“Thank you, Robere.”
“It is my pleasure, master Tiberius.”
Lexi helped Tiberius into the bed. His back was aching and burning, but he felt better knowing they were on the move.
“Make sure we go south,” Tiberius told her. “And if anyone is following us, wake me up immediately.”
“I will,” she assured him. “Now, get some rest.”
He took a pinch of the stems from the little pouch that Olyva had given him. He put it in his mouth and thought they tasted like pine needles, only softer. Almost instantly he felt his muscles relaxing. The pain in his back was still there, but he didn’t seem to care anymore. The cabin was completely dark, yet the greater darkness of unconsciousness pulled him down into a warm, weightless place where the pain slipped away, and he knew nothing but relief.



Epilogue
 The Balestone drifted down into the cold, dark waters, but the voices inside didn’t stop. They howled with dreadful fury as the stone sank further and further down. The lake at the center of Avondale’s cone-shaped mountaintop was deep, but eventually vegetation grew upward. It was mostly long, fragile weeds, quivering with even the slightest movement of the water, but there were also the soaked and rotting corpses of trees; their bare, gnarly branches were like the arthritic fingers of an old woman.
The straps of the small, leather coin pouch that held the Balestone eventually caught on a brittle limb, and for a few moments the pouch settled, hanging in the cold water with the intense weight of the lake pressing down upon it.
Then something unexpected happened. The Balestone began to spontaneously heat up. The water around it warmed, then suddenly began to boil. In the darkness of night, the bubbles that erupted from the lake went unnoticed. A steady stream of water was converted to steam around the stone, which did not take kindly to being tossed away like garbage. The Balestone grew red hot, glowing in the oppressive darkness until finally it burned its way through the leather pouch and continued its journey down into the lake.
The glowing stone cooled rapidly, but the illumination revealed the tangled bottom of the lake. There were slime-covered boulders, and waving aquatic weeds surrounded the stunted trees, but none of those things held the stone’s interest. Bouncing off of another tree branch, it rolled slowly down the side of a huge, round boulder, before the Balestone dropped into a deep crevice.
The gloom of the lake grew even darker, and the water beneath the surface of the lakebed began to warm. The Balestone could feel the incredible, destructive power of the molten rock deep inside the mountain. The crevice narrowed, the sides of the trench narrowing the further the Balestone descended. Finally, after several more minutes of downward motion, the Balestone lodged between the narrow walls of the crevice. The molten rock was still far away, dormant, unmoved, but the Balestone began to change that. It was a slow process, but the voices inside the Balestone began to summon the great power of the mountain, calling to it, tempting it to rise once more.
The change had begun, even though from the war ship high above the city, it went unnoticed. The subtle changes in the lake would go unnoticed, as well, but the Balestone would not be forgotten. It would not be tossed aside, its incredible power marginalized. Its revenge would be absolute, its power awesome to behold. The beings trapped in the stone would find a way to escape their prison and wreak havoc on the world of men. It was only a matter of time now—the change had begun. 
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