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  Chapter 1

  Tiberius
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  The Prefect was explaining a rather tedious section of the sacred scripture. Tiberius, third son of Lord Aegus, Earl of Avondale, didn’t always hate the Prefect’s lectures. There were sections of the ancient scriptures that were full of battles or intense showdowns between the servants of Addoni, the one true god, and Rastimus, the deceiver. Unfortunately today was not one of those lectures, but rather a long explanation of the history of Addoni’s followers.


  Tiberius did his best to pay attention, but his mind kept returning to the martial drills that were coming up in the next few days. He’d failed both his sword test and his hand-to-hand fighting test. If he didn’t pass the martial drills, he would never become a Paladin; instead, he would be forced to become a Priest. In truth, Tiberius didn’t want to be a Paladin or a Priest, nor did he relish the idea of becoming a Prefect teaching in dull classrooms all day. But what Tiberius wanted wasn’t important to anyone, certainly not his father or his older brother, Leonosis, who all but ruled Avondale in their father’s place. Tiberius had never whispered his own dream to anyone; it was too dangerous. His greatest desire was forbidden. In fact, it was Tiberius’ great shame that he longed for it at all. He did his best to choke down his dream, and focus on the reality of what his life would be.


  The gong of the huge warning bell sounded, and the tedious lecture was suddenly cut short.


  “Ah, ah, class…” the startled Prefect stammered.


  Tiberius didn’t wait to hear the dismissal. Instead, he raced out of the lecture hall and sprinted up the wide stone steps that made up the city streets of Avondale, toward the great wall that encircled the entire mountaintop city. His heart was pounding and he was breathing heavily by the time he reached the royal castle. From there, he turned into the round lookout tower and climbed the steep spiral staircase that led to the top of the structure.


  His legs burned, and his side cramped, but the warning bell continued to ring, so Tiberius kept climbing. Each massive peel of the huge brass bell reverberated through the city, and Tiberius felt the vibrations deep in the pit of his stomach. The warning bell was only sounded when the city was under attack by one of the massive creatures from the blighted lowlands, and Tiberius was anxious to see what was throwing his father into a panic.


  He was gasping for breath by the time he finally reached the top of the watchtower. There were half a dozen men, all in uniform, staring out over the southern edge of the city. Tiberius hurried over to the thick, wooden guard that ran around the edge of the tower. He leaned against the wooden frame, his body sagging from fatigue. Stamina was never his strong suit, he admitted bitterly.


  Most of the lowlands were covered with a thick layer of clouds, effectively blocking most of the view for miles and miles around Avondale. The city itself was like a finely wrought wedding band, built on the circular top of an extinct volcano. The city was built of stone and timber, running around the massive wall that was built on the mountain’s circular lip. Inside the city was a massive crater, green with life. The edges were terraced and farmed by the freemen of Avondale under Tiberius’ father’s watchful eye. Beyond the green fields were massive trees, mostly pine, growing tall and strong; even when the snows fell, the trees were green. And in the very center was the crown jewel of Avondale, a deep lake of fresh, untainted water that supplied the city with drinking water and the fields with irrigation so that Avondale had more than enough, year after year.


  None of that registered to Tiberius, even though his gaze fell across the wonder of his father’s city. He was focused instead on the huge creature slowly climbing up the rugged mountainside. It was huge, taller than the city walls and nearly as wide. It had huge legs with three-toed claws that dug into the mountainside as it lumbered forward. Its head was round, with a flat face, and flapping jowls that hung on either side of enormous teeth that protruded from the creature’s mouth at odd angles. Two massive horns came up on either side of the creature’s head, angling up and then curving back toward each other over the top of the beast’s round head. Its eyes were tiny and completely black. Its body was thick and round, the belly almost touching the ground.


  “What is it?” Tiberius said out loud.


  “It’s a Forkus,” said one of the soldiers. “They’re nasty creatures.”


  “Why is coming up the mountain?”


  “Probably smells the water,” the soldier said. “There’s precious little clean water left in the wastelands.”


  “Could be controlled by a dark wizard,” said another. “They created the mutants after all.”


  “There’s no more wizards,” said the first soldier. “They all died in the cataclysm or were executed soon after.”


  Tiberius felt his chest tighten. He wasn’t sure if it was the sight of the huge beast lumbering up the mountainside or the conversation about wizards that bothered him more. He watched as soldiers began jogging along the city wall and taking positions nearest to the creature. The beast wasn’t close enough to attack the city yet, and Tiberius knew that it was doubtful it would make it that far before the soldiers turned it back. But if it did, the brave men on the wall would give their lives to stop it. He felt a swelling of pride for their valor, but also a sliver of fear. He didn’t think he could place himself in the path of danger the way the soldiers did.


  “Commander Grentz has the Ballistae manned,” said the first soldier excitedly. “They’ll show that bloody creature what we’re made of.”


  This was the moment that everyone in Avondale waited for. The city was known for its wealth, its resources, and its armaments. It was the only source of Hylum, the invaluable gas that made the sky ships possible. It was also where the greatest weapons in the kingdom were invented. The ballistae were huge crossbows that fired giant bolts as big as a tall man. They were mounted around the city walls and took whole teams of men to load, draw, and fire, but they were ruthlessly efficient at beating back the mutated monsters that sometimes tried to scale the mountain and endanger the city.


  The ballistae bolts were made of pine, with two triangular heads made of steel, one mounted up and down, the other side to side, fused together at the tip and honed razor sharp. The Forkus had a thick leathery skin, but it was no match for the ballistae bolts. Tiberius watched as the first weapon was fired. Even high above the city on the massive watchtower, he could hear the thrum of the thick ropes that hurled the bolt as the tension was released. The first bolt flew true, hurtling down on the Forkus like an angry strike of lightning. The bolt hit the huge beast just inside its left shoulder, below the huge head. The resulting roar shook the city and made Tiberius grab hold of the wooden railing around the top of the watchtower.


  “That’s a hit!” crowed one of the soldiers.


  The ballistae were mounted at strategic positions around the city walls. More of the powerful weapons were being loaded as the teams that fired them worked feverishly while their officers barked orders at them. Two more bolts were shot at the Forkus; one hit on the creature’s shoulder, where it broke the skin, but then rebounded off the massive bone underneath. The other slammed into the beast’s side.


  The creature roared again—this time there was more pain in the deafening shriek. The beast turned its head, looking back down the mountain, then reared up on its hind legs, the massive claws pawing the air. Another bolt was shot and it sunk into the Forkus’ soft belly. The beast winced, then staggered to the side, before toppling over. It was far from dead, but the ballistae bolts were wounding it. The creature obviously wasn’t used to being harmed. It slowly turned back from the city and began moving back down the mountain.


  The soldiers on the watchtower cheered in triumph, and Tiberius saw other groups along the walls celebrating as well. But the soldiers who had placed themselves on the wall between the Forkus and the city stood like statues, watching until the huge monster disappeared in the thick fog that shrouded the wastelands.


  Chapter 2

  Lady Olyva
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  Olyva was impatient. She hated being engaged to a man she didn’t know. She hated being sent across the wastelands in the floating ship, having to leave her home and family, only to feel like a stranger in Earl Aegus’ palace. But most of all she hated always waiting for everything. Why should she be forced to wait in her dreary chamber when everyone else was outside watching as Lord Aegus’ men fought whatever foul creature approached the city? Sometimes, she hated being a girl.


  She paced back and forth across the narrow space in front of the small fireplace that warmed her rooms. Her maid, an older woman named Hellen, sat quietly in the small wooden chair beside the hearth. She worked diligently on her needlepoint, as if nothing in the world was wrong. She had tried to calm Lady Olyva, but had received a withering glare for her trouble.


  Olyva sighed, letting her impatience breathe a little. Hellen clucked her tongue, but Olyva ignored her. She didn’t want to sit idly by while others risked their lives for her. She felt trapped, but unless she was escorted up to the castle walls, she knew there was nothing she could do. The decorum of court was clear. A lady spent her time on feminine pursuits and never ventured into danger.


  “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she muttered.


  Hellen ignored her, which was just fine with Olyva. She knew her maid not only followed the unwritten rules of court, she worshiped them. Hellen could sit for hours clicking her needles together or mending Olyva’s dresses, with no thought whatsoever of what she might be missing. Olyva couldn’t do that; her mind was filled with possibilities, always spinning and calling her to other pursuits.


  At the moment, she was doing her best not to think about Rafe. He was on the wall, she knew that. He would be in the thick of the fighting—he always was. It was a point of contention between them. He felt as though he must prove his worth and live up to his father’s reputation. Being the son of a master swordsman had its drawbacks, she mused. Her own opinion was quite different. She thought Rafe should be a commander, directing the Earl’s men from a point of safety. She thought he could be the captain of the Earl’s war band if he wanted, but Rafe was always thrusting himself into the most difficult challenges, pushing himself to prove he was worthy of bearing his father’s seal. She wanted to run to him, to make sure he was okay, but she knew she couldn’t do that even under the best of circumstances.


  Her mind switched back to Brutas, her oafish fiancé, and the Earl’s second son. Brutas was an important man now, hence the engagement, brokered by Olyva’s father and Earl Aegus to strengthen relations between Avondale and Hamill Keep. But once Leonosis, the Earl’s firstborn son and the de facto ruler of Avondale even though his father still lived, had an heir, Brutas would be nothing—just another noble-born soldier. A knight had some prestige in court, but as his wife, Olyva would have none. Her only job would be seeing that their household was in order. She wouldn’t even be invited to court unless Brutas escorted her. She fumed at the very thought of it. She was not a child, nor was she a maid to be tasked with common chores, and she certainly didn’t need a man—any man—to escort her anywhere.


  The fact that she hardly knew Brutas was another thorn in her side. How was she supposed to give herself to a man she would have trouble picking out in a crowd? He had certainly shown no interest in her. She had at least expected to be courted while they waited the customary three months to be wed after their engagement was announced, but Brutas was too busy courting his own brother.


  Leonosis was, in Olyva’s opinion, an ass. He cared only about himself and everyone around him deferred to his wishes, treating him as if he were Earl already, even though his father still wore the royal torc and was officially in charge of the city. She thought him a spoiled incompetent. He would ruin Avondale, which was truly a wondrous place. It was a tragedy in Olyva’s mind, not only because it was a great city, but it would be her home, and there was nothing she could do to keep the self-centered Earl’s son from wrecking it once his father was dead.


  A knock at her door interrupted her musings and sent her hurrying to see who was calling on her. Hellen should have answered the door. It was unladylike to answer one’s own door, but Olyva had no patience for the rotund maid, who would take three times as long to do the simple chore as it took Olyva. She flung the door open to find Selma, the Countess’ maid, looking down her long nose at Olyva.


  “What is it?” she asked, ignoring the woman’s rude glare.


  “I was sent to tell you that the danger is past,” she said in haughty tone.


  “What was it?” Olyva asked.


  “How should I know,” the maid said, as she turned to leave.


  “You don’t know why the alarm was sounded?”


  “Because the city was in danger, I suppose.”


  Olyva wanted to run after the tall scarecrow of a woman, but she refrained. The Countess, Lady Wyndolyn, already thought her brash. Olyva knew that the Countess listened to her maid Selma’s opinions about everyone in court, and who could blame her. As the Countess’ maid, she could go freely about the city, while Lady Wyndolyn was kept behind closed doors in the Earl’s chambers of the palace. The fact that Selma found her to be unladylike didn’t bother Olyva in the least, but she knew she would have to deal with the haughty maid for years to come and she didn’t want to make things harder for herself than they had to be.


  “This is ridiculous,” Olyva said angrily, as she slammed the door.


  “We are safe,” Hellen said, not even bothering to look up from her needlepoint. “That is all that matters.”


  “No it isn’t,” Olyva said. “It’s maddening to be cooped up here. What if whatever was attacking the city broke past the Earl’s defenses? Do you really want to be trapped here with no clue that we are about to die?”


  “Ignorance is bliss,” the maid replied.


  Olyva started to argue, but realized it was just a waste of time. Her maid wasn’t even looking up from her needlepoint. Olyva resumed her pacing, thinking once again about Rafe. The danger was over, but did that mean everyone was safe? She tried to force herself not to care, but it was impossible.


  There was another knock on the door, then a slip of parchment was slid underneath. Olyva picked it up and unfolded it. The parchment said five minutes.


  Olyva’s heart began to race. She recognized the handwriting—it was Rafe’s. He was okay after all and coming to see her. She needed to get rid of Hellen. Olyva cleared her throat.


  “I want figs,” she announced.


  “Figs? They’re not even in season yet,” Hellen complained.


  “They aren’t in the castle yet, but I’m sure they’re selling in the market. You don’t mind going find me some, do you?”


  Hellen sighed as she set her needlepoint down. Olyva knew that her maid would do whatever she asked of her, even if that meant leaving the castle and walking halfway around the city to the market to look for figs. She didn’t want to be mean or mistreat Hellen, but she needed time alone if Rafe were coming to see her.


  “Figs,” Hellen said as she straightened her dress. “Is there anything else you need?”


  “No, but thank you. Figs would calm my nerves. You’re such a dear.”


  “Of course, my lady,” Hellen said.


  Olyva watched as Hellen left the room. Then she resumed her pacing. A few moments later, there was a knock at the door. She flung it open and pulled Rafe into the room. He was the exact opposite of Brutas. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a head full of thick dark hair which he kept tied back with a leather thong. He was thin and moved with a grace that Olyva both admired and envied. He wore a long narrow sword on his left hip, and a dagger was tucked into his belt on his right side. Olyva flung herself into his arms.


  “Oh, I was so worried about you,” she said.


  “I’m fine,” he assured her.


  “It was maddening to be stuck down here.”


  “I’m sorry for that,” Rafe said, although he personally had no power over where Olyva went or what she did. If he was caught holding her the way he was, he would be executed for treason, or worse still, banished from Avondale.


  “What was it?” she asked.


  “A Forkus; it’s sort of a big cow, but scarier. We turned it back easily enough.”


  “I wish I could have seen it. I wish we didn’t have to hide our love.”


  “I know, I wish that too. But we have to be careful. No one can ever know how we feel.”


  Then he kissed her. It was a long passionate kiss that Olyva felt all the way in her toes. She fancied boys in the past, but her feelings for Rafe were different. She wanted to be with him forever and not just as a wife or mother to his children. She wanted to share in his adventures, to support him whether he was fighting on the city walls or planning strategy in the Earl’s war room. Of course she knew that would never happen. She was promised to Brutas, who no doubt saw her as a trophy to be trotted out like trained dog when the occasion called for it, but at all other times she was to be out of sight. Her world would soon shrink down to a pinpoint, and her heart would shrivel up and die.


  “Take me away,” she whispered.


  “And go where?” Rafe said. “There’s no place in the city we could hide that Leonosis wouldn’t find us.”


  “Then we could leave Avondale,” she pleaded.


  “No,” Rafe said, his face stern. “We knew our fate. We knew our love could never last. We cannot live in a fantasy. It would cost us everything.”


  “I would gladly give up everything just to be with you,” she said.


  “You don’t know what you’re saying.”


  “I do,” she said, her hands on his shoulders, her large brown eyes filling with tears. “I would rather die with you than live a hundred lifetimes with a man I don’t love.”


  “Brutas will treat you well,” Rafe said, the words sounding like thorns being shoved into his heart.


  “You know I don’t love him. I can never love anyone but you.”


  “I love you too,” Rafe said.


  Olyva laid her head against his chest and listened as his heart slowly beat. She had never felt as safe as she did in his arms. And she knew she couldn’t stay.


  Chapter 3

  Lexi
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  The call to arms was the perfect distraction. Lexi had been on her way to find Tiberius anyway, but with the guards moving into defensive positions on the city walls, slipping into the royal palace was easy enough. The palace was a large structure, but the lower levels were reserved for servants. Lexi meandered down past the stables, winking mischievously at the young boy who served as the stableman’s apprentice. He smiled and looked away. Lexi darted into the corridor that ran under the east wing of the palace. Boxes of food were stored in the cool confines of the corridor, waiting to be loaded into the great airship that floated above the palace. The food would be sent to King Aethel as part of the royal tribute that each city paid.


  Lexi ignored the food boxes and made her way to the stairway that led up into the palace. She had met Tiberius there many times in the past. Lexi liked Ti, he was open minded and fair, but she didn’t let her feelings go too far. She was a common-born orphan after all; dreams of life in palaces were just that, dreams. She had no time for dreams—she was too busy surviving. Ti helped in small ways when he could, but he was training to become a Paladin, which would make them enemies at some point.


  The Paladins served the city as peacekeepers and enforced the Earl’s laws. Unfortunately, Lexi’s skills weren’t exactly legal. She hurried up the stairs and into a small room where she found a shawl that she draped over her shoulders and head. Then she moved out into the main level of the palace. It was normally a busy place where citizens pled their cases to Earl Aegus or his son Leonosis, and where merchants loitered, waiting to bribe a city official in hopes of navigating the intricate maze of Avondale politics.


  Everyone had gone out to see what sort of creature was attacking the city. Lexi understood their curiosity and their desire to ensure their own survival, she just had a different way of doing it. She tried one door and found it locked, then tried another and went inside a small series of rooms. She knew she didn’t have much time, so she hurried to the large desk. It was a massive piece of furniture, carved from dark wood with dozens of small drawers and bins that were filled with rolls of parchment. She pulled open several drawers before finding a small pouch. She lifted it and felt the weight of gold coins and heard the delightful sound as the coins clinked against one another.


  She was tempted to take the entire pouch and flee. She guessed there was enough coin in the pouch to keep her fed and safe for a year, but she also knew if the pouch went missing, a search would be made. Security in the palace would go up and she wouldn’t be allowed near the royal residence, much less inside it. She pulled the leather opening and saw the glint of yellow gold. She fished out a single coin, then pulled the leather thong to close the little pouch and returned it to the drawer. The single coin was more than enough to feed her for a week. She slipped it into a hidden pocket of the thick rawhide belt she wore, then slipped back out toward the palace’s main entrance.


  Lexi’s clothes were simple gray homespun garments. She didn’t wear shoes and her hair was cut short and left sticking up at odd angles. But she had a pretty face, and a smile that put most people at ease. She may not have been properly dressed, but being an attractive young woman made most people give her the benefit of the doubt.


  Lexi waited while the battle on the city walls took place, doing her best to stay in the shadows and not be noticed. Once the danger had passed, scores of people returned to the palace. Most ignored Lexi completely; those that took a longer look got a flash of her smile and most returned it.


  “What are you doing here?” Tiberius asked as he came down the winding staircase from the watchtower above.


  “Waiting for you, of course,” Lexi said, her smile not forced this time.


  “Is something wrong?” Tiberius asked as he walked her out of the palace.


  “No,” she said. “I have something to show you.”


  “I don’t mind you coming to the palace, but you could at least clean up a little.”


  “I thought you liked me this way,” she teased.


  “I just don’t want you getting into trouble.”


  “Why would I be in trouble? I didn’t do anything but wait for you,” she lied.


  “If Leonosis sees you, you’ll wish you had listened to me.”


  “Your brother doesn’t scare me,” Lexi said, lying again.


  “That’s because you don’t know him,” Tiberius said. “Where are we going?”


  “This way,” Lexi said, taking the lead.


  The city of Avondale was made up of long streets that ran around the edge of the mountaintop. At regular intervals, wide stone steps led down to the lower streets, where homes and shops were carved into the porous sides of the extinct volcano. The avenues on the lower levels were narrow and some ran into long tunnels. The city was in many ways a circular maze and most residents only knew a small section of the city well.


  On the main thoroughfare, the street was wide and paved with flagstones. The homes were large, with grand views of the forest, fields, and lake in the center of the crater. The shops were set against the city’s massive wall and were decorated with brightly colored banners and signs.


  On the lower levels, the streets were narrow. The homes and shops were simple structures and everything was either dull wood or red stone. There were taverns and brothels on the lowest levels that catered to the farmers and hunters who rarely came up into the city proper. In some of the dark tunnels and natural caverns along the edges of the city, outlaws hid from the Paladins who searched for them. It was not a safe place, but Tiberius was drawn to the darker side of Avondale and in his wanderings he had met Lexi, who had become his friend and guide.


  They walked quickly, weaving up and down among the winding streets of the lower levels before finally going into a natural cavern that was roughly the size of half a dozen shops on the upper level of the city. The cavern was filled with stalls, and goods were being sold in the semi-darkness of the cavern. Lanterns gave a dim, grungy light to the space, which only made it more mysterious to Tiberius.


  “What is this?” he asked.


  “It’s a market, silly,” she said. “Only you won’t find regular goods here.”


  “So why am I here?” he asked, feeling self-conscious.


  “Because I found something I know you’ll be interested in,” she insisted.


  She took his hand and led him down through the center aisle, past the shady looking patrons and between the tightly packed booths of strange items. Lexi saw the look of surprise on Ti’s face when they passed a stand selling human bones and jars of organs. They also saw a booth with covert weapons, boot knives, straps with spring-loaded shivs that were worn under a person’s sleeves, and gloves with metal spikes on the knuckles.


  “There it is,” Lexi said pointing.


  Ti smiled at her and she led him to a table with ancient books. Most were leather bound, but the covers were rotting or damaged. The old man selling the books looked as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. His smile revealed several missing teeth.


  “My lord,” he said, bowing his head.


  “He doesn’t know you,” Lexi whispered to Ti, who had tensed at the title. “He says that everyone who stops here. He called me a lady.”


  Tiberius laughed, but it wasn’t cruel. Lexi knew that the Earl’s third son didn’t like titles or the rules of society that kept Lexi down, and elevated him without cause or achievement.


  “You did well,” he told her.


  His smile was more than genuine—it was warm and appreciative. It made Lexi feel happy, even though she secretly scolded herself for letting Ti’s praise get to her. She had struggled to get by once her parents died. Women in her position had only one real choice in life, and that was to find work in a brothel. She could sell her body for a few years and if she saved the pennies she got from the pimps working the taverns or seedy bordellos, she might have enough to open her own place once she was too old to attract customers anymore, that’s if she lived long enough. Lexi had decided early on that she would rather die than wench her way through a grim existence, so she had taught herself other skills. She had learned to find out what people needed and then found a way to get it for them, for a fee of course. Tiberius had offered to help her before, to try and get her an apprenticeship or a place serving in a wealthy house, but Lexi refused. She knew her lifestyle was dangerous, but she enjoyed the freedom it gave her too much to try to fit into an acceptable roll in society.


  Ti was looking at each of the books, his hands feverishly opening each book cover to read the hand-copied title, before closing it just as quickly. Lexi didn’t know what he was looking for, but he was always interested in old things, so she had brought him here once she discovered the old man’s booth of antiquated books.


  She leaned against the table, her back to the old man, her fingers absently rubbing the outline of the gold coin in its hidden pocket as she watched the crowd of people around them. It was gloomy in the cavern, and the smell of unwashed bodies was strong. Her sharp eyes watched for any sort of threat, while her friend searched through the books.


  “Do you have anything else?” Tiberius asked.


  There was note of desperation in his voice.


  “Just some old books that were damaged over the years,” the old man said as he pulled a box from underneath his table.


  Ti began rummaging through it. Lexi saw him freeze, his body tensed as if he were afraid that what he had found would disappear if he moved. She stepped closer to him, but couldn’t see what he was looking at. He pulled a small ancient-looking book from the box. Lexi could tell that most of it was missing, only the front cover and the first several pages were intact.


  “Do you have the rest of this book?” Ti asked, his voice sounded strange to Lexi.


  “I don’t know,” the old man said, taking it from him.


  Tiberius searched franticly through the box, finally coming out with what appeared to Lexi to be the back cover of the book. The covers weren’t large, even though both had yellowed paper still sticking to the ruined spine.


  “This was all that survived the purge,” the man said in a low voice.


  “Most of it is missing,” Ti observed.


  “It was once a widely copied title, but that was long ago, before the cataclysm. This book was saved from the fires by my great-grandfather.”


  “I want it,” Ti said.


  “It’s not for sale,” the man croaked, suddenly clutching the two pieces of the book to his frail chest. “It’s too dangerous.”


  Lexi frowned. She couldn’t imagine what sort of bargaining tactic the old man was employing. Everything in the underground was for sale for the right price.


  “I have silver,” Ti said.


  “No,” the man insisted.


  “Sell him the book, old man,” Lexi hissed menacingly.


  “It’s not for sale,” the man said again.


  “Everything is for sale,” Lexi said, noticing the look of disappointment on Ti’s face.


  “Silver isn’t enough,” the man said.


  “It’s not even a whole book,” Lexi argued.


  “I can get gold,” Ti said.


  Lexi’s jaw dropped. She knew Tiberius was sheltered and used to getting what he wanted, but he needed serious help with his negotiating skills.


  “I don’t want gold,” the man said. “I want your promise. If anyone finds the book, you don’t know where you got it.”


  “I swear,” Tiberius said.


  “Promise on your mother’s grave,” the man insisted.


  “My mother’s not dead,” Tiberius said indignantly.


  “Then swear on her life.”


  “I swear. I couldn’t find this place again without Lexi’s help anyway.”


  “You too, missy,” the old man said. “Swear you won’t tell a soul.”


  “I swear,” she said, not caring what kind of oath she took.


  The man started to hand the book over to Tiberius, then hesitated.


  “Silver?” he asked.


  Ti emptied his coin purse on the table, the silver coins rattled noisily. Lexi looked around suspiciously, and decided she would have to give Ti a stern warning about flaunting his wealth in such a place.


  The old man handed Ti the fragments of the books and then gathered the coins. As Ti tucked the book into his shirt where it wouldn’t be seen, the old man began gathering his other books and boxing them up.


  “Let’s go,” Ti said.


  Lexi nodded and led him back out into the late afternoon sunlight. They walked in silence for a while, then stopped in an alley that was empty of everything but trash. Ti looked nervous, but Lexi wanted to know what he’d found.


  “What type of book are you willing to pay silver for?” she asked. “It was just remnants anyway.”


  “It isn’t important,” Tiberius said. “But I really appreciate you bringing me down.”


  “Wait, you can’t just leave me hanging. Show me the book.”


  “No, I better not,” he said.


  “Seriously? I bring you down here, and practically drop that little gem in your lap, and you don’t trust me enough to show me the book?”


  “I trust you, but I don’t want to get you into trouble.”


  “What kind of book would get anyone into trouble?”


  “A banned book,” Tiberius said. “Look, you have been great and you know I appreciate you.”


  “I don’t want appreciation,” Lexi said angrily. “I thought we were friends.”


  “We are.”


  “But you don’t trust me. I’m just a bottom dweller, good enough to slum around with, but not good enough to be privy to your plans.”


  “You know that isn’t true,” Ti said.


  “I don’t know anything apparently.”


  “Look, this book, it’s important to me. I can’t say why; it just is. I’ve been looking for something like this for a long time.”


  “I don’t understand. Your father is the Earl. You can have whatever you want. Why is this book such a big deal?”


  “Because it’s a book about magic.”


  Chapter 4

  Tiberius
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  Tiberius cringed a little when he said the word. He was afraid they would be overheard, although there was no one in sight. He was also afraid of what Lexi’s reaction might be, but she seemed so calm. Her large eyes bored into him as if she could see into his soul. He waited, scarcely daring to breathe while she watched him. Then, to his horror, she started laughing.


  “That’s hilarious,” she said, holding her side as she laughed. “You had me going for a minute, I almost believed you.”


  “I’m serious,” he whispered.


  “You’re not that stupid,” she said, finally calming down.


  “Maybe, maybe not.”


  “Magic? Really? You bought a book of magic?”


  “It’s the Essence of Magic,” he said quietly. “Translated by Horace Masstivus, Wizard of the 3rd Order.”


  “Oh my god, you’ve lost your mind.”


  “Why, because I’m curious?”


  “Because everyone knows that magic is outlawed. If you start dabbling in it, you’re likely to kill yourself, or worse, hurt some poor innocent.”


  “Thanks,” Tiberius said, holding his arm close to his side protectively over where the book was hidden under his tunic.


  “Is nothing sacred to you people?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means you can have or do whatever you want, but you aren’t happy with normal things; you have to delve into magic and put us all at risk.”


  “Hey, you were the one who insisted on knowing what it was,” Tiberius said.


  “I just don’t get you.”


  “No one asked you to. I’m not a puzzle you need to figure out.”


  “You’re an idiot,” she said. “I don’t know why I waste my time with you.”


  She turned and stalked out of the alley. Tiberius wanted to catch up with her. He liked Lexi; she was the first truly fearless person he’d ever met. She lived from day to day, never worrying about what might happen tomorrow or trying to be something she wasn’t. She faced danger regularly from people who had no qualms about killing a young girl. Yet she never complained about her life. He loved that about her, and the fact that she treated him like a person, not like the Earl’s son. But her reaction to his incredible find was disappointing. He had hoped that she would understand, but how could she? Tiberius didn’t really understand it himself.


  His whole life, he’d known what was expected of him. As a child, he was to be seen and not heard. He was shuffled between nannies and nurses, rarely seeing his parents. His brothers bullied him and then blamed him for their poor behavior. Leonosis was given every advantage and treated like royalty, even by the servants. Brutas was also allowed certain liberties, but Tiberius was taught from a very young age that he was expected to follow every rule. They were tutored together at first, but then Tiberius was sent to the temple complex and forced to learn the ancient scriptures. His workload tripled while his brothers continued to be spoon-fed by their tutors.


  Then the physical training began. Leonosis was taught strategy and basic swordsmanship. Brutas trained to be a knight, fighting on horseback and leading groups of foot soldiers. Everyone knew that Leonosis would be Earl someday, and that Brutas would be Commander of the war band. Not that Avondale ever went to war. They fought off the beasts that sometimes came near the city, but otherwise, the war band was mostly ceremonial. Still, it gave the Earl’s second son a respectable position.


  Tiberius was a different matter, almost a problem for his royal family. Daughters could be married to other nobles, securing trade or political alliances, but Tiberius was of no value as long as his brothers lived. Everyone expected him to become a Paladin, taking vows of chastity and patrolling the city or leading civic functions. If that failed, he could always become a Priest—either way, he would no longer be his brother’s responsibility.


  Unfortunately, Tiberius was not like his older brothers. The physical training was difficult and unnatural to him. He had learned to use a whip from one of his father’s cattlemen as a boy, often practicing long hours before he’d been taken to the temple. But fighting with a heavy sword was another matter entirely. He tired quickly, and didn’t have the speed needed to be proficient with a sword. In time, it became clear to Tiberius that he would end up being a Priest, stuck copying scrolls in the temple or learning to bind books with the aged Priests. It was a life he detested, although he saw no way out of it. And all along, through the difficulties of his formative years, a secret desire burned like a fiery ember in his soul. At night, when he lay in the darkness of his room, he fantasized about being a wizard.


  He knew it was foolish. Wizards were outlawed by the Nine Cities of Valana, but he couldn’t make the desire go away. He felt shamed by his desire to work magic, but he couldn’t keep the fantasies out of his mind. He began to explore the city on his own once his lessons at the temple were over. He would wander around, looking for something he couldn’t find or even describe. When he met Lexi, he thought he’d found a kindred spirit, or at least someone who wouldn’t judge him for wanting a different kind of life. He admired her, but in some ways he used her. She took him to the places he could never find on his own, the old places, the parts of the city his father and their advisors pretended didn’t exist. And finally he’d found the one thing that made his heart leap for joy, and yet it also shamed him. Lexi had not understood, and he realized no one would. If they found his new treasure, they would punish him, perhaps even lock him away in the temple forever. He couldn’t let that happen.


  It took a while to make his way back up to the palace. He didn’t know the exact directions, but he knew that as long as he went up every flight of stairs he came to, eventually he would end up on the city’s main avenue. Then, it was only a matter of time before he came to the palace.


  It was dark when he arrived home, but that wasn’t unusual. He hurried up to his rooms where Robere would be waiting to help him wash up and change for dinner. Robere was a kind older servant, one of the few allowed to dress and care for the Earl’s sons. There was simply no telling what type of faux pas the aging servant had committed to be stuck caring for Tiberius. There was certainly no future in it, nor any sort of honor. Still, the man was always kind and fair with Ti, never snubbing him as some of the other palace servants did.


  Tiberius knew he couldn’t let the older man see the book he’d found and he hoped he might have just a few minutes alone before the servant arrived to help him prepare for the night. Unfortunately, he ran into Rafe as he hurried up the stairs.


  “Where’ve you been?” Rafe asked.


  “Out in the city,” Tiberius said, happy to see his friend, but hoping not to linger. “And you?”


  “Protecting the city from a vicious Forkus,” Rafe said with a grin.


  “I saw you, I was on the watchtower.”


  “There was room for you on the wall.”


  “I would have been there if I could have.”


  “Don’t kid yourself,” Rafe said, irritation showing in his voice. “It’s not like we would be able to do anything if one of those bloody creatures actually got close enough to attack the city. We would just be the first to die.”


  “I thought you loved the nobility of dying in combat.”


  “Combat yes, fighting monsters from the blighted lands below, not so much.”


  “I’ve got to go. I’ll see you at dinner.”


  “Of course,” Rafe said. “My father will have to give a report.”


  They both hurried away in different directions. Rafe and Tiberius were the same age, and the two boys had cultivated a friendship over the years. Rafe was a gifted fighter, but struggled to live up to his father’s famous reputation. Unlike Tiberius, Rafe was a natural with a sword. He could fight well with any weapon, but unless he became the Earl’s champion when his father stepped down, Tiberius knew Rafe would be crushed.


  He hurried to his room, which was a nicely appointed space opposite his brother Brutas’ rooms. Leonosis had a suite of rooms and Brutas had two adjoining rooms, one for sleeping and the other for study. Tiberius, on the other hand, had just had a single room; there wasn’t even a fireplace. He used a brazier to stay warm at night. The room was large enough for a small desk, a wardrobe, and a massive four-poster bed. He rushed inside and closed the door. It was still dark in the room, which meant that Robere had not arrived yet. Tiberius hurried forward in the darkness, his bed a massive shadow against the far wall.


  Tiberius had shelves of books and knickknacks he’d collected over the years, but his most prized possessions he kept in a trunk under his bed. He dropped to his knees beside the bed and pulled out the heavy wooden box. He flung it open and then carefully removed the two book fragments from his tunic. He was anxious to read them, but he forced himself to hide them away and begin cleaning up instead.


  He had just poured a pitcher of water into a basin on his table when Robere came in with a lamp and a small bucket of coals for the brazier.


  “Master Tiberius, you’re early,” the older man said.


  “Really? I thought I was right on time for a change.”


  “What mischief are you up to?”


  “No mischief, I just rushed to the palace when the alarm sounded. The Prefect didn’t have time to give us loads of busywork today.”


  “You saw the attack then?”


  “Yes,” Tiberius said.


  “Very exciting,” the servant said, placing a towel on the table beside the basin. “There is nothing more thrilling than seeing the Earl’s soldiers defending Avondale. Dinner shall be a victory feast.”


  Tiberius dashed water on his face so the servant wouldn’t see him grimace. The soldiers who had fought the Forkus would regale the court with tales of their exploits and dinner would drag on for hours. If Tiberius slipped away early, it would cause suspicion, so he would have to wait even longer to explore his new find.


  After scrubbing his face and hair, Robere helped Tiberius pull off his clothes and get dressed in his evening formals. The third son of the Earl could wear practical clothes while he went off to study at the temple, but when he rejoined the family, he was expected to look the part. The clothes were silky and very comfortable, but Tiberius knew they wouldn’t last long in the city. He wore a dark red tunic, with an ivory sash. His leather breeches were replaced with baggy linen pants that tucked into stiff boots that were polished to a high shine and rose up to his knees.


  Robere brushed Tiberius’ hair and then tied the laces around his tunic’s flowing cuffs. Tiberius looked at himself in the long dressing mirror and declared himself ready for the feast.


  The night seemed to drag on and on. The meal was served to a full hall, with wealthy patrons and courtiers all dressed in their finest. Tiberius found many of the young women of the court to be quite attractive, but they didn’t seem to notice him at all. Wine flowed freely, but Tiberius was careful not to drink too much. He had Robere, who helped serve the royal family during meals, bring him water instead.


  Rafe was seated next to Tiberius, both well away from the Earl and Countess. Sometimes Tiberius wondered if his parents would even notice if he failed to show up for their formal evening meals. Rafe kept up a running commentary, most of it crude humor, as the solders who led the ballistae crews gave reports to the Earl. It was a regular game the two young men had played since they were children. Tiberius couldn’t laugh or draw attention to himself during such feasts, and Rafe did his best to get his friend laughing out loud.


  Tiberius noticed that Rafe kept glancing at Lady Olyva. His friend hadn’t admitted to having a crush on Tiberius’ future sister-in-law, but it was obvious just the same. Not that crushes among the young people of the royal court were uncommon, but in this case Rafe’s passion was distressing. Lady Olyva was already matched and promised to Brutas. If Rafe had just had a secret crush, it would have been no big deal, but Tiberius also noticed that Lady Olyva stole her fair share of glances toward Rafe. That spelled trouble for the Sword Master’s son, and Tiberius was frustrated that there wasn’t anything he could do to help.


  Finally, the festivities ended, and Tiberius excused himself from the table. He hurried back to his room, where Robere was waiting to help him disrobe once more. Tiberius was dressed in warm woolen sleeping clothes, and candles were lit around the room. Normally, Tiberius had lessons to study or reports to prepare for, but on this night he merely waited impatiently for Robere to leave.


  “Do you require anything else, Master Tiberius?”


  “No,” Ti said. “I’m fine for the night. Thank you.”


  “Of course, my lord.”


  Tiberius smiled, Robere was the only person who ever called him lord. He waited until the older man had left, then he flipped the small latch to lock his door and hurried back to the bed and the treasure waiting underneath.


  Chapter 5

  Tiberius
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  His hands shook as he pulled the trunk out from under his bed. He opened the lid and carefully took out the book fragments. The leather was old and worn, puckering around the edges and torn at the corners. The paper was different than the parchment he was used to handling. It was thin and stiff, but hardy at the same time. He carried the fragments to his small table. The water and basin had been set on a high shelf and a polished silver candelabra with half a dozen beeswax candle tapers burned brightly.


  He set the book down and looked at it again. The title, which had been pressed into the leather, probably with some type of gold leaf, was completely worn away. The once smooth texture of the leather was now rough and dry. Tiberius was careful not to get the book too close to the candles, knowing it would catch fire easily.


  He opened the cover, and looked down at the first yellowed page. His heart was racing. He held in hands the work of an actual wizard. He had no idea who Horace Masstivus had been, but he felt a sense of gratitude for the long-dead wizard. He wondered what it meant to be a Wizard of the Third Order, but again he had no idea. The only thing he’d ever been taught about wizardry was the danger of working magic and that it was the cause of the great cataclysm which had destroyed most of Valana. Everything with references to wizards or magic had been gathered up and set ablaze in the great purge. There were no history books about magic, and no one ever spoke of the wizards of old.


  Tiberius turned the page and looked at the carefully written script. It was not as perfect as the scribe work from the Temple of Addoni, but it was clearly legible. He glanced at his door one more time to make sure the latch was closed and he was truly alone, then he began to read.


   



  The essence of magic isn’t spells or working wonders, but rather a mastery of the will, combined with a judicious use of knowledge. There are four ordained orders of magic, and a wizard must master five spells in one before moving on to the next.


   



  Tiberius felt his heart pounding in his chest. He simply couldn’t believe he was actually reading a book about magic. He wondered briefly what it meant by a mastery of the will, combined with a judicious use of knowledge. He had always imagined wizards chanting spells, but he’d never thought of having to will the magic to work. It made sense to think of bending the power to your will, but it also made him nervous. The wizards had lost control of their magic, that much was known to everyone. They had delved into powers too great and destroyed so much that was good. Tiberius wondered briefly if he should just throw the book into the fire. Perhaps even reading it would unlock some ancient evil that he wouldn’t be able to control. But he had no fire, and the truth was that he wanted to know more. He wanted to know about the four orders of magic and the spells one had to master to work through those levels. He decided to keep reading.


   



  The first level of magic is the healing arts. It is the most useful of all magic and grounds a wizard in the first and most important principle of wizardry: Magic exists to benefit all mankind. Healing magic, or Sana Magus, is a complicated art combining a knowledge of the human body with a strong grasp of magic fundamentals. It is important to remember that magic power is first and foremost a creative act, in the sense that magic is meant to build up, not tear down.


   



  Tiberius closed his eyes and said the name of the First Order over and over again in his mind. Sana Magus, Sana Magus, Sana Magus. Healing magic—the thought made him giddy. He imagined himself hovering over a sickbed, whispering powerful incantations and restoring health. He couldn’t imagine how that would ever be a bad thing. If he could just learn enough magic to heal people, he could be the greatest physician in the entire realm.


  His first impulse was to take notes, but then he realized that writing notes would only make getting caught more likely. He would have to memorize as much of the book as he could. There were Priests who had memorized huge sections of the ancient scriptures; surely he could memorize the precious information in this book. He looked back over what he had read, searching for the most important things to remember. The first principle of wizardry seemed obvious: Magic exists to benefit all mankind. He quoted the short axiom to himself over and over again.


  It didn’t seem to make any sense that magic, which was intended to benefit mankind, had ended up destroying most of the world. No one really knew what the blighted lands were like. A thick layer of fog and mist covered it so that even in the floating airships, there was little to be learned. When the catastrophe had occurred, only a few of the luckiest people made it to the highlands; the others were lost, that was common knowledge. What wasn’t so common was a reasonable explanation for the huge, monstrous creatures like the Forkus that sometimes lumbered up the mountain out of the mist. What had created those beasts? What did such huge creatures live on if the land below the mist was ruined and uninhabitable?


  Tiberius had heard of people occasionally leaving Avondale and venturing down the mountain. Most were criminals banished to the wastelands. None ever returned, and the mystery grew, but it didn’t make sense that magic meant for good could do such irreparable harm. He turned back to the ancient text.


   



  The Second Order is Defensive Magic, or Sepio Magus. It focuses on levitation and shielding spells which require a much greater mental focus than healing. It also requires more physical stamina, as defending oneself or others can sometimes transfer kinetic energy directly from the attack to the wizard. Learning to contain your opponent’s magic, without absorbing its destructive energy, is a prerequisite to moving to the Third Order.


   



  Tiberius groaned a little at the idea of needing physical stamina. He was strong enough in short doses, but he’d never had much endurance. Once again he realized that magic was more than just chanting mysterious spells. It took a force of will and physical strength to master powerful magic, but Tiberius was intent on becoming a wizard, so he told himself he would do whatever it took.


  Then, the realization struck him—he was going to be a wizard. He was going to learn magic. Thinking such simple, yet profound thoughts rocked his world. He’d never been happy in the roll he was expected to play as the third son of an Earl, but at the same time he realized he’d never really considered what following his own path really meant. He’d dreamed of magic for so long, and now it was at his fingertips. Yet he knew that if he really became a wizard, he couldn’t hide it. And once his secret was known, he wouldn’t be allowed to remain in Avondale. He would be killed or exiled. He couldn’t help but wonder if it was really worth it. At least as a Paladin, he could savor a few of life’s simple pleasures, even if he was miserable most of the time. Once more, he contemplated destroying the ancient book, but he knew he couldn’t do it. He was set on a path now; there was no going back. He’d go insane knowing he’d given up his dreams just to avoid the hardships that came with it.


  But he didn’t want to be exiled either. He loved Avondale; it was his home. He loved the city, the people, the beautiful lake that sat nestled in the forest like a well placed gem in a ring of pure gold. Still, he couldn’t stay, at least not in the city, if he was going to become a wizard. And if his family found out, they would hunt him down mercilessly. He would need to make his plans and then sneak away, perhaps find himself a small cottage in the forest, away from the game trails and narrow roads that led to the lake. He could live in solitude—at least he thought he could—but he would need to start making preparations now so that when he broke away from his family he wouldn’t be left destitute.


   



  The Third Order, Immutatio Magus, is known in laymen’s terms as transmutation. It involves, among other things, changing one object to another. It begins with moving an object from one related state to the next, for instance changing milk into butter and cream. As a wizard’s mastery of the Third Order grows, more substantive transmutations become possible. At its highest form, a Grand Wizard of the Third Order can transform lead into gold, although such feats have only been documented in a few rare cases and the time and effort involved is substantial.


   



  Tiberius could hardly keep reading. He’d never heard of the word transmutation, but suddenly the world seemed full of possibilities. He hadn’t imagined being able to transform objects, or turn lead into gold. He felt giddy; the excitement was nearly overwhelming, but he kept reading.


   



  The Fourth Order, Nativus Magicus, is the most arduous of magic, and should only be attempted after mastering the other levels. It involves controlling nature itself. The will of the wizard delves into the very heart of matter, taking control of the building blocks of creation. Magic of the Fourth Order has created wonders that defy explanation and stand as the greatest magical achievements known to man.


  The essence of magic is the study of the divine, and therefore the greatest of the mental disciplines. True wizardry taps into the very power of the gods, and by its nature aligns the practitioner with not only the wizards who have come before, but with the immortals, whose power and practices make up the essence of magic. It is not for the weak, nor for those with malice in their hearts. For while magic requires self-control and force of will, it also reveals the desires of one’s heart. Many have fallen into the Dark Orders because they rushed ahead, delving into magic that was too powerful for them to control. In those instances, the magic that was meant for good—to heal the sick, defend the helpless, and make the world a better place for all mankind—gets twisted into something destructive. Like a child wielding his father’s sword, wizards who do not dedicate themselves to mastering each order before moving to the next often wreak more havoc than they ever imagined. And many weak-hearted wizards have fallen under the spell of immeasurable power, despite the fact that they cannot control that power.


  Therefore, this book is a wizard’s guide. It was written eons ago by wizards of the Fourth Order so that those wishing to learn the magical arts will not blunder along aimlessly, or delve into magic that is outside one’s control, but follow the prescribed orders and master the divine arts as a boon to all mankind. In the pages that follow, a more thorough exposition of each of the Four Orders is offered in an effort to illuminate the reader. There are also spells, with instructions for casting them, as well as detailed explanations of what the spell should accomplish, so that at each stage a wizard will know without question that he has correctly cast and controlled the desired spell.


   



  Tiberius leaned back in his chair, tilting the wooden seat back and expertly balancing on the two rear legs. He thought about what he’d read, then read it all again. He wanted to savor everything he was learning. It was the first time in his life that he really felt excited about studying. There was more to the book, but his candles were burning low. He returned the book to his trunk, even placing some of his other keepsakes on top of the ancient manuscript so that it wasn’t the first thing a person saw when they opened the box.


  Then he blew out all of the candles except one. He crawled into his bed and watched the flame flickering in the darkness. It seemed so small and weak, the darkness of his room crowded in on every side, the flame wavering as it burned. He felt like he was the candle. The world was dark without magic, but the book he’d discovered was kindling a flame inside him. He would nurture it and make it grow, until the goodness of his magic filled the world with light.


  Chapter 6

  Rafe
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  The feast was finally over and Rafe sat in the corner, nursing a goblet of wine. He’d watched his friend Tiberius leave the feasting hall and had wanted to retire with him, but Rafe was called over to where a group of soldiers were reveling. They’d won another victory, keeping the city safe yet again. They were drinking and laughing, letting the tension of placing themselves in danger melt away. Rafe didn’t feel like celebrating. Despite his growing skills and reputation among the Earl’s war band, he felt trapped. All he could think about was Lady Olyva, even though he knew there was no way he could ever be with her. Their romance was treason, and he silently cursed himself for ever giving in to his desire for her.


  His attraction to Lady Olyva had been strong, right from the moment he’d first seen her. She wasn’t like most of the ladies of the Earl’s court. She wasn’t skinny or weak like the women he was used to seeing in the palace, nor was she pudgy and soft like the women in the city. She had strong arms, and thick well-muscled legs. Her waist was broad, but not fat. She had bright eyes in a round comely face, and her hair was dark but streaked through with ribbons of color from long hours spent in the bright sunshine of Hamill Keep. Her skin was a dusky olive color, not pasty white like the girls Rafe had known all his life.


  He wanted her, but it was more than just lust. He wanted to know everything about her, wanted to share his accomplishments with her, wanted to give her things and make her happy. But of course she was promised to Brutas, who Rafe despised. Brutas was a bully of the worse sort, always pointing out the mistakes of others to cover up his own incompetence. Rafe could someday hope to be the Earl’s champion, but Brutas would lead the war band from Avondale. And not because the Earl’s second son had earned that right, or because Rafe would fail to be the most able and accomplished of the Earl’s men at arms. No, Brutas would become Leonosis’ general simply because they were brothers. And in the same fashion, he would marry Lady Olyva, not because he’d won her heart, but because his father wanted a closer alliance with Hamill Keep.


  Rafe had learned long ago not to question why things happened with the Earl’s family the way they did. It wasn’t fair, and sometimes it was downright unjust, but there was no remedy. Even his father, unarguably the best swordsman in Avondale, couldn’t make things right. The Earl had unlimited power within the city, and only the King in Sparlan Citadel had the authority to act against the Earl. Yet, Rafe had foolishly rushed into a romance with Lady Olyva with no hope of winning her hand.


  At first they had merely flirted, but when Rafe had been asked to show Lady Olyva the battlements around the city, he had given in to his passion and kissed her. The tour had turned into a long walk that only stoked his feelings for her. Since then, he had slipped secretly into her room, or waited for her in the shadowy corridors of the palace for a stolen kiss or a passionate embrace. They could not consummate their love; Rafe would not even consider marring Olvya’s honor, nor did they have the time or the freedom to make love. Theirs was a secret romance, and one that Rafe knew would haunt him the rest of his life. Yet declaring their love and insisting on being together was not just foolish, but dangerous. If someone discovered their feelings, there would be no mercy. Nor would anyone believe that their relationship was innocent. The best Rafe could hope for would be conscription into the King’s forces in Sparlan Citadel. For Lady Olyva, the consequences would be much more dire and Rafe couldn’t stand to dwell on that possibility, but neither could he stand not seeing Olyva. He lived for her touch, and thought of her day and night.


  In the feasting hall, the soldiers had finally wandered drunkenly back to their barracks. The fire in the hearths had died down to embers, the food and empty platters had been cleared away, but Rafe still sat brooding. Not even joking around with his best friend Tiberius had eased his pain. He feared that he would be discovered, and the guilt of his passion for Lady Olyva battled with his anger for the injustice of their lives until he felt like a bloodied field of war.


  Eventually, he finished his goblet of wine and began to wander the halls of the palace. It was late and the broad marble-floored hallways were deserted. A small contingent of the Earl’s personal guard stood watch at strategic points around the palace, keeping lit a few of the ornate lamps that lined the wide walkways and porticoes. The dark hallways felt comforting to Rafe. He’d played in the long corridors as a child with Tiberius. Rafe’s father, Grentz, as the Earl’s Champion and Sword Master of Avondale, had a small apartment in the palace, but Rafe slept in the barracks with the other soldiers. His future was uncertain; unlike the Earl’s sons, Rafe needed to earn his place as champion.


  He walked along, slowly and aimlessly, meandering through the dark hallways in the general direction of the barracks that were located outside the Earl’s palace. His mind was preoccupied with thoughts of Olyva, and he didn’t notice he had made his way to her rooms until he was standing outside her door. He knew he should leave, he needed to break off the foolish tryst before it was too late and someone discovered their affair. But he couldn’t leave without seeing her. She was probably sleeping, but he knocked quietly, using the rhythmic tap they had worked out in secret so Lady Olyva would know it was Rafe.


  A moment later the door opened and Olyva stepped out into the dark hallway.


  “What are you doing?” she asked, her arms wrapping around his thick chest.


  “I had to see you; I’m sorry.”


  “I’m not,” Olyva said, laying her head on his chest. “I couldn’t sleep.”


  “Did I wake your maid?”


  “No, she’s snoring so loudly I hardly heard your knock.”


  “Are we insane?” he asked.


  “Yes, but I don’t care. My time with you has been the happiest of my life.”


  “And mine, but I’m dying inside.”


  “Kiss me,” she said.


  They kissed, the heat between them rising until Rafe had to pull away. Every fiber of his being ached to make her his, but he knew he couldn’t.


  “I have to go,” he said. “This is goodbye.”


  “No,” she said. “It can’t be. I’ll die.”


  “If we’re caught—”


  “We won’t be.”


  “I’m not coming back,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I’ve made up my mind.”


  “And I have no say in the matter?”


  “You know I’m right. We both knew this couldn’t last.”


  “All I know is that I love you.”


  Rafe kissed her once more, but it was a hard kiss, his body rigid, his hands holding her away from him. Then he spun away. He heard her sobbing in the darkness, but he forced himself forward. He knew he was doing the right thing, even though it felt completely wrong.


  He kept moving forward, making his way toward the nearest exit from the palace. He passed three guards who eyed him suspiciously, but didn’t speak. He hurried out into the cold night air. The nights in Avondale were always cold, regardless of the time of year. The mountain fortress was so high above sea level that the air was cold without the bright sunshine to lend it warmth. Rafe took deep breaths of the cold air, but he couldn’t stop the tears that ran down his face. He cursed his weakness. How could he be a warrior and yet be so weak that a woman could break down his resolve and leave him weeping like a child?


  He took his time moving back to the barracks. The officers had a large, well-constructed apartment complex. The units were made of polished stone and covered in thick vines of ivy that rose up to the red tiled roofs. The junior officers and regular soldiers were not so well appointed. The barrack was a large timber structure with rows of plain undecorated rooms. Each room had a dozen men housed inside, with racks for their weapons and chests for the personal effects.


  Rafe heard the snoring and the deep breathing before he entered the room. His roommates were all asleep, which was fine with Rafe. He didn’t want anyone asking him questions about his night or why he seemed so distraught. He dropped onto his bunk and pulled off his boots. Lying back, he adjusted the pillow and tried to sleep, but it was impossible. He felt a despair so deep and inescapable that he was sure it would swallow him up.


  Chapter 7

  Tiberius
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  Everyone at the temple complex was excited. News of the Forkus had spread through the city, and although most of the Priests and Paladins had never seen one of the massive creatures, they all knew Tiberius had. They wanted details and Tiberius felt as if his peers and the Prefects could see right through him. Tiberius was excited too, but not about the Forkus. He could hardly wait to try his first spell, but he also felt exposed. He was doing something wrong; there was no denying that. Even the ancient scriptures decreed that magic was evil and not to be practiced, although Tiberius felt relatively certain that was just a popular interpretation since the cataclysm.


  He spent the day studying, and being grilled for details about the attack. There wasn’t much to tell really, and Tiberius didn’t try to exaggerate the tale. The giant creature from the blighted lands below were now the stuff of legends, and even though Avondale was attacked once or twice a year, it was easily the most exciting thing to happen in a long while.


  The physical training of the Paladin class was difficult, especially for Tiberius. They were forced to run sprints, maneuver through obstacle courses, and engage in mock battles, both with weapons and hand to hand. Normally, Tiberius dreaded the daily exercises, but he renewed his effort since reading that a wizard needed to be physically strong. He was still clumsy with a sword, but he ran hard and did every exercise exactly as he’d been shown. By the end of the day, he was exhausted, and his mind so consumed with the book of magic that he couldn’t remember any of his lessons from the day.


  He bought a bag of fruit and hurried back to the palace. He quickly went through the lessons he’d been given, not caring that most of his work was woefully inadequate. When Robere arrived, Tiberius explained that he had too much work to do to attend the family meal. The aging servant made sure that Tiberius had everything he needed and promised to send up a tray of food. When Robere finally left, Tiberius sagged back in his chair. He had done it, he had endured the long day and somehow not given away the fact that he was about to attempt magic.


  He pulled out his dagger from the wardrobe where his clothes were kept, along with the other trappings expected of an Earl’s son. He had a very fine dagger, the hilt was polished brass, the wrapping was soft lambskin, and the blade was polished steel that was engraved with an intricate design. He pulled it from the sheath and tested its blade with his thumb. It was sharp and he couldn’t hide the smile that appeared on his face.


  He pulled out an apple from the bag of fruit he’d purchased on his way home from the temple. It was shiny red, firm, and ripe. He sat it on the small table along with the dagger. Then he pulled open the trunk that was kept under his bed. He studied the contents until he was certain nothing had been disturbed. Then he removed the keepsakes he had stored on top of the book fragment. His hands were shaking with excitement when he finally unwrapped the book. He opened it and began to read. He had scanned the chapter on Sana Magus, but now he reread the portion that described the first spell.


   



  The healing arts embody the very best of magic. From simple spells, to more complex incantations, its effects are immediate and visible to all. Nothing brings the uninitiated into a favorable relation with a wizard than to see his fellow man healed.


  Magic spells are spoken or chanted in the language of the immortals, for it was with words that the gods created entire worlds. Words are powerful tools in the hands of those trained to use them. But memorizing spells is only the beginning of a wizard’s true power. Words harness the magical power that exists all around us, but just as a harness does not tame a wild horse, so too, the words of the spell do not tame the powerful magic it invokes. A wizard must then will the spell into action with the strength of his mind. The incantation will start the flow of magic, but the wizard’s will guides and directs the magic into the proper channel, or in this case, into the sick or wounded individual he is trying to heal.


  We begin with the most basic of spells, healing a simple cut. Sana Magus is effective on any living thing, which makes it both vastly beneficial to the wizard, and easy to practice, since there are many living things other than sick people which may bear the brunt of a novice wizard’s zeal. Take a piece of whole fruit, freshly picked, and slice the skin with a sharp knife. Then, chant the spell out loud, visualizing in your mind’s eye the cut skin of the fruit coming back together.


  
    Sano Grasilis Abscido

  


  You will notice that your mind takes on a much greater level of focus as you chant the words. Saying spells out loud isn’t necessary for an experienced wizard, but for a novice, saying the words and hearing them spoken brings the untrained mind into alignment with the magical power you are invoking. Things around you, sights, smells, sounds, activities, should all fall away until all you can see or consider is the fruit. It may help you to continue saying the spell over and over. Eventually, as you master the pronunciation of each spell and become more sensitive to magic, saying each spell a single time will call the power to you and simultaneously focus your mind on the subject of your magic.


  If the spell is cast successfully, you should see the fruit’s skin seal up. Once this happens be sure to inspect the fruit for any sign of the original cut. There should be no mark or scar upon the skin of the fruit; likewise, it should not be thick or hardened where the skin was healed. Cut the fruit open and inspect your work. Human or animal skin consists of many, subtle layers and the amount of power, focus, and self-control is much higher. A wizard should be able to heal cuts in fruit easily and without exertion before trying the spell on another person.


  Magic takes a toll on the wizard, just as any activity would. The amount of concentration can be taxing at first, and novice wizards must pace themselves as they practice in order to remain in control. Sana Magus is the easiest of all the magical Orders because as creatures, our bodies are made to heal themselves. Many times an individual will recover from sickness all on their own given enough time. Likewise, even grievous injuries can eventually be overcome because of our body’s natural inclinations to function properly. Sana Magus invokes not only the magical power that exists all around us, but the divine spark that each living creature carries. There should be no backlash or carry over from healing spells, as there is in the other Magical Orders, but novice wizards would still be wise to take precautions in their efforts as they begin their practice of the magical arts.


   



  Tiberius leaned back in his chair and looked at the apple that was sitting prominently on his table. It was time to put his newfound knowledge to the test. His heartbeat sped up as he picked up the apple and then the dagger. He was about to do something no one had done in Avondale for over a century. He slid the dagger along the skin of the apple. It was so ripe a bead of juice seeped out and ran down the apple like a teardrop.


  He sat the apple down on the table and stared at it. He knew there was no turning back, but he felt a shiver of fear as the words of the spell danced in his head. He closed his eyes, thinking about the words, focusing on the spell. Then he opened his mouth, his lips were dry and his tongue felt thick, but he spoke the words of the spell in a quiet voice, almost a whisper.


  “Sano Grasilis Abscido,” he said.


  Nothing happened. He opened his eyes and the fruit was just as it had been, the cut in its skin gaping slightly. He felt a sense of foolishness, as if he’d been tricked. The book could be a fake, he thought. It could just all be made up. He fought hard not to let his frustration get the best of him. He decided to try again. The book said a novice might need to chant the spell over and over again.


  “Sano grasilis abscido, sano grasilis abscido, sano grasilis abscido…”


  At first nothing happened and he began to grow embarrassed. He was alone in his room chanting nonsense words. He didn’t know if it was worse that he was attempting magic, or failing so miserably.


  Then, without warning, he felt something. It was intangible, like the warmth from the sun, but just as real. He felt movement around him. He opened his eyes and looked at the apple, but it was just the same as before. He looked around him but there was nothing there. The feeling faded. He sighed in frustration, but then he took a deep breath, stared at the apple, and began chanting again.


  This time the feeling of movement happened more quickly. The swirl felt like wind, but it didn’t stir anything in the room, not even his hair. He stared at the apple, imagining the glossy red skin sealing back together. The sense of movement grew stronger. Nothing was happening to the apple, but something was definitely stirring in Ti’s small room. He kept chanting, and the feeling of movement grew so strong it began to push on him. It was like standing in a stream with a strong current. He reached a hand out toward the apple and continued chanting. Slowly the swirling magic around him began to move forward, along his arm. He focused on the apple and repeated the spell, over and over.


  Suddenly, the apple toppled over and rolled off the table.


  Tiberius jumped from his chair, his heart racing, the wooden chair clattering to the floor behind him. He rushed forward and picked up the apple. There was a bruise on the fruit where it had fallen, but the cut was gone.


  “Yes!” he shouted, then remembering himself, he calmed down.


  The last thing he wanted was for someone to come check on him. He felt so happy that he instinctively bit into the apple. It was cool and sweet. He picked up his chair and sat down, leaning it back on the rear legs and balancing there. He felt so good he wanted to scream. He had just cast his first spell. He may have broken the most sacred law in the realm, but he had cast a spell. He could do this, he thought to himself. He was on his way to becoming a wizard.


  Chapter 8

  Lexi
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  Night was the best time. Anything was possible at night, especially when you were invisible. Lexi wasn’t actually invisible, but she was so comfortable in the darkness and so silent that she was like a ghost in the shadows. It helped that most people didn’t like the darkness. She had long ago grown comfortable in the dark. She could stay hidden most of the night, never moving, her breathing silent, her body completely under her control. Sleep could wait for hours with no need to eat or even move.


  She was just outside the home of a very wealthy merchant. The alley she was hidden in was littered with trash and smelled horribly, but that only made the chances that someone might notice Lexi, squatting down among the piles of odorous garbage, that much smaller. She was in complete darkness, not even the starlight could reach down between the tall buildings to shine on her. The lamps and candles in the home she was watching had all gone out hours ago. So had the lights that burned in the other building behind her. No one had passed on the street for over an hour. The cold night air made Lexi shiver, but it also kept most people home. Paladins still patrolled the city, but unless someone shouted for help, she knew they would never discover her.


  The window she was watching was dark. The lady of the house had dumped a chamber pot from that window and failed to latch it closed. At least there was a slight gap around the window that Lexi could slip her knife in and unlatch the window if she was wrong, but she rarely was about such things. The window was on an upper floor, and the occupants of the house obviously felt safe leaving the window unlocked. It made sense; a normal person would need a ladder to get up to the window and you simply couldn’t walk around the city with a ladder at night without drawing the interest of the Paladins.


  In Lexi’s experience, the Paladins were generally nice people. They had committed their lives to serving Addoni, and despite the rigorous demands put on them by the Priests, they did their job well. Still, the Paladins were a reactionary group, good at chasing down criminals, but miserable at actually preventing crime. And Lexi planned to be long gone before anyone even knew she had been in the merchant’s home.


  Normally, Lexi only did what she needed to do to survive, but this job was different. She had been approached by a tavern owner who needed a favor. The merchant’s son was stringing the tavern keeper’s daughter along in hopes of stealing her virtue. Lexi thought the whole situation was ridiculous; she couldn’t imagine pinning her hopes for the future on a boy, no matter how handsome. Tiberius was the closest she’d ever come to actually having a crush, but she was just too pragmatic to believe that an Earl’s son would ever love her. The tavern keeper was paying her to plant a fake love letter in the boy’s cloak. If she was caught, she would be held in stocks for days, then scourged in public. It would be humiliating, if it didn’t kill her. She couldn’t imagine what Tiberius would think of her. He knew she lived on the streets and did what she had to do to survive, but if he were faced with befriending a thief that was caught red-handed, she imagined he would pretend he didn’t know her at all. That thought made her sad, more than she thought it should.


  She shook off any thoughts of Tiberius or of getting caught. It was time to get busy. She touched her tightly cinched cloak, making sure that the little scroll of parchment the tavern keeper had given her was still in its place in her hidden pocket. She stood and stretched, reaching high in the air to extend her spine. She flexed her hands and raised each foot, rolling her ankles to make sure she wouldn’t cramp up as she climbed.


  One more look into the street revealed nothing but darkness. She took a deep breath of the frosty air, then began climbing. The side of the merchant’s home that faced the alley had a few windows and one door, but for the most part it was plain stone. Luckily, at least in Lexi’s mind, the stone wasn’t polished or even flattened, producing a very unique look for the homeowner and a very climbable wall for the accomplished thief. She found handholds easy enough, although she was only able to grip the wall with her fingertips. She didn’t have shoes and gripped the wall with her toes as she climbed higher. It was a painful and difficult climb. She hoped coming down would be easier. She would have to get in and out without leaving any sign she’d been there.


  When she reached the window she spread her feet wide, finding the best toeholds she could. Then, steadying her breath, she tried the window. It was made to swing open from the inside, and she had to take hold of the sill with her cold, almost numb fingers and push gently. She breathed a sigh of relief when the window swung open. Immediately, she heard the grumbling snore of the merchant. Lexi knew she had to get in and close the window before the cold night air roused the sleepers.


  She hoisted herself up onto the window sill and leaned inside. It was dark, but her eyes had adjusted so that she could just make out the darker shadow of the fat merchant sleeping on the large poster bed. Lexi reached into the room, making sure there was nothing to trip on beneath the small window. She found the chamber pot, but nothing else. She slid into the room as quickly as she could, then swung the window shut again. Slinking through the darkness was her specialty. She moved across the room, noticing the thick rug around the bed with her bare feet. It was thick and luxurious, but she didn’t have time to worry about the rug. She found the door and stepped into a hallway. There were several other rooms and she checked two empty rooms before finding the son’s room.


  Lexi stood over the sleeping form, watching the teenager sleep. She couldn’t help but realize how different their lives were. She couldn’t imagine sleeping so soundly. The boy’s bed was bigger than most of the rooms that Lexi could afford to rent for a single night. She could tell by the boy’s thick chest and broad shoulders that he had never missed a meal. She bet that if she could touch his hands, they would be as soft as a baby’s.


  She wasn’t bitter about her lot in life. She hadn’t had the boy’s comforts or security, but she had lived a lifetime of adventures and that was more than she guessed the boy could say. Besides, she would never be caught dead sleeping while someone came into her room and took whatever they wanted. There were windows in the boy’s room, which faced the main road, not the alley. Starlight and the crescent moon sent silver light trickling in through the thick glass windows, making it easy for Lexi to find the boy’s clothes. She slipped the roll of parchment into the pocket of his trousers and started to leave when she noticed the curved Wangorian dagger, tossed carelessly into the corner of the room. It had no sheath, and the flowing design of the steel, folded dozens of times as it was forged, showed the dagger’s origin and value. She wanted it, and even though taking the prized blade would be risky, she decided the spoiled merchant’s son wouldn’t miss it. She picked up the dagger. The handle was wrapped in thick leather, the pommel and cross piece were simple, yet elegant in design.


  She tucked the blade into a pocket inside her tunic and left the boy’s room, quietly closing the door behind her. She made her way back to the merchant’s bedroom, and waited outside in the hallway as she listened to him snoring. He grunted, sounding more and more like a fat swine, before finally falling back into the rhythmic rumbling snore. Lexi moved into the room and across to the window quickly. The most difficult part of the entire night would be getting the window closed again. She pulled it open and sat on the sill, swinging her legs out into open space above the alley. She turned onto her stomach, searching the wall for cracks big enough to fit her toes into. When she was sure she wouldn’t fall, she raised her body up, searching for a good handhold beside the open window. When her right hand was secure, she reached in with her left and swung the window closed, making sure it didn’t bang against the sill.


  The climb down was nerve wracking and her heart raced. If she was seen scaling down the wall, she would be arrested. She had to force herself to breathe as she climbed down, finally getting both feet on the filthy alley below. She moved cautiously out of the alley, looking both ways along the wide avenue that ran in front of the merchant’s house before hurrying away.


  Once she had gone down two sets of stairs to where the road was narrow and the houses along each side were overbuilt, like a mouth with too many crooked teeth, she finally pulled out the Wangorian dagger. It was a nicer weapon than she had ever owned. The weight of the gently curving blade, which was as long as her narrow hand from palm to fingertips, was perfectly balanced by the hilt which felt perfect in her hand. It was exactly the size she would have chosen for herself, but the imported blade was easily worth a dozen gold crowns. She could fence it for a quarter of that price, but she didn’t think she would. It was the kind of weapon she wanted to hang onto.


  She was halfway back to the tavern to report her success when she was startled by a figure appearing suddenly in the street before her.


  “That’s a nice bit of steel,” said a thin, greasy looking man stepping out of the shadows.


  “Too nice for a little mouse like that,” said another man from behind Lexi.


  She glanced back over her shoulder and saw a fat man lumbering toward her. She didn’t bother to reply. She knew she couldn’t talk her way out of the situation. She realized it had been a mistake to focus her attention on the blade while she was still in the street. She silently berated herself for being so careless.


  “Is that your blade sweetheart?” the first man asked. “I doubt it’s tasted blood.”


  “No one owns a blade until it tastes the blood of his enemies,” said the fat man.


  “Look at her, Ox,” said the skinny man, obviously using the other man’s nickname. “She’s a pretty little thing.”


  “Tasty,” the fat man said, his voice dripping with heinous intent.


  Lexi was moving before either man realized it. She spun back toward the fat man, who raised a ham-like fist, but the Wangorian dagger split open his nasty shirt and scored a vicious cut across his pasty white belly. The man bellowed in pain, staggering back, but Lexi was already moving toward the other man. Everything happened in a matter of seconds, but as Lexi moved forward she realized that the curve of her new weapon made it necessary to turn her wrist inward so that the blade could have its full effect. Silently she chastised herself for not spilling the fat man’s guts. It was a mistake she didn’t intend to make again.


  The skinny man had a rusty knife of his own, and was bobbing toward her. Lexi couldn’t tell if the man had some type of physical problem, or if he was just excited by the fight. She moved into his range, then just as quickly jumped back, avoiding the inevitable swipe of the rusty blade. The skinny man was fast, but predictable. Lexi swung her own blade, narrowly missing the man’s arm, then let her momentum carry her forward in a spin. The men had seen the new dagger she’d just stolen, but they hadn’t seen the little blade she always carried. It was a thin knife that fit snug in her belt. She had drawn it with her left hand the moment she spun into action; now she slammed the small blade into the man’s groin. He screamed and pulled away, but the damage was done. The little knife wouldn’t stop a bigger blade, and in most areas of the body could do little more than make a man angry, but in the right spots it was deadly.


  Lexi saw the man’s blood spurt out of the wound, like a black fountain. Normally she would have run at that point, but the fat man was still alive. Living on her own as she had for most of her life, Lexi knew that leaving an enemy behind meant living in fear. The fat man was hurt, but not out of the fight. He would heal and his anger for her would fester. She was adept at getting out of trouble because people constantly underestimated her, but an enemy who set a trap for her could easily get the upper hand. The fat man was certainly stronger than she was, if he got his hands on her, she would be helpless.


  She turned back to the fat man who was lumbering forward, one hand on his stomach, the other holding a club. Lexi moved backward, waiting for her chance to strike. It wasn’t difficult to pretend she was terrified. The fat man’s face was contorted with rage and she was certain he intended to bash her brains out with his club.


  She passed a stack of empty wooden crates and pulled them down between herself and the fat man. He charged through them as if they were nothing but weeds to be trampled. She stepped into the entrance of a building with a low awning that was made of wood. The fat man swung the club in an overhead blow, but it caught on the awning. Lexi dashed forward, swinging her knife, but the fat man backhanded her with his free hand, the knuckles smashing across her cheekbone and eye, opening a nasty gash that was bleeding freely. She went sprawling across the ground, which was muddy. She rolled onto her feet just in time to see the fat man lumbering toward her once again. This time he had the club in both hands above his head. Lexi waited as long as she dared before rolling to the side. The fat man slammed the club down where she’d been, and was slower standing back up straight than Lexi was. She stabbed the dagger into the man’s thigh.


  The fat man grunted, looking down at the knife handle protruding from his leg. Lexi let the weapon go and moved away from the man. He turned and staggered after her, but the dagger slowed him considerably. The temptation to run was almost too much for her. She was used to striking first and ending a fight before it really started. Her miscalculation with the Wangorian dagger had given the fat man a second chance and his rage made her feel weak. He was dragging the club as he stalked toward her. She glanced around the dark street. She could see people peering furtively from their windows and doorways. She knew she had to make a decision—fight or run. She wanted to get someplace safe, to nurse the cut on her cheek. She could feel the hot blood running down her face, her eye was already swelling shut, and as she touched it with her hand, her resolve hardened.


  “I’m going to smash in your pretty little face!” the fat man bellowed.


  Lexi clenched her teeth and charged the man. He slowly raised his club over his head again. Lexi jumped into the air, kicking both feet hard into the man’s chest. She fell to the ground hard on her hip, pain lancing up her back and down her leg, but she was scrambling to get back to her feet before the fat man dropped on her and killed her.


  The fat man staggered back from Lexi’s blow, struggling to stay upright, but losing the battle. He toppled back hard, landing on his back. Lexi got to her feet and moved toward the man cautiously. He lay in the mud, panting for breath, his club several feet away and out of reach. She dropped both knees on the man’s wounded leg and tugged on the dagger with both hands. The fat man screamed, writhing to get away from Lexi, but she freed the dagger and for a moment lost all control. She stabbed the fat man over and over, her own scream of rage louder even than the fat man’s cries of pain. She worked her way up his rotund body, plunging the blade in to its hilt, then jerking it free. Blood flew around her like a swarm of angry bees, spattering her face, hair, and clothes. When she plunged the dagger into the man’s chest, he shuddered, his bowels releasing in death and a horrid stench rising up around his bloody corpse.


  Lexi stood up, her legs shaky as her berserker rage faded. The fat man lay at her feet in a puddle of black blood, his body cut to ribbons. Against the wall of a nearby building the skinny man sat, his head flopped onto his chest which had stopped moving moments before as his life’s blood ran from the severed vein in his groin.


  Lexi took in the scene, knowing that she wasn’t the only person seeing it or seeing that she had slain two men in the savage fight. Then she turned and ran into the night.


  Chapter 9

  Tiberius
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  Each day Tiberius felt himself growing stronger. After four nights of long practice, Tiberius still had to chant the spells, but he could feel the movement of magic almost immediately. Sometimes it was as if he stoked the magic around him into action and at other times, it was as if he awoke to the movement of magic already in motion.


  He could sense the magic more easily, and as he spent his days around the city searching for Lexi, he felt it stronger in some places and almost nonexistent in others, but always it seemed to call to him. His studies at the temple complex seemed more useless and more laborious than ever before, even though he felt magic moving strongly in parts of the temple. All he wanted to do was study and practice magic, but even with his days so busy, he often found himself thinking about Lexi. She was always on his mind, usually hiding behind whatever problem he was occupied with, and he found himself wondering what she would think about the effect of a certain spell, or an idea he had for getting away from his family. The more he dreamed of the future, the more he realized he wanted her to be part of it.


  He spent his evenings with his family, although it was easy for him to stay quiet and hardly be noticed. Still, he felt as if he was on the verge of giving himself away at any moment. His brother Leonosis frightened him most of all. His father was tired, and happy just to drink his wine until he was oblivious to anything else. His mother and sisters were busy with court gossip and his older brother Brutas spent his time trying to impress the heir apparent. But Leonosis was constantly aware of all that was happening around him. Whenever the Earl’s firstborn son looked at Tiberius, the younger man felt as though his older brother saw right through him.


  Then, when Tiberius could slip away, he returned to his room and practiced. Healing small cuts was easy now. He could summon the magic, direct it, and watch his work. It was fascinating to see the skin of fruit seal up before his eyes. The magic reminded Tiberius of an overzealous hound, tugging at the leash. At first he was pulled by the magic’s eagerness, but soon he became the master, harnessing the power of the magic and directing it.


  Tiberius had no way of practicing the other spells in his book, which called for tutelage from an accomplished wizard and then work with the sick. Tiberius was forced instead to memorize the spells, practice chanting them alone in his room, and feeling the force of the magic even though he could not direct it into anything. Each spell felt different, as if the magic was moving differently. There was a rhythm to each spell, from the way it was pronounced, to the way the magic felt to Tiberius. He soon began to chant the spells in the same way he felt the movement of the magic, so there was a harmony between wizard and magic. He wasn’t sure if that was the correct form, but it felt right, so he kept at it.


  Each night, he practiced just one spell. Memorizing each one, focusing on the way his pronunciation of the strange words effected the flow of the magic. On the morning of the sixth day of his private studies, he was summoned to the wall by Rafe. Tiberius’ oldest friend wasn’t a senior officer yet, but he had enough clout to send one of the enlisted men to fetch Ti, who was enjoying his weekend. He had been planning to go in search of Lexi. He hadn’t seen her since he’d found the book and he was afraid that she was angry with him. He had thought that she would understand, but she had never disappeared for so long before.


  He climbed up on the high wall and made his way down to where Rafe was waiting along with a squad of soldiers. The group looked nervous, and Rafe had been moping for days, but had an exciting grin on his face as Tiberius approached. Ti couldn’t imagine what his friend would have called him up onto the city wall for.


  “What’s going on?” Tiberius asked.


  “A pack of Graypees,” Rafe said happily.


  “Where? Why wasn’t the alarm sounded?”


  “They’re below us, right next to the wall,” Rafe explained. “They must have come up during the night. They’re too close to the city walls to be seen from the watchtower.”


  “What are they?” asked one of the soldiers.


  “They’re beastly lizards,” Rafe said. “Bigger than a full grown man, some are even larger than horses.”


  “But their hides are amazing,” Tiberius added. “My father killed the first one, with a spear.”


  “That’s debatable,” Rafe said.


  “You know my father killed the first one.”


  “That’s not what my father says.”


  “Anyway, they used a special spear,” Tiberius continued. “More of a harpoon really”


  “With barbs on the spearhead,” Rafe added.


  “And a rope on the butt end. They speared the beasts and then hauled them up onto the city walls.”


  “The skins are worth thousands of gold crowns,” Rafe said. “Not to mention only four men have ever actually done it.”


  “We used to pretend we were hunting the Graypees as kids,” Tiberius said. “I guess today we are for real.”


  “No offense, my lord,” said one of the soldiers. “But why call the Earl’s son? There are plenty of us to help you.”


  “None of you know how to hold the rope,” Rafe said. “And I don’t have time to teach you. I’ll get one shot at these devils. If everything isn’t perfect, they’ll flee out of range and we’ll miss our chance.”


  “We used to practice as kids,” Tiberius said again, feeling a little inadequate in the group of solders. “We developed a system.”


  “You don’t mind me taking the shot do you?” Rafe asked.


  “Of course not,” Tiberius said. “You are much better with a spear than I am.”


  “The Earl’s son doesn’t need to know weapons,” teased one of the soldiers. “That’s what we’re for, to fight his battles.”


  The others laughed—all except Rafe, who looked angrily at the soldier.


  “I’m sorry sir,” the man said. He was the oldest member of the squad, even though he was below Rafe in rank. “I meant no offense.”


  “Lord Tiberius doesn’t use the sword, but that doesn’t mean you should underestimate him,” Rafe said. “Are you going to show him, Ti?”


  Tiberius put his hand on the whip that was curled neatly and tied onto his belt with a simple leather thong. Tiberius had always been fascinated with whips since he was a child and had seen cattleman driving a heard of angry looking steers with a long bullwhip.


  “No,” Tiberius said. “It’s not important.”


  The soldier looked smug, but Tiberius ignored him. He knew the older man thought he was afraid, but he didn’t care. His time with his best friend was short. He knew he would have to leave the palace and even the city proper soon enough. His quest for magical prowess was like a raging fever, occupying nearly every thought. He would leave soon, but if he and Rafe could successfully kill a Graypee, they would be remembered together for years. And it would be a good way for Tiberius to say goodbye to his oldest friend.


  “Just get the rope,” he said.


  “It’s on its way.”


  “How did you even know they were here?” Ti asked.


  “Holsan heard them as he was patrolling along here,” Rafe explained. “He told me about them and I knew immediately what they were.”


  “I want to see them.”


  Ti leaned out over the wall’s crenelated edge. It made him dizzy to look straight down. They were over thirty feet above the steeply sloping ground. The top of the wall was built out larger than the wall itself, so Ti was forced to lean over the edge to look down. Rafe took hold of his belt to steady him. His friend had always been bigger and stronger than Tiberius, but he had never acted superior. They were the same age and for years had played together as children. When they were old enough, Rafe entered the Earl’s service and Tiberius was sent to the temple to train as a Paladin, but they had remained friends, seeking out each other’s company whenever possible. Tiberius knew he would miss Rafe even more than his own family when he left.


  “Sir, here comes Holsan with the spear,” said one of the soldiers.


  They all made way for the soldier who was carrying a long spear with a strange looking head. Rafe hauled Tiberius back onto the wall and then took the spear. The look on his face as he hefted the big weapon was sheer joy. Tiberius took the rope and inspected it. He ran the rope through his fingers, looking for any frayed edges, but the rope was in excellent shape.


  “Is it tied on good?” he asked.


  “Perfect,” Rafe replied.


  Tiberius coiled the rope carefully in his right hand, making sure that the rope didn’t twist and that there was space between the coils so that it would unwind freely without affecting the flight of the spear.


  “Are we ready?” Rafe said impatiently.


  “Just a minute,” Tiberius said. “I’ve almost got it.”


  He handed the end to one of the soldiers.


  “Tie this end to something solid,” he instructed. “Just in case Rafe’s throw doesn’t kill the beast.”


  “What are you implying, that I’ll miss?”


  “No, of course not,” Tiberius said dramatically.


  “I won’t miss,” Rafe promised.


  “You better not. We’ll only get one shot at this.”


  “Just like we practiced,” Rafe said.


  “Not quite, I never pictured you having to stand on the edge of the wall.”


  “My guys will hold me, I’ll be fine.”


  He hopped up onto the waist-high crenellation and hefted the spear. Two of the soldiers held Rafe by the legs. Tiberius was just starting to lean out over the crenelation when a gray, scaly body darted up over the edge. Both of the soldiers holding Rafe’s legs jumped back in fright. Rafe, who had been holding the spear pointed down, swung the heavy weapon at the Graypee who was climbing over the edge of the wall. The lizard creature was knocked back, it’s long bony claws scrabbling against the stone in an effort not to lose its grip.


  Rafe went to strike the beast again, but this time it caught the spear in its massive jaws, the triangular head was little more than a small skull, huge jaw muscles, and a long snout full of pointed teeth. The creature instinctively jerked the spear, losing its battle to hold onto the wall and falling. Tiberius looked up triumphantly at his friend who had so valiantly fought the beast, only to see the look of fear pinching Rafe’s features as he lost his balance and fell.


  The rope spun out of Tiberius’ hands as he reach out to catch his friend, but he wasn’t fast enough. He hit the stone edge of the wall hard, bruising his ribs, but he hardly noticed. He watched in horror as Rafe fell, flipping onto his back in midair, before crashing against the rocky soil below.


  “No!” shouted Tiberius.


  He watched as the dust that had flown upward in a cloud, settled back down. He couldn’t look away. The Graypee landed several feet farther from the wall that Rafe, its mouth dripping blood, but it was able to get to its feet and limp away. The other Graypees had bolted away when Rafe hit the ground near them, but to Tiberius’ horror, they didn’t go far. He heard them growling and hissing.


  He turned back to the soldiers who were frozen in terror. He wanted to throw them over the wall. They were supposed to hold onto Rafe, but they had let him fall. Tears flooded his eyes.


  “Get help!” he shouted at them.


  The small squad of men ran down the wall, toward the barracks. Tiberius looked back down at his friend. He couldn’t tell if Rafe was breathing or not. He refused to even consider the possibility that his friend might be dead. He wouldn’t let the thought enter his consciousness, even though he felt it stalking around the edges of his mind.


  The spear lay on the ground not far from Rafe, the rope still connected to it and to the wall where the soldier’s had tied it. If Rafe could just get the rope and loop it under his arms, they could haul him back up to safety. Tiberius was just about to shout for some of the soldiers to come back, knowing he couldn’t pull his friend up the wall without help. But before he did, he noticed the Graypee’s moving slowly back toward Rafe, their tails held out rigid behind them, their bellies low to the ground. He knew they were ready to pounce. Even if Rafe got up immediately, he might not have time to get up the wall before they jumped on him.


  His mind flickered to the book of magic. The Second Order dealt with levitation, and for one instant he wished that he knew the spell. But that part of the book was missing, and he knew that skipping ahead was dangerous. He wouldn’t have been ready to lift his friend up the wall with magic even if he knew the spell. Then an idea struck. He didn’t take time to really consider it. He just acted before his nerves got the best of him.


  Picking up the rope, he hopped onto the edge of the wall’s crenelation, then slid off.


  Chapter 10

  Tiberius
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  His hands burned as he slid down the rope. The side of the wall was too far for his feet to reach and slow his descent. He didn’t have time to slow down anyway. He slipped down the rope and hit the ground hard, pain shooting up through his feet as he collapsed onto his backside. His tailbone sent a wave of pain crashing up his back and he shouted as he rolled instinctively onto his stomach.


  The Graypee’s roared in response. They saw Tiberius as competition for the food that had somehow fallen out of the sky and they were loathe to give it up. He struggled to his feet, his tailbone aching in awful pain, but the sight of the huge lizard creatures so close got Tiberius moving. He took hold of the whip and pulled it free of the simple thong with a jerk. His hand wrapped around the handle and the oiled leather coils dropped to the ground. He raised his arm quickly, then brought it back down again. The whip cracked loudly; the sound bouncing off the stone wall made it seem even louder.


  The Graypee’s flinched at the sound, but didn’t turn back. Tiberius moved between his friend and the large creatures that were slinking closer and closer to his inert form. With a practiced movement he brought the whip sailing up over his shoulder, it cracked again as it swung back out in front of him. He let the cracker on the end of the whip slap the ground as it violently changed directions again. This time when the whip popped, dirt flew up into the air.


  “Get out of here!” Tiberius shouted.


  The pack of Graypee’s growled menacingly. Tiberius knew was going to have to do more than scare them to drive them away from his friend. He dashed forward, the whip wrapping around his body, then uncoiling again as he spun. He flicked the whip back, then spun it above his head before snapping it back down. The cracker slapped across the snout of the nearest Graypee, popping the reptilian creature hard enough to break the skin of most animals. The scaly hide of the Graypee didn’t split, but the creature howled in pain, rearing back away from Tiberius.


  For just a moment the creatures hesitated, giving Tiberius just enough time to make his move. He turned and sprinted for the spear. It wasn’t far away, and he snatched it up off the ground, whirling around before jamming the butt of the weapon into the ground and falling to his knees. One of the Graypee’s had given chase and was leaping toward Tiberius. He raised the spear to meet the creature’s charge. It impaled itself on the long weapon and toppled onto its side, shaking and howling as it died.


  Tiberius had hoped to use the weapon to fend off the other creatures, but he knew there was no way he could pull the spear free. With its specially made barbed head, the spear would have to be cut out of the Graypee. He jumped over the creature’s body and snapped the whip as he landed, the crack of the leather made the rest of the Graypees hesitate once again.


  “Get out of here!” Tiberius roared, running toward the massive creatures again.


  He capitalized on his shout with another crack of the whip. It was enough to spook the Graypees, and they turned and dashed back down the mountainside. Tiberius breathed a ragged sigh of relief, but then sprinted back to his friend. He knelt in the dust beside Rafe, whose eyes were open. He was struggling to breathe.


  “Hey, you’re okay,” Tiberius said optimistically. “Everything’s going to be okay.”


  Rafe’s eyes were open wide and his mouth opened and closed several times before words came out.


  “What happened?”


  “You fell. I had to drive off the Graypee’s. They thought you were dessert.”


  “Don’t joke.”


  “No, it’s okay,” Tiberius said. “They’re gone. I even killed one. Can you believe it?”


  “Ti, I can’t move.”


  “Just give it a minute, you’ll be fine.”


  “No, I can’t move,” Rafe said as tears rolled down his cheeks. “I can hardly breathe.”


  “You fell from the wall,” Tiberius said. “It just knocked the breath out of you.”


  “Listen to me,” Rafe wheezed. “I can’t feel any pain. I can’t move my arms or legs. I feel like there’s a huge stone on my chest. I’m dying.”


  “No,” Tiberius said. “You can’t.”


  “Tell Olyva…”


  His mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. It was taking all his strength just to breathe. Tiberius felt a sense of despair. Rafe’s back was broken, and even if they could somehow lift him back up on the wall without killing him, he would never be a warrior again. He would be a cripple, needing someone to wait on him hand and foot for the rest of his life. Tears filled Tiberius’ eyes. It wasn’t fair. Rafe, his best friend, the strongest, most adventuresome person Tiberius had ever known, was going to die.


  Then an idea struck him. He had practiced the spell for mending bones. He was suddenly terrified. He didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t just let his friend die. But if he healed him, if he used magic, his friend would know—perhaps everyone would know—that Tiberius was a wizard. He might not even be able to save Rafe. He didn’t want to chance being caught, but he refused to let his friend die.


  He wracked his brain to remember what the book said about the advanced healing spells.


   



  This spell will heal broken bones if cast correctly, but unlike the previous spells which consisted of one focal point, Acies Intrinsecus and the spells that follow, all involve various stages of healing and focus.


   



  Tiberius took a deep breath, then he began to chant the spell. It was the fourth spell in his book, and it was much longer than the others. He’d practiced it over and over alone in his room, but now with his heart racing and his friend gasping for breath, he felt a pressure and fear he’d never experienced before.


  “Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis,” he chanted.


  Immediately he felt the magic around him swirling. The power of the spell was much greater than it had been in his room. He felt like he was in the middle of a terrific storm. The magic buffeted his body and his hands were already shaking with fear. He focused his mind on his friend, closing his eyes and chanting the spell out loud, over and over. He did his best to ignore Rafe’s eyes, open so wide he could see the whites of his eyes all around the irises.


  As the magic grew in intensity, he began to feel his friend’s body. He could feel the magic billowing over and under Rafe’s inert form. Then the magic penetrated and even though Tiberius’ eyes were closed, he could see a bright flash of light as the magic he was conjuring united with the divine spark inside of Rafe. His friend couldn’t feel the injuries that had occurred in the fall, but Tiberius suddenly could. The pain in his back erupted so savagely that Tiberius’ body arched, and he almost screamed in pain, as the muscles in his back spasmed. He could feel the broken vertebrae and the bisected spinal column.


  He was so shocked that he almost faltered in his chant of the spell. The feeling dimmed and the magic seemed to pull away from Rafe, but Tiberius redoubled his efforts and thrust his mind furiously into his friend. He directed the magic into the broken sections of Rafe’s back. It was hard to concentrate on such small fractures deep within the multitude of organs, blood vessels, muscles, and tissue, almost as if he were trying to read tiny writing. He wanted to back off, relax his efforts, but forced himself not to give up. He remembered what the book had said about the advanced spells.


   



  There is of course danger in these spells, like in all magic. If the wizard is not mentally strong enough to control the magical power, it can wreak havoc in the subject’s body, causing more damage or healing in an abnormal way and thereby crippling the subject.


   



  Tiberius was swiftly growing tired. He’d never had much stamina, but he could sense the bones fusing back together. Little sparks of light popped in his mind’s eye as the individual strands that made up Rafe’s spinal column joined back together. Tiberius didn’t understand all that was happening. He could feel Rafe’s body—all the muscles, bones, blood, and organs functioning in his body, like the cacophony of an angry mob all around him—but he made himself focus on directing the magic. It was his only task, move the magic, even though it was like trying to funnel a river into a thin hollow reed. Still, he didn’t give up, his head ached, and eyes felt as if they were going to pop out of his skull. It was getting harder to breathe, and the pain in his back was difficult to ignore. Then, suddenly, it all began to ease. The magic he’d been wrestling with so furiously, suddenly began to flow more easily. The bones were solid again, the spinal column intact.


  Tiberius slowly sat back on his heels and opened his eyes. Rafe was staring at him, his eyes still opened wide, but his head turned toward him.


  “Can you,” Tiberius said, between gasping breaths, “move?”


  “What did you do?” Rafe said.


  “Can you move?” Tiberius asked again.


  “Yeah, I think so.”


  Tiberius stood up on shaky legs. He’d just cast his first real spell, and it had been more difficult than he ever imagined. It reminded him of the first time he’d sat on a horse. The beast had been so big, so powerful, that he knew it could fling him off or run away and there would be nothing he could do to stop it. Instead, the horse had obeyed his commands and taken him around the field where Tiberius’ brothers were riding. It had been exhilarating and frightening, and just like that first horseback ride, Tiberius knew he wanted to do more magic. He had barely controlled the powerful magic, and somehow it had done what he wanted it to; it had obeyed him.


  Tiberius pulled his friend up and they stood staring at each other.


  “Are you okay?” Tiberius asked.


  “Yes,” Rafe said. “Are you a wizard?”


  Before Tiberius could answer, a howling scream erupted behind them, and Rafe shoved Tiberius to one side as he dove in the opposite direction. Tiberius landed hard on his left arm, felt it pop and a stabbing pain made him cry out. He also saw the flash of gray, scaly skin streak past, and then rolling to his knees stood up to see the pack of Graypee’s rushing toward him.


  Chapter 11

  Rafe
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  He was still unsure about what had happened to him. He remembered falling; it had been the scariest moment of his life. He had knocked the Graypee back from the wall, but then gravity seemed to take hold of him. For one long instant, he had struggled to regain his balance, but then he was falling and there was no way to stop it.


  He hit the ground so hard he passed out. When he came to, his head ached terribly and he felt as there was a huge boulder on his chest. It took all his strength just to breathe. He tried to roll over, but couldn’t move. He wanted to lift his head up, but he couldn’t. He tried to raise his hand, but his arm refused to move. Nothing hurt but his head, and yet he knew he was badly injured. His senses came back to him slowly. At first his only thought had been to breathe, but then the reality of what had happened hit him. It was more painful than the fall. His back was broken. It was the only explanation for why he couldn’t move. He closed his eyes and did his best to stay alive, although he guessed that soon the Graypee’s would begin to feed on him. That thought was terrifying, but he hoped that he wouldn’t feel much of it. He considered briefly just giving up and dying. He could have just stopped struggling to breathe, but his time as a soldier had reinforced his own survival instincts until quitting wasn’t an option.


  Then he’d heard the unmistakable cracks of Tiberius’ whip. His eyes had flooded with tears as he realized that his best friend was fighting for him, even though he knew it was too late for Tiberius to actually help him. He felt guilty that his friend would probably die for him. Tiberius was not a warrior. He was damn good with that whip, but a whip wouldn’t fend off the Graypees forever.


  There was a bloodcurdling roar, and the sounds of one of the Graypees gurgling and dying, then Tiberius was looking down at him. Rafe wanted to ask questions, but he had to focus on breathing. He had to close his eyes when Tiberius started chanting. It was strange, the words foreign but familiar at the same time. Then he felt something happening inside him. His arms and legs began to tingle, as if they were asleep. Then a terrible ache pulsed to life, only to fade almost as quickly as it appeared. His breathing became much easier, and then he could move again. Relief flooded over him so strongly that tears once again stung his eyes.


  When Tiberius had pulled Rafe to his feet, he felt a sense of strength that he’d never experienced before. It wasn’t physical strength, but resolution of will. He knew exactly what he wanted and he knew that he would do anything to get it.


  Then the Graypees attacked again. The pack leader had been killed by Tiberius, but another was vying for the title and it launched itself straight at them. Without thinking Rafe pushed his friend away and fell to the ground. The Graypee was a streak of gray lightning, flashing over them. Rafe rolled to his feet and drew his rapier in one smooth motion. The sword was long and much thinner than the short swords carried by the Earl’s soldiers. Theirs was best for hacking at opponents, but the rapier was a much more sophisticated weapon. It was thin and double edged, with a fuller along the center portion of the blade from the hilt to the midway point of the weapon. The sword was strong, but flexible, allowing it to absorb the impact of heaver weapons without snapping. It was primarily a thrusting sword, and Rafe’s father had taught him to use the rapier from a very early age. Rafe used precise angles and the long sword’s greater leverage to dispatch opponents, rather than raw power or ferocity.


  Unfortunately, Rafe wasn’t facing a human opponent. The Graypee had a long tail, thickly muscled legs, and a long maw of razor-sharp teeth. Rafe knew he needed to inflict as much damage as he could while keeping the beast at bay. He and Tiberius had pretended to hunt the fabled beasts their whole lives and he’d often fantasized slaying one, but never in all those dreams did he imagine fighting one with a sword.


  From the city wall, the creatures had looked powerful and large, but up close they were terrifying. Rafe could see the thick muscles coiling and flexing under the glossy, gray scaled skin. The Graypee darted forward again, this time staying on its feet. Rafe stood his ground, holding his sword high, but parallel to the ground, keeping the sharpened tip pointed at the creature. He was afraid the rest of the pack would attack him from behind, but Tiberius moved behind him, the Earl’s son’s whip cracking like thunderbolts around them. Rafe felt the wind as the whip flew around him, but he didn’t take his concentration from the Graypee in front of him. He trusted his friend, and he knew that if he wasn’t careful, the creature would tear his throat out.


  When the beast came at Rafe, it opened its mouth, the thick tongue sliding back so that all Rafe could see were the rows of teeth and the dark, slimy throat. He drove the rapier forward aiming for one of the small, black eyes. The sword thrust was off the mark and hit below the eye, along the Graypee’s snout. The blade split the skin easily, then dragged up the bony skull toward the beast’s eye. When the tip entered the Graypee’s eye, it howled in pain, its claws scrabbling on the rocky ground in an attempt to get away from the awful blade. The sword, which angled to a point, caught in the orbital socket, amd the pressure of the huge beast made the blade bow out until Rafe jerked it back.


  The Graypee roared in fury. Rafe risked a quick glance back and saw that the rest of the pack was hissing and feinting, but none were attacking. Either they were frightened of Tiberius’ whip, or they were waiting to see what would happen to the creature that Rafe had just wounded. When Rafe turned back to the Graypee he’d just struck, he was surprised to see the beast readying for another attack. Its eye had been popped from its socket and hung from the beast’s skull by the thick optical nerve as blood flooded down the creature’s face. It pawed at them, swiping a claw in their direction despite the fact that it was too far away to actually reach them.


  “You like that?” Rafe bellowed at the beast. “Come get some more!”


  Tiberius was yelling too, but he was shouting for the Graypees to flee. Rafe jumped forward, raising his empty hand over his head and waving it furiously. The Graypee watched the empty hand, raising its head in anticipation of an attack. Rafe then flicked his sword out in a well-aimed jab. The blade sank into the Graypee’s throat and Rafe slashed hard, forcing the rapier to cut through muscle and flesh. Blood sprayed out and the Graypee staggered backward again, trying to roar, but only choking and gargling on its own blood. The creature was dying, but it was still bigger and stronger than Rafe. It charged forward, lowering its head to protect the wounded neck. Rafe jumped out of the way, shouting for Tiberius.


  “Look out, Ti!” he shouted.


  Tiberius didn’t hesitate, but jumped to the side, landing hard on his right arm and then rolling to his knees as the Graypee lumbered past. It was much slower than before and as it turned to face them again, its legs buckled. Rafe ran to Tiberius’ side, noticing how his friend’s arm was cradled against his chest.


  “You hurt?” he cried.


  “It’s nothing,” Tiberius said as he cracked his whip across the snout of the dying Graypee.


  It fell to the ground.


  “Killed another one,” Tiberius joked.


  “That was my kill,” Rafe said.


  “Well, I killed the first one.”


  “What about the one on the wall?”


  “It’s still alive,” Tiberius said. “I saw it run away.”


  “It still counts.”


  “Only if you go down into the mists and find it.”


  The Graypees hissed and growled, but soon they turned away, leaving two of their dead behind. Tiberius seemed to sag, as if he was completely exhausted.


  “You saved my life,” Rafe told him.


  “It was nothing,” Tiberius said, trying to coil his whip with one hand.


  “Your arm hurt bad?” Rafe asked.


  “No, just sore.”


  “Why the hell did you come down the wall?”


  “I wasn’t going to let you die,” Tiberius said.


  Rafe had trouble finding words. His eyes were stinging with tears again and his throat ached as he struggled not to lose his composure.


  “What exactly did you do to me, Ti?”


  “Nothing,” Tiberius lied.


  “You’re a terrible liar. I’ve known you too long for that.”


  “I helped you, is that a bad thing?”


  “No,” Rafe said. “Of course it isn’t.”


  “Then just pretend it never happened, okay.”


  “What are you not telling me?” Rafe persisted.


  “Nothing,” Tiberius said.


  Rafe looked into his friend’s eyes and saw both relief and fear there. It wasn’t fear of the Graypees, nor of his friend’s heroic actions to save his life. It something else, something even greater than facing a pack of huge lizard creatures.


  “Alright,” Rafe said. “I won’t ask again.”


  They stood looking at each other.


  “But you need to see a physician,” Rafe finally said.


  “I just need some rest. Saving your butt is tiring work.”


  “Well, I won’t forget what you did for me.”


  “You would have done the same for me,” Tiberius said.


  “Sir?” came a shout from above them. “Are you okay, sir?”


  “We’re fine,” said Rafe.


  Ropes were dropped. Rafe took them and looked around.


  “I don’t guess you can climb a rope with a hurt arm,” he said.


  Tiberius shook his head.


  “Well, I’m going to sling these two around my Graypee, then I’ll see to you.”


  “Priorities, I get it,” Tiberius said, and they both laughed.


  Chapter 12

  Tiberius
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  Tiberius didn’t feel like laughing. His arm was hurting so bad he had to grit his teeth to keep from groaning in agony. He knew the bone was broken, and as the adrenaline of the Graypee attack wore off, he began to ache all over. His tailbone was badly bruised, making every step painful and each inch of his body seemed to hurt with a new ache. But none of it compared the mind-numbing pain of his broken arm.


  “Tiberius needs a sling,” Rafe called up to the soldiers that were massing on top of the wall.


  Ti started to object, but then realized Rafe wasn’t calling for a sling for Tiberius’ broken arm, but rather a sling to haul him back up the wall.


  More ropes dropped and Rafe saw to his friend.


  “That arm looks pretty bad,” Rafe said.


  “It’s just bruised.”


  “Or maybe you know a way to fix it,” Rafe said, staring into his friend’s eyes.


  There was no sign of anger or judgement in Rafe’s stare, but Tiberius felt exposed and frightened just the same.


  “Don’t worry, you’re secret is safe with me,” Rafe said. “I owe you my life, Ti. I won’t ever forget that.”


  Tiberius didn’t know what to say, so he just nodded. The sling was wrapped around his chest, under his arms and then tightened. Then Tiberius was hauled up the wall, while Rafe got the second Graypee they had killed ready to be hauled up.


  When Tiberus reached the edge of the city wall, strong hands took hold of him and helped him scramble over the parapet. The wall was crowded with soldiers now, even some of his father’s officers were there, including Grentz, Rafe’s father. The soldiers began to cheer. Tiberius was completely surprised. He was slapped on the back and congratulated.


  “I hear my son owes you his life,” said Grentz.


  “I didn’t do much, really,” Tiberius said.


  “I always thought that whip of yours was a little silly,” the Sword Master said. “Today you proved me wrong and I’m not too proud to say it. Thank you.”


  “It was nothing,” Tiberius said. “Rafe would have done the same for me.”


  “As he should, that’s his job,” Grentz said. “You showed true courage and nobility, rushing to his aid. You put your life in danger to save his. I won’t soon forget that.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Tiberius said.


  The crowd was raucous and excited. No one had ever slain two Graypees from the same pack before. It was rare to see them at all, much less find them close enough to hunt from the city walls. No one had ever fought them on the ground and the soldiers were so excited by the entire ordeal that it took Tiberius nearly an hour to break away. All that time he held his arm close to his body, feeling it swell. By the time he got back to his room, he was covered in sweat from the pain. He had to be careful getting his shirt off and then he pulled the book of magic from under his bed.


  Every little chore seemed like agony. When he finally got the book of magic from the hidden chest under his bed, and laid the ancient fragment on his little table, he had to sit down and catch his breath. The pain in his arm was getting worse, and all he could think about was stopping the pain. Yet, he didn’t want to do something foolish and he knew the healing magic that he’d conjured to help Rafe had been a raging torrent of power that had almost swept him away. He didn’t care if he died, but he couldn’t fathom the thought of doing something that would hurt his family or the people of Avondale.


  He reread the entire chapter on Sana Magus, desperately looking for something about self-healing, but there was nothing to be found. The book talked about practicing on fruit, and even on butchered animals, then eventually working with sick, but there was nothing about a wizard casting a spell on himself. Tiberius didn’t even know if it would work, but eventually he cleared his mind. The pain made it difficult to concentrate. He felt nauseous, his head was pounding, and his body was soaked in sweat. His arm was on fire and it was excruciating to move or touch. It had swollen to almost twice its normal size, and the skin was a sickly shade of red.


  He did his best to focus on the magic before he ever uttered a word. He could feel the elusive power starting to stir and he knew he needed to hone it with his mind the way a swordsman sharpened his blades before battle. The words of the spell stood out in his mind, and finally, when he had pushed the pain down and calmed his breathing, he began to chant.


  “Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis,” he said.


  Immediately the magical power erupted around him. It was like being in the center of a terrible storm. Tiberius could feel that the magic was good, it pulsed with life-affirming energy, but it was a tempest and he had to control it. He focused on the movement of the magical power. He knew he was too weak to force it to his will; instead he needed to put himself in the path of the magic’s flow, so that directing it to heal his arm would be natural and he hoped easier.


  He took his time, fighting the urge to do anything that would make the pain stop. As his mind focused on his broken arm, the pain he felt doubled, and for one long moment he almost passed out. Then, with a mighty force of will, he pushed his mind further than he thought possible. The magic was like an inferno, his pain roared like a blacksmith’s forge, but somehow he rose above it all. Slowly the pain in his arm took shape. The bone in his upper arm, between the elbow and the shoulder, was broken. Both ends of the break were splintered. There were bone fragments stabbing into the muscle, like awful splinters digging into his flesh. Blood and other bodily fluids had filled the area around the break causing it to swell; the blood was infusing the tissue causing it to bruise.


  Slowly, Tiberius channeled the magic into his arm. It was difficult work, like trying to hold a massive serpent that was writhing angrily, but he managed it. Slowly the pain began to ebb away. He sensed the bone coming back together, every tiny shard fit neatly into place and at last the thick bone fused together seamlessly.


  The relief he felt when his bone healed made him giddy, and only the raging magic kept him from relaxing completely. He stayed focused on his arm, even as the magic returned to its swirling squall. He felt the fluids in his arm being flushed away. It was a slow process as his body began to reabsorb the blood, but once he was certain that his body would heal naturally, he ended the spell and sagged back into the hard, wooden chair.


  It was hours later when a pounding knock on his door woke him.


  “Master Tiberius,” said a frantic voice. “Your father has summoned you. Master Tiberius?”


  “Just a moment,” Ti said, scurrying to his feet.


  His arm was still bruised, and painful. The swelling had receded a little, and he could use his arm, even though moving it felt strange. He hurried to hide the book of magic and then went to the door.


  “Are you hurt, my lord?” Robere asked as he swept into the room and examined Tiberius.


  “No, not really,” Tiberius said. “Just some bumps and bruises.”


  “Your arm looks swollen,” the servant said. “And you smell.”


  “I did just fight a pack of Graypees,” Tiberius said with a touch of pride.


  “That was hours ago,” Robere said. “We have to get you cleaned up and dressed to see the Earl.”


  Tiberius was tired, his body ached from sliding down the rope and fighting the Graypees, but his arm was so much better that he didn’t mind. Every bruise and scrape felt like a badge of honor. He had killed a Graypee, a feat only a few of the bravest men in Avondale had accomplished. And Tiberius had done it before his brothers. He knew they would be jealous, but he didn’t care at all. His whole life, he’d dreamed of killing a Graypee, although he’d never imagined it happening on the far side of the city wall. He could only imagine how proud his father would be. He couldn’t remember a time when his father had shown pride in him; in fact, he always felt like excess baggage that his father would rather be rid of. Leonosis was the only child Tiberius’ father seemed to care about. Even Tiberius’ mother had favored their firstborn. Tiberius loved his family, but he couldn’t say that his affection was returned or even noticed by them. It was what made the thought of leaving to pursue magic bearable. He would disappoint them, but deep down they would be relieved. The third son of an Earl had only one duty, and that was to fade away quietly without distracting from the nobility of the firstborn.


  Robere poured water over Tiberius’ head. The water was warm and the older servant scrubbed Tiberius with practiced efficiency. Tiberius wondered how Robere could stomach the base tasks required of him. Tiberius was more than capable of taking a bath on his own, but Robere wouldn’t hear of it. The servant had shown Tiberius more love and affection than Ti’s own family.


  As Robere pulled clothes from the large wardrobe, Tiberius stretched his aching muscles. He was dressed quickly, pulling tall black boots on over the cuffs of his breeches. He looked at himself in the long mirror and nodded.


  “I’m ready,” he said.


  “I’ll escort you,” Robere said.


  As they walked quickly through the long hallways, Tiberius spoke in hushed tones.


  “I guess you heard about what happened today,” he said.


  Robere nodded his head.


  “I kind of surprised myself,” Tiberius admitted. “Everything happened so fast.”


  Robere didn’t respond.


  “We killed two Graypees, that’s never been done before,” Ti went on. “And from the far side of the wall. I’ll bet the whole city is talking.”


  Robere nodded again, his face pinched with concern.


  “It’s okay, I’m fine, really. Just some bumps and bruises is all. Don’t worry.”


  “Yes, Master Tiberius,” Robere said stopping outside of the Earl’s study. “I know I shouldn’t worry about you, but I do. Don’t lose yourself in there.”


  Tiberius smiled. He would miss Robere. The older man truly cared for him.


  “Thank you Robere,” he said.


  The servant bowed and Tiberius went into his father’s opulent study. The room was large, with towering bookshelves and thick carpets. There was a large fireplace with a Graypee skull hanging above the mantel. A massive desk occupied one side of the room, and a group of comfortable chairs were clustered together on the other side. Tiberius’ father, Earl Aegus stood by the crackling fire. He was an older man, his thick hair was completely silver, and in recent years he had let his beard grow long. He had once been a large, well-built man, but his muscle had gone to fat and of late he was loosing weight, looking more and more frail. He had turned over most of his responsibilities to Leonosis, but there were some things he still managed himself. It was the first time Tiberius had been alone with his father in years.


  “Tiberius,” the Earl said, “are you well?”


  “Yes, father,” Tiberius said.


  “Good, it is almost time for your commission as a Paladin. We are proud of you.”


  “Thank you,” Ti said.


  “Now, about this business on the wall, I’ve given it a lot of thought and it simply won’t do for you to have slain a Graypee before your brothers. So, I’ve let it be known that it was Leonosis who killed the Graypee and rescued Grentz’s son.”


  “What?” Tiberius asked. He was so surprised that he could barely draw a breath to speak.


  “Your brother will be Earl soon,” Aegus said calmly, ignoring Tiberius’ astonishment. “His reputation is very important, while your order in the Temple of Addonai condemns pride. Surely you can see that it is better if the city recognizes that it was your brother who risked his life and killed two Graypees in the process.”


  “But that isn’t what happened,” Tiberius said, his voice rising angrily.


  “Do not forget who you are speaking to,” Earl Aegus snapped, suddenly furious. “I am your father, and Earl of this city. Do not raise your voice to me, boy.”


  “But I killed the Graypee, not Leonosis.”


  “You will never speak of it,” the Earl demanded. “Am I making myself understood?”


  Tiberius was so angry he wanted to hurt his father. He had always been scorned by his family, always seen as somehow less important. The pain had always made him want to flee their sphere of influence, to somehow just escape their constant judgmental attitudes, but now he wanted more. He was being robbed of his greatest accomplishment and he wanted someone to pay.


  “No, father,” Tiberius said. “I won’t do it.”


  “It’s too late,” Leonosis said, stepping out of the shadows. “It’s already done. Word has been spread around the city. No one would believe you now.”


  “That’s not true,” Tiberius said. “You didn’t do this, Leo, I did. Rafe won’t let you steal this from me.”


  “Rafe will do as he’s told, as you should.”


  “Tiberius,” Aegus said, his deep voice meant to be soothing, but to Tiberius it sounded condescending. “You know this is what is best for your brother and for Avondale. Do not embarrass yourself or our family with delusions of your own grandeur.”


  “I’m not deluded,” Tiberius said, tears filling his eyes. He was so angry his voice shook. “I despise you. Where is your honor, father?”


  The blow came from his brother, who had moved silently up beside Tiberius. The punch landed squarely on Tiberius’ jaw and sent him reeling across the room.


  “How dare you speak to the Earl in such a fashion,” Leonosis thundered. “You should be scourged and held in stocks for the entire city to see your shame.”


  “My only shame,” Tiberius said angrily, “is being part of this family.”


  “Tiberius,” Aegus said. “Control yourself.”


  “He should be sent to the temple,” Leonosis said. “Let them pledge him to silence for his insolence.”


  “You want to take credit for my kill,” Tiberius said. “Go ahead. I don’t care. You’re nothing but a hypocrite and a coward.”


  “And you are nothing at all, just a waste of space,” Leonosis said lazily. “One day I shall see your head hanging from the city walls.”


  “Boys!” Aegus snapped. “That is enough. The matter is settled and I will hear no more of it. Tiberius, you will return to your rooms. Do not show your face until you can support your brother completely.”


  “Good-bye then father,” Tiberius said.


  He spun on his heel and stormed out of the room, but not before hearing his brother laughing behind him.


  Chapter 13

  Rafe


  
    [image: ]

  


  It had been an hour since he’d helped the soldiers hoist the bodies of the two Graypees he’d killed with Tiberius up onto the wall. The creatures had been immediately taken to the Earl’s tannery where they could be skinned, the exotic hide tanned, and the bones crushed or mounted. Rafe planned to use most of his hide as dress armor—the tough reptilian skin would be stretched over grieves, bracers, and body armor. His father’s dress armor was made with Graypee hide, and it would be Rafe’s badge of honor among the Earl’s war band.


  He had plans to save some of the hide as a special gift for Olyva. He wasn’t sure what she would like the most, but he would give her whatever she wanted. His brush with death had solidified his feelings for her and convinced him that denying his feelings was the wrong course of action. He would have to explain his feelings to the Earl and plead his case, but after killing his first Graypee, he had no doubt that he could convince the royal family to let him marry Lady Olyva.


  There was only one cloud of doubt about the entire experience. He couldn’t be certain, but he was convinced that Tiberius, his oldest friend, had somehow used magic to heal him. It might be possible, he thought, that he wasn’t hurt as badly as he had thought and had just recovered naturally, but he doubted it. He had been hurt before. Wounds and injuries among soldiers training for combat wasn’t uncommon, but his fall had been different. It was more than just a minor injury, certainly more than something he would have recovered from so quickly. And he wasn’t just okay, in fact he should have been sore and bruised at the very least. Yet he felt better than he could ever remember feeling in his life. He felt strong, and unexplainably happy, almost euphoric. Sure, he had killed a Graypee, something he had dreamed of his whole life, but it was more than that. He felt like he’d been given a second chance at life, and it felt so good he couldn’t stop smiling.


  He had several visits to make, the first was to his father’s quarters in the Earl’s palace. His father had been on the wall, Rafe had seen him looking down with what appeared to be relief, but when Rafe had ascended the wall, his father was gone. He had been enveloped with soldiers and even other officers, all congratulating him on his kill. It had been a festive time and Rafe had enjoyed every moment of it. Now, he needed to see his father, to hear his father’s praise. His whole life he had lived in the shadow of his father, trying desperately to live up to everyone’s expectations of him. He was a warrior, trained from a very young age to be the best swordsman in Avondale, yet there had never been a test like the one he had just passed. He had slain a Graypee, but not with a spear from the high wall. He had slain the beast face to face, with only his sword. He was sure it was a feat that would be remembered all his life and perhaps even beyond.


  The palace was a busy place, both foreign and familiar. He had run the length and breadth of the Earl’s majestic home as a child, but he was always an outsider. He had been taught to show respect for the Earl’s family and guests. Of the entire royal family, only Tiberius had ever treated Rafe like an equal, but now he walked through the marble tiled halls proudly, with a spring in his step.


  Grentz was the Sword Master of Avondale, and the Earl’s Champion. He held the unofficial title of Commander of the Earl’s war band, both of which were far from adequate in describing both the Earl’s military force and Grentz’s duty. When Avondale had been little more than a band of refugees struggling to survive the cataclysm, they had formed a war band made up of all the able-bodied men. Now, the Earl had over two hundred highly trained professional soldiers, and another thousand men in reserve who were trained to man the walls in case of an attack.


  Rafe’s father was more than just a commander, since he oversaw all the Earl’s military forces, including recruiting and training the best men. He was the greatest warrior in the city, perhaps in all of the Nine Cities of Valana, yet he would never be given an official title. Rafe’s father had been content with that and so would Rafe. He didn’t need titles or medals, not even from the Earl, but he longed to see pride in his father’s eyes. It was the one thing he had never been quite able to obtain no matter how hard he tried. Still, now that Rafe had killed a Graypee, there was simply no way that his father could deny that his son was a champion, just like his father.


  The door to his father’s small suite of rooms was open. Two officers were sipping wine and talking in hushed tones with Grentz. Normally, Rafe would have waited outside for his father to summon him, but this time he walked boldly into his father’s quarters.


  “Have you heard the news?” Rafe asked excitedly, interrupting his father’s conversation.


  “We shall finish in a few moments,” Grentz said tiredly. “Let me have some privacy with my son.”


  “Yes, Commander,” both officers said smartly, snapping to attention and quickly leaving the room.


  “Close the door Rafe,” Grentz said.


  “Father, did you hear about the Graypees?”


  “Close the door,” Grentz said, his voice low but forceful.


  Rafe looked confused for a moment and then turned and closed the door.


  “Yes, I heard what happened on the wall,” Grentz said. “You’re lucky to be alive. Are you hurt?”


  “Not at all,” Rafe said happily. “Nothing could hurt me today.”


  “Don’t say that,” Grentz replied. “Never say that.”


  “It’s true father. I killed a Graypee on the far side of the wall. It was terrifying and thrilling at the same time.”


  “Don’t exaggerate,” Grentz said. “A true warrior doesn’t need to embellish his deeds.”


  “I’m not,” Rafe said, surprise once again making him rock back on his heels. “What is wrong, father? I thought you would be proud of me.”


  “I am proud,” Grentz said, but he was looking down at the floor.


  “What has happened?” Rafe asked. “Why are so downcast?”


  “My son was almost killed,” the older man said angrily. “Do I not have a right to be worried, upset even?”


  “But I’m not even hurt,” Rafe said.


  His father continued as if Rafe hadn’t said a word. “Not every act of valor should be lauded, Rafe. Mark my words, there is no good deed that goes unpunished.”


  “I don’t understand,” Rafe said. “I thought you would be happy for me. I thought that for once in your life you would acknowledge that I’m just as fine a warrior as you.”


  “There’s more to life than war,” Grentz said. “And some battles aren’t fought with cold steel.”


  “Why are you talking in such riddles?” Rafe said.


  “Listen to me, boy. I can’t shield you anymore. You’ve rushed into waters that are above your head.”


  “I know that I fell from the wall, but I wasn’t hurt,” Rafe lied. “And I think I handled myself pretty well in the face of danger.”


  “You are an officer of the Earl’s war band, so I’ll speak to you as such,” Grentz said. “No matter what happens today, you keep your head. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  “You don’t want me to drink?” Rafe said, unsure what his father was driving at.


  “Don’t be daft boy,” Grentz growled. “You keep your temper in check and you remember who you are. You say you’re ready to take my place… well, today you’ll find out what that really means.”


  There was a knock at the door, but before Grentz could respond, the door swung open and Rafe looked over his shoulder to see Leonosis. The Earl’s eldest son was tall and extremely lean. Dark circles shrouded his eyes, and his nose seemed a little too big for his face. He wore dark clothes, including a very plain looking saber made of Wangorian steel. His shoulders stooped a little, but it only made him seem more dangerous. Rafe had never liked the Earl’s oldest son. They were several years apart in age, but Rafe had seen Leonosis tormenting Tiberius when they were children. Leonosis had taken on most of the Earl’s duties of late, and rumor had it that Leonosis was up to the task, if perhaps a little vain and more than a little harsh in his rulings.


  “My lord,” Grentz said, standing up and dipping his head in respect.


  Rafe stepped aside as Leonosis approached.


  “Have you informed him?” the Earl’s son asked.


  “Not yet,” Grentz said.


  “Informed me of what?” Rafe asked.


  “There have been some misunderstandings about what took place on the wall today,” Leonosis said. “It seems some of the soldiers think that it was Tiberius who saved you, but we both know that isn’t true.”


  “What?” Rafe said, completely confused.


  “The Earl will be honoring Leonosis tonight for saving your life and slaying two Graypees singlehandedly,” Grentz said in a voice that sounded as sour as young grapes.


  “But that’s…” Rafe’s thought trailed off as he realized what was happening.


  His first impulse was fury. He couldn’t believe that the Earl, much less Rafe’s own father, would let Leonosis take credit for slaying the Graypees that Rafe and Tiberius had killed. It was ludicrous, yet as he looked from the face of the Earl’s son, to the downcast face of his own father, Rafe knew it was true. And it wouldn’t just be a rumor, it was a lie that would be spread around the city and repeated until everyone believed it was true.


  Rafe felt like someone had stabbed him in the stomach with a very cold knife and as he thought about Leonosis’ deception, it felt as if the knife were being twisted. The best day of his life was quickly turning into the worst.


  “It might be best,” said Leonosis, “if you don’t really remember what happened. I mean, a fall like that can knock a man senseless. It’s lucky I got to you when I did.”


  “You didn’t get to me,” Rafe said in voice that barely contained his fury. “Tiberius came to my aid. He saved me and together we killed those Graypees.”


  “That’s quite an elaborate fantasy,” Leonosis said calmly. “Perhaps you need some time away from the palace to rest, maybe on an extended assignment on an easier section of the wall?”


  “My son will do his duty,” Grentz said. “No matter where he is stationed.”


  “I’d like to believe that,” Leonosis said. “Is it true, Rafe? Can you do your duty?”


  “Of course I can,” Rafe said through clenched teeth.


  “Good, then you will let anyone who asks know that I saved you. The story has already been spread around the city. Try not to get the details too mixed up in that thick head of yours.”


  “Very good, my lord,” Grentz said.


  Rafe looked dumbfounded. Leonosis smiled wickedly as he turned and swept out of Grentz’s quarters.


  “Father, what just happened?” Rafe said.


  “Life,” Grentz said angrily. “It’s not like the songs the bards sing, is it?”


  “You’re really going to let him do this to me?” Rafe asked in disbelief.


  “I told you, keep your temper in check. This is how things work in the real world. We are nothing to the Earl or his sons. You had best remember that. Being a champion is more than fighting duels and leading soldiers in battle. We are nothing but placeholders, Rafe. Our greatest accomplishments can be swept away like ash from a cold hearth. If you don’t comply, you’ll be sent away, or killed. This is the real world. This is how it works.”


  “I can’t believe you, father. What of your honor? Where is your valor? You can’t really expect me to let the Earl’s spoiled son take credit for what Tiberius and I did.”


  “I most certainly do,” Grentz said. “You’ll smile and lie, and do exactly as you’re told. That is an order. Do you understand?”


  Rafe felt numb. Then a wave of shame for his father swept over him. He could see the look of defeat in his father’s eyes. The man everyone feared, the greatest swordsman in the realm, was cowed by the Earl and his evil scion. In that moment, so many things that had seemed strange about his father suddenly made sense. The way Grentz grumbled when he was drunk, the vacant look in his father’s eyes when Rafe expected pride, and even the stories about the first Graypees that the Earl killed.


  “This isn’t the first time they’ve stolen our family’s honor, is it?” Rafe asked.


  Grentz just looked at his son, his face stiff, his eyes void of any emotion.


  Rafe stepped back in shock, then he cleared his throat and spat on the floor, before turning on his heel and storming out of the room. He was twenty years old, a warrior, and yet tears stung his eyes and he felt like a spurned child as he hurried down the hallway. There was only one thing that could salvage the despicable situation. He caught up to Leonosis’ slinking form in an empty corridor. It took all his strength to keep his hand from the hilt of his sword.


  “My lord,” he said, trying to sound respectful. “May I ask for one small favor?”


  Leonosis looked at Rafe with disdain.


  “I will do my duty,” Rafe said, emphasizing each word. “All I ask in return is that you let me marry Lady Olyva.”


  Leonosis’ eyes narrowed.


  “The Lady from Hamill Keep is promised to Brutas.”


  “I know, my lord. We didn’t mean to fall in love, it just happened. Please, I will serve you faithfully all my life. My sword will be yours. I will do anything, but please, let me marry Lady Olyva.”


  “You will support my story about the Graypees?” Leonosis said.


  “Of course.”


  “Fine, I will arrange it. Speak to no one of this, do you understand?”


  “Yes,” Rafe said, his heart leaping into his throat. He was so excited he could hardly stand still.


  “You will not betray me, son of Grentz, or I will make you pay.”


  “Yes, sire,” Rafe said.


  Leonosis gave Rafe one last suspicious look, then he turned away. Rafe watched him go, then hurried in the opposite direction. He had to make his way up a flight of stairs and across the palace to Lady Olyva’s rooms. He hesitated outside for a moment, trying to make sure he was doing the right thing. He realized that by telling Leonosis about their feelings for one another the secret was out. Pretending would do them no good and he was tired of hiding. He took a deep breath, and pounded on the door.


  Chapter 14

  Olyva
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  The finely appointed room felt like a dungeon to Olyva. She went for walks daily, ate with the Earl’s family in the grand feasting hall, and was allowed to browse the palace’s extensive library, but all she could think about was Rafe. He had left her and she had no recourse. She couldn’t sit still, so she paced back and forth in the small set of rooms she’d been given when she’d arrived in Avondale. Her maid, Hellen, had seemed concerned at first, but when Olyva rebuffed her questions and refused to share what was troubling her, the rotund servant simply ignored her.


  For days she ate very little and slept less. She was grateful that Brutas didn’t try to spend time with her; she would have been at a loss to explain her behavior to someone she was obligated to talk to, and who couldn’t be put off because something was private.


  She was in the palace garden when a small group of female servants came hurrying through. Olyva noticed them, but didn’t speak.


  “What’s this?” Hellen said in a disapproving growl. “Her ladyship is meditating here.”


  “It’s Rafe, son of Grentz, the Sword Master,” said one of the servants. “He’s been knocked off the wall by a Graypee.”


  Olyva didn’t even know what a Graypee was, but she was terrified just the same. She wanted to go to the wall, but that was completely out of the question. Only soldiers and city officials walked the high walls that surrounded Avondale. Rushing up where she didn’t belong would reveal her secret, so she sat quietly, praying that Rafe would somehow survive.


  Hellen scowled, but didn’t speak, and the servants hurried away from the garden. Rafe was popular in Avondale, known throughout the city and desired by many of the young serving girls in the palace. Still, Olyva was sure that no one cared for Rafe the way she did. And she was convinced he felt the same way for her, even as a sharp sliver of doubt entered her mind. She couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps she had just been another conquest for him. They had not consummated their love; Rafe had never even pressured her to do so. It didn’t make sense that he would have given up on her without at least trying to steal her virtue if all she was to him was another trophy to brag about in the barracks of the Earl’s war band.


  An hour later, as they were returning to Olyva’s rooms, a servant whispered to Hellen in a hushed voice. Palace gossip often traveled by servants. Olyva wanted to know what the younger servant had told Hellen, but she refrained from asking until they were alone in Olyva’s rooms.


  “What did that servant tell you,” she said. “Was it word about the soldier who fell from the wall?”


  “It was, my lady,” Hellen said as she poured Olyva a small cup of wine. “It seems the Earl’s son went to his rescue.”


  “An adventure,” Olyva said, her heart pounding at the news. She kept her voice calm, coaxing information from Hellen without giving the gossipy maid any reason to suspect her love for Rafe. “How badly injured was the soldier?”


  “Not all, that’s the wonder of it,” Hellen said, excited by the tale. “He was knocked off the wall by a pack of hideous beasts called Graypees, whatever they are. One had climbed up and knocked the son of the Earl’s champion off onto the far side of the wall. It’s a miracle that he isn’t dead from the fall, but apparently he was unharmed.”


  “The Graypees didn’t harm him either?”


  “No, the Earl’s son Leonosis climbed down and killed two of the wretched creatures and drove off the rest. It must have been a sight to see. The whole palace is buzzing with the news.”


  Olyva’s mind was flooded with relief. She couldn’t believe that Rafe was completely unharmed. She didn’t think anyone could fall from the city walls and not be injured, but palace gossip was often exaggerated with each retelling. Rafe was alive and that was the important thing.


  Olyva sank into a chair, exhausted. She hadn’t realized how tense she’d been and what effect it was having on her. She soon dozed off only to be awoken by an urgent pounding on the door.


  “Who could that be?” Hellen fussed. “What could be so urgent that they feel the need to beat down our door?”


  The rotund lady’s maid struggled up from her chair and waddled to the door. When she opened it, Rafe burst into the room. Olyva was so surprised, she couldn’t speak. Since she’d come to Avondale, Rafe had never spoken to Olyva with anyone else present, and over the last few days he had steadfastly ignored her. She had dreamed of seeing him charging into her rooms to rescue her from the dreary fate she’d been handed as Brutas’ betrothed, but now that it seemed to be actually happening, she was terrified.


  “My lady!” Rafe said as he dropped to his knees before her chair.


  “Rafe? What are you doing here?” she asked.


  “Shall I call the guard, my lady?” Hellen asked in a scandalous voice.


  “No,” Olyva said, never taking her eyes off of Rafe.


  “It’s okay,” he assured her. “I did it; I convinced Leonosis to see reason. He will let us marry. I love you so much.”


  “Rafe, what are you talking about?”


  “You heard what happened on the wall?” he asked.


  “Of course, the whole city is talking about it. You fell and Leonosis saved you.”


  Rafe ground his teeth as if her words caused him physical pain.


  “Are you hurt?” she asked.


  “No,” he shook his head, looking away from her for a moment. “When I fell, I was hurt for a few moments. I didn’t know if I would live or die, but I knew one thing for certain. I knew I loved you. I knew that nothing else mattered to me. Not being the Earl’s champion, not my father’s approval, not even death. When I recovered, I vowed to do all I could to be with you, even if that meant that the Earl ordered my execution.”


  “Oh, Rafe,” Olyva said in a frightened voice. “No.”


  “So I went to Leonosis. I told him how I feel and begged for his permission to break your betrothal with Brutas. He took some convincing, but I did it. He’s going to let us marry.”


  “What? Are you sure?” Olyva asked.


  She was half in shock, afraid that she was dreaming and that she would suddenly wake up with her heart breaking. She glanced at Hellen, who looked dumbfounded across the room. Then she looked at Rafe, whose eyes were glistening with tears and full of hope.


  “Yes, I’m sure. I just left him,” Rafe said. “You don’t have to marry Brutas. I can’t offer you the luxury and position in court that he could, but I swear I’ll spend every day of my life making you happy.”


  “Oh, Rafe,” she said, putting both hands on his face.


  She could feel the stubble on his cheeks, and she pulled him close as tears rolled down her face. Then they kissed. It was sweet and passionate. Olyva felt a sense of relief, not just because Rafe was safe, but because her future no longer seemed terrifying. She wouldn’t have to marry Brutas. The future Earl’s brother had never shown her even the slightest interest. She had even heard him flirting with some of the palace serving girls. He was a philanderer and didn’t even respect her enough to hide it from her. She knew that being married wouldn’t change him, not when most women would gladly bed him just to receive a small favor.


  She finally pulled away from Rafe, who was kissing her softly, but with an urgency that revealed his passionate desire for her. She would have loved nothing more that to keep kissing her roguish suitor, but fear made her hesitate.


  “You talked to Leonosis, not the Earl?” she said. “What if his father changes his mind?”


  “He won’t,” Rafe said, rising back to his feet and pulling her up from the chair. “I can’t tell you everything,” he glanced at Hellen, who was standing in the corner, but hanging on every word, “but rest assured this is real. Leonosis and I have an agreement. He won’t dare break it.”


  “You’re certain?” Olyva asked, desperate for Rafe’s assurance.


  “I am. I know this is a shock. I know I hurt you. I was afraid, but I’m not anymore. And I promise nothing will ever hurt you again.”


  She fell into his arms and he held her. For the first time since she was a little girl, she felt truly safe.


  Chapter 15

  Tiberius
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  It didn’t take long for Tiberius to gather his things. He had a wardrobe full of clothes, but he only packed two pair of thick woolen pants and some shirts. He had the first part of the Essence of Magic memorized, but he carefully wrapped it up and tucked it neatly between the pants and the shirt so that it would be safe. Then he sat down at his table.


  He was so angry at his father and brother he could hardly think of anything else. He had always known that he wasn’t important to his family, but he had never imagined being betrayed by them. But the most painful betrayal of all was Rafe’s. Tiberius simply couldn’t imagine what would motivate his best friend to go along with Leonosis’ heinous lie. It was physically painful to know that Rafe had discarded their friendship so easily. All his life, Tiberius had known true friendship from only one person, and now that was gone, swept away in a single treacherous act. Killing the Graypee and helping Rafe would have been Tiberius’ greatest achievement. He could have slipped away into obscurity after that, but his brother had stolen it from him. And what was worse, Tiberius’ best friend had helped.


  He ran a finger down the yellowed page of stiffened parchment. He had packed the first half of the book of magic, but now he was looking at the second section. It was the last two chapters of the book. He felt a deep sense of foreboding as his eyes scanned down the faded parchment, but then his anger overwhelmed his caution. Why shouldn’t he learn magic, he thought to himself. Who was he trying to protect? No one cared for him, so why should he care for anyone else? He threw caution to the wind and started reading.


   



  
    The Fourth Ordained Order of Magic

  


  
    Nativus Magicus

  


  The pinnacle of all known magic is Nativus Magicus. It must only be practiced by the most dedicated of wizards. In some ways, Nativus Magicus is simple; as wielding the following spells are in many ways as easy as basic Sana Magus. The true power and inherent danger of Nativus Magicus comes when these simple spells break the laws of nature, unleashing the power of creation if the wizard is not careful. Many have been consumed by the power they are trying to wield; only the strongest minds have the focus and force of will to control the elements.


  In the earliest times, when magic was thought to be a lost art, the following spells revealed the true nature and incredible power of our world. As the third principle of magic states, magic is available to all. The reason that magic is so readily available is because it is all around us. As you will know by now, a wizard can sense magic, feel it coming and going, discern its intent. Nativus Magicus takes what many have called common magic, and uses it to tap into the very elements all around us. Any novice wizard can conjure fire, but a Wizard of the Fourth Order can control fire, shape it, send it raging across the world, or halt it in its tracks. These spells should only be attempted after years of painstaking study and proven mastery of the first three Orders of Magic.


  The Fourth Order is composed of sets of three, which reflects nature. For instance there are three natural states of matter: solid, liquid, and gas. Likewise, there are three states of raw power: fire, lightning, and magic. For our purposes, Nativus Magicus is divided into three sections, basic spells, intermediate spells, and advanced spells. Like each of the proceeding Orders, Nativus Magicus spells a progression in power and should be practiced in order with mastery of the first being achieved before practice of the second is begun.


  
    Accendo

  


  Fire is universally known and used, from a cook using fire to roast meat, to a blacksmith manipulating fire in a forge. Yet, very few truly understand fire, and as the second principle of magic states, Magic begins with knowledge. Fire occurs when combustable matter loses its magical energy. For instance, wood when heated, will shed its inherent magical energy (the spark of life that causes it to grow) producing fire. Accendo summons that energy. The wizard should feel the pull of magic from the unseen, into the physical world as fire.


  The focus of this spell must be control. A novice wizard may conjure Accendo. But depending on the wizard’s aptitude, they may summon a tiny flame, or send flame erupting all around them. The wizard must will only as much flame as needed through the veil that separates the physical from the mystical. And just as a wizard’s will can bend and control magic, likewise when that magical energy enters the world of men, it can be bent and controlled by the conjuring wizard.


  It is best to practice this spell in a confined area where combustable materials are not present, such as a cave, or a small room made of stone. A wizard should be able to conjure both small and large flames, move them around in space, shape them, and extinguish them, before moving on to the next spell.


   



  Tiberius considered trying the spell; the book had said it was a basic spell that every wizard should know. But he hesitated. He wanted to know the spells and use them, but he had barely been practicing magic for a week. Healing Rafe and healing himself had been difficult, almost more than he could handle. What if conjuring fire set the whole castle ablaze, or worse, the whole city? He was still so angry at his family that the thought of destroying them seemed almost desirable, but then he felt ashamed. He wasn’t a killer and his family, no matter how cruel to him, didn’t deserve to die.


  He pushed his chair back from the table and rested his head in his hands. He was so tired. It was still early and he hadn’t eaten supper, but his whole body ached with minor muscle pains and bruises. He sat down on his bed and then fell back onto the soft mattress filled with goose down. He closed his eyes.


  “Master Tiberius!” Robere announced as he came sweeping into the room. “Are you ill?”


  “What?” Ti said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.


  “You were missed at dinner,” the servant said. “Your mother worries about you.”


  “What time is it?”


  “It’s almost time for the weekly offering. I’ve barely enough time to see you dressed and fed. Are you sure you’re alright?”


  “Yes, yes,” Tiberius said sitting on the edge of his bed and noticing the sunlight streaming in through the windows.


  “Your mother will be displeased if you miss the offering,” Robere said, throwing open the wardrobe and pulling out clothes.


  “I’m training to be a Paladin,” Tiberius said. “My whole life is an offering.”


  “Don’t be trite, my lord. You know how the Marquess feels about her family attending the temple with her.”


  “Yes, I know,” Tiberius said sourly.


  Robere kept talking, but Tiberius was no longer listening. The second half of the book of magic lay open on his table, right next to the porcelain basin that Robere was about to pour water into. There was no time to hide the book and Tiberius mentally kicked himself for leaving it out. It was a stupid mistake and he wracked his brain to come up with an excuse.


  Robere carried a large pitcher of water to the basin and began pouring it in, his eyes wandering over the contents lying on the table.


  “What is that old book, my lord?” he asked. “I hope that’s not from your father’s library.”


  “No!” Tiberius said, hurrying over and plucking it off the table. He quickly turned away from the aging servant.


  “This is part of an ancient text from the temple. I’m studying it for one of the disciplines there,” he lied. “They don’t usually let texts like this leave the temple, but they made an exception for me.”


  “As they should,” Robere said, seemingly convinced by Tiberius’ lie.


  He set the book down on the bed and went back to the table. He washed quickly and then Robere dressed him and combed his hair while Tiberius stood in front of the long dressing mirror, examining his appearance.


  “There,” Robere said. “Now you look presentable. You go ahead and I’ll tidy up here.”


  “No,” Tiberius said. “You’ve done enough. I’ll clean my room this afternoon.”


  “Are you sure?” Robere asked surprised. “It’s no trouble.”


  “I insist,” Tiberius said. “Please, I can’t rely on you forever. Soon I’ll be cleaning up all my own messes and those of half the people in Avondale.”


  Robere pursed his lips, and Tiberius couldn’t tell if the look was suspicion or sadness.


  “I can’t believe you’ll be leaving the palace,” the elderly servant said. “You make us all proud.”


  “I don’t think that’s true,” Tiberius said. “I doubt I’ll even be remembered by my family unless they need something from me.”


  Robere had a pained look, one that said he felt sorry for Tiberius while confirming his suspicions about the royal family. The aging servant smiled sadly.


  “You will be missed,” he said in thick voice.


  “Thank you, Robere. I’ll miss you too.”


  Robere left the room and Tiberius sighed. He’d planned to leave without seeing his family again. He would miss his mother, despite the fact that she had rarely shown much interest in him. He had no desire to ever see his brothers or his father again, even though that fact made him sad. Still, he couldn’t go marching out of the palace with a travel sack on a holy day without arousing suspicion. He would go to the temple with his family one last time, then he would leave the palace forever.


  He quickly stashed the second half of the book of magic in his pack, which he then stuffed under his bed just in case Robere came back to clean up his room. After one final look around his small quarters for any sign that he intended to leave, he walked down the hall toward the banquet room where the family gathered each week before traveling together to the temple for worship.


  He felt good knowing that he had made the decision to leave. It was liberating to know he wasn’t stuck and perhaps part of it was that he wouldn’t be living according to his family’s expectations. It was really the first time in his life that he was being openly rebellious, and that made him smile. He tried not to think about how close he’d come to being caught with the book of magic when Robere had come in unexpectedly that morning. Tiberius hadn’t meant to fall asleep and the night had passed before he’d known it. He took a deep breath and decided that worrying about how close he’d come to being caught would only make him feel guilty around his family. The last thing he wanted was to be questioned about why he looked down, or to arouse suspicion before he made his escape.


  He didn’t smile, but he did his best to look unconcerned as he walked into the banquet room. It was a large space, with several plush sitting areas and a table against one wall that was laden with food. There were fruits, cheeses, fresh baked breads, delicate soufflés, and pitchers of juice, wine, and ale. Tiberius’ sisters were already there, sitting stiffly in a group of chairs, nibbling fruit from small plates. Brutas was inhaling food as he grazed along the table. Tiberius didn’t feel like eating and sat down on a thickly padded bench in one corner. He watched his family and a few invited guests moving about the room. A wealthy merchant and his son stood against a wall and spied on Tiberius’ sisters. The oldest girls would be married to other royal families in one of the Nine Cities around Valana, but the younger girls would be married to wealthy merchants or land barons with enough coin to purchase a bride with ties to the Earl’s family to enhance their own status.


  There was a dignitary slowly filling a plate with food, but his eyes studied the people in the room, not the delicacies on the table before him. Tiberius didn’t recognize the man, not that Ti had ever been privy to the business at court, but he had watched with mild curiosity the comings and goings of the various dignitaries and officials that visited his father. Tiberius had never seen this man before, he was certain of that.


  When Leonosis came into the room, Tiberius stiffened. Just seeing his oldest brother made him angry. Leonosis had been given everything he ever wanted. No girl ever denied him, no gift was ever withheld once he made it known he wanted it. And now that he was taking on more of their father’s duties, he was treated with the kind of respect only an Earl could garner, despite the fact that Tiberius knew his brother had done nothing to earn that respect. His sole accomplishment had been that he was born first. Tiberius had to force himself to relax and not let his temper get the best of him.


  When Leonosis spotted Tiberius in the corner he smiled. He filled two goblets with freshly squeezed juice and brought them to Tiberius.


  “Brother, I brought you some refreshment,” he said as he sat down next to Tiberius.


  “I don’t want it,” Tiberius said through clenched teeth.


  “Oh, don’t be such a sore loser. Drink some juice and act civil for once.”


  Tiberius took the goblet Leonosis handed him, but didn’t drink it.


  “Do you know who that is?” Leonosis asked, pointing to the strange dignitary.


  “No,” Tiberius said.


  “It’s King Aethel’s emissary. The King will be here sometime tomorrow. I plan on presenting him with the Graypee hides I killed. It will be a fitting gift for the King, don’t you think.”


  “Shut up,” Tiberius said.


  “His daughter is coming as well. It is rumored that the King’s son is ill. He was always sickly and weak. I doubt he’ll survive long enough to become King. Then it will be up to the Earls to choose a new sovereign.”


  “I don’t care,” Tiberius said.


  “Well, you should. I know you don’t care for me. You’ve always been jealous, I know, but you need to start thinking long term. If the King dies without an heir, and I am chosen to take his place—”


  “That will never happen,” Tiberius said a little louder than he meant to.


  “Keep your voice down, brother,” Leonosis hissed. “I’m only trying to help you. If I become King, then Brutas will become Earl of Avondale and you will be elevated, perhaps even taking his place as Captain of the Guard. It might even be possible that you would become Earl. Surely you see the possibilities of that.”


  “I don’t want to be Earl.”


  “Of course you do. Everyone does. And every Earl wants to be King. It’s the way of the world, Tiberius. Now, I know you’re still mad at me, but with the Graypee hides my stock among the Earls of the other eight cities will rise. If the King will accept my proposal for his daughter’s hand in marriage, then I’ll be in the perfect position to become the next King of Valana. And believe me, I won’t forget those who have helped me along the way.”


  “You make me sick,” Tiberius grumbled.


  “No, let’s be fair. It was Rafe who caved. I never could have pulled it off if the Sword Master’s son didn’t support my story about the Graypees. Now, I know you’re mad at me, but it’s really Rafe who you should be angry with. And trust me, his time is coming.”


  “What are you going to do?” Tiberius said, unable to hide the desperation in his voice.


  “Ah, wouldn’t you like to know. All in good time, brother. Just know that his treachery will be punished. Now here’s mother, let’s go to the temple and make her happy.”


  Leonosis rose in one fluid motion. He wasn’t strong like Rafe, but just one look made it clear that he was dangerous. It was like watching a viper moving in for the kill. Tiberius stood slowly, his head spinning with the news Leonosis had just told him. Ti was still angry with Rafe. He couldn’t imagine what Leonosis had done to convince Rafe to go along with his story about killing the Graypees, and the pain of that betrayal was still agonizing to Tiberius. Still, he didn’t think he wanted to see his friend hurt, but he wasn’t sure what to do. The only thing he knew for certain was that he couldn’t leave the palace, not yet anyway. Not with the King coming and a very real threat hanging over the head of Tiberius’ best friend.


  Chapter 16

  Lexi
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  It had been nearly a week since she had killed the two men. She had hidden in a small inn for three days, waiting for her eye to heal and any suspicion about the murder of the two men to fade. She doubted the Paladins would spend much time worrying about who killed two men who were obviously criminals. There would be no outcry over their deaths, no family to appease by naming the killer. She had acted in self-defense when they accosted her, but she didn’t trust anyone to believe her story, so she hid until she felt a little more secure.


  She had ventured out a little every day since, always in the late afternoon and never going far from the seedy inn that she had paid for in advance. The gold crown she had taken from the Earl’s palace had secured her a room for two weeks, including meals in the filthy common room if she wanted them. Lexi didn’t care for the greasy heavy meals the innkeeper cooked, preferring to eat food that was fresh from the market. So each day she went out and bought a few things, but she was always alert for any sign of danger.


  She didn’t have much to trade, the tavern keeper she’d helped paid her a handful of copper pennies. Her clothes were stained with the blood of the men who’d attacked her. She wrapped a shawl around her shoulders to hide the stains. She hoped that anyone who noticed the bloody splotches on her clothes would guess it came from the cut on her own face. The gash on her check and the bruising around her eye was common enough. Beatings in the lower part of the city were an everyday occurrence.


  She bought new clothes, at least clothes that were new to her. Thick, wool pants that were probably made for an adolescent boy. A tunic that was too large, but a good price. It had a hood and plenty of room for improvements, which she could make in the privacy of her room. Best of all, it hid her figure and made her a little more anonymous. Finally, she spent the last of her money on a pair of used, but well-maintained boots. When she was finished, she looked less like a young woman than a teenage boy. She kept the Wangorian blade close, but hidden inside her tunic. She had carefully sewn a special pocket just for it, so that she could retrieve it easily if she needed to.


  Finally, after almost a week had passed since she’d seen Tiberius, she went up to the broad avenue that led to the Earl’s palace. Tiberius would often meet her in the afternoons after his family visited the temple together. The holy day often provided Tiberius some free time which they usually spent exploring the shadier side of the city. For Lexi, it had become one of the few things she actually looked forward to. Her life was dangerous, and she had learned early to keep a constant watch on her surroundings, never letting her guard down for long. One of the few exceptions was her outings with Tiberius. He wasn’t boisterous or arrogant, but his confidence was contagious. He never acted as if anything were beyond his reach, even though there were so many things that he didn’t know. Life in the Earl’s palace was sheltered from the harsh realities on the streets of the lower levels of Avondale, but it had given Tiberius the idea that anything was possible. Lexi often felt stuck, as if she’d never rise above the barely legal life she’d carved out for herself. Not that she wanted to marry a wealthy man and spend her life worrying about domestic affairs, but when she was with Tiberius, she felt like her life could be great somehow.


  She adamantly refused to consider the fact that she might have romantic feelings for him. She despised the thought of being dependent on someone other than herself and she feared the idea of commitment. In her experience, people simply couldn’t be relied on. They always let her down when she needed them, so she determined never to need anyone… ever. Still, she had wanted to see Tiberius, to spend time with him before he was trapped in the life of Paladin, and she refused to think that perhaps she wanted to be more than just friends.


  She hung back from the massive structure that housed the noble family and their guests. The palace was surrounded by a short wall, but had wide gates on either side of the compound that were almost always open. People with business matters or political concerns often gathered in the manicured courtyard waiting to be called in to meet with the Earl or one of the many city administrators. It was nearly empty on holy days, and Lexi didn’t want to draw attention to herself, so she waited in a row of nearby shops, pretending to browse.


  When Tiberius came out of the palace, he was carrying a pack on one shoulder. He rarely carried anything other than a small pouch of coins and the bullwhip that Lexi considered a ridiculous weapon for anyone. She thought the whip coiled at his belt made him look silly. He was dressed like a noble, yet carried a servant’s tool rather than a fancy sword or bejeweled dagger.


  “Where are you off to?” she asked as she fell into step beside him.


  “What happened to you?” he asked, his voice full of concern.


  “It’s nothing,” Lexi said. “I tripped.”


  “Don’t lie to me,” Tiberius said. “I’ve had a belly full of lies lately. I can’t stand any more.”


  “What’s got you in such a grumpy mood?”


  “Nothing,” Tiberius said, trying to change the subject back to her. “Are you going to tell me what happened to your eye?”


  “I already did.”


  “Are you going to tell me the truth?” he asked.


  “Fine, I’ll tell you, but only if you tell me what’s wrong with you.”


  “Who said anything was wrong with me?”


  “You did. You said you’ve had a belly full of lies,” she said in a mocking tone.


  “Don’t do that,” he said.


  “Sorry, but I can tell you’re upset. So spill it.”


  “I guess you heard what happened on the wall yesterday?” he asked.


  “I’ve heard bits and pieces,” Lexi said. “Someone fell off the wall and the Earl’s son saved the day.”


  “That someone was Rafe,” Tiberius said.


  “Your friend?”


  “Yes, we were hunting a pack of Graypees.”


  “What are Graypees?” Lexi asked.


  “They’re animals,” Tiberius explained. “Sort of like big lizards, the size of a horse. They’re pretty nasty.”


  “Why would you hunt them?”


  “For their hides,” Tiberius said. “The hides are worth a lot of money.”


  “But you’re already rich.”


  “I’m not rich, my father is and my brother will be. I’m nothing, just an annoyance that needs to go away. But the hides aren’t really about money. Only a few of the most skilled warriors in Avondale have ever killed a Graypee. Rafe and I used to pretend we were hunting them as kids. We had a whole plan worked out. It’s actually pretty rare that they come close to the wall, so when Rafe found a pack of them, he sent for me. We were just about to try and harpoon one, but we didn’t know one had climbed up the wall. It attacked Rafe, and he fought it off, but lost his balance and fell off the wall onto the far side.”


  “So Rafe really fell off the wall?”


  “Yes, and I climbed down the rope and saved him. But Leonosis and my father convinced Rafe to lie about it. They spread the story that Leonosis saved Rafe and killed both of the Graypees.”


  “You killed two of them?” Lexi asked, her voice sounding a little too incredulous.


  “I could have,” Tiberius said angrily, his voice rising. “But in the end I killed one and held off the pack with my whip. Rafe killed the other one.”


  “Okay,” Lexi said slowly. “I can see why that would make you angry.”


  “I’m not angry,” Tiberius said. “I’m furious. My father and brother think they can do whatever they want and just get away with it because of their position. It isn’t fair.”


  “Life isn’t fair,” Lexi said.


  “Look,” Tiberius suddenly whirled to face her. “The last thing I need is a bunch of platitudes right now. Killing that Graypee was the biggest accomplishment of my life. They stole it from me. If all you want to do is preach me a sermon, you can save it. I’ll find a place to hide my stuff without you.”


  Lexi stared at Tiberius for a moment. She had never seen him so angry before. She didn’t like him taking his anger out on her, but she also empathized with him. She hadn’t meant to make things worse, so she apologized.


  “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I didn’t mean to upset you further. I really was trying to help.”


  He immediately calmed down, in fact he looked like a sail that had lost all its wind.


  “It’s okay. I’m sorry too.”


  He turned and started walking again. They moved for a while in silence. Lexi felt sorry for him, but she had no idea what she could do to change the situation. Finally she realized that even though she couldn’t change things, she could do one thing that might help.


  “So,” she said, “tell me what really happened.”


  Tiberius glanced at her to see if she was being sincere or just teasing again. Then his eyes lit up as he told her the whole story. When Tiberius told her about using magic to heal Rafe, Lexi got an uneasy feeling. She hadn’t been raised like most people. She had lost her parents at a very young age, and she’d been fighting and scraping to survive most of her life. She had never gone to any type of school, but even she had heard stories of how the wizards of old had used powerful magic to cause the cataclysm that had nearly destroyed every living thing in Valana. She had no qualms about breaking the law, but practicing magic seemed especially dangerous. Still, she decided that telling Ti how she felt about magic would only make things worse, so she kept that thought to herself. They were almost to the bottom level of the city when Tiberius finally finished his tale.


  “So what now?” she asked. “You can’t just let your brother get away with telling everyone he saved Rafe.”


  “I don’t have much choice since Rafe is going along with Leonosis’ story.”


  “But why would he do that? There must be a reason.”


  “If he has a reason,” Tiberius said bitterly. “He hasn’t shared it with me.”


  “Have you spoken to him?”


  “No,” Tiberius admitted. “I’m still trying to decide what to do.”


  “Whether to confront him or not?” she asked.


  “No, it’s not just that. There’s a lot going on right now.”


  They came to a gate that led out onto the terraced fields where the crops for Avondale were grown. The fields sloped down toward a long grassy plain. Beyond that, a thick forest grew, surrounding the great cold lake at the heart of the bowl-shaped mountaintop. They found some old boxes beside the wall and sat down.


  “The King is coming,” Tiberius said.


  “To Avondale?”


  “Yes,” Tiberius said. “Leonosis said he had a surprise in store for Rafe when the King arrives. I can’t imagine what it would be.”


  “Is he going to promote Rafe?”


  “No, he made it sound like it would be bad, as if I would feel vindicated somehow.”


  “Oh,” Lexi said.


  She didn’t like the secretive plotting and constant backstabbing that went on among the nobles and the people at court. It seemed petty and underhanded, even to someone who frequently broke the law to survive.


  “I don’t know if I should warn him or just let him get what’s coming to him,” Tiberius said.


  “I guess you have to do what you can live with,” she said. “No matter what happens to Rafe, you have to live with your decisions.”


  “You’re right,” he said, nodding. “So, are you going to tell me what happened to your eye?”


  “I was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” she said.


  “Someone tried to hurt you,” he said, his voice rising.


  “It’s nothing,” she said.


  He touched her face and for a moment she felt butterflies in her stomach. He was looking at her eye, but he was leaning closer and closer. Lexi’s body stiffened. She felt scared and angry, she had to fight her feelings of resentment for all the people who had confessed to love her and then left her all alone.


  “What are you doing?” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper.


  “I’m looking at your eye,” he said, matching her tone.


  She knew he meant to do more than just look at her black eye. He was going to kiss her and she suddenly stood up and stepped back.


  “Did I hurt you?” he asked, clearly concerned.


  “No,” she said.


  “Then what’s wrong?” he asked as he moved closer to her.


  “You don’t know what you’re doing,” she said.


  He smiled. “Actually, I do.”


  “No,” she said turning away from him again.


  “Lexi,” he said, taking hold of her arm.


  She spun away, her hand coming up to break his hold on her and one leg lashing out to sweep his feet out from under him. He fell to the ground with a thud and lay in the dirt looking up at her with surprise.


  “What the hell?” he said loudly.


  “Don’t grab me,” she said.


  “I wasn’t going to hurt you,” he said.


  “That’s not true.”


  “I was going to kiss you,” he said as he got to his feet. “Is that so bad?”


  “What makes you think you can just kiss me?” she demanded.


  “How about all the time we’ve spent together? I know you feel something for me.”


  “Don’t do that. Don’t suppose you know what I’m thinking or feeling. You don’t know me that well.”


  “I know you, Lexi. I even admire you. I wish I was more like you.”


  “You have no idea,” she said, tears filling her eyes. “You really want to know what happened with my eye?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “And what are you going to do about it?” she asked.


  He looked shocked for a moment, then his jaw flexed.


  “I’ll hunt down whoever did it and make them pay for what they did.”


  Lexi couldn’t help but laugh. Not because she didn’t believe that Tiberius was capable of doing what he had proposed, but because he couldn’t really fathom her world at all.


  “You’re too late,” she said.


  “What? Why?”


  “Because…” she said, hesitating, not sure how he would respond if she told him the truth.


  “Because why?” he insisted.


  “You don’t want to know,” she said. “You’re the Earl’s son. You’ll be a Paladin soon. You like to play around with me, flirt a little, go to the seedier parts of the city and pretend you don’t live in the palace, but the truth is you’ll never understand me or the world I live in.”


  “What does that have to do with the bastard that hurt you?”


  “It has everything to do with it,” she said loudly.


  “Tell me what happened,” he said stepping close.


  “No,” she said.


  “Tell me!”


  She looked him in the eye. Then she made her decision and closed her eyes for a second.


  “Are you going to tell me or what?” he said.


  “I killed them,” she said quietly.


  “What?”


  “I said, I killed them, Tiberius. Two men attacked me, tried to rob me, and would have done worse.”


  His face was pale as he thought about what she said.


  “Still want to kiss me, Tiberius?” she said cynically. “Still want to slum around with your secret friend Lexi?”


  “Don’t say that,” he said. “It’s not funny.”


  “I’m not joking,” she said.


  “You killed a man.”


  “I killed two men. I left them dead in the street.”


  “You killed them?”


  “You’re damn right I did,” she stepped close. “So, what do you do now? Are you going to report me, arrest me?”


  “I…” his voice trailed off.


  “That’s what I thought,” she said, a half-hearted laugh tried to cover her disappointment.


  She was about to turn away when he suddenly stepped forward. His hands cradled her face and then he was kissing her. She pulled away.


  “You don’t know what you’re doing,” she threatened.


  “Maybe not, but I don’t care.”


  “I’m not some palace servant you can fool around with and then move on.”


  “Why do you think I’m so shallow?” he asked.


  “What should I expect?” she retorted. “You’re going to be a Paladin. They aren’t allowed to marry or even be with women.”


  “I’m not,” Tiberius said, suddenly struggling to find words.


  “Not what?” she asked.


  “I’m not going to be a Paladin. I’m leaving the city. You can come with me.”


  “You’re leaving Avondale?” she asked in surprise.


  “No,” he said. “I’m leaving the city. I’m going to find a place in the forest. I can heal people, and hunt. We can trade for anything we need. You won’t have to fight for your life anymore.”


  “You think it’s that easy?” she said angrily. “You think you can just decide to move into the forest and everything will be fine? You’ll freeze your foolish self to death, or go running back to palace before you’ve been gone a week.”


  “No I won’t,” he said angrily.


  “And you think I’ll just go with you, like some lovesick little girl.”


  “I just thought…”


  “No, you didn’t think. I’m not an airheaded courtier who just wants to land a rich husband and have servants take care of everything for me.”


  “I never thought that about you,” he shouted.


  They stared at each for a long moment, before Lexi spoke.


  “So that’s what’s in the pack? Your clothes, food, money? Everything you need to start a new life now that you’ve decided to leave the palace.”


  “Some of it,” Tiberius said. “I was going to stash it here and bring the rest later.”


  “You aren’t leaving,” Lexi said tauntingly. The challenge in her voice clear.


  “Yes, I am. I would leave today, but I just found out about the King and Rafe.”


  “They’ll hunt you down,” Lexi said. “You’re the Earl’s son. You can’t honestly believe they’ll just let you disappear.”


  “They would be relieved if I just disappeared,” Tiberius said bitterly. “They don’t care about me. I thought Rafe and I were friends, but he stabbed me in the back. I don’t belong at the temple. I never wanted to be a Paladin. All I want is to learn magic and be with you.”


  He said the last words with such conviction that Lexi hesitated for an instant, unsure what to say.


  “I want to be with you, Lexi,” he continued. “I don’t know what took me so long to make up my mind. I guess I just never really thought I could have what I wanted. But I know I want this. I want to leave the city. I want to make a life with you.”


  “As a wizard?” she asked incredulously.


  “Yes,” he said, trying to sound firm in his conviction.


  “You’ll be the most wanted man in all of Valana.”


  “So? Are you saying that you don’t break the law?” he challenged. “You know how to avoid the Paladins. I can learn to do it too.”


  “I can avoid the Paladins because they aren’t looking for me. The whole city will be looking for you. They’ll post rewards for information about you. You’ll be hunted no matter where you go. You could never show your face to another person again as long as you live.”


  “You’re exaggerating,” Tiberius said.


  “No, I’m not. Wizardry is the one crime everyone in the entire realm agrees on.”


  “Not everyone. Not me, not… Rafe,” he said, emotion making his voice crack. “Not you.”


  They stood staring at each other for a long time. Then, before the tears threatening to spill down her cheeks could betray her emotions, she ran back up into the city and left him standing alone.


  Chapter 17

  Rafe
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  The entire palace was buzzing with the news that King Aethel’s airship was approaching. Rafe had personally stood watch on the great watchtower since dawn. As far at Rafe could remember, the King had only visited Avondale once in the young warrior’s lifetime. It had been a grand spectacle, with feasts and revelry for the entire visit. Word was spreading throughout the city as well, and from his place high atop the watchtower he could see the townsfolk scurrying to hang decorations and prepare for what amounted to a massive holiday.


  It wasn’t unusual for the Earl, in a display of his wealth and generosity, to give gifts to the masses, usually of food and spirits. There would be carousing and drinking late into the night, revelers would fill the streets, and the city would sparkle like a jewel until the King’s great airship sailed away.


  Rafe strained his eyes, looking to the north for the King’s ship to appear in the bright sky. It was always exciting to see the elegant airships, but that was only part of the reason that Rafe had volunteered to stand watch. There was a big part of the young warrior that didn’t want to see Tiberius. He had been friends with the Earl’s youngest son all their lives, and while Rafe looked forward to many glorious exploits, he knew that Tiberius would probably never match the accomplishment of slaying the Graypee and rescuing Rafe. Tiberius was strong, but physical conflicts did not come naturally to him. Nor did weapons of war, but Rafe could wield a sword, spear, battle axe, or mace with almost unmatched skill. Tiberius was only really good with his whip, which was more of a cattleman’s tool, than a weapon.


  It made Rafe sad to realize that by agreeing to the Earl’s false account of what happened with the Graypees, he was essentially betraying Tiberius, but Rafe had little choice in the matter. Leonosis was going to do whatever he wanted, and opposing him was career suicide for Rafe, perhaps even life threatening. And Rafe tried to rationalize his decision by acknowledging that Tiberius had healed Rafe’s back using magic. Rafe wanted to believe that Tiberius’ disregard for what was considered the first and most sacred law of the realm essentially forfeited his right to claim his kill or have anyone acknowledge his daring rescue. Yet it was that same crime that had saved Rafe’s life. How could he fault Tiberius for using magic to save Rafe from a life as a crippled invalid at best, and what was much more likely death from his fall at worst?


  So he had avoided his best friend, spending the evening of their Graypee adventure with Olyva and then all of the Holy Day was spent touring the wall away from the Earl’s palace. Now he was hiding in the high watchtower, but eventually he would have to see his friend. He only hoped that Tiberius would understand. He had made the best of the situation, ensuring that he could spend the rest of his life with Lady Olyva. It was the only way they could ever be together, and while it was a costly sacrifice, if Tiberius loved Rafe at all, he would have to understand. Rafe only hoped Tiberius would forgive him.


  It was hours before the King’s airship came into view, and then it was only a dark speck in the distance. The sky above Avondale was brilliant blue, and the air high above the city on the watchtower was cold. Rafe alternated between rubbing the back of his neck, which was baking in the sun, and swiping the tears from his eyes from the cold wind.


  “Is that it, sir?” asked the other soldier on watch.


  “That’s it,” Rafe confirmed.


  “It doesn’t seem like much.”


  “It’s the biggest airship in Valana,” Rafe explained. “You’ll see. For now, go and tell Commander Grentz that the ship has been sighted.”


  “Yes, sir,” the soldier said, saluting before hurrying down the long spiral staircase that led down to the city walls.


  It took another hour for the massive vessel to fully come into view, but the soldier and everyone else in Avondale could see the huge craft. It was almost as big as the Earl’s palace, and built to look like the ancient seafaring vessels that had once plied the oceans around Valana. The ship was made of wood, with a long central portion and either end curving upward. The bow of the ship was carved into a massive dragon’s head, the rear was the beast’s tail. There were three discernible decks on the ship, all with massive windows.


  As the ship came closer, Rafe could see the thick ropes that held the huge, silk sacks that were filled with Hylum gas mined in Avondale. The first settlers had discovered the gas, but it was years before anyone understood that it could be used to lift heavy objects into the sky. The airship had four of the massive bubble-shaped sails filled with what was known around the city as lifting gas. The ship also had triangular air sails that were used to propel the huge craft, just like the ships of old. Rafe couldn’t see the massive trapdoors that he knew lined the bottom of the ship, which had been designed to carry massive loads of ballast into battle. The trapdoors could be opened and death rained down on anyone unfortunate enough to be hiding or fighting below.


  War had been common in the early formation of the Nine Cities, before the rule of one King had been reestablished in Valana. Now, the ships were designed to be luxury vessels, carrying the King and his nobles from mountaintop to mountaintop, above the blighted lands below, which were hidden under a thick layer of white clouds. When the ship sailed over the city walls, Rafe could hear the shouts of the officers barking orders to the men who manned the ship’s sails and rudder.


  Rafe finally headed back down from the watchtower. He was excited by the arrival of the King and didn’t want to miss seeing any of the spectacle he knew was coming. It would be some time before the Earl’s servants had the massive ship secured to the heavy stone pilings around the palace. They would catch the ropes dropped from the ship, anchor them to the stone pilings around the outside of the palace which had been built for exactly that purpose. The pilings were huge stone columns, carved with intricate designs, with a rotating base that allowed the heavy ropes to be turned around and around the pilings, securing the ship and lowering it to the palace roof.


  Rafe hurried down to the barracks and washed up. He had polished his dress armor in preparation for meeting the King. As a child, he had seen the King’s massive ship sail over Avondale, but he had not been allowed to meet the sovereign ruler of the Nine Cities. Valana had once been a huge realm; now it consisted of nine isolated cities. Still, as a child he had not been allowed to bother the King or the Earl for that matter. He had been kept far away from the royal procession. But this time, Rafe would be introduced and presented as part of the Earl’s officers. He hurried to the Earl’s banquet room where a large entourage waited to be escorted upstairs to meet the King.


  “They are ready, Lord Aegus,” said a servant who had come hurrying into the room, panting from having just run down from the palace roof.


  “As are we,” said the aging Earl.


  “Form up!” snapped Grentz.


  Soldiers in brightly polished armor formed two lines. Several dignitaries filed in between the armored men. The Earl’s wife and daughters came into the room, and took their places. Finally the Earl and his two older sons, along with Grentz, the legendary Sword Master at the rear. Rafe, who was leading the procession, noticed that Tiberius wasn’t present. His heart ached for his friend, but he shook any thoughts other than making a good impression out of his mind.


  They took their time climbing to the roof of the palace. The Earl’s home was a grand building with several floors. A wide, central staircase was built over the massive feasting hall on the main level. The stairs were carved from marble and had ornate brass railings that were polished to a mirror shine. The staircase was more than wide enough for the procession, and Rafe led the group up slowly. It would be undignified for the Earl to rush up the stairs, not to mention being out of breath when he met the King.


  When they finally reached the roof, the entire group spread out in a long receiving line, with soldiers at the rear. They waited almost ten minutes before a massive wooden staircase was lowered from the ship’s trapdoor. It came down slowly, one end lowered by ropes, the other pivoting from where it was locked to the lower deck of the ship. Rafe expected to see a group of people at least as large as the one the Earl had formed, but despite the massive size of the ship, only six people exited the vessel. The King was a big man, with wide shoulders and a slender waist. He had a golden crown on his head, but he wore armor instead of royal robes. His armor matched that of the four deadly looking soldiers who flanked him. Unlike the Earl’s warriors, the King’s guard wore leather armor that was molded to fit their bodies. They carried long swords, and shields that were clearly battle tested. There was nothing showy about the soldiers, yet the message of deadly efficiency they projected was clearly evident.


  The final member of the King’s party was a teenage girl, with features that left no doubt as to her lineage. The King’s daughter was not dainty, like the Earl’s daughters. She even wore armor and carried a curved short sword that looked well used.


  “My lord,” the Earl said, stepping forward and bowing. “It is an honor to have you here at Avondale.”


  “The honor is mine,” said the King in a deep voice. “Avondale is my second favorite city in the realm. It’s been too long since I visited.”


  “May I introduce my son, Leonosis,” the Earl said.


  “Yes, it is good to meet you in person,” King Aethel said. “I’ve heard good things about what you’re doing here as your father’s functionary.”


  “Thank you, my lord,” Leonosis said.


  “This is my daughter, Ariel.”


  The girl’s smile was tight and Rafe thought she looked nervous. He guessed she would would be more comfortable in a fight than meeting her father’s nobles.


  “Come this way,” Earl Aegus said. “We have our finest rooms made ready for you and your lovely daughter. You can rest and freshen up, then when you are ready, we shall feast to celebrate your arrival.”


  The King nodded. The Earl led the way back down into the palace, and this time Rafe brought up the rear. He couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, but the King seemed so ordinary. They went down into the palace and then Rafe’s father dismissed the officers, warning them to be ready for the feast.


  Rafe was more than ready, he was famished and yet he was too excited to think about food. He went to Lady Olyva’s suite. She answered the door almost before he finished knocking.


  “Is he here?” she asked excitedly. “What’s he like?”


  She had been in the palace garden, along with the Earl’s daughters, when the King’s airship had appeared over the city walls. But unlike the Earl’s family, she wasn’t invited to meet the King. That would come later, at the feast, when a virtual parade of the most important people in Avondale would be introduced to their King.


  “He is here,” Rafe said, stepping into the room and closing the door.


  He took Olyva into his arms and ignored the frown of disapproval from Hellen. The elder servant sat in a chair, knitting and pretending not to listen, even though Rafe knew she was hanging on every word.


  “What’s he like? Oh, he must be so grand,” Olyva said.


  “Actually,” Rafe explained, “he wasn’t what I expected at all. He was very spartan. Just a simple gold crown and very well-maintained armor.”


  “He wore armor?” Olyva asked.


  “Yes, and not formal armor either. It was well used, mostly molded leather. Other than the crown, he looked a lot like the soldiers of his guard.”


  “Really, that’s not what I expected at all.”


  “Me either, but Sparlan Citadel is a fortress, not a palace. His warriors are the most renowned fighters in Valana and obviously he sees himself as one of them. His daughter too.”


  “His daughter came?”


  “Yes,” Rafe said. “In armor, just like her father.”


  “They sound so paranoid.”


  “Perhaps they are. The Earl only got word the King was coming a few days ago. They are feasting and the city is celebrating, but I don’t think even my father knows what is really going on.”


  “Well, I need to get ready for the feast. I need to time to make myself presentable to the King and I can’t do that with you around here.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Rafe said. “I don’t have anywhere I need to be.”


  “You heard my lady,” cried Hellen, as she came tottering out of her chair. “Out with you!”


  “I’m going,” Rafe said with a grin.


  He blew Olyva a kiss, then left. Hellen slammed the heavy door almost in his face. He was well aware that the rotund lady’s maid did not approve of him, but she would have to get used to him. He loved Olyva, and in his mind, nothing else mattered.


  Chapter 18

  Tiberius
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  Tiberius had searched for Lexi all afternoon, but he didn’t know the city the way she did. Her words rang in his mind and he realized that perhaps his plan had been a bit naïve, but he refused to believe that leaving the palace was wrong. He would have to keep his power a secret, but he surmised that he could do that as long as he wasn’t forced to turn away from becoming a wizard. He worried that Lexi had fallen into the hands of ruffians again, or even worse, arrested. He searched until dark, but she was nowhere to be found. He hoped he had not ruined his chances with her. The thought of leaving the city without her was difficult to fathom.


  The next day, the palace was busy preparing for the King’s arrival, but Tiberius slipped away early in the morning and retraced his steps to the lower city. The day before, he and Lexi had stashed his bag behind a stack of broken, wooden crates. He had worried all night that someone might have found his pack and made off with the book of magic. So, he had packed another bag, this one with food, coin, a few basic tools, and a pair of boots, then hurried back to the edge of the city to add it to his cache. He was relieved to find the pack exactly where he’d left it. He was just about to return to the palace when the King’s airship glided over the city.


  He watched in awe as the huge ship settled over his father’s palace. He realized he wouldn’t make it back in time to join the procession that would meet the King, but he guessed that no one would miss him. He hurried back anyway, climbing the chiseled stone stairways that led back up to the broad central avenue that ran around the highest level of the city. He had debated through the night what he should do about Rafe. On the one hand, he wanted to confront his old friend and find out exactly why Rafe had given in to Leonosis’ lie about the Graypees, but another part of him wanted to wait and see what his conniving brother had planned for Rafe. Whatever it was, it would be no more than Rafe deserved, but Tiberius hated the thought of Leonosis getting anything over on anyone. His brother had a cruel streak and Tiberius worried that Rafe would just be a victim to Leonosis’ quest for power.


  By the time he got back to the palace he was hot, his hair sticking to his head with sweat despite the cool temperatures. It never got truly hot in Avondale; the summers were mild, the winters were long and snowy. But climbing the towering stairways and hurrying through the city that seemed to be celebrating the King’s arrival early had been a chore. When he reached the palace, he knew he needed to find Rafe and warn him. He was angry, and the thought of even seeing Rafe made his stomach churn with bile, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he didn’t warn Rafe that Leonosis was up to something. He was making his way toward the wing of rooms used by the Earl’s military officers, including Rafe’s father Grentz, when a voice rang out behind him.


  “Where the hell have you been!” Brutas snapped in his gruff voice.


  Brutas was shorter than Tiberius, and nearly twice as wide. He was strong, but slow with a sword, and he wore his hair in a long braid that hung down his back and was held tight with golden thread. He rarely wore armor, but was never seen without the long, two handed broadsword he wore slung on his back. He had a thick beard that he kept trimmed into a point and polished silver bands encircled both of his beefy wrists.


  “What?” Tiberius asked.


  “Are you deaf and dumb?” Brutas jeered. “Father wants all of us ready to meet the King in half an hour. I’ve been looking all over for you. Why weren’t you here when the King’s ship arrived?”


  “I was at the temple,” Tiberius lied.


  “Well get cleaned up,” Brutas ordered. He was used to bossing everyone around except for Leonosis, and seemed to take pleasure in causing Tiberius pain. “You look like a beggar. Robere is waiting for you.”


  “Thanks,” Tiberius said, trying to hide his frustration.


  Brutas turned and lumbered back down toward his own quarters. He had recently moved in the rooms that were normally given to the captain of the Earl’s personal guard. Compared to Tiberius’s room, Brutas lived in luxury, despite the fact that he hadn’t been promoted beyond the rank of junior officer yet. Everyone knew it was only a matter of time before Brutas became the Commander of the Earl’s war band, the fact that he had taken up residence in the Commander’s quarters only confirmed it.


  Tiberius looked for Rafe for a few more minutes, knowing that every second he waited would only drive poor Robere into a fit of worry. Finally, after not seeing his friend in any of the usual places, Tiberius went back to his room. Robere was already inside, pacing nervously.


  “Thank heaven!” the aging servant said. “I was worried sick. Where have you been?”


  “At the temple,” Tiberius said.


  It was his standard lie. No one from the palace went to the temple except on holy days, and so it was a safe story. His studies to become a Paladin, including the physical training the novices were required to complete, made spending time at the temple a given.


  “Come on, strip out of those filthy clothes. We have to make you presentable and there isn’t much time.”


  Tiberius complied, although it seemed impossible to hurry. For some strange reason, he felt as if meeting the King was something to be avoided. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was exactly, but he felt a huge sense of dread approaching.


  Robere fretted over Tiberius’ limited wardrobe. Ti had already taken his most comfortable outfits to the edge of the city, but luckily those weren’t the clothes Robere was interested in.


  “Your closet seems empty,” he remarked absently as he looked at the various outfits.


  “I’ve taken some clothes to the temple,” Tiberius lied again. “They’ve given us each a cell to keep a change of clothes in. I took two, just in case. And my spare boots.”


  “That’s prudent,” Robere said. “And a good sign I suppose, although why you should be forced to live in such austere surroundings is beyond me.”


  “We’re supposed to give up attachments to worldly things,” Tiberius said.


  “Please, don’t preach. I know how poor my faith is. I just hate to see you leave the palace.”


  Tiberius nodded as Robere pulled a silk tunic over Ti’s head. The tunic was large and made Tiberius feel like he was wearing a bedsheet, but Robere folded the garment so that it criss-crossed over his stomach and was cinched tightly with a thick leather belt. The billowing sleeves tied at the wrist and as Tiberius looked at himself in the dressing mirror he was pleased. His linen breeches only showed at the thighs, under the hem of the tunic and above the polished leather boots that rose to his knees. Tiberius wanted to take his whip, but Robere absolutely forbade it.


  “It’s my best weapon,” Tiberius argued.


  “It’s a cattleman’s tool, not a nobleman’s weapon,” Robere insisted. “And certainly not fit for the Earl’s son.”


  Tiberius wanted to argue that he had held off a pack of Graypees with his whip, but he knew that not even Robere would believe him. Instead, he let the elderly servant tuck his Wangorian dagger into the leather belt.


  “Now, you look fit to woo the King’s daughter.”


  “Not interested,” Tiberius remarked.


  “Perhaps you should be,” Robere said. “Surely life as King of Valana would be better than being a Paladin.”


  “The King has an heir,” Tiberius said.


  “Perhaps…” Robere let the thought hang in the air.


  Tiberius knew that Robere had heard some juicy gossip from the other palace servants and normally he would have prodded the aging servant to tell him more, but Tiberius was too worried about Rafe to care about the King or his daughter.


  Tiberius hurried to his father’s study. Leonosis and Brutas were already there. When Tiberius went inside, his father waved a hand at the guards by the door, who stepped outside and closed the heavy doors to the study. The room was one of Tiberius’ least favorite places in the palace. It was where his father conducted his most important business and Tiberius had never received good news in the room, always rebuke. He felt his body trembling with worry, as if he were cold. He did his best to hide the discomfort from his father and brothers.


  “Good, you’re all here,” Aegus said. “Where were you when the King arrived, Tiberius?”


  “The temple,” Ti lied yet again.


  The thought of the temple was completely uninteresting to Aegus. He didn’t care what his son did there, so the inquiry was dropped.


  “I suppose you have heard why King Aethel brought his daughter,” Aegus said to his sons. “I want one of you to woo her. If anyone is going to become King, it will be one of my sons.”


  “You want me to pursue another women in front of Lady Olyva?” Brutas asked.


  “Do you have a problem with that?” the Earl asked, his voice dripping with disdain.


  “Not at all,” Brutas said with a smile.


  “Don’t worry,” Leonosis said. “You won’t have to worry about being betrothed after tonight.”


  “What does that mean?” Brutas asked, clearly confused.


  “Just trust me,” Leonosis said. “Besides, the Princess will be my prize.”


  “She’s not an animal that you hunt,” Tiberius said.


  “Don’t be so self-righteous,” Aegus thundered. “For once just act like you belong to this family.”


  “Why should I?” Tiberius said. “You treat me as if I am not.”


  “Relax Tiberius,” Leonosis said. “All you need to do is show up and act civil. You’re good at that. I’ll entertain the Princess.”


  “And when she’s ready for a real man, I’ll be waiting,” Brutas said with a smirk.


  “Don’t fight,” Aegus said. “This is important. Whoever the Princess shows interest in, I want the others to back off. This isn’t a contest between the three of you. She is our prize to take before some other stuffy lord has a chance. Do I make myself clear?”


  The Earl’s sons all nodded, then they followed Aegus out into the wide hallway. The King had been given the largest suite of rooms in the palace. Every luxury had been provided and soon they would all go down to the feasting hall where the most privileged citizens of Avondale waited, including the highest ranking military officers, the High Priest from the temple, and Tiberius’ mother and sisters.


  The Earl led his sons to the King’s rooms and then waited while a servant announced them. Tiberius hated the formal duties he was forced to endure with his father and brothers. Most of the time he understood the necessity of keeping up the royal reputation of the Earl’s family, but it was almost always a boring chore. He looked forward to the day when he no longer had to put on airs and pretend to be interested in things he didn’t care about.


  The King was still in his armor, but sitting in a thickly padded chair. He had a crystal wine goblet in one hand and Tiberius noticed his cheeks were ruddy, probably from too much drink already.


  “My King,” Aegus said. “Let me introduce my sons.”


  The King held up one hand.


  “Ariel,” he said in a deep voice. “Come meet the Earl’s sons.”


  Princess Ariel appeared from an adjoining room. She wore her armor as well, although she looked much different from the King. Her body was covered in dark red leather that had been molded to fit her lean frame. She wore a heavy skirt that looked to Tiberius as if it were part armor, part chain mail. There were golden links of brass, and interwoven strips of leather in the skirt, which was short, stopping at her knees. She wore tall riding boots that came up over her knees, so that no part of her legs showed. Her curved sword was still strapped to her waist, and her hair was tightly braided and pinned to her head.


  She was pretty, with high cheekbones and large eyes, but there was a hard set determination in her eyes that made her seem cold and aloof. Tiberius guessed she was around his own age, but it was difficult to tell for certain. She came and stood behind her father, placing one hand on his shoulder.


  Tiberius felt a rush of magic swirling around her and nearly jumped. He did his best to act nonchalant, but he could feel the magical energy swirling through the room and he was certain it originated with the Princess.


  “Princess Ariel,” Aegus said. “Let me say again how honored we are to have you here with us in Avondale.”


  “You have a beautiful city, Earl Aegus.”


  “We are pleased that you think so,” the Earl said with a smile. “Let me introduce you to my oldest son, Leonosis.”


  Tiberius watched as Leonosis stepped forward and bowed, flashing Ariel his most charming smile. Ti thought his brother had a gift for making people feel important. He not only related to everyone he met, but he could hide his nastier tendencies so that most people who thought they knew him had no idea just how sinister and self-serving he really was.


  “Welcome to Avondale,” Leonosis said.


  The King nodded, but Ariel just stared at Leonosis. Tiberius thought his oldest brother looked like their father. He was tall, broad shouldered, and narrow waisted. He was meticulous about his appearance and kept his strong jawline clean shaven. Despite the dark circles around his eyes and his hooked nose, most of the woman in the palace and around the city swooned over him, but Ariel seemed unimpressed.


  “This is Brutas,” Aegus said. “He is currently serving with the officers in our war band.”


  “A fellow warrior,” the King said with a smile.


  Ariel nodded in respect, but didn’t smile or look any more interested in Brutas than she had in Leonosis. Tiberius felt very self-conscious. He wasn’t as muscular as Brutas or even as trim as Leonosis. He could feel his face flushing with embarrassment as he stepped forward to stand before the King.


  “And this is Tiberius,” the Earl said.


  The King seemed unimpressed, but for the first time Ariel’s eyes lit up and she tilted her head. Tiberius was just straightening up from his bow when he noticed Ariel give her father’s shoulder a slight squeeze. The King looked harder at Tiberius, his eyes squinting slightly as if he were trying to see something he’d missed. Tiberius stood entranced by the rush of the magic around him. He felt almost giddy as the power pulsed out of Ariel and flowed around him.


  “Is the feast ready, Lord Aegus?” the King asked.


  “Of course, sire. We only await your arrival.”


  “Then let’s not keep everyone waiting,” the King said, standing up suddenly.


  Tiberius was just then backing away. He felt self-conscious and was glad the introductions had ended so quickly. All he wanted was to get away from the palace, but he needed to find Rafe and warn him of Leonosis’ plan, even though he didn’t really know what his brother was planning. All Tiberius knew for sure was that whatever Leonosis was going to do, it wouldn’t be good. Once Ti had warned his friend, he could leave the palace forever. That thought was both exciting and terrifying. He wasn’t sure what to expect or if he was really up to the task, but he was anxious to find out.


  They followed the Earl and the King down toward the feasting hall. Leonosis was speaking to Princess Ariel and Tiberius walked with Brutas a short way behind the others.


  “That didn’t go over the way I thought,” Brutas said.


  “Nor I,” Tiberius agreed.


  “She seemed more interested in you than the rest of us,” Brutas said.


  “No, she didn’t.”


  “Yes, she did, although I can’t imagine why anyone would be interested in a third-born like you.”


  Tiberius wanted to argue, but he knew it was useless and he didn’t want to cause a scene. He opted instead to ignore his brother’s gibes.


  They stopped just outside the feasting hall so that the Earl and King could be announced. The Earl was speaking to a servant. He stopped to wave Tiberius and Brutas past. They wouldn’t need to be announced and could go straight into the feasting hall and find their places at the far end of the Earl’s table. Tiberius was just about to walk past the small group when Ariel raised her hand.


  “Wait,” she said. “I would like to sit with Tiberius.”


  Tiberius felt his stomach clench and he saw a look of smoldering anger from Leonosis. Brutas had a smirk on his face, clearly amused that their older brother was being spurned.


  “Are you sure, my lady?” the Earl asked.


  “Of course,” Ariel said. “Come Tiberius, we have so much to talk about.”


  Tiberius tried to speak, but no words came. The Princess took his arm and he walked with her into the feasting hall. There was a shuffle of movement behind them and then a loud voice said, “Princess Ariel, of Sparlan Citadel and Master Tiberius.”


  The room went quiet and Tiberius felt every eye watching him. Some of the people looked shocked, but Ariel ignored them and Tiberius did his best to do likewise. He was walking up the center aisle with the Princess of Valana on his arm. It was a completely different feeling than anything he’d ever experienced before. Many of the people sitting at the long tables or standing along the tapestry covered walls seemed to notice Tiberius for the first time ever. The Earl had a third son, and it was Tiberius who was escorting the Princess.


  Tiberius saw Rafe sitting with a group of officers near the high table. He had a cup halfway between the table and his mouth, which hung open in surprise. Tiberius did his best to seem above it all, as if escorting a Princess was something he did everyday. He had been embarrassed by the attention and the intense scrutiny made him feel small, but seeing Rafe sent a jolt of anger into his system and the attention of the people in the feasting hall didn’t seem so overwhelming after that.


  Tiberius led Ariel up the marble steps to the elevated section of the room where the Earl’s table looked out over the throng of people in the great hall. He noticed Robere wiping tears from his eyes in an alcove filled with servants.


  “Would you like to sit near your father?” Tiberius said.


  “No, actually. Let’s sit here, on the end where we can have a little more privacy,” Ariel said.


  Tiberius nodded and pulled out a chair for the Princess. Tiberius was just sitting down when his father and brothers were announced. The Earl made his way quickly to the high table, but didn’t sit. Then the King was announced and everyone stood up except for Ariel, who sat watching. The people at the tables and standing along the walls all bowed as the King strode past them. He looked like a famous warrior and Tiberius thought that even Grentz had never looked so renowned as the King.


  Once the King sat down, wine was poured and the long line of introductions were made. People lined up before the high table and were introduced to the King by a servant. At first Tiberius and Ariel sat quietly watching, but after the first few people were introduced, Ariel leaned over and whispered in Tiberius’ ear.


  “How long have you been a wizard?” she asked.


  Chapter 19

  Tiberius
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  Tiberius was speechless. He had known that magical power was emanating from Ariel, but he had never guessed that another magical person would be able to sense magic in him. His body stiffened with fear and his heart began to race. Before Ti could form an answer, Leonosis appeared on the other side of the Princess.


  “Have you tried our winter wine?” he asked. “It’s made from grapes that were frozen in an early frost. The drink itself is quiet sweet.”


  “No thank you,” Ariel said. Then she leaned over and whispered in Tiberius’ ear, “Your secret is safe with me.”


  Tiberius relaxed a little, although he still felt very uncomfortable. He glanced at Ariel and saw that she was studying him with an intense gaze. He also saw Leonosis glowering at him. He wanted to say that he had done nothing wrong, that he wasn’t interested in the Princess at all, but he couldn’t. She was attractive and her attention was immensely flattering, not to mention the fact that it was making his brother angry was sweeter than the winter wine.


  He took a sip from his goblet and smiled at Ariel.


  “Thank you,” he said quietly.


  It was difficult to talk over the clamor of the announcements and still be discrete. The very last thing Tiberius wanted was for Leonosis to overhear him. He leaned close to the Princess and was surprised by the waft of her perfume. The scent was a blend of familiar smells, all extremely feminine and it caught Tiberius off guard. He felt his desire stirring and forgot for a moment what he was going to say.


  “I’m sorry,” he confessed. “Your perfume is wonderful.”


  “It’s from Duringer,” Ariel said. “There is an alchemist there who makes amazing perfumes. I’m glad you like it.”


  “Tiberius,” Leonosis said, leaning forward so he could see past the Princess. “Have you shared with her Highness how close you are to becoming a Paladin?”


  “No,” Tiberius said, trying not to let his anger get the best of him.


  “He’ll be taking his vows any day now,” Leonosis said, barely concealing the vicious intent of his words.


  Tiberius understood the threat all too well. His brother was angry and despite the fact that Tiberius had not completed the training to become a Paladin, or passed the weapons tests, Leonosis would see that he took his vows as soon as possible.


  “How interesting,” Ariel said with a smile. “It seems I got here just in time.”


  Tiberius was about to say something when Leonosis suddenly stood up, his ornate chair rocking back on its rear legs before a servant stepped forward and caught it from toppling over.


  “Excuse me, Princess,” Leonosis said.


  She nodded and Tiberius thought his brother was going to storm away angrily, but Leonosis just stood at the table. He was staring down at the line of people waiting to be introduced to the King. Tiberius followed his gaze and saw Rafe standing behind Lady Olyva. He realized that whatever Leonosis had in mind for Rafe, he was about to do it. Ti wanted to shout to his friend, to run over and protect him, but there was no way to do it without making a scene and he still didn’t know what Leonosis had in mind.


  “Lady Olyva, of Hamill Keep,” said the servant making the introductions. “Betrothed to Master Brutas.”


  Olyva bowed and Leonosis cleared his throat.


  “If I may,” he said loudly and suddenly every eye was on the Earl’s firstborn son. “It has come to my attention that Lady Olyva is in love with someone other than my brother.”


  Murmuring broke out across the room of revelers. Tiberius stiffened. He knew that Rafe and Lady Olyva had feelings for one another, but he thought his friend was smart enough not to carry on a secret affair with a woman pledged to the Earl’s family. He felt his stomach tighten into a knot.


  “Yes,” Rafe said boldly. “I am Rafe, son of Grentz the Sword Master and officer to his excellency, Earl Aegus. And I love Lady Olyva.”


  The murmuring in the room suddenly fell quiet. It was as if everyone was holding their breath as they waited to see what would happen.


  “Is this true?” Aegus asked.


  “It is, my lord,” Rafe said boldly.


  Tiberius heard the confidence in his friend’s voice and realized that he had traded the truth of their battle with the Graypees for the right to marry Lady Olyva. Tiberius’ heart sank as he realized what Leonosis was planning to do.


  “This is an affront to our family,” Leonosis said.


  “What?” Rafe asked in surprise.


  The crowd that had been queued up for their introduction to the King now fell back, leaving a terrified looking Lady Olyva and a confused looking Rafe in the open section of the wide main aisle.


  “You dare make advances to a woman who is betrothed to my brother?” Leonosis growled.


  Tiberius looked to the King, embarrassed that his oldest brother would air their family’s dirty laundry during the feast. He didn’t know what he expected to see on the King’s face, but the man looked happy, as if he were watching a bard sing an ancient battle song for the first time. He glanced at Princess Ariel; she too seemed inured with the scandalous affair.


  “My lord, did we not—”


  “Silence!” Leonosis shouted. “Do not embarrass Avondale anymore, sir. Your reprehensible actions shall not go unpunished.”


  Rafe’s look of bewilderment changed suddenly to pure rage.


  “My lord,” Leonosis went on. “We await your judgement.”


  “You discovered the affair, son,” Aegus said proudly. “It is for you, the future Earl of Avondale to pass sentence on these two.”


  “My lord,” Rafe said through clenched teeth. “I must protest.”


  “Speak again and I shall have you in chains,” Leonosis said savagely.


  Lady Olyva was weeping now and Rafe went to her, putting his arms around her and whispering quiet encouragement in her ear. Leonosis waited, letting his silence draw in the crowd and build the suspense before he spoke. Everyone was watching Rafe and Olyva, some looked sad, others grinned with glee at the spectacle being played out in the great hall.


  “Lady Olyva,” Leonosis said loudly, “you have brought shame on Hamill Keep and Avondale alike. Your actions are inexcusable. It would be within our rights to have you executed publicly for your crimes against this house.”


  “How scandalous,” Ariel said, the excitement in her voice unmistakeable.


  Tiberius glanced at the Princess, trying to hide the horror he felt for his friend. Then he looked at Rafe, who was staring up defiantly at the high table. There wasn’t even a hint of fear in the young warrior’s eyes. Finally Tiberius looked back at his brother who seemed as sanctimonious as the High Priest during the holy day sermons. Leonosis paused and waited for the frantic whispers that erupted around the feasting hall to die down before continuing.


  “But,” he said, “I am not without mercy. As a boon to our King and his beautiful daughter…” He cast a look over his shoulder as he said this, looking at Ariel who seemed to be entranced by the whole affair, “I banish you from Avondale forever.”


  Once again Leonosis paused and was rewarded by a gut wrenching moan of terror from Lady Olyva. If Rafe had not been holding her, she would have fallen to the ground.


  “And to ensure that your romance is not endangered,” he continued. “I banish your lover as well.”


  The crowd was so shocked by Rafe’s banishment that they no longer talked in hushed voices. The great hall was suddenly filled with noise, but Tiberius heard none of it. The crowd was flabbergasted that the great Sword Master’s son was being banished. Everyone in the city knew of Rafe’s skill with the sword and everyone expected that he would bring great honor to Avondale, just like his father had. No one had even considered that Leonosis would banish him. Tiberius looked to his father, hoping that Aegus would intervene, but from the look on the Earl’s face, everything was going according to plan.


  “I’m sorry, my lady,” Tiberius said to Ariel. “It was my honor to meet you.”


  “What?” the Princess said in surprise.


  Tiberius didn’t wait to explain. He left the high table and made his way through the crowd toward Rafe who stood holding Olyva, his features set with a look of furious defiance.


  “Brother!” Tiberius shouted as he stepped up beside Rafe, who looked at him in surprise. “Don’t do this. No one has been hurt here. Rafe has served our family with honor. I, for one, will vouch for him. Lady Olyva was carried away from her family and all she knew in Hamill Keep. Neither of them deserve such a cruel sentence. I beg you to reconsider, for the good of Avondale.”


  The crowd seemed surprised at first; Tiberius had expected that. He was the Earl’s third son, and he doubted if half the people in the great hall even knew his name. But they liked what he did and it gave them hope that Rafe would be spared. He could hear the excited talk all around him and he hoped the looks of eager expectation on their faces might help sway Leonosis.


  “This in not your place, Tiberius,” Earl Aegus said.


  “Rafe is my friend,” Tiberius said, still speaking loudly so that everyone in the hall could hear him. “Avondale is my home. I only want what is best for all of us.”


  “You would tie your fate to Rafe Grentzson?” Leonosis asked.


  For a split second Tiberius hesitated. He knew he was giving his brother the power over his life, but he doubted that Leonosis would banish him. Adding his own life to the balance would give his brother a reason to overturn his ruling without losing the respect of the crowd.


  “I would,” Tiberius said.


  The murmuring grew so loud Leonosis had to call for quiet in the hall. Tiberius saw Ariel moving over to her father and whispering in the King’s ear.


  “My decisions stands,” Leonosis said, with a look of wicked glee on his face. “I banish the three of you forever.”


  There were angry shouts from the crowd now, and calls for mercy. Olyva’s face was buried in Rafe’s chest and the young warrior looked at his friend. There were tears in Rafe’s eyes. Tiberius was shocked. He couldn’t believe his brother had banished him forever. It wasn’t right, but Tiberius knew that arguing wouldn’t change anything. He clenched his teeth and glared balefully at Leonosis, ignoring the downcast looks of his mother and father, knowing that neither would speak up for him.


  “May I interject?” the King asked, rising to his feet and bringing the hall to silence instantly. The King didn’t wait to be given permission to interfere with the proceedings. “I can see the value of this officer and being a warrior myself, I would grant a reprieve to Rafe Grentzson and the Earl’s son as well. There is a place at Sparlan Citadel for both of you.”


  Tiberius felt hope kindle to life in his chest. He understood now what the Princess had whispered in her father’s ear. By tying himself to Rafe, she was able to get him to leave Avondale and return with her. No one would even know that he was wanted, since the Citadel was a warrior’s stronghold and Rafe was the most promising fighter in Avondale.


  The crowd called out their approval of the situation. There were whistles and shouts of praise for the King’s mercy. Tiberius looked to Leonosis who was now stone faced, only the pulsing throb of the vein in his neck betraying his fury. The Earl seemed unsurprised by the King’s intervention.


  “Even good men,” the King continued, “can be corrupted by a lascivious woman. What say you Rafe Grentzson, will you join my war band?”


  Tiberius knew his friend’s answer before Rafe spoke. Their salvation hinged on Rafe abandoning Olyva and Tiberius knew his friend was too honorable to accept that. The fact that the King had insulted Lady Olyva only made the decision that much easier.


  “No,” he said.


  The crowd was shocked to silence.


  “Go then!” Leonosis bellowed. “Get out of my sight. Guards!”


  Armed men marched into the feasting hall. The King looked furious and Princess Ariel was shocked. Tiberius guessed she’d never heard anyone refuse her father before.


  “You got us into a hell of a mess now,” Tiberius growled.


  “Would you have done it any different,” his friend shot back.


  Tiberius thought of Lexi. She was a lost soul, a thief, her status even less than a peasant, and yet he would have done the same for her. It was devastating to realize he would never see her again, but he shook his head anyway.


  The guards surrounded the three of them, and Tiberius cast one last look up at his family, but they only seemed embarrassed. He doubted they would miss him at all. And then he turned on his heel and followed his friends from the feast.


  Chapter 20

  Tiberius
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  They were almost out of the castle when a servant reached the group of soldiers. Tiberius had expected as much. His brother would want a little more time to gloat over Tiberius’ fate. The guards changed direction and ushered them back into the depths of the palace.


  “Where are you taking us?” Rafe asked them.


  The soldiers refused to look at him.


  “You cowards,” he spat.


  “They’re just doing their job,” Tiberius said.


  “They used to be my friends.”


  “Just stay calm,” Tiberius said. “We won’t gain any ground making people angry.”


  “How the hell are you so calm?” Rafe asked him a low voice. “You just threw your life away.”


  “I was trying to help you,” Tiberius snapped.


  “Well a fat lot of good it did,” Rafe retorted.


  “Don’t you dare blame me for this,” Tiberius said. “And by the way, I’m still angry at you for selling out to Leonosis about the Graypees.”


  “I didn’t have a choice,” Rafe growled. “You think I like letting that snake steal our glory? I had to make the best of a bad situation.”


  “Let me guess, you traded Leonosis the truth for letting you marry Olyva.”


  “It was the only chance we had to be together.”


  “You took Leonosis at his word?” Tiberius asked incredulously.


  “What choice did I have? He came to me and the lies had already been spread through the city. It wasn’t like I bargained with him. It wasn’t even my idea. Besides, Olyva and I weren’t flaunting anything. I had no idea he would betray me.”


  Tiberius just looked as his friend, but Rafe wouldn’t meet his eyes. They were led into a small room with no furnishing except three wooden benches set against the walls. Rafe led Olyva to one, and sat with her. She was distraught and rightfully so. No one had ever left Avondale and returned. They had no idea what they would find beyond the thick layer of mist in the blighted lands, but they knew huge monstrous beasts lived in the lowlands. Whatever they found, it would not be pleasant.


  Hours passed and Tiberius stretched out on one of the benches. He hoped that he might have a chance to collect a few of his things before being banished from his home. There had been no decree against letting them arm themselves, in fact he still had the dagger that Robere insisted he wear and Rafe still had his rapier strapped to his hip.


  Eventually, Robere arrived carrying a tray of food. It was nothing more than some cheese, bread, and a pitcher of water, but at least they wouldn’t be starved.


  “Oh, Master Tiberius,” he said sadly.


  “Don’t be sorry for me,” Tiberius replied.


  “I can’t believe what is happening.”


  “It will be alright. You’ve been good to me, Robere. Thank you.”


  “I will miss you, Master Tiberius.”


  “And I you, Robere. I will remember you always.”


  “I wish I could do more,” he whispered, slipping Ti’s whip from beneath a fold in his tunic.


  Tiberius took the whip and quickly hid it inside his own shirt. He wanted to send a message to Lexi, but he doubted that anyone in the palace would be able to find her. She had made her decision the day before. She didn’t want to be with him, so he decided not to mention anything about her. It wouldn’t be long before anyone with ties to Tiberius or Rafe would be ostracized in the city. Lexi would be better off without contact from him.


  “You have done more for me than anyone in my family,” Tiberius said.


  Robere bowed, then hurried away. Guards stood outside the room, but they didn’t seem to pay any attention to what was going on inside the room. Tiberius had never been in the room before; it was obviously just a holding cell for people awaiting the Earl’s judgement. Eventually, they fell asleep. When they were roused they had no way of knowing if it was night or day. The room had no windows and was below the main level of the palace, so even if the sun had risen, its rays would not reach them.


  “How long do you think they’ll keep us here?” Rafe asked.


  “I don’t know,” Tiberius said.


  More bread and water was brought in. They tore the loaf into three pieces and ate. Olyva was silent, and Tiberius realized he hardly knew her. He’d had no reason to get to know her, and their paths in the palace rarely crossed. He couldn’t help but wonder how Rafe had come to spend enough time with her that he would willing give his life to protect her.


  “So,” Rafe said once he finished eating. “What was up with the Princess last night?”


  “I don’t know,” Tiberius said. “I had just met her.”


  “She looked pretty happy to be escorted into the great hall with you.”


  “What can I say, I’m irresistible.”


  “I’m surprised that Leonosis wasn’t escorting her. Rumor has it her brother is ill and King Aethel was in Avondale looking for a husband for his daughter.”


  “Leonosis is probably doing his best to charm her right now,” Tiberius said. “She wanted to sit by me at the feast.”


  “Why?”


  “Why wouldn’t she?”


  “Well, come on Ti, I mean…” Rafe couldn’t find words to express himself without insulting his friend.


  “Thanks,” Tiberius said.


  “I didn’t mean any offense. It’s just that you’re going to become a Paladin and live a life of celibacy. I just never really thought of you as the type to pursue romance.”


  “I wasn’t pursuing it, not with the Princess anyway.”


  “Well there has to be a reason,” Rafe said.


  “Why do you care so much? I used to think we were friends, but that was before you lied about what really happened on the wall.”


  “I told you, I didn’t have a choice.”


  “What does he mean?” Olyva asked.


  “It wasn’t Leonosis who saved him when he fell off the wall,” Tiberius said. “It was me.”


  “How’s your arm by the way?” Rafe asked him.


  “It’s fine. My hands are still raw from the rope burns though. How’s your back?”


  “It’s great… better than great really. I feel stronger than I ever have.”


  “Good,” Tiberius said.


  “So tell me what happened,” Olyva said, showing signs of life for the first time since they’d been confined to the small room.


  “I fell, just like everyone knows, but it was Tiberius who came down the wall and saved me. He used his whip to hold off the Graypees until I caught my breath.”


  Rafe looked at Tiberius with a knowing glance, but Olyva didn’t see it. Tiberius realized he wouldn’t have a chance to get the things he stashed near the fields below the city. He wanted to kick himself for that, but there was no use fretting over it. He could live without the clothes or coins, perhaps even without the tools or weapons, but he desperately wanted the book of magic. He had the first part memorized, but had stopped after the first spell in the last chapters. He tried to comfort himself by acknowledging that without the Second and Third Order spells, he shouldn’t be practicing magic of the Fourth Order anyway, but he still regretted not having the book.


  “I think I know why the Princess wanted to sit with me,” Tiberius whispered to Rafe and Olyva. “She knew about me.”


  “Knew what?” Olyva asked.


  “Ti has some special skills,” Rafe lied.


  Rafe stared hard at Tiberius with a look that Ti took to mean he shouldn’t say more. He guessed that Rafe thought Olyva had enough to worry about without knowing Tiberius was a wizard. Oddly enough, he didn’t feel like a wizard. He could sense magic, and cast some spells, he’d even healed his friend, but it all felt like he was dabbling in something he didn’t understand.


  “She does too,” Tiberius said.


  “No!” Rafe said is surprise.


  “What? I don’t get it. What kind of special skills? What can the Princess do?”


  “I’m not sure what she can do,” Tiberius said. “But I could sense her power when we first met.”


  “And she could sense that about you too?” Rafe asked.


  “I guess so. She asked me about it at the feast.”


  “I don’t understand,” Olyva said.


  “It’s not a big deal,” Rafe told her. “I’ll explain it all later.”


  “Why later? It’s not like we have something better to do,” she argued. “What are you not telling me?”


  “Tell her, it doesn’t matter now,” Tiberius said.


  “I don’t want you to worry,” Rafe said.


  “Well, now I’m worried and I don’t know why?” Olyva argued. “It’s a little late to be keeping things from me, Rafe.”


  “You’re right,” he said. “I’m sorry. Tiberius can work magic.”


  Olyva looked confused for a moment, then she grinned.


  “You almost had me going there for a minute,” she said.


  “We’re not joking,” Rafe said.


  “It’s true,” Tiberius acknowledged quietly.


  “Are you out of your mind?” she said loudly.


  Both men shushed her, and she lowered her voice, but kept berating Tiberius.


  “Do you think the law against magic is for kicks or something? You want to destroy the entire world or do you just think you’re untouchable because your father is the Earl.”


  “Tiberius isn’t like that,” Rafe said.


  “I know the law,” Ti said, keeping his voice quiet. “I don’t know why I’m so drawn to magic, but I am. It’s always fascinated me. Lexi took me to a market on one of the lower levels of the city. Sort of a place where illicit goods are sold. I found two fragments of an old book on magic and I learned some of the spells.”


  “You are out of your mind. Stay away from me,” Olyva said, moving quickly away from the center of the room where they had been sitting around the small tray of food.


  “Olyva,” Rafe said. “Tiberius is my best friend. He defended us last night, remember. He went against his whole family to try and save us.”


  “He’s a wizard, Rafe. There’s a reason magic is outlawed.”


  “I only know a little,” Tiberius said. “Healing spells really. There was a time when magic was learned for the good of all mankind.”


  “Well, tell that to the wizards who nearly destroyed Valana,” Olyva said. “I don’t think that was for anyone’s good.”


  “I’m sorry,” Tiberius said.


  “You should be,” she snapped.


  “He saved my life,” Rafe said. “When I fell from the wall, I broke my back. I was dying Olyva. If Rafe didn’t know magic, I’d be dead now. He healed me.”


  Tiberius saw Olyva’s fierce demeanor soften. She hadn’t expected to be grateful that Tiberius was a wizard.


  “So, the Princess is a wizard too?” Rafe asked.


  “I don’t know what she is,” Tiberius replied. “But she wasn’t afraid of me and didn’t report me.”


  “Are you sure she knew?” Olyva asked.


  “She asked me how long I had been a wizard,” Tiberius said.


  “Did you answer her?” Rafe asked.


  “No, I didn’t have a chance.”


  “Thank goodness for that,” Rafe continued. “At least they don’t have any proof.”


  “What about the book,” Olyva said. “They’re probably searching all our rooms right now. When they find your book, they’ll probably torture us to death to find out what you know.”


  “No they won’t,” Tiberius said. “I hid the book. I was planning on leaving the city, especially after Leonosis spread his vile lies about the Graypees.”


  “You were leaving Avondale?” Rafe asked, the surprise showing on his face.


  “No,” Tiberius said. “But I wasn’t going to stay in the city. I didn’t want to be a Paladin; you know that was my father’s idea. I knew I couldn’t continue practicing magic and remain in the city, so I was thinking of going into the forest.”


  “Doesn’t sound like much of a life,” Rafe said.


  “I didn’t have much choice. Magic isn’t just something I’m dabbling in,” Tiberius said a little louder than he meant to. “It’s like I feel that I’m actually, for the first time in my life, accomplishing something worthwhile. I can spend hours practicing spells and not even notice the time flying by. It’s fulfilling.”


  “It’s immoral,” said Olyva. “Magic is evil.”


  “No it isn’t,” Tiberius argued. “This book I found was written long, long ago by wizards who were committed to using magic for good. They had seven principles of magic, and the first principle was that magic exists to benefit all mankind. There was a time when magic was used to help people, to protect and provide for people.”


  “Like you fixing my back,” Rafe said, trying to encourage Olyva.


  “That’s right!” Tiberius said, his passion for his craft bleeding into his voice. “There are four orders of magic and the first is Sana Magus, healing magic. I’ve memorized all the spells, from sealing up minor cuts, to healing bones and internal bleeding.”


  “If magic is so good, why did it cause the cataclysm?” Olyva asked. “Why has it been outlawed for over a hundred years?”


  “I don’t know,” Tiberius said. “The book I have warns against practicing magic without first working through each of the four orders carefully. It’s supposed to be a lifelong process. A wizard never stops learning.”


  “So if a wizard casts a spell out of order, it can be destructive?” Rafe asked.


  Tiberius was grateful for his friend’s sincere curiosity. Rafe had never teased Tiberius because he couldn’t run as fast, or fight as well as the other boys their age. He had always tried to help Tiberius, no matter what task was before them. And it seemed that even now Rafe was willing to trust his friend.


  “No, it’s not about things being in order,” Tiberius explained. “But the magic is extremely powerful, so controlling it can be difficult. It’s sort of like riding a horse. You don’t start out with a war horse.”


  “Not if you know what’s good for you,” Rafe chuckled.


  “Oh, I’m so happy that you two find this hilarious,” Olyva said. “Have you forgotten that we were banished?”


  “We haven’t been banished yet,” Rafe said. “Don’t give up hope. Perhaps the Earl has changed his mind.”


  Tiberius kept silent. He knew that Rafe was trying to keep Olyva’s hopes up, but Tiberius knew his family. His father and brothers would never change their mind, and unless the King forced them to do something different, they would soon be sent out of the city forever. That thought made Tiberius sad, but there was another part of him that wanted to see what lay beneath the blanket of mist over the blighted lands. Perhaps things weren’t as bad as everyone said. They had been wrong about magic, after all. Still, he knew that wasn’t the kind of encouragement that Olyva needed. She wasn’t prepared to leave the safety and security of the city. She was from the Earl’s family in Hamill Keep. Being the daughter of an Earl was different from being a son, but there was certainly a higher expectation of luxury that came from being in a royal family.


  They heard boot heels clicking on the stone floor of the hallway that led to their little room. From the sounds, Tiberius guessed there were at least a dozen people in the party. He sat back on the bench beside Rafe and waited. There were voices outside, and then Grentz stepped into the room. He looked sad and angry at the same time. Rafe stood up.


  “Father,” he said. “What is going on?”


  “You’re about to be banished, that is what is going on,” Grentz snapped. “What the hell were you thinking?”


  “I was…”


  “No!” Grentz said loudly. “I don’t want to hear it. Not any of it. Just listen to me. I’ve been pleading with the Earl all night. He won’t take you back, but the King will. I doubt you’ll be an officer, but at least you’ll have a chance to live and perhaps make a name for yourself.”


  “We can all go to the Citadel?” Rafe asked hopefully.


  “No,” Grentz said, his voice strained.


  Tiberius could tell the elder warrior was conflicted. He was considered the most dangerous man in Avondale, yet he was not without compassion. It was clear that he didn’t like the decision passed down by Leonosis any more than Tiberius did, but he was focused on his saving his son.


  “Lady Olyva cannot be saved,” he said sadly.


  “I won’t do it,” Rafe said. “I won’t leave her to die, father. I love her.”


  “Her fate is sealed, Rafe,” Grentz argued. “I know you care for her, but you don’t have to die to prove that.”


  “He’s right,” Olyva said. She was weeping again.


  “No!” Rafe argued.


  “Think about it,” Grentz argued. “And consider the Earl’s son. He has tied his fate to you, that means you aren’t just sacrificing yourself, you’ll be sacrificing him as well.”


  Rafe hesitated, more conflicted than ever now that the weight of his decision was fully on his shoulders. Tiberius stepped up to his friend and spoke quietly.


  “Stay with Olyva,” he said, ignoring the look of rage on Grentz face. “We don’t know what lays beyond the mist. If you give in now, all we’ve given up will have been wasted.”


  Rafe looked up at Tiberius, looking him in the eye to ensure that Ti meant what he was saying. He knew that Rafe would go with the King if Tiberius urged him to, not because he was afraid of dying in the blighted lands, but because he would not force Tiberius to go with him. Tiberius nodded encouragingly and saw Rafe’s conviction harden.


  “We will take our chances together, father,” Rafe said, putting his arm around Olyva, who sobbed with relief into his shoulder.


  “Then this is goodbye,” Grentz said angrily. “I never thought you would throw your life away. What a waste.”


  He spun on his heel and strode out of the room. Tiberius saw the look of pain on Rafe’s face. His whole life, Rafe had been trying to please his father, but now he knew he could never do that. Tiberius squeezed his arm, trying to comfort his friend.


  There was talking out in the hallway again, and then a guard stepped into the room, followed by Leonosis. Tiberius could tell by the look of cruelty on his brother’s face that whatever reason brought his brother down to their holding cell, it wouldn’t be pleasant.


  “Brother, brother, brother,” Leonosis said. “You have a knack for getting yourself into terrible positions. Perhaps you were cursed by god, I don’t know, but I can’t say I’m surprised.”


  “What do you want, Leonosis?” Tiberius said.


  “I want a lot of things, brother, but that’s not why I’m here.” Leonosis tilted his head as if he were examining something he’d never seen before. “I’m here to save your pathetic life.”


  “I don’t want anything from you,” Tiberius said.


  “Of course you don’t, and I assure you that I have no desire to give you anything, but for some reason the Princess does. I don’t understand it, perhaps she has a soft spot for worthless wretches like you.”


  “Tiberius isn’t worthless,” Rafe snapped. “He’s twice the man you are.”


  Leonosis struck so fast that not even Rafe saw it coming. It wasn’t a necessarily powerful blow, just a quick jab, straight into Rafe’s throat. Rafe was taller and more powerfully built than Leonosis, but he staggered back, clutching his throat and gasping for air.


  “Rafe!” Olyva shouted.


  “Guards,” Leonosis said calmly, trying to sound bored.


  Four men hurried into the small room. Two grabbed Tiberius and began hauling him out, while the other two grabbed Rafe and constrained him.


  “Stop!” Tiberius shouted. “Let me go!”


  He struggled, but it was a useless gesture. The two guards holding him were much too powerful for Tiberius to break away from.


  “Follow me,” Leonosis said. “Let’s get this over with.”


  As Tiberius was dragged down the hallway, he could hear Rafe shouting his name desperately. Then suddenly Rafe went silent, and Tiberius wondered what they had done to the young warrior to shut him up. He hoped whatever it was, that it wouldn’t be permanent.


  Chapter 21

  Lexi
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  News of the banishment spread through the city like a wildfire. Most people were shocked, others callous and uncaring. When Lexi heard the news, she fled back to small inn where had been staying for the last week. Since travel outside the city was non-existent, inns had become the domain of the poor and those whose work kept them on the shadier side of the law. Lexi had spent most of her life sleeping wherever she could find shelter. She had learned early on not to stay too long in any one place. Avondale, like any large city, had a large indigent population. The Paladins largely left the poor alone, rousing those that were foolish enough to fall asleep in the street, but otherwise turning a blind eye.


  Inns were the safest place for Lexi to take shelter. She could lock the door, sleep in an actual bed and even get a warm meal or two in the process. Of course inns charged for their services, and even though Lexi didn’t traffic her body as many young, poverty stricken girls did, she did offer her talents to a wide assortment of inn keepers. She had paid for her stay in the inn with the gold she had taken from the palace, and despite the fact that she had paid for at least two weeks in the squalid little establishment, she felt as if she had stayed in one place too long. She didn’t like to be predictable. The ability to be found was one she avoided steadfastly. If someone wanted her help, word would get around, but she feared someone being able to track her down and accost her, or worse, if she stayed in any one place too long.


  The celebrations throughout the city lauding the King’s arrival were an opportunity that Lexi simply couldn’t pass up. While most of the people in the city were feasting and drinking, Lexi was quietly slipping into some of the larger homes, taking a few small valuables from each. She wasn’t greedy, and never took more than one or two items from each home she hit. By the time she heard about Rafe and Tiberius being banished from the city, she had acquired one of the best hauls of her life.


  She sat in the small room of the inn trying her best to think of what to do next. She had been torn over Tiberius’ confession. All along she had refused to even consider that she might have feelings for him. He had been like a shooting star, beautiful, fleeting, and out of reach. Their friendship had been surprising, but she had seen it as an opportunity. Lexi knew the importance of relationships, and knowing the son of an Earl would became a Paladin would have been very valuable in Lexi’s preferred trade. Still, she had never expected to care about him, or that he would have feelings for her. Since they last saw one another, she had wrestled with his offer. She knew that she would never be content to live in hiding, nor did she relish the idea of tending a garden and cooking meals in a tiny shack in the forest. But if Tiberius was set on leaving the city, the thought of having a friend to visit outside the rough and tumble lower levels of Avondale was certainly something she found appealing. And the more she thought about it, the more she realized that Tiberius would need her. She could move back and forth between the safety of his hidden domicile in the forest and the city where she could acquire the things he would need. She had wrestled with the idea, mostly at night when she couldn’t sleep, but now everything was different.


  There were people who had ways of moving outside the city walls, although Lexi had never known why they would want to. There was no place to go outside the city, but she guessed it was a convenient place to lay low or hide stolen goods. She couldn’t imagine what Rafe, Olyva, and Tiberius would do. She didn’t know Rafe very well. They had met a few times, but she always got the impression that he didn’t approve of her. Lexi was good at reading people and Rafe was an easy mark. He was focused on moving up through the ranks of the Earl’s war band; nothing else seemed to matter to him. She was shocked that he’d thrown all of that away for a girl.


  Lexi didn’t know Lady Olyva at all; they had never met. She had of course heard stories about Olyva, as it was common news that she had come from Hamill Keep to marry Brutas. People said she was beautiful, others that she was simple minded. Lexi had wondered how difficult it would be to suddenly be thrust into life as part of the Earl’s family. She couldn’t imagine spending her days idle, worrying about what to wear to court or who was doing what among the other nobles of the city. She spent her days doing as she pleased, but most often that meant finding a way to survive. There were times when Lexi went days without food, or slept in alcoves shivering with cold. Still, she didn’t think she could ever be satisfied with life at court, navigating social alliances, and avoiding scandalous gossip. At least on the streets, she knew what she had to do to survive.


  As she paced in the small room she had rented at the inn, a pile of stolen goods on her narrow bed, her hand flexing around the hilt of the stolen Wangorian dagger she had used to defend herself against two men only a week ago, her mind kept going back to Tiberius. He was unlike anyone she had ever known. He wasn’t vain like she’d expected, but rather humble, despite being raised in the Earl’s palace and being a member of the royal family. He had never struggled the way she had, but he was completely dissatisfied with his posh untainted life. And of course there was his obsession with magic. She doubted that anything good could come of that, and yet, she hated the thought of never seeing him again.


  Her analytical mind kept going back over the things a person would need if they were really going to try and survive in the blighted lands. Food, weapons, some form of shelter, and even clothing were all high on the list, but her mind kept going back to horses. If she were banished, the one thing she would want more than any other was a good horse. She had never ridden a horse. There was no real need for them in the city. She knew that the Earl kept a stable, and that his wife and daughters sometimes traveled by carriage through the city. There were stables on the lowest level of the city where much of Avondale’s livestock where kept. The horses were used to pull plows or wagons full of harvested foods back into the city. The wealthiest citizens kept horses for hunting in the forest and for carrying their families to the lake at the center of Avondale’s bowl-like mountaintop.


  She decided that staying in her room was a waste of time. She wasn’t doing anyone any good by hiding in the inn, which was practically abandoned. Almost the entire city had gone to the huge main gates near the Earl’s palace to watch Tiberius, Rafe, and Lady Olyva be forever banished from Avondale. It was a barbarous thing to watch, but banishment happened so rarely that it became a spectacle when it did, not to mention that it had never happened to a member of the Earl’s own household.


  She gathered up the goods she had stolen. She needed to fence them before the city returned to life as usual. She didn’t want to be seen lugging around stolen property and she knew she needed to find a new place to stay. Normally, she preferred to trade the goods she acquired for other goods or services. She got a much better return in trade than in coin, but with all that was happening in the city, she felt that coin would be her best option at the moment.


  In her mind, she debated the possibility of going with Tiberius. The thought of never seeing him again was too painful, and yet the idea of leaving the city was preposterous. No one had ever left Avondale and returned. Once a person disappeared into the mists, they were never seen or heard from again. She had no desire to throw her life away, and yet part of her kept imagining what it might be like facing the unknown side by side with Tiberius and his friends. She had always been a loner, never trusting anyone. She didn’t know if she could change, if she could really learn to trust Tiberius, much less love him.


  The streets were abandoned, but the evidence of the previous night’s revelry was in plain sight. The streets were filled with trash, broken bottles, and the smell of stale wine mixed with vomit. She hurried into what looked like a common hovel in a section of the city that appeared more rundown than the rest. She knew the look was carefully cultivated and as she knocked on the rickety looking door, she was met by a large man with a dangerous looking knife in his hand.


  “Lexi,” he said in a gruff voice. “What are you doing here?”


  He was busy looking out into the street for any sign of danger, but the street was empty. He opened the door slightly and Lexi slipped through.


  “I’ve got goods to sell you, Rubin” she said.


  “That’s what I like about you,” Rubin said, barring the door and leading her through a filthy corridor back into a larger room beyond. “You’re a smart girl, always with an eye out for opportunity. If you came and worked for me, we could make a lot of money.”


  “Thanks,” Lexi said without much enthusiasm. “You know I prefer doing things my own way.”


  “Yes, yes,” the big man said, opening the door to a room that was as a posh as any in the Earl’s palace. “But being alone is dangerous, especially for a girl like you. I heard that two men were killed a week ago by a young woman. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


  “No,” Lexi lied.


  The room was immaculately clean, and there were valuable objects against every wall. Paintings, tapestries, statues, weapons, even jewelry was piled almost haphazardly around the room. A huge desk with a scale occupied the middle of the room. There were overstuffed chairs around the desk and thick rugs covering the floor. The big man dropped into a well-used chair behind the desk.


  “What do you have for me?” he asked.


  “Just a few items for your collection,” she said, setting a tow sack on the desk.


  Rubin took his time going over each object. Lexi leaned against one of the chairs. She knew there were other people nearby, even if she couldn’t see them. She preferred to stay on her feet, just in case she needed to make a run for it. People in her line of work had to be prepared for the fact that a fence might find it easier to just kill her rather than pay her for what she brought. Normally, she only brought in one or two objects at a time, usually to trade for something else she needed. This time she was wanting coin, and even though she wouldn’t get half of what the stolen items were worth, she was still expecting a hefty bit of coin.


  “You’ve got a good eye Lexi,” he said. “All your items are choice. You looking to sell or trade?”


  “Sell, this time,” Lexi said.


  “I’ll give you twenty silver marks for the lot.”


  “Twenty gold,” Lexi replied.


  “Now you’re trying to rob me,” he sputtered. “I don’t even have twenty gold crowns. What do you think I am, a fat merchant?”


  “You have the coin,” Lexi said. “You just don’t want to part with it.”


  “I’ll give you ten gold crowns.”


  “Ten gold, ten silver,” Lexi countered.


  “You keep bringing your goods to me,” Rubin told her as he dropped the coins into a small pouch. “That’s ten gold, five silver, and that’s only because I like you.”


  “The feeling is mutual,” Lexi said, holding up a hand.


  “Don’t be a stranger,” he said as he tossed the pouch to her.


  “Thanks,” Lexi said, before hurrying back out the door.


  Lifting the beam that the big man had used to secure the front door to the hovel made Lexi nervous. She was exposed and something told her danger was close by. She wrestled the heavy beam out of the rack that held the door closed. Then she bolted out the door, glancing over her shoulder, but not seeing anyone behind her.


  Lexi felt nervous, she wasn’t used to carrying so much coin. In fact, as she thought about it, she had more money in the coin pouch that she had tucked into one of the hidden inner pockets of her tunic than she had ever had at one time before. She didn’t like that the money made her a target. She preferred to stay below the radar, and she hoped that the usual brigands that loitered around the fence’s hovel would be with the crowds near the Earl’s palace and not following her. A pouch with ten gold crowns was more than enough for most outlaws to kill for.


  Lexi hurried around the wide city. She didn’t know when Tiberius would be banished, or what it would be like when it happened, but she had a few things to take care of before that happened. Her first stop was the last place she’d seen Tiberius. She knew he would need what was in the pack he’d hidden a couple days earlier. It was actually fortuitous that Ti had been planning to leave. Everything he would need would be hidden behind the stack of old crates just outside the gate that led down to the city’s produce fields.


  She was surprised to find two packs instead of one, but after a quick examination of the contents, she hoisted them both and began her journey to the south side of the city. It was a long walk and the packs were heavy, but a couple hours later, she found herself near the city’s southern gate. The city still seemed deserted, and she hoped her luck would hold a little longer. She needed horses and tack. She made her way down to a stable and made a quick pass, looking to see if anyone was around. The smell of the horses was strong near the stable, a mixture of sweat, oats, and manure. She ducked inside and found half a dozen horses in the various stalls. She decided only to take four, but she needed saddles too.


  After exploring the stable, she finally came to a tack room. She found saddles, but they were heavy. It took all of her strength to heft the leather saddles. She carried the first one to the nearest stall and set it on the ground. Then she went back for a blanket. She had never saddled a horse, but she had seen it done a few times. She found horse blankets and carried one to the nearest horse. She opened the stall and stepped inside. The horse eyed her and puffed air out its mouth, causing its lips to flap.


  She realized that she was out of her depth, but she was determined to get the horse saddled.


  “Easy,” she said. “Easy there horse. I’m not here to hurt you.”


  The horse ducked its head twice, as if it understood what she had said. She raised the blanket up and realized that she wasn’t tall enough to saddle the horse. She could toss the blanket across the horse’s back, but not the heavy saddle.


  “Okay, I’ll be right back,” she said as she slipped out of the stall.


  The horse watched her with a bored expression. She needed something to stand on if she was going to get the saddle on the horse. She went back into the tack room and was rewarded with a set of wooden steps. The steps were even heavier than the saddle, and the best she could do was drag the wooden steps out into the main room of the stable. She decided she would be better off moving the horses out of their stalls and to the steps, rather than trying to move the heavy wooden box.


  She went back into the tack room and found a bridle. The first horse was waiting for her.


  “Okay,” she told the horse. “I’m going to put this on you now, let’s just stay calm. Everything is going to be alright.”


  The horse, seeing the bridle, lowered its head and Lexi slipped the bridle over its ears and adjusted the bit into the horse’s mouth. The beast nodded as if it approved. Then Lexi swung the stall door open wide and led the horse out. It was a docile animal and waited while she stepped up the three-step stool and settled the saddle onto its back. Then she fastened the straps that hung below the animal’s belly and led the horse outside where she tied it to a post. There was still no sign of anyone in the city.


  She went back in and repeated the process. She could tell that the horses she was stealing weren’t thoroughbreds. Most likely they were plow horses, but they were used to being around humans and didn’t seem to mind that she really didn’t know what she was doing. She saddled three more horses and slung Tiberius’ packs over the saddle horn of the last horse. Then she used the long reins to tie the horses together and led them up toward the big gate on the highest level of the city. The horses balked a little at the stairs, but after some encouragement, they followed Lexi easily enough.


  She was almost to the gate when a man stepped out in front of Lexi. He had a scar on his face that ran from his cheek to the mangled flesh of a ruined ear, and then up into his greasy hair. He smiled at her, revealing black teeth.


  “You’re a strange one,” the man said. “What are you doing with those horses?”


  “Let me pass,” Lexi said. “I’m not looking for trouble.


  “Hand over the money Rubin gave you, and maybe we’ll let you live.”


  Lexi sighed. The poor wretch wasn’t even good at stealing.


  “Not likely,” she said confidently.


  The man didn’t have weapon that Lexi could see, but she guessed he had something hidden in his filthy clothes.


  “Why’d you wait so long to make your move?” she asked.


  “Just to see what you were up to,” the man said as he moved closer. “I ain’t the type that horns in on another man’s action.”


  “But you’ll take a woman’s hard earned money, is that how it works?”


  “Lookie here, I’m not an unreasonable man. I know Rubin gave you gold and silver. I tell you what. You come with me, give me the gold, and I’ll protect you.”


  Lexi laughed.


  “What’s so funny?” the man said, his brows knitting together so that his face was pinched with anger.


  “You don’t look like you can take care of yourself, much less look after anyone else.”


  “I’ve killed plenty,” the man snarled. “Don’t think I won’t do the same to you, little girl.”


  “I think the only thing you’ve ever killed was a good time,” Lexi said.


  The man was reaching into his shirt for a weapon when a horse behind Lexi neighed and then kicked. The man in front of Lexi had an accomplice who had been sneaking up behind her, but he had come too close to the horses and one of them had kicked him in the shoulder. The man went sprawling into the street, screaming in pain. The horses began to sidle away from the screaming figure on the ground. Lexi turned to them and spoke softly.


  When she turned around the first man was gone. She didn’t know if he had simply abandoned the plan when his accomplice got hurt, or if he was waiting to ambush her. She moved on, continuing to try and soothe the horses and keep an eye out for the incompetent rake at the same time.


  She reached the gate unmolested and waited for the soldiers who were stuck guarding the wooden structure to appear. After a few moments they did. There were three of them, all with spears and wearing armor.


  “What’s this?” asked one of the guards.


  “I’m leaving the city,” the girl said. “Could you open the gate for me?”


  “The gates don’t open for anyone,” said the guard.


  “Not the big gate,” Lexi said. “Just that small door there.”


  She pointed at the side door that was built into the larger wooden gate. No armed force had ever attacked Avondale, and no traders had ever approached the city. The walls protected them from the huge creatures that sometimes climbed the mountain, but as far as Lexi could remember, the big wooden doors of the gates had not been opened in her lifetime. The north gate by the Earl’s palace, and the southern gate which was where Lexi had taken the horses, both had smaller doors to allow people in and out. The walls sometimes needed maintenance and occasionally people were banished, a fate considered worse than death in Avondale.


  “I can’t do that without my captain’s orders?” the soldier informed her.


  “Could we ask your captain?”


  “He’s not here,” said the soldier.


  “He’s with everyone else watching the banishments,” another of the three soldiers said.


  “So if you let me out, no one will know,” Lexi said.


  “Can’t do it,” the first guard said again. “Why would you want to leave the city anyway?”


  “It’s obvious isn’t it,” said the other soldier. “She’ll be taking those horses to Commander Rafe and the Earl’s son.”


  “They don’t deserve horses,” said the first soldier.


  “Look, I’ve got some gold here,” Lexi said, holding out three of the gold crowns the fence Rubin had paid her for the stolen goods. “Can’t you just let me slip out? No one needs to know.”


  The soldiers looked at each other. The first one shrugged and the second one nodded. Then they turned back to Lexi.


  “Three gold crows each!” said the first soldier.


  “Don’t be greedy,” said the second.


  “It’s alright,” Lexi said.


  She pulled out the coins and gave three to the first two men. The third soldier just shook his head.


  “No,” he said. “I don’t want your money. What the Earl is doing to Commander Rafe isn’t right. You tell him Nory said so.”


  “Okay,” Lexi said. “I will.”


  “Open the gate, Nory,” said the first soldier.


  “Wait, you’ve got those horses saddled wrong,” said the soldier named Nory.


  He showed her what each of the straps were and how to cinch them up properly. He adjusted the stirrups on the dark horse that Lexi had first saddled and was using to lead the others so that she could ride if she wanted to. The other two soldiers watched quietly nearby. Once Nory and Lexi had the horses saddled correctly, he opened the small door and held it for her.


  The door was large enough for the horses to file through one at a time. Lexi felt strange stepping out beyond the walls of Avondale. It was the first time she had seen the rugged landscape of the mountain slanting down toward the thick mist that hid the blighted lands. When the soldiers closed the city door behind her, she felt a wave of fear. For a moment she wanted to turn back, but then she thought of Tiberius and she hardened her resolve. There was a hard packed dirt path that ran just beside the towering stone walls. She glanced up and saw that the parapet along the top of the wall jutted out so that if she stayed close to the city walls, she wouldn’t be seen by the soldiers along the top.


  “Alright,” Lexi said, returning to the first horse she had saddled. “I think I’ll call you Shadow.”


  The horse nodded again, its dark brown hide seemed to blend into the shadow from the massive walls. She patted its neck and took a deep breath. She was facing so many unknowns. She had no idea what to expect outside the city walls. She had no idea how Tiberius would react to her just showing up after he and the others had been banished. And she had no idea how to ride a horse, but she was determined to learn.


  “This is my first time,” she told Shadow. “Let’s take it nice and slow.”


  The horse neighed and Lexi took that as a good sign. She reached up and took hold of the saddle horn. She had to raise her leg high to slip her foot into the stirrup. Then, throwing caution to the wind, she hopped upward, pulling with her hands and slinging her opposite foot over the saddle and sliding into the smooth leather seat.


  “Okay, okay,” she said, trying to calm her nerves.


  Shadow looked bored. Lexi slid her other foot into the stirrup and then took hold of the reins. She felt strange on the back of the horse. It was so different, and it seemed so high up that it made her nervous.


  “Let’s go,” Lexi said, nudging the horse lightly with her feet.


  Shadow plodded along at a slow walk. From the saddle, the movement was awkward to Lexi. There was both an up and down motion and a side to side sway as the horse followed the path. Lexi was glad the horse didn’t need her to guide it, or that it didn’t go too fast. She held the reins in one hand and had a death clutch on the saddle horn with the other. After a while, she began to relax and slowly she made her way around Avondale, back toward the northern gate, where the city waited to see their brightest and best be banished.


  Chapter 22

  Tiberius
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  Leonosis walked briskly down the hall in front of Tiberius, who was surrounded by four armed men. Tiberius had never felt threatened by the soldiers in his father’s war band until that moment. The soldiers refused to look at him with anything but suspicion and Tiberius wondered what they really thought of Rafe’s actions over the past few days.


  They went back up to the lavish guest quarters and Leonosis led Tiberius into the King’s large sitting room. The King was sitting in the same chair, nursing the same goblet of wine as when Tiberius had been shown into the room the day before. He didn’t seem to take any notice of them whatsoever.


  “We don’t need guards,” Tiberius’ father barked from where he stood by an open window. “He’s not a criminal.”


  Leonosis waved to the guards who hurried back out of the room and closed the heavy wooden door. Tiberius stood in the center of the room and waited for the lecture he expected from his father, but it was Leonosis who spoke.


  “I will never understand you, brother,” he said as he dropped into a chair near the King. “I hand you your revenge on a silver platter, and yet you stab me in the back and side with that oaf.”


  “Rafe is not an oaf, he’s the most promising warrior in your war band.”


  “He’s a fool who threw his life away for a wench. And here you are, following his lead. I swear, brother, you make me feel ill.”


  “Your punishment was excessive,” Tiberius said. “Have you no honor? What about the agreement you had with Rafe?”


  “I had no agreement with him,” Leonosis said.


  “You lie as if it were your native language.”


  “And you vex me with your self-righteous tirades. You have no idea what is expected of a leader, much less an Earl. You think the world is so black and white, but you are wrong, Tiberius, and you will learn the truth soon enough.”


  Princess Ariel came out of her room and into the large sitting room. She had removed her armor and was wearing a silk gown that was tailor-made to fit the curves of her lithe body. Her hair was down, and her lips seemed especially red. She smiled at Tiberius.


  “You are a curious one,” she said.


  “He’s a fool,” Leonosis said softly.


  “I have petitioned my father and yours,” she went on. “They agree that banishment is not the best punishment for you. If punishment is needed at all. The last I heard, loyalty was not a crime.”


  “That depends on who a person is loyal to,” growled Earl Aegus.


  “My daughter wants a new pet, that is all that matters,” said King Aethel.


  “I’m no one’s pet,” Tiberius said.


  “No, you are not,” Princess Ariel said. “In fact, you surprise me with your boldness. I like you, Tiberius, and I wanted a chance to talk with you. Come with me, a little privacy is called for.”


  “Don’t bring any more shame on my house,” threatened Tiberius’ father.


  “Don’t worry,” the Princess said playfully. “I’m sure Tiberius will be on his best behavior.”


  She led him back to her room and closed the door. Tiberius felt excited and repulsed at the same time. The King seemed somehow as if he were in a trance and both Tiberius’ father and brother seemed out of their depth. The only person that appeared to be in control, or to have any power for that matter, was Princess Ariel. Tiberius thought she was beautiful, but also strangely sinister. He could feel magic swirling around her, almost like a protective storm was encircling her. He was flattered that she wanted to be with him, even if it wasn’t in a romantic fashion, and at the same time he wanted to get as far away from her as possible. He feared that if he stayed with her too long that he would fall under her spell and lose himself. Still, he was intrigued that she was familiar with magic. She was the only person to speak to him about his own power without being repulsed.


  “Wine?” she offered, pouring some dark red wine into a crystal goblet.


  “No,” he said. “Thank you.”


  “Come, sit down,” she said, waving her hand at a chair by the window. “I won’t bite.”


  He moved across the room and sat down, but found it impossible to relax. He sat on the edge of his chair, his feet poised beneath him in case he needed to spring up and flee. Princess Ariel sipped her wine and sat down in a chair next to him.


  “Avondale is a lovely place,” she said as she gazed out the window.


  From where they sat, they could see the city curving inward in both directions and the lush fields and forest running down the extinct volcano’s cone. In the distance, the sun sparkled off the lake.


  “It is,” he agreed.


  “It’s a shame you’re so hell-bent on leaving.”


  “I don’t want to leave,” Tiberius said. “But I can’t stay. My family doesn’t want me here anyway. They were sending me to the temple to become a Paladin.”


  The Princess laughed.


  “And you know why I can’t stay,” Tiberius said.


  “They don’t know about your powers?”


  “Of course not,” he said.


  “That’s too bad. I sensed it about you right away.”


  “I can sense it about you too,” Tiberius said, trying not sound like a lovesick fool.


  Princess Ariel giggled, then she leaned forward and put a hand on Ti’s knee.


  “That’s good. How long have you been practicing?”


  “Not long, I only recently found an ancient book about magic,” he said. “It’s only a fragment really.”


  “They are hard to find, unless you know where to look,” she said in a teasing voice.


  “You know where there are more?”


  “Of course. Not everything was lost in the purge following the cataclysm. There is a secret vault in the Citadel. Only the royal family has access, and those that we deem worthy.”


  “I would give anything to see it.”


  “It is a right that must be earned,” she said. “I’ve been giving much thought to your plight. Nothing can stop your banishment now, but perhaps a pardon could be given.”


  “I won’t abandon my friends,” Tiberius said.


  “I did not think that you would,” she almost purred. “In fact, I would be disappointed if you did. So, if you would know more than your ruined book can teach you, then you must come to the Citadel.”


  “What?”


  “You must travel across the blighted lands. Bring us news of what takes place beneath the mists and I shall give you a pardon. Your friends as well.”


  “You would give both Olyva and Rafe a pardon?”


  “I would give them more than that. They would be the first to survive a trek across the blighted lands. They would be heroes.”


  Tiberius felt a spark of hope. He had been curious enough about the blighted lands, but now, if he could lead his friends across the ruined lands below the mists, he could actually give them the life they dreamed of. All they had to do was survive.


  “Here, I have a gift for you,” the Princess said.


  She walked across to the trunk that held her personal items. Tiberius guessed that at least two strong servants must have struggled to carry the heavy wooden chest from the airship. She opened the lid, but instead of searching through the contents of the trunk, she popped open a secret compartment in the lid and pulled out a small, tightly rolled scroll. The parchment was bound with a small drop of wax.


  “What is it?” Tiberius asked as she handed it to him.


  “It’s a list of basic spells. The books never leave the vaults in the Citadel, so I copied them.”


  “What Order are they?”


  “Order?”


  “You know,” Tiberius said. “There are Four Ordained Orders of Magic, Sana Magus, Sepio Magus, Immutatio Magus, and Nativus Magicus.”


  The Princess laughed again, but this time the sound of it sent a shiver down Tiberius’ back. She looked at him and smiled.


  “I should have known,” she said. “You are so innocent, and you have found the most ancient of texts. Unfortunately for you, there is much more to magic than the Four Orders you know about. With magic, it is possible to do anything.”


  A light flashed in her eyes and Tiberius felt the magic around her swirling into action. He was suddenly lifted up into the air. He started to shout with fear, but clenched his jaw instead. The Princes was levitating him. Then his arms started to move, spreading out in different directions. His legs too, stretching away from each other. He tried his best to relax, but soon the muscles and tendons were stretching painfully.


  “Stop,” he said through clenched teeth.


  “Make me,” she taunted.


  “I don’t know how.”


  “A pity. You know how to heal?”


  He nodded.


  “Show me,” she said, the light flashed in her eyes again, but this time her look of playful fun shifted into a menacing glare.


  Tiberius felt his leg snap. The sound it made was like a dry twig breaking under a heavy boot. He screamed; the pain was overwhelming and bright spots danced in his vision. He looked down and saw his right leg bending sideways at mid-thigh. She had broken his leg without uttering a word. She lowered him slowly onto the bed and he lay there, gripping the thick quilted blankets with both hands.


  “You can heal,” she reminded him, speaking loud enough to be heard over his pitiful moans of agony.


  He’d never felt such pain in all his life. When he had broken his arm, his body had been filled with adrenalin and the excitement of fighting the Graypees had masked the pain. Later, when he was safe within the walls of Avondale, the pain had been a deep, throbbing ache. His leg was many times worse. The pain was so intense it was all he could think about. He felt his stomach heaving, threatening to vomit up the bread and water he’d eaten for breakfast. Sweat covered his face and pain raced up and down the entire right side of his body.


  “Sana Magus,” she reminded him.


  Slowly, the intense agony eased slightly, from all-consuming to constant torture. He knew his body was reacting to the break, naturally trying to heal itself. He was still in so much pain that tears ran freely from the corners of his eyes and his breathing came in rushed, ragged pants, but he could think. The spell came to his mind and he closed his eyes, concentrating.


  “Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis,” he said in a quiet voice.


  He felt the powerful magic suddenly whirling around him. He had felt magic around Princess Ariel, but it had been like feeling a cool breeze on a hot day. Now he felt the powerful magic raging around him like a powerful storm. It took a great amount of effort just to stay in control of himself.


  “Good,” he heard the Princess murmuring.


  He ignored her and focused on the spell. He said it over and over, letting his mind ease down into his own body. It reminded him of touching a wound. As a child he’d had his share of accidents. Once, he’d gotten a long sliver of wood stabbed into his hand. It had taken all his willpower just to let Rafe touch the long sliver, and concentrating on his broken leg reminded him of that. It had been hard, and painful, but once the sliver was removed, his hand healed rather quickly and the pain decreased exponentially.


  He felt the blood rushing through the fat veins in his thigh, then the bone, snapped as cleanly as a carrot, just two flat spaces in the thick femur bone that shouldn’t be there. He realized he was going to have to move his leg to heal it. The broken ends were pointing in different directions and he needed to put them as close to one another as he could.


  He kept chanting the spell, forcing himself not to lose concentration. He sat up on the bed, waiting as a wave of intense pain made the room spin for a minute. His jaw ached from clenching his teeth so tight against the pain, but his lips kept moving, chanting the strange words of the spell over and over again. He reached out and took hold of the top of his boot, just above the knee. A throb of pain jolted him.


  “Don’t lose your concentration,” Princess Ariel snapped.


  Tiberius wanted to scream at her, but he dared not stop chanting the spell. The rhythm of the words and the connection to the whirling storm of raging magic helped him deal with the pain. It moved his mind away from intense agony of the situation and allowed him to focus in on the break.


  He lifted his lower leg and felt his whole body begin to tremble with the overwhelming pain. His voice grew louder and the tremble turned into hard muscle spasms. His back was cramping and he felt as if a huge hand was squeezing his chest, but he didn’t stop until his leg was straight. Then he fell back onto the bed, concentrating on the spell as the pain washed over him again and again. It was like the reverberation of a giant gong being rang, each hit of the gong was another throbbing spasm of pain that shook his whole body.


  Then Tiberius willed the raging wind of magic into his leg. It was like giving a horse free rein at last. The blast of magical power into his body was intense and he felt every muscle tense while the bone fused back together. Then suddenly the pain slipped away and there was only the memory of the devastating ache. He held onto the spell just long enough to ensure that everything was okay, then he stopped chanting.


  The whirl of magic slipped away from him like a warm summer breeze and he tried to catch his breath.


  “Impressive,” Princess Ariel said. “Perhaps you’ll make it through the blighted lands.”


  “Why?” he asked. “Why would you do that?”


  “To see if you really were a wizard,” she said with a smile as she leaned over him.


  Her lips were soft and surprisingly cold on Tiberius’. He guessed that he was just hot from the pain of the broken leg. He wanted to kill the Princess, but he also wanted to feel his leg. He knew it was healed, and yet his brain didn’t seem to grasp that it could actually be okay. He kept expecting the pain to spring back up.


  Princess Ariel lay down on the bed beside Tiberius and whispered in his ear.


  “Come to me in the Citadel and I will show you wonders the world hasn’t seen in centuries,” she said.


  Her breath on his ear was ticklish, but it also excited him. He felt his passion stirring and fought it down. He wasn’t sure why exactly. The Princess was beautiful and she had kissed him. Yet, there was something about her that made him feel she was dangerous and that making love to her wouldn’t be a good idea. Lexi came to mind too, and he felt guilty for being excited by someone else.


  “My brother is ill. Soon he will succumb to the inevitable. You and I could rule Valana, perhaps even peel back the mists and restore the land below.”


  Tiberius swallowed hard. Everything Princess Ariel was saying were things he’d dreamed of. And yet, despite the Princess’ beauty, despite the temptation to rise up over his brothers and father to become King, he knew instinctively that there was something wrong with the Princess. She had cruelly broken his leg using a spell he’d never heard of. It was certainly not something she learned from the Four Orders of Magic he’d read about.


  He rolled away from her and stood up. She looked puzzled for a moment, but he didn’t want her to know how he felt. There was still a spark of hope inside him. If he could lead Rafe and Olyva to the Citadel, they could live in safety for the rest of their lives.


  “I’m ready to start my journey,” he said.


  The Princess looked disappointed, but rose slowly to her feet. She moved toward him seductively and he fought to stay in control. His base impulses wanted to throw caution to the wind, to take the Princess and make her his, but he refused to give in.


  “Then hurry back to me, wizard,” she said, emphasizing the last word.


  Tiberius nodded.


  She folded her arms around his neck and kissed him again. He didn’t resist, yet once again her lips felt cold and a shiver ran down his back. When she pulled away, he headed for the door. All he could think about was getting out of that room and as far away from Princess Ariel as possible.


  Chapter 23

  Rafe
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  The blow came from behind and landed on the base of Rafe’s skull. Ten minutes passed before he came to. The guards were gone, along with Tiberius. Rafe felt the hot salty tears falling onto his face. His eyes fluttered open and he saw Olyva staring down at him. His head was in her lap and she was weeping with despair.


  He groaned and reached for the lump that had formed on the back of his head. It was tender and hot under his fingers. Olyva wiped the tears from her face, and tried to regain control.


  “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll be fine.”


  “I couldn’t wake you,” she said, trying to get her breathing back under control.


  “Bastard hit me from behind. I’ll bet it was Soryn, he never liked me.”


  “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  “Positive,” he said. “Help me up.”


  Rafe was dizzy for a few moments once he got to his feet, but eventually his head cleared and he was able to move around on his own again. He sat holding Olyva, who was trembling with fear. He guessed that she was even more afraid of losing him, of being all alone in the blighted lands, than even of dying. He couldn’t blame her. She would have to learn to do things for herself, but she’d been pampered her entire life. Her maid servant had even been responsible for helping her get dressed. Rafe had not had an easy life. His father was not a noble, and even though Rafe had grown up in the Earl’s palace, he’d been reminded daily that he would have to work hard to get ahead. He guessed the hours spent almost every day since he was a child training with a sword might not be as useful in the wilderness against wild animals, but at least he was confident with his weapons. He was grateful that no one seemed concerned with taking his rapier or dagger away from him.


  He looked down at Olyva’s gown. It was silk and lace, not the type of garment that would do her much good outside of the city, but there was nothing he could do about that at the moment. They would have to make do with what they had. Rafe regretted terribly that Tiberius had been taken away. On the one hand, he wasn’t surprised; the Earl had every right to insist his son stay in Avondale, but on the other hand, Rafe had felt so much more confident with his old friend by his side. As children, Rafe and Ti had shared many adventures, most of them imaginary, but it was hard to imagine going into the blighted lands without Tiberius. Not to mention his friend’s new secret ability to heal people. Rafe couldn’t imagine that having healing power, even if it was magic, wouldn’t be incredibly valuable in the days to come.


  They sat waiting for an hour, then they heard the sounds of people approaching again. Rafe didn’t say a word, but he felt Olyva’s body tense as the sounds grew louder. There were voices outside, then a guard stepped into the holding cell and waved Rafe over.


  “It’s time,” the soldier grunted. “Get moving.”


  Rafe helped Olyva up off the bench and they stepped out into the corridor. Tiberius was there, and at first Rafe thought his friend was there just to see him off. Then one of the guards shoved Ti forward roughly, and Rafe felt a huge sense of relief.


  “I thought your father had intervened,” Rafe whispered to Tiberius.


  “No, the Princess wanted to see me.”


  “The Princess?”


  “Yes, I’ll tell you all about it later.”


  They were led through the palace and out to the courtyard. They could see the huge crowds of people through the open palace gatehouse. Rafe looked up as a shadow passed overhead and saw the King’s airship moving slowly toward the massive main gate that led out of Avondale.


  Once the airship stopped moving, the guards shoved Rafe forward again. The crowd outside parted just enough for the group to move through. There was a soldier on either side of Rafe, Olyva, and Tiberius, who were walking single file. The crowd shouted and called them horrible names as they marched toward the gate. Rafe had always been treated well, at least once people knew who he was, or more likely who his father was. He had never expected to be treated so hatefully by the mob. Some began to spit at them, or throw objects such as rotten fruit, or even stones. Luckily, the guards on either side of them made the three outcasts a difficult target.


  The soldiers escorting Rafe and the others snarled at anyone who came too close. They had round shields held high, and their swords drawn. Rafe saw at least half a dozen opportunities to catch his captors off guard, but even if he could escape without Olyva or Tiberius getting hurt, they had no where to go. The crowd obviously wasn’t on their side and they would just be hunted down. There was no place in Avondale that would be safe for them, so Rafe saved his strength. His father had taught him many times to pick his battles, and trying to escape wasn’t a battle he was willing to fight.


  They were marched up to the massive gate and led to the center of an open space directly in front of the huge wooden doors. From the top of the wall, a voice rang out.


  “Lady Olyva of Hamill Keep, and Rafe Grentzson, you have been found guilty of crimes against the Earl and his family. Your sentence is banishment from Avondale for life.”


  The crowd roared out its approval. Rafe put his arm around Olyva, who was crying again. He looked at Tiberius, but the Earl’s son didn’t look afraid. Rafe had always been the warrior, the bigger of the two boys, and by far the most adventurous, but now it was Tiberius who seemed courageous. Rafe wondered if that was because Ti didn’t have to worry about taking care of someone he loved outside the city.


  “Tiberius Aeguson, third-born of Earl Aegus of Avondale, you have aligned yourself with Rafe Grentzson. Your punishment is banishment from Avondale for life.”


  The crowd roared again and then the huge hinges of the massive gate squealed. Normally, only the small door to the city was opened, but Leonosis wanted a show for the King and so they were giving him a spectacle. Twenty guards hauled on ropes to pull open the massive door, and the guard behind Rafe shouted for them to get moving. Rafe had seen a few people banished from Avondale in the past. Usually they cried and screamed for mercy, before being dragged out of the gate by soldiers. Rafe squared his shoulders and leaned over to Olyva.


  “Just lean on me and keep walking,” he told her.


  They walked toward the gate, and once again the screams and insults were shouted at them. This time there was no one to shield them from the garbage that was flung their way. Luckily, most of it missed them easily. When they reached the gate, Rafe couldn’t help but look up at the massive wooden door. He’d never seen it open before. Then they continued through and the squeal of the hinges started again. There was a crash as the door was swung into place, and the shouts didn’t seem nearly as loud as before.


  Rafe looked around. Inside the city, the streets were paved with smooth cobblestones expertly laid, and then the fields below were dark with rich earth. Beyond that was the browns and greens of the forest, which was mostly towering evergreen trees, so that even in the snowy winter, signs of life could be seen on the strong boughs. Outside the city, the sight that greeted them was barren, rocky earth, sloping down toward the thick layer of gray mist that lay over the blighted lands.


  Rafe took a deep breath, his heart was pounding and he felt a little weak.


  “That wasn’t so bad,” Tiberius said.


  He took the whip Robere had given him out of the fold of his billowy shirt.


  “Where’d you get that?” Rafe asked.


  “Robere slipped it to me when he brought our food last night.”


  “Well, I’m glad to see you have it. I was afraid that little dagger was your only weapon.”


  They heard a slight whistle, and then a stout looking spear slammed into the ground a few feet in front of them. Then two more dropped, the wooden butts of the weapons vibrated from the impact as the metal heads punched into the rocky soil. Rafe looked up and saw his father on top of the wall, looking down on him. There were a few other officers too. One dropped a pack and Rafe caught it in his arms.


  “Isn’t that your father?” Tiberius said.


  Rafe looked up again and his father was waving for them to move away from the gate.


  “We better get moving,” he said, pulling a spear free. “Olyva, take this spear.”


  “I don’t know what to do with it,” she said in shaky voice.


  “That’s okay, just carry it for me. Keep the metal end pointed up.”


  She nodded and he pulled another spear from the ground. It took a minute to loosen the weapon from where it had lodged into the soil. Tiberius pulled up last spear and after Rafe adjusted the pack on his shoulder, they started walking.


  “Where are we going?” Olyva asked.


  “I don’t know, but we need to find a safe place to rest and form a plan,” Rafe said.


  “There aren’t many trees outside the city,” Tiberius said, looking around.


  “I know of one, it’s this way,” Rafe said.


  He remembered the tree from his time on the wall. It wasn’t a large tree, but it would give them a place to figure out their next move. Rafe didn’t like staying close to the wall. He wanted to move away from the city and the prying eyes of the soldiers above, but at the same time he felt he needed to stay away from the mist. He knew that eventually they would have to go down the mountain. He would have to hunt for food and water, but for now they just needed a place to settle for a short while and get their bearings.


  “What’s in the bag?” Tiberius asked.


  “Food maybe, perhaps a change of clothes,” Rafe replied.


  “Any chance there’s water in there?”


  “Feels like a possibility,” Rafe said. “It’s heavy enough.”


  They walked for half an hour before coming to the tree. It was both taller than Rafe remembered from his patrols on the walls around Avondale, and scrawnier than he would have liked. It was late summer, which meant that the days got warm in the bright sunlight, but the nights were still cold on the mountaintop. They would need shelter sooner rather than later, and the dead branches that had fallen from the tree would make good fuel for a fire.


  They sat down around the tree, Olyva leaned against the rough bark and the others sat cross-legged nearby. Rafe opened the pack and found two water skins, some bread and salted pork, a change of clothes, and some blankets.


  “Well, at least we have a few things,” Rafe said.


  “We’re going to have to go down the mountain,” Tiberius said.


  “There’s no rush.”


  “I know, but it’s inevitable.”


  “Tell me what the Princess wanted to see you for.”


  “She wants us to try and go to the Citadel,” he said. “She promised if we could get there, she would have her father pardon us.”


  “The Citadel?”


  “Yes,” Tiberius said. “It’s as good a plan as any I think.”


  “Why would she want us to go to the Citadel?”


  “She’s a sorceress,” Tiberius said matter-of-factly.


  “What?” Rafe said, looking at Olyva, but the girl just had a blank expression on her face.


  “She is. She wants me to join her,” Tiberius explained.


  “Because you’re a wizard?”


  Tiberius nodded.


  “That is the weirdest thing I’ve ever heard.”


  “What? You don’t think the King’s daughter could like me?” Tiberius asked.


  “Yes, of course she could, Ti. It’s just strange, that’s all. It’s hard to believe the King’s own daughter would break the first law of the Nine Cities.”


  “She said there is a secret vault in the Citadel and that not all the magical books were destroyed. She said there were several ancient books of magic that she has access to.”


  “And her father doesn’t suspect anything?” Rafe asked.


  Tiberius hesitated before answering.


  “It’s possible that he knows,” he said slowly. “It’s also possible that he is being controlled by his daughter.”


  “What? How do you know that?”


  “I don’t know it for certain,” Tiberius said. “It was just a feeling I got.”


  “How do you even know for sure that she is a sorceress? Perhaps your secret is out and she heard about it. Maybe your father or brothers figured out what you did.”


  “I don’t see how they could have known anything. Besides, the Princess used magic on me, that’s how I know for certain that she’s a sorceress.”


  “What did she do?” Rafe asked.


  “She broke my leg.”


  “What?”


  “She wanted to see what I could do, so she broke my leg. Snapped it like a dry twig without saying a word.”


  “Are you out of your mind?”


  “No,” Tiberius said. “You know I can mend bones.”


  Rafe thought about his back and the way Tiberius had healed him during the Graypee attack. He nodded his head.


  “She broke my leg. It was horrible. Then when I healed it she…” he hesitated.


  “She what?” Rafe asked.


  “Well, she… she kissed me.”


  “You have got to be making this up,” Rafe said, trying hard not to laugh.


  “I’m not. I know it sounds crazy, but she’s crazy. I’m telling you, she really is insane. She broke my leg and then forced me to heal myself. Then she kissed me and promised that if I could get to the Citadel, she would pardon you and Olyva. She promised to give me access to her books of magic in the vault. She has a twisted plan to try and save the blighted lands.”


  “This is too much,” Rafe said, standing up. “Just stop talking about it.”


  “I’m telling the truth,” Tiberius said.


  “Look, we’ve got enough to figure out without you daydreaming about Princesses and ruling Valana.”


  “I never said anything about—”


  Rafe cut him off.


  “I know, but you were going to, weren’t you. Just drop it. Olyva doesn’t need to hear that. Don’t get her hopes up for no reason. We aren’t going to the Citadel, we’ll be lucky just to survive a few days out here.”


  “When have I ever lied to you?” Tiberius asked.


  “How about when you started dabbling in magic, Ti,” Rafe said angrily.


  “I saved your life.”


  “Yeah, for how long? If I had died that day, I would have been a hero. Now I’m an outcast and the one person I care about most in the world is probably going to die because of it. Don’t do me any more favors.”


  “I can’t believe this,” Tiberius argued. “None of it would be happening if you hadn’t agreed to Leonosis’ lie about saving you from the Graypees.”


  “I didn’t have a choice,” Rafe shouted.


  “You always have a choice,” Tiberius thundered back.


  “What are you two idiots fighting about,” came a voice from up the hill.


  Rafe and Tiberius turned to look. Lexi sat on a horse, leaning over the saddle. She had three other horses in tow, and the afternoon sunlight shined like gold across her back.


  “Lexi!” Tiberius said, hurrying over to her.


  Rafe bent down by Olyva, who was looking at Lexi with surprise.


  “Who is that?” she asked in a small voice.


  “Her name is Lexi. She’s Ti’s friend. She’s from the lower city, I don’t know much more than that.”


  “Why does she have horses out here?”


  “I don’t know that either,” Rafe said.


  “I can’t ride,” Olyva said. “I never learned how.”


  “It’s okay, don’t worry about anything. I’m going to take care of you,” he assured her.


  She wrapped her arms around his neck and sobbed. Rafe held her, but he felt a sense of dread deep in his stomach. He didn’t know how he was going to take care of Olyva and he was afraid that something might be wrong with Tiberius. He took a deep breath and wondered why his life was falling apart.


  Chapter 24

  Tiberius
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  At first Tiberius couldn’t believe his eyes. He’d never heard of anyone willingly leaving Avondale and his biggest regret in standing with Rafe had been the fact that he thought he would never see Lexi again. Now, as astonishing as it seemed, she was riding toward him with three other horses in tow. He couldn’t help but hope she would go with them into the blighted lands, but he tried not to get his hopes too high.


  He rushed toward Lexi, who looked a little uneasy in the saddle. She pulled on the reins and Tiberius stopped several feet in front of her horse. He didn’t want to spook the animal, despite the fact that it looked as if excited young men running toward it were an everyday occurrence.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked.


  “We didn’t finish our conversation,” she said with a smirk. “Come on, did you really think I wouldn’t find a way to help you?”


  “You’ve already done more for me than I ever hoped or expected.”


  He took hold of the horse’s bridle and held it still while Lexi climbed down off the horse. Tiberius thought she looked more beautiful than he’d ever seen her. Her face was flushed with excitement and she couldn’t stop smiling.


  “Where’d you get the horses?” he asked.


  “I borrowed them,” she lied. “I got your bags too.”


  She pulled the two packs from the saddle of the horse behind her own mount. She held them out to Tiberius, who was completely stunned. She had found his most prized possessions and returned them to him. His book fragments were in the packs, along with the supplies he’d gathered for his trek into the forest. It might not be everything they would ever need, but between the two packs Lexi had brought, and the one Rafe’s father had thrown down to them from the city wall, they were in much better shape than Tiberius would have guessed.


  “I can’t believe you,” he said.


  She smiled at him.


  “Can we talk?”


  “Of course,” he told her. “Let me take care of the horses and then we can talk.”


  Lexi nodded and Tiberius led the horses to the far side of the anemic tree. He untied the reins that Lexi had bound together and tied each of the horses directly to a branch of the tree. Then he returned to where she was waiting several feet away from Rafe and Olyva.


  “She doesn’t look too good,” Lexi said quietly, nodding her head toward Lady Olyva.


  “It’s been hard on her,” Tiberius replied. “Rafe worked a deal with Leonosis, but my snake of a brother betrayed him. Banishment is probably her worst nightmare.”


  “It would be most peoples,” Lexi said.


  “But not yours?”


  “I wouldn’t relish being abandoned out here with no supplies,” she said, then she changed the subject. “The last time we talked you said some things I wasn’t expecting.”


  “You didn’t know how I felt about you?” he asked earnestly.


  “How could I have known, Ti? You’re the son of an Earl. I’m just a girl from the lowest part of the city. Even if you weren’t training to become a Paladin, was it wise to think that there was a future with you?”


  “No,” he said looking down. He found meeting her eyes when she talked about his social status difficult.


  “So, it took me some time to adjust,” she said.


  “I know that I’m not the kind of guy you need,” he said. “I can’t take care of you the way you deserve.”


  “I’m not looking for someone to take care of me. What makes you think I would even want that?”


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know what you want, but I want to make you happy. My biggest regret in this whole mess was not being able to see you again. Are you coming with us?”


  “With you? Are you going somewhere?” she asked. “You do realize you’ve been banished right?”


  “Of course I know that,” Tiberius said. “But that doesn’t mean we have to die. We have supplies. We have horses, thanks to you. Rafe is probably the most talented warrior in Avondale. I’ve got some skills too. And if we can make it to Sparlan Citadel, the Princess promised to pardon us. We could live in any of the Nine Cities.”


  “No one has ever returned from the blighted lands,” Lexi said. “You’ve seen the monsters that come up out of the mist.”


  “I know that,” Tiberius said. “I know it won’t be easy, but I have to believe we can do it. I know I will do it, if that’s the only way to see you again.”


  Lexi laughed.


  “You are such a noble-born dreamer,” she said. “You really think you can travel all the way across the realm, on foot, just to see me again?”


  “If that’s what it takes. You told me that I didn’t understand your world, and you were right. I don’t know what it’s like to live day by day, fighting to stay alive. I’ve never killed a man,” he said quietly, not wanting Rafe or Olyva to overhear him. “There’s a lot I need to learn, but I’m willing. I will do whatever it takes to be with you, no matter what. There’s nothing that I want more than that.”


  “What if I told you I didn’t want you to ever use magic again,” she said.


  He looked stunned. Tiberius wanted to make things work with Lexi. She was completely different from any person he knew. She was beautiful, resourceful, and completely self-reliant. She didn’t care what happened in court, or about the rampant city gossip. In some ways, she was completely carefree, unbound by any social restraints or even most laws. He had expected her to understand his desire to become a wizard. It wasn’t just a hobby, or a fascination, it was a deep part of him. He couldn’t explain why he felt such a pull toward magic, but he did and he couldn’t deny it.


  “You can’t ask me not to be me,” he said.


  She looked away from him for a moment, then she said, “I don’t think we’re a good idea.”


  “Why?” Tiberius asked, his heart suddenly aching as terribly as his broken leg had hurt.


  “Because,” she said. “I’m the kind of person who works hard not to draw attention to myself. You can’t help but be the center of attention.”


  “I don’t—”


  She cut him off.


  “Let me finish,” she said. “Magic is the one thing that will make you stand out. I don’t know if I can be close to that.”


  “Please, Lexi,” Tiberius pleaded. “We aren’t in Avondale. There’s no law in the blighted lands. There may be nothing but terror and death. I don’t know what we’ll find below the mist, but I want to be with you.”


  He pulled her close to him, wrapping his arms around her shoulders and leaning his forehead down toward hers.


  “Please, I need you.”


  “If you get me, you get all of me. I’m not an easy person, Ti. I’m like other women. It’s me and only me, I won’t share you.”


  “I don’t want anyone else,” he said.


  “You’re absolutely sure this what you want? There’s no going back.”


  “I’m sure,” he said.


  He pulled her close and kissed her. There was a hungry passion in her and Tiberius felt his desire stirring. He pulled back, not wanting their first intimate moments to be on display.


  “I have to tell you something,” he said.


  “What?” she asked.


  “The Princess kissed me.”


  “The Princess?” Lexi said doubtfully.


  “He’s full of fanciful stories today,” Rafe called. “Come meet Olyva.”


  Tiberius led Lexi over to where Rafe was sitting beside Lady Olvya. Her face was puffy, and her eyes were red, but she wasn’t crying anymore.


  “Lexi, this is Lady Olvya, from Hamill Keep,” Tiberius said.


  The girls nodded to one another.


  “So, what’s our next move?” Tiberius asked.


  “We need to find shelter for the night. It will be getting dark soon,” Rafe replied.


  “I’ll go down into the mist with Lexi and see what we find.”


  “Okay,” Rafe said. “But don’t be gone long.”


  They left the horses and walked down toward the mist on foot. Tiberius told Lexi about his encounter with Princess Ariel. She wasn’t happy about the kiss.


  “That’s the kind of thing I’m talking about, Ti,” she said. “You can’t go around kissing other girls.”


  “I didn’t,” he said, “she kissed me. She also broke my leg.”


  “It’s kind of hard to believe. Are you sure you didn’t just imagine it?”


  “I wish,” he said. “I’ve never been in so much pain.”


  “So you can really heal people,” she asked.


  “I can heal some things. I’m still learning.”


  They stopped a few feet from the mist. It was thick, like a dense fog and they could only see a few feet ahead of them.


  “This is crazy,” Lexi said.


  “I keep thinking, what if everything we’ve been told about the cataclysm and the blighted lands is all wrong? What if magic didn’t ruin the world?”


  “That’s a nice thought, but we know there are monsters down there.”


  “That doesn’t mean that everything down there is bad.”


  “But we need to be alert, ready for anything.”


  “You’re right,” Tiberius said.


  He pulled the little loop that held his whip in place and held it ready in his right hand. With his left, he reached over and took Lexi’s hand.


  “Are you ready?” he asked.


  “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied.


  “Here we go,” Tiberius said.


  He took a deep breath, then stepped into the fog. At first everything was bright white. They couldn’t see much beyond a few paces ahead of them. They walked for almost twenty minutes. Most of the way they were tense, expecting danger at any moment, but nothing happened. The rocky ground became slick with moisture. Their clothes grew damp. They found a gray-colored lichen growing on some of the larger stones. And then, the mist began to clear and they came into the blighted lands. What they saw was unlike anything they’d ever imagined.


  Chapter 25

  Olyva


  
    [image: ]

  


  Rafe settled in beside her and pulled out some of the clothes from his pack. Olyva felt raw, as if her life were an open wound. Everything she feared had come to pass and while she didn’t say anything to Rafe, she secretly wished she hadn’t fallen in love with him.


  She had been scared when they were exposed during the feast, and then when they were forced to spend the night in the holding cell, but she felt a numbness too. It was like a bad dream and she kept trying to wake up. When they were in the city, she couldn’t help but feel hopeful, as if something would happen to stay the punishment she feared most.


  In Avondale, attacks by the terrible creatures from the blighted lands were rare. Avondale was a wealthy city, with plenty of food and space, but in Hamill Keep where she had grown up, things were different. Hamill Keep was much smaller, little more than an ancient fortress really. The city around the Keep was carved into the rocky mountainside. Food was scarce and the city suffered from overpopulation.


  Olyva, being the Earl’s oldest daughter, was insulated from the poverty and fear, yet it was like a constant shadow hanging over her head, threatening to blot out the warmth of the sunlight at any moment. Her marriage arrangement to Brutas had been about insuring political alliances for Avondale, but it had been about survival for Hamill Keep. Her father had essentially traded his eldest daughter to Earl Aegus for food.


  Now, on top of her fear of being banished from the city, she had to deal with the fact that her father wouldn’t receive the promised food. People in Hamill Keep would starve because of her. Their family would be shamed, her actions gossiped about for generations. It was almost too much to take. She had her small knife and she considered slashing her wrists just to end the nightmare. Rafe had been so chivalrous, always encouraging and trying to comfort her, but he couldn’t deny the fact that they were doomed.


  She wasn’t sure what to think of Tiberius. He reminded her in many ways of a fanciful child. It was as if the Earl’s third born didn’t fathom the depth of their fate. He actually believed they would survive. Olyva would have preferred a quick death to being eaten by the terrible monsters that dwelt in the blighted lands. Olyva was sure that nothing but a grisly demise waited for them on the other side of the mist.


  “Look,” Rafe said, holding up a pair of wool breeches, “I know these aren’t up to your standards, but that gown won’t last long out here and it certainly won’t keep you warm. You can put these on underneath your skirts. My boots are too large for you, but once we start traveling, you may want to wear them anyway.”


  “What’s the point?” Olyva said. “You don’t seriously think we can survive in the blighted lands beneath the mist.”


  “I have to believe it,” Rafe said. “We can’t stay here. There’s no food, no shelter. We’ll die from exposure up here.”


  “You may prefer that once you see what’s waiting for you in the mist.”


  “Come on now,” Rafe said. “It won’t do us any good to dwell on thoughts like that.”


  “No, Rafe,” she said with a trembling voice. “It won’t do us any good to deny the truth. We’re going to die out here.”


  “Not if I can help it.”


  “You can’t help it,” she said, tears stinging her eyes again.


  She couldn’t keep from crying, even though she tried. She was so afraid that she wanted to curl up and hide beneath a thick quilt. She hated feeling this way. She was so helpless, so completely out of her depth and there was nothing she could do to make it better.


  “Look,” Rafe said, “I won’t pretend things aren’t dire. We’re in a bad situation here, but it isn’t certain that we’ll die. And if we do, I don’t plan to take it lying down.”


  “I’m not like you, Rafe. I’m not a warrior. I’m not a man. This shouldn’t be happening to me.”


  “I know,” he said calmly. “It’s not fair. I’m so sorry things worked out this way. I thought I had found a way for us to be together, but at least we don’t have to hide our feelings anymore.”


  “Is that supposed to be comforting?” she asked, her voice getting louder with a note of hysteria. “We can die in each others arms, how romantic.”


  “Don’t be sarcastic,” he said.


  “Don’t be a fool,” she snarled. “We’re dead, you just don’t know it yet.”


  “Put on the pants,” he told her as he stood up. “I’m going to gather some wood for a fire.”


  She turned away from him. She was so angry. He had gotten them into this horrible mess and he acted like it was okay. She didn’t want to forgive him. She didn’t want to die. She didn’t want to spend every last moment of her short life in total unrelenting fear, but that was the reality of her situation. She wished she had never let her foolish, romantic ideals sweep her away. She had thought she was in love with Rafe, the handsome warrior. He was so different than anyone she had ever met before. He was confident, fearless, and always so kind. He was the exact opposite of Brutas, who when he bothered to acknowledge her at all, was always arrogant, rude, and demanding. Still, if she had only known the fate that awaited her, she would have gladly married Brutas and never complained no matter how terrible he was to her.


  She could hear Rafe talking to the horses. She hated horses. In Hamill Keep, the stone masons used mules to haul rubble from the deep tunnels or carry supplies over the rough terrain of the mountain. Horses were a luxury not even her father could afford, nor was there a need for them in the Keep. She had never learned to ride a horse and she was frightened of them. She’d heard stories of horses bucking their riders off; she couldn’t imagine being thrown and not being seriously hurt.


  She wanted to run away, perhaps even back to the city and beg to be forgiven. She didn’t think Rafe had fought hard enough to spare them from being banished. He had told her he had found a way to be with her forever, but he was wrong. Now he was telling her they would be okay, but she knew he was wrong again.


  She pulled her knees up under the flowing skirts of her gown and hugged them to her chest. She felt like she was going to be sick, and closing her eyes didn’t help. The horses stank, and she couldn’t get comfortable. The ground was so rocky and the tree bark was rough, snagging her hair and her gown. She bent her head forward, resting it on her knees. She wasn’t sure how long she stayed that way, time seemed to stretch out like a horrible dream. Then she felt something. At first it was just a little tickle on her backside, but then she felt a sharp sting. She jumped up shouting.


  “What is it?” Rafe asked as he hurried over.


  “Get it off, get it off!” she screamed.


  Rafe looked bewildered as Olyva hopped around in a circle and swatted at her own backside. She tugged on the skirts of her dress and wailed in pain. The stings were coming faster and faster, the pain growing worse. She felt like the backs of her legs were on fire as something, or somethings, were crawling over her legs and bottom.


  Rafe kicked at the tree where she’d been sitting and cursed.


  “It’s fire ants,” he said as he dropped to his knees in front of her.


  With one swift motion he grabbed a handful of her skirts and tugged. Olyva stumbled, almost falling down, but the fabric tore along the seam. The silky material ripped away and Rafe grabbed more, pulling and pulling until the billowing end of her gown was around her ankles. His hands brushed away the tiny insects, but the effects continued to torment her. She was angry, embarrassed, and in pain. Her backside was hot, and when she reached down to touch the back of her now bare legs, she could feel tiny blisters welling up on her skin.


  “They’re painful, but not lethal,” he said.


  She wanted to hit him, but chose to shout instead.


  “Turn away,” she cried.


  He turned quickly, averting his eyes from her bare legs. Her bottom was still covered by her undergarments, but she felt exposed. She pulled on the woolen pants he’d given her. They were too long and too big, but the waist cinched up and she rolled the cuffs of the pants so they stopped around her ankles. She knew she looked foolish, but she didn’t have a choice. Her backside was starting to itch.


  “This is torture,” she said.


  “The pain will pass soon,” he assured her.


  “And the itching?” she said angrily.


  “A few days,” he said in a quiet voice. “Listen, I know this is a lot to take in. Let’s just get through the day; things will look better in the morning. Ti and Lexi should be back soon and we’ll find a place to rest for the night.”


  “I wish I was dead,” she sobbed.


  “Don’t say that. I promise things will get better.”


  “How? Things will never be better. We’re going to die out here all alone.”


  “No,” he assured her. “I won’t let that happen.”


  “You can’t stop it.”


  “I’ll get you to Hamill Keep. You can return to your family.”


  “They won’t want me, can’t you see that? I’ve brought shame on our entire city. They won’t get the food and money they need. People will die because of what we’ve done.”


  “Then I’ll get you to Sparlan Citadel,” he vowed. “I’ll get you there and get that pardon from the King. I swear it.”


  “You swear, but you and I both know you’ll fail,” she said. “If you love me at all, you’ll kill me now and end my misery.”


  “Never,” he said. “I love you.”


  “You’ve ruined my life.”


  “I’m so sorry.”


  He sounded desperate, but Olyva didn’t care.


  “I hate you,” she said, then the world seemed to tip wildly out of balance and she fell to the ground as everything went mercifully black.


  Chapter 26

  Tiberius
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  The blighted lands were not what Tiberius expected. In his mind, he had seen the land below the mists as dead gray rock veiled in shadow, with bogs of poisonous slime, and the skeletal remains of ancient civilizations laid bare by the great cataclysm. Instead, what he found was a land teaming with life. They were high up on the mountainside, overlooking a long, flat prairie. The ground was covered with a thick, green moss, shorter than grass, but the fibrous ends were still long enough to be grazed on. In the distance, a river flowed like a blue ribbon across the plain, and there were strange looking animals drinking peacefully on the bank. Other mountains rose around them, but none towered as high as Avondale’s peak.


  There were trees that grew in thick clusters, and flocks of birds swooped back forth from tree to tree. Sunlight filtered through the mist, casting the entire landscape in an amber colored light. The temperature was warmer and the air was thick with humidity.


  “It’s beautiful,” Lexi said. “Like nothing I ever dreamed of.”


  “Me either,” Tiberius said.


  He bent down and ran his fingers through the moss. It was thick and spongy. He pulled up a small pinch and it tore away from the moss around it. The fibrous roots were woven together and barely dipped into the rust colored soil. Tiberius touched the ground and found the dirt powdery and dry.


  “The moss must leech up all the moisture,” he said.


  “I can’t believe it,” Lexi said. “It isn’t blighted at all.”


  “Perhaps it was once, but now life has adapted.”


  “We should go get the others,” she suggested.


  “Or we could be alone for a while,” he said, teasingly.


  “You are banished from civilization, facing almost certain death, and all you can think about is getting me alone?”


  He stepped close and kissed her.


  “I just can’t help myself,” he whispered.


  An hour later, they came back through the mist. It was almost nightfall. The sun was painting the sky a beautiful pink color, and Avondale rose up like an impregnable fortress before them. Tiberius hurried back to where Rafe was sitting a short distance from Olyva, who was asleep under the tree.


  “You have got to see what’s below the mists,” Tiberius said.


  He was slightly winded from their climb back up the mountain.


  “Is it horrid?” Rafe asked.


  “No, it’s amazing.”


  “It is,” Lexi agreed.


  “It’s like nothing you’ve ever seen before. Help me with the horses, we’ve should go before we lose the light.”


  “We can’t,” Rafe said.


  “What? Why?” Tiberius asked.


  “Because,” Rafe waved a hand at Olyva, “she passed out. She’s under a lot of pressure.”


  “And we aren’t?” Lexi said.


  “It’s different for her,” Rafe insisted. “She’s never faced anything like this before.”


  “None of us have,” Lexi said. “Ti grew up in a palace, but you don’t see him falling to pieces.”


  “Look, no one asked you to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong,” Rafe said angrily.


  “Actually,” Tiberius said calmly, “I did. Fighting with each other won’t help us.”


  “I’m grateful you came to help us,” Rafe said. “But that was your choice. You don’t know what she’s been through.”


  “Fair enough,” Lexi said. “I’m sorry.”


  “Things are nothing like we expected,” Tiberius said. “I’m not saying it will be easy, but there is life below the mists.”


  “Abundant life,” Lexi said.


  “We can find food, shelter; it may not be perfect, but it isn’t a wasteland.”


  “Why has no one returned to tell the cities then?” Rafe asked.


  “I don’t know,” Tiberius said.


  “Maybe they have, but the Earl suppresses the truth in order to remain in control of the city,” Lexi said.


  Rafe looked down and Tiberius looked embarrassed. He wanted to argue, to defend his family, but he knew she might be right. Lexi didn’t know anyone in court except for Tiberius, and she had never met anyone in his family, yet she knew them. She understood their lust for power and their desperation to hang onto it at any cost.


  “It doesn’t matter now,” Rafe said. “The only thing that matters is can we make it across the blighted lands to Sparlan Citadel?”


  “I think it’s possible,” said Tiberius.


  “We’ve already decided that’s the best thing to do?” Lexi asked, the surprise in her voice clear to both Tiberius and Rafe.


  “You don’t think we should?” Tiberius asked.


  “We have to,” Rafe said. “It doesn’t matter how incredible the land is, Olyva needs the pardon. She needs to be restored to her rightful place.”


  Lexi rolled her eyes. She had never been one for social standings, Tiberius knew that. She had very little patience for anyone who couldn’t keep up with her sharp wit, and it appeared she felt the same way about Olyva’s lack of emotional strength now.


  “I won’t keep you from going to the Citadel,” Lexi said. “I’ll stay with Tiberius, even if he goes to the Princess.”


  “I don’t have any desire to ever see the Princess again,” Tiberius said.


  “But you want to get your hands on her books,” Rafe said with a wolfish grin.


  “I’m interested in learning as much as I can about magic,” Tiberius said. “But if there are writings that survived in the Citadel, surely there are writings elsewhere.”


  “I think we need a goal,” Rafe said. “I suggest we try to get to Hamill Keep. Olyva thinks her family will reject her, but I don’t think so. Besides, if we can just get there, it will be a major boost to her confidence.”


  “Unless she’s right and her family won’t let her into the city,” Lexi said. “Believe me, when the people you depend upon most let you down, it’s hard to recover.”


  “I’m not going to let her down,” Rafe said. “Does anyone have a better idea?”


  “No,” Tiberius said.


  Lexi shook her head.


  “Then it’s settled. We’ll head for Hamill Keep.”


  “What about tonight?” Lexi said. “It’s going to get cold up here.”


  “Right,” Rafe said. “I’ve already gathered as much wood as I could get from this sickly tree, but we’ll need more to keep a fire burning through the night.”


  “We’ve got some food in our packs,” Tiberius said.


  “Water too,” Rafe added.


  “We only have a few of blankets though,” Tiberius said.


  “So, we’ll have to sleep close and conserve our body heat,” Rafe said.


  “And we’ll need to stand guard. We’re pretty exposed out here,” Tiberius said.


  “Ti and I will take the first watch,” Lexi said. “You and Olyva get some rest.”


  When the sun set, the temperature dropped quickly. Rafe found a bar of flint in his pack and they got a small fire going. It wasn’t much more than a way to warm their hands and feet, but it was better than nothing. Rafe moved Olyva over to the fire and laid out a blanket. He set her on the blanket and lay down behind her. They used another blanket to cover up with.


  There were strange noises in the night, but Tiberius couldn’t see far beyond the light from their fire. The sky was bright with stars, but the mountainside was completely dark. He and Lexi paced, trying to keep warm and stay alert.


  “So,” Tiberius asked. “What made you do it?”


  “Do what?” she asked.


  “Risk your neck for me,” he said. “Stealing horses?”


  “I just thought of what I would want were I in your shoes,” she said. “I’d want a horse, although I’d never ridden one.”


  “You haven’t?”


  “There isn’t much need for horsemanship in the lower city,” Lexi smirked. “We don’t go on holiday often.”


  “I’m sorry, I just wasn’t thinking.”


  “Besides, it wasn’t much risk. The entire city was at the north gate waiting to see you get booted out. I had some coin, found some horses, bribed the soldiers who were guarding the southern gate, and out I came.”


  “You are so courageous,” he said. “What would you have done if we had already gone down the mountain?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “I was debating that very question while I rode around the city. I’ve heard of people taking refuge outside the city walls. I’m sure I could find a way back in if I needed to.”


  When they determined the night was half over, they woke Rafe. He rose without complaint, his years with the Earl’s war band had taught him discipline, even when he was roused from his bed in the middle of the night.


  Tiberius and Lexi were tired. They lay down behind Olyva and quickly fell asleep. The next morning came quickly and Tiberius was already cold and stiff from trying to sleep on the rocky ground. He got up and stretched.


  Their fire had died sometime in the night, and so they ate a cold breakfast of stale bread and hard cheese. Olyva woke up and soon they had everything ready to leave. They could see people on the wall watching them.


  “Morning patrol,” Rafe said. “We should head down before the owner of these horses reports them missing and sends the Paladins out to get them back.”


  “What makes you think they were stolen?” Lexi said testily. “You think I couldn’t get horses without stealing them?”


  “Did you?” Rafe asked.


  “Don’t fight,” Tiberius said. “We’re all in a bad mood after sleeping on the ground.”


  “She stole the horses?” Olyva said with disbelief.


  “Let’s go,” Tiberius insisted.


  They led the horses down the steep mountain and into the mist. Ti had wondered if the horses would resist going into the fog bank, but they didn’t. Rafe was leading his horse and Olyva’s, and holding her hand with his free hand, but Tiberius could tell his friend was tempted to draw his weapon just to have it at the ready. Lexi carried one of the spears, but the other two were tied onto the horse that was also carrying their packs.


  They stopped when they came through the fog bank. The sun was shining over the fog, and the valley below them looked beautiful in the brilliant amber light.


  “It’s amazing,” Rafe said.


  “I told you so,” Tiberius said.


  They moved on, angling their descent and zigzagging back and forth so that they traveled down the mountain, but without exhausting the horses. The mountain became even steeper the further they traveled, and the horses were at risk of stumbling or injuring themselves. They stopped frequently, resting and doing what they could to make sure they weren’t surprised by anything. They were all encouraged by the vitality of the land beneath the mist, but they were also cautious. The air seemed richer somehow the further down they went, and by mid-afternoon they were almost to the base of the mountain.


  “I say we make for those trees,” Rafe said, pointing to the nearest grove.


  “Why not?” Tiberius said.


  “I think I see something moving,” Lexi said.


  “Where?” Rafe asked, the tension evident in his voice.


  “Relax,” Lexi said. “It’s way out across the prairie. Over there,” she pointed.


  It was impossible for Tiberius to tell for sure. He thought he saw some smudges moving slowly toward the river, but he couldn’t decide what he was seeing.


  “I don’t guess you thought to pack a spyglass,” Rafe asked.


  “I wasn’t planning on leaving Avondale,” Tiberius said.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Lexi said, “they’re too far away to worry about now.”


  “Wait!” Tiberius said.


  He excitedly pulled out the list of spells that Princess Ariel had given him. He’d been too busy to look over the list after she’d given it to him, but on one of their breaks he had pulled it out and read through the list. The Princess had named each spell, some were simple like fire and others were more obscure, such as the one Tiberius was thinking of, titled far sight.


  “Let me try something,” he said.


  He handed the reins of his horse to Lexi, then walked several paces away from the others. A part of him felt guilty for using anything that Princess Ariel had given him. And he wasn’t sure what order the spell was in. He might be jumping ahead, and that thought worried him, but he was anxious to try out something new. The spells Ariel had written down were simple spells, most with very practical applications. He was hoping that far sight would allow him to see things far away, but he couldn’t be sure. He moved away from the others because a tiny part of him worried that something might go awry, and the last thing he wanted was for his own magic to hurt someone he cared about.


  “Ultimas Conspectus,” he said.


  Normally he chanted the spells over and over, especially the longer, more complex spells. The simpler spells were becoming almost second nature to him and he could kindle the magic and direct it with a single command. He said the spell for far sight just once and immediately felt a stirring of magic that was completely different than anything he’d experienced before. The healing spells conjured a strong flow of magic that was completely apart from him, but the new spell sparked magic that was inside of Tiberius himself.


  Immediately he could see further than he thought possible. His vision seemed to race ahead, across the open valley, toward the creatures moving slowly toward the river. He saw heavy four-legged beasts, not unlike cows, but much larger, their hides shaggy like sheep in need of sheering. They had big humps on their backs, and horns that rose up and then curled back toward each other on their wide flat heads.


  He stood looking at the creatures for a moment, just reveling in the ability to see so far and so clearly. Then something else caught his attention. There was movement beyond the large bovine-like beasts. His sight moved even further, focusing in on what was just coming up over the edge of the river bank. Graypees, Tiberius could see them clearly, even though it was obvious that they were slinking along the ground, stalking the larger beasts.


  “Oh my god,” Tiberius said.


  “What is it?” Rafe asked, moving closer to his friend.


  “Lexi was right, there are some type of creatures moving toward the river. They look like big shaggy cows.”


  “Why is that bad?” Lexi asked.


  “It’s not, but I can see a pack of Graypees stalking them.”


  “Graypees?” Rafe asked, a note of concern in his voice. “Are you sure?”


  “Absolutely sure,” Tiberius said.


  He willed his sight back to normal. The magic faded and the creatures in the distance became a dark smudge on the horizon. He sighed and closed his eyes as a wave of dizziness swept over him. He felt nauseous and bent forward, putting is hands on his knees.


  “Are you okay?” Rafe asked.


  “Fine, just a bit dizzy. The shift in my sight takes a little getting used to.”


  “You could really see that far?” Lexi asked.


  “I could see it as if I were standing next to the herd,” Tiberius explained. “It was amazing. Every detail was clear, and even the movement of the Graypees stood out.”


  “Let’s get moving,” Rafe said. “If there are Graypees close by, I want to find a safe place to spend the night.”


  They hurried down to the first grove of trees. The trunks of the trees were strange, thicker than normal, and with odd looking knots or stunted branches. They grew in a thick cluster, and their gnarly roots spread along the top of the ground, rather than down into the soil. The roots tangled together, so that within the cluster of trees, the roots covered the ground and no moss grew.


  “We can take shelter in the grove,” Rafe said. “We’ll have to leave the horses out here, but that shouldn’t be an issue.”


  “What if the horses attract the Graypees?” Olyva asked.


  “We’ll be standing watch through the night,” Rafe said. “Everything will be okay.”


  “Are you sure?” she asked, her voice trembling with fear.


  “I’m sure,” Rafe said.


  The grove of trees was unlike anything they had ever seen before. Not only were the trunks fat and strange, but the leafy branches grew together, many entwined so that they formed a very thick canopy overhead.


  Rafe and Olyva were the first ones into the grove of trees, while Lexi collected their supplies and Tiberius saw to the horses. They were all tired and looking forward to getting some rest after the long climb down the mountain from Avondale. Tiberius couldn’t help but wish his family could see what he was seeing. The moss was so green, so vibrant. It was soft underfoot and cool to the touch. It was much warmer at the base of the mountain, and as the sun started to set, the layer of thick clouds overhead turned from amber to pink, with gaps showing brilliantly white or shafts of golden sunlight shinning through.


  “I guess the layer of mist isn’t impenetrable,” Lexi said, staring out at the evening sky.


  “It’s beautiful,” Tiberius said, “nothing at all like I thought it would be.”


  “I expected it to be dark and gray beneath the mist,” Lexi said. “Like living beneath a storm cloud that never goes away.”


  “That would be so depressing,” Tiberius said.


  He finished unsaddling the horses. He knew he needed to check their mounts’ hooves and rub the animals down, but they didn’t have tools or brushes. They would need to find a way to do the most basic chores sooner rather than later. He looked forward to riding across the wide prairie the following day. It had been a long time since he’d ridden, but he’d always enjoyed it. He still couldn’t believe how resourceful Lexi was. Her methods might not have been conventional, but she had sacrificed so much just to give them a chance to survive.


  “Should we start gathering wood for a fire?” Lexi asked.


  “Yes,” Tiberius said. “I’ll help.”


  Something strange and unexpected happened when Tiberius reached down and picked up the first dead branch. There were fallen branches all around the grove of trees. Tiberius guessed that these strange trees were no different than the evergreens that grew so abundantly in the forest around the lake on the summit of Avondale. But when his bare hand touched the rough bark of the fallen tree branch, he got a distinct feeling of malice. He froze, looking around for some threat, but there was nothing to see. He stood up, frowning.


  “It seems hard work doesn’t agree with you,” Lexi teased.


  She already had an armload of the fallen branches. They looked like normal tree branches, Tiberius thought, perhaps a little more crooked, but he’d chalked that up to the way the sunlight filtered through the cloud bank overhead.


  “Something’s wrong,” he said.


  “What?” Lexi asked.


  “I don’t know. I think it’s these trees.”


  “Are you losing your mind?” Lexi said. “There’s nothing wrong with these trees.”


  Tiberius walked over and placed his hand on the nearest trunk. The moment his skin touched the rough bark, he felt a shock of magical power. What he’d discerned as malice before felt more predatory now. The trees were predators, it made no sense, but he was sure of it. He dropped the branch.


  “Drop the branches,” he told Lexi. “Rafe, you and Olyva come here.”


  “What?” Rafe called.


  “Come here… now!”


  “What’s going on, Ti?” Lexi said.


  She had dropped the branches and moved over beside Tiberius. The curved Wangorian dagger drawn and ready. He didn’t know exactly what was happening, or what would happen. All he knew for sure was that the grove of trees wanted to do them harm. He couldn’t imagine what that meant, but he knew he didn’t want to stick around to find out.


  Chapter 27

  Rafe
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  He’d been so glad that they had made it down the mountain safely. They had seen no other creatures. The land below the mists, which he’d always imagined being a dark, deadly wasteland, was instead a vibrant and lush land, full of potential. He had been greatly encouraged by the sight of sloping green mountains and the wide open prairie beyond. He’d hoped that Olyva’s spirits would be raised by the promising vista around them, but she’d spent the day in silent despair.


  When they reached the grove of trees, he wanted nothing more than to get Olyva settled comfortably for the night. He hoped a good night’s rest would improve her spirits. The grove of trees offered shelter. It wasn’t like the Earl’s palace, but it was better than sleeping on the freezing cold ground outside of Avondale. The air was warmer at the base of the mountain, promising a much more comfortable night, even though they were still exposed to the elements.


  Just before Tiberius called out, Rafe had found Olyva a comfortable spot. Most of the ground under the twisted branches above was covered with tree roots, but he’d found a spot near one of the wide tree trunks that was covered with the spongy moss. Olyva had just enough space to sit on the moss, stretching her legs out comfortably, and resting her arms on the roots to either side.


  “Rafe, you and Olyva come here,” Tiberius called.


  Rafe could hear the note of worry in his friend’s voice. He wanted to curse. He glanced up at Olyva, whose tired face had looked relieved as he settled her into what looked like the most comfortable spot in the grove of trees, but now her worried expression was back.


  “What?” Rafe called.


  “Come here… now!” his friend shouted.


  “This is ridiculous,” Rafe said quietly. “Olyva, I’m sure everything is okay. It’s probably just a problem with one of the horses. We’re safe, I promise. Stay here and I’ll be right back.”


  “Are you sure?” she asked.


  “Yes, I’ll be right back.”


  Rafe stalked out of the grove of trees. He was angry and trying to hold back his temper as he saw Tiberius. His friend looked bewildered.


  “What is going on?” he hissed, trying not to let Olyva overhear him.


  “It’s the trees,” Tiberius said. “We can’t stay here.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “There is something wrong with the trees,” Tiberius tried to explain. “I can’t say for certain, but they’re predatory.”


  “Have you lost your mind?” Rafe said angrily. “It’s all I can do to keep Olyva going and now you’re flaking out on me.”


  Lexi looked like she was about to say something, but she closed her mouth.


  “I’m telling you Rafe, there is something dangerous about these trees,” Tiberius said.


  “The only thing dangerous around here is your imagination,” Rafe said. “I don’t know what to believe about you, Ti. You keep making up these insane stories. Maybe the magic is doing something to your mind.”


  “There is nothing wrong with me,” Tiberius said. “I felt a malevolent presence in those trees. They want us here.”


  “Good!” Rafe said. “I want to be here. I want to rest, I want to eat, and maybe get a few hours sleep. Is that too much to ask.”


  “I’m not sleeping in there,” Tiberius said.


  “Fine, make camp out here. I don’t care. Do whatever you want, but don’t let your crazy imagination make things worse for Olyva.”


  “Rafe, I wouldn’t do anything to hurt Olyva. You know that. I got a very distinct impression when I touched that tree.”


  Rafe walked over and pointed at a tree.


  “This one?” he asked impatiently.


  Tiberius nodded. Rafe reached out his hand and touched the tree. The bark was rough under his hand, but the tree felt solid enough. In fact, it felt like every other tree he’d ever touched.


  “I’m getting nothing,” Rafe said.


  “Don’t stay in there,” Tiberius warned him.


  “Don’t make me crack your skull.”


  “Don’t threaten him,” Lexi said.


  “Listen,” Rafe said, “we’re all tired. We’re all under a lot of stress. That’s all this is. You guys make camp out here. There isn’t much room in there that isn’t covered with roots anyway. Stay near the horses. I’ll take first watch and come wake you a few hours before dawn. We’re not in a hurry, right? Let’s just get some rest.”


  “Be careful,” Tiberius warned his friend.


  “I will, I promise,” Rafe said, trying not to roll his eyes.


  He didn’t know if Tiberius was just trying to impress Lexi or if he was actually losing his mind. The story he’d told about Princess Ariel was hard to believe. If Ti hadn’t healed Rafe’s back after his fall, there was no way he would believe Tiberius. He hoped it was just stress. Rafe hated the thought that by dabbling in magic, his friend might have ruined his life, but there was a reason that magic was strictly forbidden. He walked back into the grove and found Olyva looking wide eyed and frightened.


  “Is everything okay?” she asked.


  “It’s fine. Tiberius just wants some alone time with Lexi. We talked it over and they’re going to camp out there, that way we both have some privacy.”


  “I’d feel better if we all stuck together,” Olyva said.


  “I know, but don’t worry. I’ll protect you. There is nothing that can hurt you tonight. Let’s just get some rest. I’ll stay here with you until you fall asleep, then I’ll take the first watch. I’ll stay in the grove, real close. Then Tiberius can take over and I’ll join you.”


  “Are you sure?” she asked.


  “Yes, my love.”


  He went and collected his pack. He gave Lexi one of the water skins. They had rations that Tiberius had packed from the palace. Rafe’s pack had more simple fare, but it would be enough. He found some hard crusted bread and dried meat. Olyva ate a little bread and drank some water, but soon she was sound asleep. Rafe covered her up with his blankets and began patrolling the grove of trees. He moved from tree trunk to tree trunk, looking out into the darkness. The sun had set and the blighted lands were swallowed in darkness. The light from the stars and moon didn’t penetrate the layer of mist, so there was no way to see anything in the dark.


  Tiberius and Lexi built a fire and Rafe could see them sitting close together, using their saddles to support their backs as they ate and gazed into the fire. He found himself moving quickly around the circuit of the trees to get back to where his friend’s fire was within sight. He told himself that it was just the ability to see something, even if there was nothing moving for miles, that brought him back around to the side of the grove where Ti’s fire cast a little light. But he had to admit that he felt exposed and more that a little frightened at the prospect of being in the blighted lands at night. During the day, with the sunlight filtering through the clouds, he could put the nightmarish stories he’d heard about the blighted lands out of his mind, but at night, when everything was dark and he could no longer see the lush landscape, all his fears came back to haunt him.


  It was impossible to tell how much time had passed. Usually, a soldier on patrol can gage the time of night by watching the arc of the moon across the sky, or how far the constellations overhead moved toward the horizon. In the pitch darkness of the blighted lands, there was no way to count the hours. He walked around the interior of the grove of trees, doing his best not to twist his ankle on the roots of the trees. If he didn’t know better, he would have worried that they were moving. Not that they slithered around like snakes, but sometimes they seemed to twist under his boots. He knew he was imagining things, that his fears were making him feel like the roots were moving, but that was impossible.


  Rafe waited until Ti’s fire died down to glowing embers, then he waited until he could barely make out the last remaining coals. Finally, he walked out of the grove of trees and roused his friend. Tiberius groaned, then got up. He arranged the blanket over Lexi, then stretched.


  “At least it’s warmer down here,” Rafe said, tossing some of the fallen branches that Lexi had gathered onto the last few coals.


  “You see anything?”


  “Nope,” Rafe said. “You can’t see anything in the dark down here. I didn’t hear anything either.”


  “I’m going to catch a few winks,” Rafe said. “See you in the morning.”


  “What time is it?” Tiberius called after him.


  “Don’t know,” Rafe said. “Can’t see the moon.”


  He walked back into the grove of trees. He had to move slowly in the darkness, his hands outstretched in front of him like a blind man. He felt a thick tree trunk and Tiberius’ warning came back into his mind, causing a shiver to run down his back. Rafe shook it off and went forward. He moved slowly, but it was impossible to see anything in the darkness. When he’d been on watch, he made sure to always know where Olyva was, even though he couldn’t see her and no matter where he was on his circuit around the grove. Now he was lost.


  “Olyva?” he called quietly. “Where are you?”


  There was no answer.


  “Olyva?”


  It was no use. He turned and went back to Tiberius’s fire. The branches he’d placed on the coals were just starting to ignite. He picked one up by the end that stuck out of the small fire, holding it like a torch.


  “Follow me over there,” he told Tiberius. “I can’t see where Olyva is in the darkness.”


  Ti nodded, and they walked back to the grove of trees. Rafe was just about to pass under the first tree they came to when they heard a hiss.


  “What was that?” Tiberius asked.


  “I don’t know,” Rafe said.


  He drew his sword and waited listening. There was nothing to hear except their own breathing. Rafe was angry. He hated being afraid. He would face any threat, but the unknown still made him uneasy.


  “Here,” he told Tiberius, holding out the makeshift torch. “Take this and walk around that way. I’ll check inside the tree line.”


  “Okay,” Tiberius said, as he fingered his bullwhip nervously. “Be careful.”


  “You too,” Rafe said.


  He ducked back inside the grove of trees. The faint light from Tiberius’ torch shone into the circle of trees. He could see the gnarled floor of roots all around him, but he couldn’t see Olyva. He followed behind Tiberius, letting his friend’s light illuminate section after section of the grove. The light didn’t shine very far into the cluster of trees, only between the two trees closest to him. Rafe felt a sense of dread, but he guessed that Olyva had moved down from the tree trunk she had been leaning against and was curled on the patch of moss. If he just followed Tiberius, he would run into her eventually.


  Rafe was really starting to worry that he hadn’t found Olyva when Tiberius’ campfire came back into view. It didn’t make sense, he thought. She wouldn’t just wander off into the darkness and if something had dragged her away, they would have heard something.


  “Seems okay to me,” Tiberius said.


  “No,” Rafe said. “I can’t find Olyva.”


  “What?” Tiberius said.


  “She isn’t here?”


  “She left?”


  “Why would she do that?” Rafe said. “Its pitch-black out.”


  “Well, I didn’t see her,” Tiberius said.


  “Bring that torch in here.”


  Ti was just moving to help his friend when they heard the hiss again. Both men froze, listening and staring hard into the darkness. Suddenly there was a loud crack and a heavy branch fell on Rafe, knocking him senseless. The next thing he knew Tiberius was dragging him out of the grove of trees.


  “What happened?” he said.


  “A tree branch fell and hit you,” Tiberius said, as he struggled to pull his friend away from the grove of trees and closer to the fire he’d built with Lexi. “Stay here, I’ll go get Olyva.”


  Chapter 28

  Tiberius


  
    [image: ]

  


  Tiberius was angry. He’d warned Rafe not to stay in the grove of strange trees, but he didn’t listen. It could have been a coincidence that the branch fell, but Tiberius didn’t think so. The strange hissing, Olyva disappearing, and now Rafe was hurt. He drug his friend within the ring of firelight where Lexi was waiting. She had a spear in one hand, her curved dagger in the other.


  “What happened?” she asked, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.


  “A tree branch fell on him,” Tiberius said.


  “I’m fine,” Rafe said in a thick voice, the way a person sounds after being woke up from a long night’s sleep.


  “He’s bleeding pretty badly,” Lexi said.


  “It’s just a head wound, he doesn’t have much to hurt up there,” Tiberius said. “I’ll see to it when I get back.”


  “Where are you going?” Lexi asked incredulously. “Please tell me you aren’t going into that grove of trees.”


  “I have to get Lady Olyva,” Tiberius said.


  “No, you don’t. At least not yet. Wait until sunup, then you and Rafe can go together.”


  “That could be too late.”


  “You could die going in there,” Lexi said. “There’s no need to risk it.”


  “Lady Olyva is in there,” Rafe said. “We can’t leave her.”


  “You should have listened to Tiberius,” Lexi said angrily. “Don’t do it Ti, you don’t even know what’s happening.”


  Tiberius was torn. He knew he needed to do something, but he wasn’t sure what exactly that was. He knew he needed more light. He picked up another of the burning branches and held them both over his head, casting the light as far as he could.


  “I won’t go in,” he told Lexi. “I just want to see if I can find her.”


  “Let me help,” Rafe said, but he struggled just to sit up.


  “No, stay here. Just give me a minute.”


  Tiberius moved closer to the grove of trees. He held the torches high. The burning sticks did little to light the interior of the grove. Tiberius edged a little closer and heard the hissing sound again. He was sure it was coming from the grove of trees. He also heard a creaking, the way a tree sounds as the branches bend and sway in a strong wind.


  He moved back slowly. His eyes no longer trying to penetrate the darkness of the grove of trees. Instead, he watched the dark trees themselves. He couldn’t see them moving, but he was sure they were. They were more alive than any tree he’d ever known. They were defending themselves and their catch. Lady Olyva was in danger, but Tiberius didn’t know what to do to save her.


  “What’d you find?” Lexi asked.


  She was kneeling by Rafe, who was leaning against her leg. She had cut a piece of fabric from their blanket and was using it to staunch the flow of blood. Tiberius leaned down with his torch to inspect the wound.


  “The trees have her,” Tiberius said. “I’m sure of it. They’re fighting to keep us out.”


  “We have to get to her,” Rafe said, struggling to get up.


  Tiberius put his hand on Rafe’s shoulder and held him down.


  “Let go of me,” he shouted at Tiberius. “They could be killing her in there.”


  “They haven’t killed her yet,” Tiberius said in a calm voice. “If they had, they would be trying to lure us back in so they could do the same to us.”


  “Did you see her?”


  “No,” Tiberius said sadly. “I couldn’t see anything. I need a plan before I go rushing in after her.”


  “We have to do something,” Rafe said.


  “I am; I’m going to heal you. Now lay back and relax.”


  Tiberius glanced at Lexi, who was watching him with wide-eyed fascination. She had never seen him work magic on another person. Ti focused his attention on Rafe’s head wound. It was a pretty nasty gash. He couldn’t tell how deep it was in the dark and with his friend’s hair matted with blood, obscuring his view.


  “Sano Grasilis Abscido,” Tiberius said in a soft voice. He chanted the words, forming a rhythm that he repeated over and over.


  The magical power that seemed to swirl to life between Tiberius and Rafe was familiar. It was a force that seemed to pulse with intrinsic goodness. He skillfully directed the magic into Rafe’s wound. Tiberius had practiced the simple cut healing spell many times with fruit, but now, healing his friend’s deep gash, was more difficult and time consuming. Tiberius could feel the magic working, pulling and mending the torn flesh on the top of Rafe’s head. The cut was deep enough to need stitches, but not so deep that it exposed the skull. Tiberius let the magic work, continuing to chant and direct the flow of magical power. It was obvious that the spell wasn’t strong enough to heal a really deep cut, one that severed muscle or tendons, but luckily it was working on Rafe’s gash.


  After almost half an hour, Tiberius could tell that the cut was completely healed. He stopped chanting the spell and slumped down. The magic had no effect on Tiberius, but staying focused and chanting the spell for such an extended period of time wore him out. Rafe had fallen asleep and Lexi eased his head down on the mossy grass, and then covered him with the blanket that she and Tiberius had shared.


  “Are you okay?” she asked Ti.


  “Yes, I’m fine, just tired.”


  “Well, rest if you can, I’ll stand watch. I don’t think I could sleep anyway.”


  “Warm some water,” Tiberius told her. “We need to wash the blood off Rafe and make sure there isn’t anything else wrong with him.”


  Lex found a metal cup and filled it with water from the water skin. They didn’t have much left, especially since Rafe’s supplies were still in the grove of trees. If they couldn’t recover his pack, they would have to be very careful not to run out of water before they found more.


  She set the cup near the fire and then stood up, stretching her tired muscles. Tiberius watched her, marveling at how strong she was. She was small, very thin, and Tiberius thought she was completely beautiful. His mind wandered back to what she had told him about the bruises on her face. She’d been attacked by two men, and she’d killed them both. He had never killed anyone, and yet Lexi, who seemed so innocent and sweet, had. Her life had been so difficult and all Tiberius wanted was to protect her and give her everything she never had before. Instead, he had somehow convinced her, without even trying, to leave everything they knew to go wandering across the blighted lands. He simply couldn’t imagine the courage that must have taken. There was nothing for him in Avondale. Even before his family turned against him, he knew he couldn’t stay. Lexi, on the other hand, could have had a full life in the city, yet she chose to forsake it all just to be with him.


  Once the water was warm, Tiberius and Lexi dribbled it onto Rafe’s scalp, gently rubbing away the sticky blood and probing his head for any sign of the gash.


  “What are you doing?” Rafe said, his eyes fluttering open.


  “We’re checking your head for any sign of intelligence,” Tiberius said. “So far… nothing.”


  “The cut is healed,” Lexi said in an excited voice. “There’s not even a scar.”


  “It feels better,” Rafe said, lying still and letting the others do their work.


  They used all the water in the cup. Rafe’s hair wasn’t clean, but Tiberius was certain there were no more cuts or obvious injuries. His friend was lucky that the branch hadn’t cracked his skull. He could have died from such a wound if it had been much worse.


  “So what now?” Rafe said.


  “It will be sunup soon,” Lexi said.


  “I can’t believe I’m not in there searching for Olyva.”


  “We will be soon,” Tiberius said. “Don’t worry, we’ll find her.”


  A slow hour passed, and then finally the sky overhead began to lighten. It took another half an hour before there was enough light to see into the cluster of trees. Tiberius and Rafe circled the grove, but there was no sign of Lady Olyva.


  “Are you certain she didn’t go wandering off?” Tiberius asked.


  “She was sound asleep,” Rafe said. “She fell asleep before sunset. I sat with her until it was dark out, then I got up and stood watch. She hardly moved at all.”


  “Okay, so maybe the trees have her,” Ti said.


  “What exactly to you mean by that?” Rafe said. “How can trees take someone against their will?”


  “Maybe they lifted her up into the branches somehow,” Lexi said.


  “Or they might have covered her over with their roots,” Tiberius said.


  “Oh, damn!” Rafe said. “I felt the roots moving last night. I thought it was just my imagination. It was a little creepy in the dark and all.”


  “She’s buried alive?” Lexi said in a quiet little voice.


  “Not for long,” Tiberius vowed.


  “What are you going to do?” Rafe said, grabbing his friend’s arm.


  “I have an idea. Stand back and wait for the chance to go get Olyva.”


  “Why? What are you planning?”


  Tiberius ignored Rafe and marched toward the grove of trees. He was angry and he let his anger rise above his fear. If the trees were alive, they might be incredibly powerful. If the trees somehow attacked him or Lexi and Rafe, they could be killed. Still, he wasn’t going to let the trees kill Lady Olyva without even trying to help her.


  “Let her go!” he shouted at the trees.


  He didn’t know if the trees could understand him, but he did his best to project his anger and the meaning of his words toward the cluster of strange trees.


  A hiss emanated from the grove.


  “Let her go or I’ll burn you down,” Tiberius threatened.


  This time the hiss was louder and the branches of the trees shook as if a strong wind was blowing, the wood creaked and some leaves floated down to the ground.


  “Ingesco Exsuscito!” Tiberius shouted.


  He’d never used the spell before and was surprised at what happened next. He had expected the rush of magic to swirl around him, but instead, he felt magic being pulled from the nearest tree. It wasn’t the same magic he was used to, but rather a natural force that felt strong and nurturing. It seeped out of the high branches and leaves of the tree, and then, to Tiberius’ amazement, the branches burst into flame.


  The trees groaned and then limbs separated. The tree that was burning was suddenly isolated from the grove. There was a massive crack, that sounded almost like a lightning strike, then the tree was toppling away from the other trees, and right toward Tiberius.


  He heard Lexi and Rafe shout for him, but Tiberius was already dashing away. He darted backward, and just barely escaped being caught by the tree’s limbs. He felt the heat of the fire as it spread across the tree’s branches and leaves. Black smoke billowed into the sky and Tiberius stalked back toward the grove of trees.


  “Let her go, now!” he shouted.


  The tree roots moved, slithering like slow-moving snakes to uncover the curled form of Lady Olyva. She didn’t seem to be hurt, but it was impossible to tell.


  Rafe raced past Tiberius and into the grove of trees, which hissed and groaned, but no more limbs fell. Rafe scooped Olyva into his arms and turned to start back when Lexi ran past Tiberius and into the grove. He started to shout for her to stop, but she danced across the still writhing roots, snatched up Rafe’s pack and sprinted out the far side of the cluster of trees.


  Tiberius felt relieved that Lexi was out of danger, but he kept a close eye on the menacing trees as Rafe was walking back toward his friend. Rafe was careful, moving slowly to avoid the slithering roots. He had just reached the edge of the grove when a root shot up and encircled his ankle. Rafe stumbled. Olyva came tumbling out of his arms and rolled past the tree’s roots.


  “Rafe!” Tiberius shouted.


  “Get her out of here!” Rafe called back.


  Tiberius ran forward and grabbed Olyva’s wrists. He started pulling her backward, dragging her away from the trees much the same way he’d done with Rafe a few hours before. He looked up and saw more of the tree roots rising up and wrapping around Rafe, who was struggling to escape. Tiberius wanted to use his magic and set more of the trees on fire, but he had to get Olyva to a safe distance first.


  Rafe managed to draw his dagger and hack through one of the roots. The tree limbs overhead were waving furiously. Branches dropped all around the grove. Then Rafe got his rapier free. The sword wasn’t ideal for hacking at roots, but he chopped furiously anyway.


  Sticky sap flew around him and the roots continued to wrap around Rafe’s legs. Tiberius finally got Olyva out of what he deemed to be the danger zone. Lexi was just jogging back to their campsite with Rafe’s pack. The horses were neighing and bucking. They had hobbled the horses the night before, using the reins to secure their front two legs together so that the horses couldn’t run away, but in their fear of the fire, the horses were bound to hurt themselves.


  “Get to the horses,” Tiberius shouted to Lexi.


  He raced forward, shouting his spell as he dashed around the grove of trees.


  “Ingesco Exsuscito!” he shouted. “Ingesco Exsuscito!”


  Tree after tree, burst into flame. Tiberius couldn’t see Rafe as he sprinted around the grove of trees, but he hoped his friend could somehow break free in the confusion. Behind Tiberius trees were falling to the ground. Their roots were spread along the ground, not into the soil the way the towering pines and majestic fir trees did on top of the mountain. When the other trees pulled away from those that were on fire, the burning trees toppled outward. Tiberius didn’t stop, even though he realized that he was killing a sentient creature. Trees lived and grew in Avondale, but Tiberius had never known them to have conscious thought. But he acted to save his friends, the same way he’d fought the Graypees outside Avondale’s walls to save Rafe. He’d slain a Graypee then too. Tiberius didn’t know if the trees were separate beings or just many parts of one creature, but he knew he wanted them all to burn.


  He continued his circuit of the grove of trees, finally reaching the far side and seeing to his relief that Rafe was free. He was picking up Olyva and moving her further away from the fire. Lexi had already seen to the horses, speaking calmly and reassuring them that everything was okay.


  “Well,” Tiberius said, leaning forward and putting his hands on his knees as he struggled to catch his breath. “I guess I told you so would be overkill.”


  “Shut up and help me,” Rafe growled.


  Tiberius walked over to where his friend was laying Lady Olyva back onto the ground. She was still unconscious, but breathing. Tiberius didn’t see any injuries, not even minor cuts or bruises.


  “What’s wrong with her?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Rafe said. “I can’t wake her up.”


  “Here, pour some water on her,” Tiberius said, snatching up the water skin.


  He took a long drink, then, handed it to Rafe.


  “There isn’t much left,” he said, as he dribbled the water over Olyva’s face. He wiped the water away carefully. She’d been lying on the ground, covered by tree roots, and there were streaks of dirt on her skin. Rafe spoke soothingly to her, trying to wake her up. She didn’t stir.


  Tiberius touched her forehead, but there was no sign of fever. She didn’t feel cold either.


  “Perhaps the trees released some kind of gas that made her sleepy,” he said. “That would explain why we can’t wake her up.”


  “Let’s move away from those things,” Rafe said, pointing at the burning trees. Thick black smoke was billowing up into the amber sky. “That smoke may be toxic.”


  Tiberius agreed and starting packing up their meager belongings. Lexi came over to help him just as Tiberius was drinking the last of the water in their skin.


  “Tell me that’s Rafe’s water skin,” she said.


  “No, ours. Why?”


  “I can’t find Rafe’s in his pack,” she said.


  “It wasn’t in my pack. I got it out, along with my blankets last night.”


  “Well, then we have to find water,” Lexi said. “We’re completely out.”


  Tiberius felt terrible. “Oh, no, I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize I was drinking the last of it.”


  “It’s okay, we can ride the horses to that river we saw in the distance,” Lexi said. “It can’t be more than a day’s ride, and the horses need water too.”


  “We can’t,” Rafe said. “Olyva can’t ride.”


  “She’ll have to ride with you,” Lexi said. “We can’t afford to wait.”


  “She’s right,” Tiberius said. “We’ll tie her behind you, and use her horse to carry the supplies.”


  “Fine,” Rafe said, obviously not happy about the arrangement, but unable to argue against the need to find water.


  Chapter 29

  Lexi
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  Lexi found she enjoyed working with horses. The ones she had stolen were gentle creatures that responded to her encouragement almost as if they understood what she was saying. She had never owned a pet, and Shadow was quickly becoming Lexi’s favorite. She and Tiberius saddled the horses, then loaded the three packs of supplies onto the smallest of the mounts.


  “What are their names?” Tiberius asked.


  “They don’t have names yet,” Lexi said. “Except this one. This is Shadow.”


  “I think I’ll call mine Star,” Tiberius said, rubbing the bright patch on his horse’s forehead.


  “Well mine is Mars,” said Rafe. “After the great warrior from before the cataclysm.”


  “What about Olyva’s horse?” Lexi asked.


  “We’ll let her name him when she wakes up,” Rafe said.


  “That’s a mare,” Tiberius corrected his friend with a smirk.


  “Then we’ll let Olyva name her, when she wakes up.”


  “You two fight like old women,” Lexi said as she pulled herself up into Shadow’s saddle.


  She was still a little unsteady. Her ride around Avondale had given her confidence, but that was two days ago. She had forgotten how out of control she felt on the back of a horse. She could guide the animal, but ultimately it would go where it wanted and she could hang on or fall off. It didn’t help to see how natural Rafe seemed in the saddle. He swung himself up easily and then helped Tiberius arrange Olyva behind him. She was set on the horse blanket, behind the saddle, sitting upright and leaning onto Rafe’s back.


  Tiberius tied Olyva into place using some rope from his pack. Her hands were tied together around Rafe’s waist, and her legs were fastened with a leather strap that ran under the horse’s belly.


  “You think that’s good enough?” Tiberius asked.


  “We’ll just have to try it and see.”


  They could still feel the heat from the burning trees. The smoke sometimes blew toward them on the wind, making it hard to breathe without choking. Riding away from the horrific scene of their fight with the malevolent trees was a relief to Lexi. She hadn’t known what to think when Tiberius had such a strong reaction to the grove of trees, but she had wanted to trust him. She had been a little nervous just being in the blighted lands to begin with, and when Tiberius said the trees were predatory, she knew she didn’t want to be anywhere near them. Even if Tiberius had turned out to be crazy, she didn’t like the idea of killer trees.


  They rode across the plain, with the billowing black smoke at their back and golden sunlight all around them. It was warm on the prairie, much hotter than it ever got in Avondale. They were all sweating freely in the warm humid air. Lexi’s mouth was completely dry, but she didn’t want to complain about it. She knew it would only make Tiberius feel guilty and he hadn’t meant to drink the last of their water.


  They saw more of the bovine animals moving around the river. They had to stop several times and adjust Lady Olyva, who Lexi was seeing more and more as dead weight. Lexi didn’t think that Olyva would make it very long in the blighted lands; she was too fragile, too incapable of doing anything for herself. She felt bad having such a negative attitude about Olyva, but there was no getting around it. Perhaps the shock of being banished from Avondale, in front of King Aethel no less, was too much for her. Perhaps the strain had broken her will to live. Whatever it was, Lexi felt that she was putting everyone else in danger.


  They didn’t stop for lunch, but pressed on. They still had food, but those rations were waning too, and eating the salted pork or dried beef would only make them even thirstier. Lexi didn’t think she could work up enough saliva to even make the meat edible. It was early afternoon when they finally reached the river. It was a swiftly flowing stream and Lexi had feared that the water might be contaminated. If there was no drinkable water, it would explain why no one had ever returned from the blighted lands. If the killer trees didn’t get them, or the giant monsters, then they probably all died of thirst.


  “It looks good,” Rafe said.


  He had to wait on his horse while the others dismounted. Lexi held Shadow and Star while Tiberius walked over and helped Rafe untie Olyva. The fact that she hadn’t woken up was not a good sign.


  “We could let the horses drink, just to make sure it’s safe,” Tiberius said.


  “If it isn’t safe, we won’t last long anyway,” Lexi said. “We’re dead without water.”


  “Let’s get a closer look,” Rafe suggested.


  They carefully laid Olyva on a blanket, then led the horses down to the stream. The water had looked blue from high up the mountain, but up close it was crystal clear. They could even see a few fish gliding past.


  “It looks safe enough,” Tiberius said. “I’ll test it and see.”


  The horses were straining on their leads, trying to get to the water and slake their thirst. Tiberius knelt down and scooped up a handful of water. He slurped the water nosily, making Lexi even thirstier than she already was. She thought that if the water was bad she would surely go insane with thirst.


  “It’s fine,” Ti said. “Tastes great.”


  Lexi hurried forward. She let the horses drink a little way down stream. Then she knelt beside Tiberius and used both of her hands to form a bowl. She scooped up water and drank it down. It was the best thing she’d ever tasted. It was clear and refreshing. She couldn’t help but laugh.


  “What’s so funny?” Rafe asked.


  “I just can’t believe this,” she said. “The blighted lands aren’t blighted at all. It’s wonderful.”


  “Even the killer trees?” Rafe said sarcastically.


  “Not counting the killer trees,” she said. “I just thought it would be so much harder.”


  “Well, we shouldn’t let our guard down, just because the water’s not poisoned,” he grumbled.


  “Fill the water skin and take it to Olyva. We’ll settle in for the night,” Tiberius said. “There’s nothing wrong with celebrating a little good luck.”


  Lexi smiled. She liked the way he thought about things. He was calm under pressure, courageous, yet a peacemaker. She thought he was everything a good Earl should be, yet he wasn’t even considered for the position because he wasn’t the firstborn. She thought the entire line of succession and the value of lineage was completely ridiculous.


  They unsaddled the horses and Lexi found clumps of grass that grew longer close to the river. She pulled some up and used them to rub down the horses. Tiberius put their packs and saddles near a dip between the river and the more open plain that stretched back toward the mountains. There was no wood close to the river, not even brush of any kind, but Tiberius found big round chunks of dried dung.


  “What is that?” Lexi asked.


  “It’s dung,” he said.


  “Oooo, what are you going to do with it?”


  “It burns,” Rafe said.


  “Gross,” Lexi replied. “Be sure and wash your hands when you’re finished.”


  Rafe prepared a simple place for Olyva. He spread a blanket on the soft grass and arranged her saddle underneath at one end. Then he carried the still unconscious girl down and laid her out with her head elevated. He dribbled water into her mouth and covered her legs with another blanket.


  “I guess we’re sleeping on the ground tonight,” Lexi said to Tiberius under her breath.


  “We’ll manage,” he said with a grin and a wink.


  They used some of the moss to help start the fire. Nothing seemed dried out, but the moss burned readily enough. The dung took a while to ignite, but once it did, it burned almost like wood.


  “I’m glad it doesn’t smell,” Lexi said.


  “Me too,” Ti agreed.


  “Don’t you think she should be waking up?” Rafe asked about Olyva.


  “I don’t know,” Tiberius said. “It could take a while for the effects to wear off.”


  “Can’t you do something? Use your magic on her?”


  “I don’t have a spell for that. I can work on fever, on seasonal ailments, broken bones and burns, but not something like this.”


  “Damn, I just feel so helpless.”


  Tiberius moved over by his friend and talked reassuringly. Lexi wasn’t as confident as Tiberius, but she didn’t foster ill will on Olyva. She got busy making a simple stew with the salted pork and the few vegetables that Tiberius had packed away.”


  “I meant to buy more food at the market before I left the city,” he said when he finally came back to the fire.


  “That would have been nice,” Lexi agreed.


  “Rafe’s exhausted. He hasn’t slept much at all since we left Avondale. I told him we’d cover things tonight. I hope that’s alright.”


  “It is,” Lexi said. “After you eat you can get some sleep. I’ll stand guard as long as I can, then wake you.”


  “Alright,” he agreed.


  The soothing sound of the river, combined with warm food in their stomachs, was the perfect combination to help everyone sleep. Rafe was out almost before he finished eating. They didn’t have much in the way of dishes. Tiberius had packed a small pot, a tin plate, and two pewter cups. There were three more cups in Rafe’s bag. So they ate out of the cups, and Tiberius helped Lexi wash up after diner.


  They sat and talked for a while, both marveling at the beauty of the blighted lands. Tiberius felt guilty for not staying up with Lexi, but she assured him she was okay. Once he laid down on their blanket, he was asleep almost immediately.


  It was easier to stay awake if she walked, plus stretching her aching muscles felt good after being in the saddle all day. Her back ached and her bottom was sore, so she paced back and forth beside the river. She had seen to the horses, removing their bridles and saddles, rubbing them down, and hobbling them in patch of long green moss that they seemed to enjoy the taste of.


  The night wore on and despite the beauty of the blighted lands, she missed the stars at night. It was still warm, with a soft breeze blowing, nothing like the nights she had spent shivering in Avondale with no place to sleep. Many nights had been passed in tiny spaces between buildings, lying on the hard ground, staring up at the bright stars. They seemed magical to her somehow, like dreams. They were beautiful, but untouchable, and now they were hidden behind the thick mist that covered the blighted lands like a blanket.


  She was getting tired after what she guessed was several hours. She tried to be strong and let Tiberius rest, but she could hardly stay on her feet and she knew that if she sat down, even for a moment, she would drift off to sleep. Rafe’s words came back to her, we shouldn’t let our guard down. Their camp by the river seemed so idyllic, yet she knew they couldn’t risk going without someone on watch, no matter how much they all needed to rest. There were still wild animals in the blighted lands, Tiberius had even seen Graypees by the river. She hoped they were nowhere near the place where the Graypees had been seen.


  She walked over and nudged Tiberius.


  “Ti,” she said quietly. “Ti, can you wake up?”


  “Huh?” he asked sleepily. “What is it?”


  “I can’t stay awake,” she said.


  “Okay, okay, I’ll get up. Thanks for letting me sleep.”


  She knelt down on the blanket as he got up. Her body was aching and her eyes felt dry. All she wanted to do was stretch out and sleep. She was arranging herself on the saddle, which didn’t make a bad pillow in her opinion, when Tiberius lay down a velvety cloak with fur around the edges, covering most of her body.


  “It’s a little out of place on a journey like this,” he said. “But it was all I had.”


  “It’s wonderful,” she said.


  She could smell Tiberius in the soft garment. He must have had it stashed deep in his pack, she thought. She pulled it up around her face, and fell instantly asleep.


  Chapter 30

  Tiberius
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  Tiberius walked slowly to the river and splashed cold water on his face. He was exhausted, but he knew that it was important to keep watch. Perhaps they could stay near the river for a few days and get some much needed rest.


  Their fire had died down, so Ti added more of the dried dung. Once the flames took hold and cast a little light around the camp, Tiberius went to check on Olyva. He touched her forehead, but there was no sign of fever. Rafe was sound asleep as well, and Tiberius was glad that for the moment they were both at peace.


  He paced back and forth across the camp, peering into the darkness. There was nothing to see, just a pitch-black void on every side of the ring of light cast by the dancing flames of their campfire. The hours seemed to drag on relentlessly and Tiberius did everything he could think of to stay awake. He exercised, doused his head with cold water from the stream, and stood close to the fire until his legs ached from the heat.


  It was still an hour before dawn when he noticed the change. He was standing close to the fire, with his back to the flames, staring out into the darkness. His mind kept drifting off into blank thought. At one point he worried that he would fall over into the fire if he wasn’t careful. He tried not to worry that he was letting everyone down, but it was difficult. He felt like a stronger man wouldn’t fall asleep on watch. Of course, he hadn’t had a full night’s rest in several day either. They all needed more rest and better food.


  Suddenly, after shaking himself awake yet again, he realized he was seeing something in the darkness. It was so small he had to rub his eyes to be sure he wasn’t dreaming. There were lights in the distance. Tiny sparks of light, at least a dozen of them. He stood staring at the lights for a long time, entranced that he could actually see something in the darkness. Then it occurred to him that the tiny sparks of light were getting closer and they they were pairs of light. He watched them, looking for confirmation and sure enough, the lights were moving closer. Each light had a twin that moved in perfect synchronization. It finally occurred to him that what he was seeing wasn’t light at all, but a reflection of light from his own fire. They were eyes.


  He hurried over to Rafe and shook his friend awake.


  “What?” Rafe said, his voice still thick with sleep.


  “I think there are animals of some type approaching the camp.”


  Rafe rubbed his face.


  “You sure?” he asked.


  “No, that’s why I woke you. Come see what you think.”


  Rafe rolled out from under the blanket he was sharing with Olyva. He touched her head, grimaced, then tucked the blanket it around her. Tiberius helped pull his friend up.


  “How close?” Rafe asked.


  “It’s impossible to tell,” Tiberius answered. “All I can see is the firelight reflecting in their eyes. But they seem to be getting closer.”


  “Any chance they’re the big cows you saw the other day?”


  “It’s possible, but it could also be the Graypees.”


  “Do the horses seem nervous?” Rafe asked.


  “No, they’re quiet.”


  “Okay, show me.”


  They had to move to the other side of the fire. With their backs to the bright flames, they could peer out into the darkness. It took Rafe a minute, but then he confirmed Tiberius’ suspicions.


  “You’re right,” Rafe said. “It’s definitely a pack of animals. Better to prepare for the worst.”


  “Prepare how?” Tiberius asked.


  “Well, the best thing to do would be to build a ring of fire around the camp. Animals are afraid of fire.”


  “We don’t have enough dung. We can build up the fire we’ve got, but not by much.”


  “Well, we’ll need to move Olyva closer to the fire. Wake up Lexi, we’ll need everyone armed and ready.”


  “She’s only been asleep a few hours,” Tiberius said.


  He hated to wake her. She seemed so peaceful and so beautiful curled under his cloak. He shook her shoulder gently. Her eyes fluttered open.


  “We have trouble,” he said quietly.


  She nodded and got to her feet. Rafe tried to wake Olyva, but she wouldn’t come around. He and Tiberius lifted her by picking up the blanket she was sleeping on and set her as close to the fire as possible.


  “See to your weapons,” Rafe said.


  Lexi handed Tiberius a spear. She kept one and gave the other to Rafe. Tiberius had a good dagger, but he doubted that he could do much with it if they were facing the Graypees. In his mind, he remembered the reptilian creatures. They looked like big lizards, with powerful hind legs that could hurtle their heavy bodies forward rapidly. Tiberius had been lucky when he’d killed the Alpha that had lunged at him outside the walls of Avondale. The creature had impaled itself on his spear. He doubted he would be so lucky a second time.


  “Can you do that fire trick like you pulled on the trees?” Rafe asked him.


  Tiberius thought about it. He wasn’t sure if it were possible. He remembered that in the book of magic, the second part that described the Fourth Order of magic had said something about kindling fire. He wracked his brain for a moment, trying to remember what the book had said.


   



  Fire is universally known and used, from a cook using fire to roast meat, to a blacksmith manipulating fire in a forge. Yet, very few truly understand fire, and as the second principle of magic states, magic begins with knowledge. Fire occurs when combustable matter loses its magical energy. For instance, wood when heated, will shed its inherent magical energy (the spark of life that causes it to grow) producing fire. Accendo summons that energy. The Wizard should feel the pull of magic from the unseen, into the physical world as fire.


   



  Tiberius didn’t think that animals were naturally combustable. He doubted that using the spell he’d used on the trees would have much effect on them. He also wondered why the spell in his book was different than the spell that had been on Princess Ariel’s list.


  “Well?” Rafe asked. “Can you do it?”


  “No,” Tiberius said irritably. “It won’t work on animals. Maybe if they had fur.”


  “Damn,” Rafe said. “You got any another handy tricks up your sleeve?”


  Tiberius shook his head. He was tempted to pull out the scroll and look over the spells on Princess Ariel’s list again, but in his nervousness he couldn’t think of anything that would help them.


  “I can’t tell how close they are,” Rafe said.


  “What are we going to do?” Lexi asked.


  “When we killed a couple of them outside Avondale, it scared the rest of the pack away.”


  “How do we kill them?” Lexi persisted. “They’re big, aren’t they?”


  “Almost as big as our horses,” Rafe agreed.


  Just then, the horses began to snort and paw the ground.


  “They must have heard something,” Rafe said.


  Tiberius picked up a piece of dung. It was round. He hurled it toward the eyes and whispered, “Ingesco Exsuscito.”


  He could have used the spell given in his book, and for a moment he considered it, but the book had said never to use the spells of a higher order until one had mastered the previous orders. So he used the same spell he used on the trees the day before.


  The dung patty burst into flames just as it began to arc down toward the ground. Light flittered across the area and they saw two of the creeping Graypees. The dung hit the ground and broke apart, each of the pieces still burning. The light did little to illuminate the creatures approaching, but at least they could occasionally see the Graypees’ silhouettes as they moved in front of the small flames.


  “That works,” Rafe said as he heft his spear.


  Tiberius watched his friend with more than a little awe. Rafe had trained with all sorts of weapons since they were children. His powerful shoulders flexed as he drew back the spear and took careful aim. He took took two steps forward and let the spear fly. It disappeared into the darkness and almost instantly they were rewarded with a roar of pain.


  Tiberius flicked his wrist, uncurling his whip in one smooth motion. He couldn’t throw a spear, but he could make some noise. He waved the long, leather whip over his head, then with a simple jerk, the whip cracked loudly. Lexi moved to stand guard over Olyva, and Tiberius tossed his spear to Rafe.


  Crack! Crack! The whip was whistling through the air now, the cracker on the end popping loudly with each of Tiberius’ practiced movements. He snapped the whip back and forth, waving it over his head and popping it as loudly as he could.


  Rafe took aim with the second spear and then made his throw. Once again there as a shriek of pain, signaling that another of the dreaded beasts had been hit. They didn’t know if the Graypee’s were merely wounded or seriously hurt. They could hear the pack growling and hissing now. Tiberius kept glancing up at the dark sky, silently praying that the sun would appear.


  Rafe drew his sword with his right hand and his dagger with his left. There had been times growing up that Tiberius had envied his friend’s prowess with weapons. Rafe was a natural born fighter. He not only had the physical ability, but he understood tactics and strategy. Glancing at his friend now, Tiberius thought he looked like a legendary warrior. If they had to die, and Tiberius was hoping it wouldn’t come to that, he at least took comfort in knowing that he would die fighting beside his best friend.


  Crack! Crack! The whip popped again and again. The glowing eyes stopped moving forward and began to pace back and forth.


  “What are they waiting on?” Lexi asked through clenched teeth.


  “I’m not sure,” Rafe said.


  Then the horses began to buck and neigh loudly in terror.


  “They’re after the horses!” Rafe shouted.


  He dashed into the darkness. Tiberius wanted to follow him, but he knew he needed to keep cracking the whip. The loud pops might be the only thing keeping the rest of the pack at bay.


  “Get out of here!” screamed Rafe.


  Tiberius felt a churning in his guts. He hated the fact that he couldn’t see what was happening. Inwardly he vowed never to be caught in such a situation again. He would make sure they had enough fuel to protect their camp from now on, if they could just survive the mess they were in.


  “What happened to him?” Lexi called out.


  “I don’t know,” Tiberius shouted. “I can’t see him. Rafe!”


  “I’m okay,” came the reply.


  The horses were still straining against the leather reins that had been used to secure them for the night. They neighed and shuffled nervously.


  “They don’t seem to be anxious to attack,” Rafe called again. “Loud noises scare them.”


  Tiberius kept working the whip, snapping and popping it over and over again. Lexi started shouting and Rafe rejoined them. The Graypees growled and hissed, but eventually they retreated. When the sun finally rose, they saw two of the large lizard creatures lying dead with spears through their bodies.


  “That makes three,” Rafe said proudly.


  “They would have attacked and killed us if it wasn’t for Tiberius’ whip,” said Lexi.


  Tiberius slumped to the ground. He was so exhausted he couldn’t imagine anything that could keep his eyes open for even one minute longer.


  “What’s happening?” Olyva said in a voice close to panic.


  Everyone turned, shocked that Olyva was even awake, but what they saw took their breath away. Olyva was holding up her right hand. It was dark and discolored, but even more amazing was the tiny brown stem that was growing from her palm and the fragile, green leaf that slowly unfurled from it.


  Chapter 31

  Olyva
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  The dark dream seemed to last for an eternity. She remembered lying down on the soft turf, nestled between the gnarly roots of the odd looking trees. Rafe had been close, he was always close, always reassuring. And then the dream began. It was dark at first, and musky, like rich soil and wet leaves. She saw woody tendrils reaching out for her. At first she fought them off, slapping them away, but soon there were too many. They covered her, pulling her down into the spongy moss and dark earth. It was horrifying at first, but then a sweet feeling of peace swept over her.


  Amber sunlight invaded her dream, but the sun felt like life itself. It poured into her skin, into her hair, nourishing, strengthening, and beckoning for her to rise. But she was too tired, and eventually the sunlight faded away. Darkness came over her again and she was aware of the silent growth happening inside her. She could feel the essence of life taking shape and moving toward the surface of her body. At first she was confused and frightened, but then the peace came again and she recognized the beauty of what she was becoming.


  Eventually things changed. She felt the presence of fire close by, not just the heat from the flames, but the substance’s eagerness to consume and a raw wild terror that made her body shake. All around her she felt dissonance, vibrations of worry and fear buffeted her from the beings around her. She didn’t like it, but there was nothing she could do. She needed the sunlight to strengthen her again. When it came at last she heard voices, but they were hard to make out. There was a sense of the familiar, but no real recognition. As the sunlight soaked into her again, she felt the sweet beckoning once again.


  Finally she woke up. At first she thought it was all a dream, just one long strange dream that felt unbelievably real. It was rare for a dream to effect her so strongly, but not unheard of. Usually her dreams were more romantic in nature, but this dream had been fantastic and completely out of the realm of the ordinary. She opened her eyes and saw the beautiful amber colored canopy of clouds overhead. She breathed deeply, filling her lungs with the sweet clean air. She stretched and it felt good to move her stiff muscles.


  She pulled herself up, propping her body up on her elbows to look around. She saw Rafe and Lexi; both looked tense as if they were expecting trouble. The Earl’s son Tiberius was nearby; he looked completely exhausted. She was just about to call for Rafe when she felt something strange in her hand. It felt like a tender twig. She glanced down and was shocked to find a tiny branch growing out of her palm.


  “What’s happening?” she asked, her voice quaking with terror.


  As she watched a tiny leaf unfurled from the branch.


  “What is it?” Rafe said hurrying over.


  “I don’t know,” Tiberius said in a strangely tense voice.


  “Is that a leaf?” Lexi said.


  “What’s happening?” Olyva asked again.


  She felt tears stinging her eyes and despite the sun’s beckoning, she wanted to lay back down, cover herself, and fall back into the dark where everything was peaceful.


  “Olyva,” Rafe said, dropping to his knees beside her. “You’re awake. Thank god for that.”


  “Look at me!” she demanded, holding her hand up.


  “It is a leaf,” Rafe said.


  He reached out and plucked the leaf from the stem. From the look of consternation on his face, he had expected the twig to come with the leaf, but it was rooted securely in her hand. To Olyva’s surprise she felt not only the tug, like a rotten tooth being jerked from a person’s mouth, but also the leaf as it was smashed between Rafe’s fingers and pain as he pulled it away from the stem.


  “Ouch! What are you doing?” she cried.


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it would hurt you,” Rafe said.


  “Is it stuck in her hand?” Lexi said. “I don’t see any blood.”


  “You mean like a splinter?” Tiberius asked. “I don’t think so.”


  “What is happening?” Olyva said again.


  “We’re not sure,” Tiberius said. “But the trees were doing something to you.”


  “What?”


  “It’s okay,” Rafe said. “We rescued you.”


  “I don’t understand,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes.


  “The grove of trees was…” Rafe searched for the words.


  “Sentient,” Tiberius said, “and predatory. I’m not sure what they were doing to you, but while you were sleeping, they covered you with their roots. We had to burn the grove down to get you out.”


  “And you were unconscious all the next day and night,” Lexi said. “Probably because of some toxin they used on you.”


  “Or black magic,” Rafe said angrily.


  “Whatever it is,” Tiberius said calmly, “its having an effect on you, but there’s no need to panic. We just need to find out what exactly is happening. How do you feel?”


  “I feel okay,” Olyva said. “I had a really strange dream, and then I woke up.”


  “Other than the stem in your hand, do you feel different?” Tiberius probed.


  “The sun feels exquisite,” Olyva said, standing up.


  She stretched, lifting her arms up toward the sky. It felt so good, the sunlight was like warm water cascading over her body and into every inch of her skin. She started taking off her tunic.


  “Hey!” Rafe said. “What are you doing?”


  “I want to feel the sun on my skin,” she said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


  Tiberius turned away and Lexi stared wide eyed. Lady Olyva, the prim and proper Earl’s daughter from Hamill Point, had suddenly lost any modesty she might have had.


  “You need to cover yourself up,” Rafe said, grabbing her tunic and covering her chest.


  “Oh my god,” Lexi said. “Tiberius you have to see this.”


  “Have a little respect!” Rafe shouted angrily.


  “No, look,” Lexi said pointing.


  Tiberius turned around. Lexi was pointing at Olyva’s back.


  “What is it?” she asked, a note of panic in her voice.


  “Oh, god,” said Rafe, his voice cracking.


  “You’ve got more stems on your back,” Tiberius said, bending close to look.


  “I do?”


  “Yes, and some rough patches that look oddly enough like bark.”


  “Tiberius!” Rafe said, obviously on the verge of having a fit of rage. “What the hell is happening?”


  “I don’t know,” Tiberius said. “But it looks to me like the trees were somehow transmuting her into a tree. It’s possible that all of those trees were once people.”


  “This isn’t happening,” Rafe said.


  “We need to see the rest of your body,” Tiberius said. “And we need to see if it gets worse or better, and keep track of how quickly the changes come.”


  “Are you saying she’s going to turn into a tree?” Rafe said.


  He was pacing, his hands clenching. His agitation was discomforting to Olyva. She could feel the anger and fear radiating off of him. It was like the screech of rusty hinges and made her gnash her teeth.


  “Are you okay?” Lexi asked.


  “Rafe’s too angry.”


  “I just don’t understand,” he cried.


  “Get him away from me,” she said.


  “Come on Rafe, let’s check on the horses,” Tiberius said.


  Tiberius walked with his friend down the river bank as Lexi helped Olyva pull off the pants that Rafe had given her. Her legs had similar patches of stems and bark. The stems, she could see them on her legs, were like thick, brown fuzz, barely taller than her skin and soft. The patch of rough scales did in fact look like bark. Her feet were covered in the rough scaly skin, and her toes seemed longer and more angled on the ends. But the sun on her skin felt wonderful. She thought to herself that she could stand in the sunlight all day, just basking in the wondrous feeling of the sunlight on her skin.


  “Are you hungry?” Lexi asked, as she held out the pants for Olyva to put back on.


  “Do I have to?” she asked.


  “You don’t want to put your pants back on?” Lexi asked.


  “It just feels so good.”


  “To be undressed?”


  “The sun,” Olyva said. “It’s wonderful.”


  “Well, be that as it may, you need pants on. And a shirt. We were attacked by Graypees last night and they could come back.”


  “Graypees?” Olyva asked, the note of fear returning to her voice.


  “Yes, Rafe killed two of them. He and Tiberius held the others off, but they could come back.”


  “Okay,” Olyva said.


  She pulled on the clothes reluctantly then turned her face up toward the sun. She rolled the baggy sleeves of the tunic up, and left her feet bare so her toes could wiggle in the soft turf.


  “Aren’t you hungry?” Lexi asked.


  “Thirsty,” Olyva said.


  She felt dry, not just thirsty but dry all over. She walked over to the river and squatted to scoop up some of the clear water. She drank and felt the cold water as it flowed down her throat and into her stomach. It was almost intoxicating. She felt a giddiness she had never experienced before. She wanted the water to cover her body, but she settled for wading into the stream with her bare feet. Then she stood up, stretching as far as she could and stood with her face turned up toward the sun, a look of ecstasy on her face.


  Chapter 32
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  The horses were still nervous. They were comfortable around humans, but they had never been around other animals before. The leather reins Lexi and Tiberius had used to hobble the horses were now a tangled mess. Tiberius and Rafe set about calming the horses. They spoke to them in soothing voices, rubbing their jaws, foreheads and necks. Then they untangled the leather straps and put the bridles back on each of the horses. Finally, they tied the reins to one of Tiberius’ packs, which was set on the ground between them. The pack wouldn’t keep the horses from bolting, but it would keep them from wandering too far away.


  “Now,” Rafe said, once the horses were seen too. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”


  “You think I know?” Tiberius asked.


  “You’re the wizard aren’t you? Does your book say anything about trees that can turn people into more trees?”


  “Of course not,” Tiberius said, trying not to laugh.


  “This isn’t funny, Ti,” Rafe said angrily.


  “Hey, don’t get mad at me. I warned you that something wasn’t right about those trees.”


  “You didn’t say that would turn the love of my life into a tree!”


  “How was I supposed to know what would happen? Besides, she wasn’t in their clutches that long. The sleeping toxin or whatever it was has worn off. There’s a very good chance the transmutation won’t progress.”


  Rafe looked downstream and saw Olyva standing with her arms outstretched and face turned up toward the light, like an ardent worshiper overcome with ecstasy.


  “That looks like it isn’t progressing to you?”


  “Rafe, I don’t know what’s happening. I’m just hopeful that whatever happened to her won’t be potent enough to transform the girl you know into something else.”


  “The girl I know?” Rafe said. “She’s more than just a girl I know, Ti. I love her. I would do anything for her.”


  “I know,” Tiberius said. “I get that. But right now, we just don’t have any answers.”


  “Where do we get answers?”


  “The only place I can think of would be Sparlan Citadel.”


  “The Princess?”


  “No, but she did mention that she had access to books on magic. Maybe there is something in them that would tell us what is happening to Olyva.”


  “The Citadel is a long way from here,” Rafe said.


  “I know,” Tiberius said sadly. “But I don’t have any other answers.”


  Tears filled his friend’s eyes, but there was nothing Tiberius could do to ease the pain. He could tell just by looking at Olyva that she was changed. He only hoped that whatever the trees had done to her wouldn’t be permanent.


  “I’m going to skin the Graypees,” Rafe said in a husky voice. “You coming?”


  “Of course,” Tiberius said.


  He didn’t want to spend the day carving up the huge lizard creatures, but he understood Rafe’s desire. Personally, Tiberius just wanted to go to sleep. He didn’t care about food, or protecting the camp, just sleep. But he knew that rest would have to come later. They didn’t have the manpower to lift the Graypees which Tiberius guessed weighed as much a horse or more. Instead, they cut large sections of the tough hide off the stinking beasts where they lay. When they finished, they had four large squares of Graypee hide, each the size of a small blanket.


  “You know how to tan hides?” Rafe asked.


  “I’ve read about it,” Tiberius said. “We need to harvest their brains to make a solution that actually tans the leather so we can use it.”


  “The brains?”


  “Yes,” Tiberius said, grimacing. “Disgusting, I know.”


  They used Rafe’s rapier to cut off the triangular heads. The sword was long and narrow, a weapon built for finesse, not hacking and slashing, but it did the job in the end. They had to cut away tendons and muscles in order to pull the brains out of the flat skulls. The heads were big, easily the size of a war shield, but the brains were small, only slightly larger than a grown man’s fist.


  By the time they finished, they were covered with blood and other congealing bodily fluids. Tiberius immediately stripped down, casting his own modesty aside and plunging himself into the cold water of the stream. He came up sputtering, but he stayed in the water, scrubbing every inch of his body with the smooth pebbles of the riverbed. Then he scrubbed his clothes. Rafe followed suit and Lexi brought them both blankets to warm up in. She had gathered more dung and built up the fire.


  “So,” she asked them once they were standing as close to the fire as they could get without burning themselves, “do we stay here or push on. It’s past midday.”


  “I’d like to stay,” Tiberius said. “But we at least need to move away from the carcasses of the Graypees.”


  There were carrion birds circling overhead and a few of the most desperate were already feasting on the dead Graypees.


  “I want to move on,” Rafe said. “I want to get to Sparlan Citadel as soon as possible.”


  “You think it’s okay for Olyva to travel?” Lexi asked.


  They all looked over to where Olyva still stood with her feet in the water and her arms reaching up toward the sky.


  “She hasn’t moved all day,” Lexi said.


  “She can travel,” Rafe grumbled. “She isn’t a tree yet, no matter how she acts.”


  “She could be dangerous,” Lexi said. “If those killer trees turned her into one of them, won’t she try to make us trees too and start a new grove?”


  “I hadn’t thought of that,” Tiberius said.


  “No!” Rafe said. “Because she’s not turning into a tree.”


  “I’m not suggesting we leave her behind or anything,” Lexi said stiffly. “But we should be careful around her, especially at night.”


  “I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” Rafe said. “Who the hell do you think you are?”


  “I’m the one who brought the horses and saved your stupid life,” Lexi said.


  “Don’t start fighting,” Tiberius said tiredly. “Let’s cross the river, find a place to camp for the night, and get some rest. We’re all exhausted.”


  “I’ll get the horses,” Lexi said.


  It took a little while to get all of their things gathered back up, including saddling the horses. Rafe and Tiberius had to put damp clothes on, but they were clean. They stayed busy so that they didn’t get cold. Rafe spoke to Olyva, who left the stream, pulled on Rafe’s spare boots and helped around camp, but she wouldn’t eat.


  Tiberius returned to the Graypees and cut a large hunk of meat from one of the rear legs. He then cut the meat into thin strips and cooked them over the fire until they were very well done.


  The meat had a strange taste, but it was a change from their camp rations and everyone except Olyva ate the meat gladly as they rode across the river and out over the plain beyond. The river ran east and west, but Sparlan Citadel was far to the north, so they left the river and rode north. The horses didn’t like the Graypee hides, but they eventually got used to the smell.


  When it was an hour before dark, they stopped and made camp. It was obvious as they rode across the plain that some kind of large animal herds had passed that way in the not too distant past. The round dung patties littered the ground; they had only to stop and gather up as many as they wanted to surround their camp.


  Tiberius made sure that a ring of the dried dung patties were arranged around their sleeping area, including where they hobbled the horses. He also set up piles of the combustable dung in all four directions around the camp. When the sun set, they lit the piles so that whoever was standing watch could actually see around the camp. It wasn’t a perfect setup, but it was better than the previous night’s.


  As the sun set, Tiberius looked back toward Avondale. The huge mountain seemed twice the size of the other mountains around it. The summit was lost in the layer of mist that blanketed the blighted lands. And in front of the mountain, the blackened remains of the grove of trees Tiberius had set on fire still smoldered. Dark smoke wafted up into the pink sky, even though the fire had been set two days before.


  As soon as the sun set, Olyva curled up and went to sleep.


  “Not that I would trust her to stand watch,” Lexi said, “but shouldn’t she at least have offered?”


  Tiberius nodded. “She’s changed.”


  “Don’t talk about her,” Rafe said. “She can’t help what’s happened to her.”


  “Lexi, you and Rafe get some sleep. I’ll wake Rafe when I’m too tired to stand watch anymore.”


  “Are you sure?” she asked.


  “Yes, it’s your turn to get some rest.”


  “Okay,” she said, kissing his check and then curling up on their blanket with his cloak wrapped around her.


  “She’s been a big help,” Rafe said once he and Tiberius had lit the four fires around the camp.


  “Don’t be sarcastic,” Tiberius said.


  “No,” Rafe replied. “I’m not. She’s been great. I’m sorry if I’ve been hard on her, or you for that matter. I just can’t believe how things have turned out.”


  “Me either,” Tiberius said. “Nothing about any of this is what I expected.”


  “I’d be dead right now if it weren’t for you,” Rafe said. “I wouldn’t have made it past the trees.”


  “Yeah, well, the Graypees would have eaten me,” Tiberius said.


  “We make a good team, don’t we?”


  “We always have,” Tiberius said with a smile. “I’m glad you’re here.”


  “Me too,” Rafe said. “No matter what happens. I’m honored that you stood by me.”


  “You would have done the same for me,” Tiberius replied.


  Rafe did one last check on the horses, then lay down by the fire. Tiberius was sad that he didn’t lay down with Lady Olyva, but they had agreed that it was better not to. Olyva didn’t seem to like the fire; she stayed far away from it as they prepared their evening meal. Rafe had tried to convince her to eat, but she refused, and when the sun went down, she moved even further from the fire and went to sleep right on the mossy grass.


  Tiberius walked the circuit of the camp, peering out into the darkness and listening for any sound of danger. The night was quiet, and there was nothing to see beyond the light of the fires. Hours passed and Tiberius was exhausted. He was forcing himself to wait as long as possible before he woke Rafe. His friend needed to sleep as much as Tiberius did. Ti’s arms and shoulders were sore from wielding his whip so long when they were fending off the Graypees. He’d just decided to go and wake Rafe when dozens of men came sprinting toward the camp.


  “Rafe!” Tiberius shouted.


  “What?” his friend replied, but Tiberius was too busy to answer.


  The men that invaded brandished clubs. Two ran straight for Tiberius. The first raised his club, but Ti jumped out of the invader’s path. He reached for the small, leather strap that held his whip in place, but in his panic his fingers couldn’t grasp the thong. He had to drop to the ground to avoid the second invader’s attack. Tiberius rolled to his knees and started to get back up when he saw Rafe struck down by one of the invaders. Two more pounced on Lexi, holding her down as she struggled and cried out.


  Tiberius was wracking his brain for a spell that would save them, but then a thick wooden club hit the back of his head and Tiberius was knocked unconscious.


  Chapter 33
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  When he finally woke up, the sky was bright overhead. Unlike the brilliant blue sky he’d known growing up in Avondale, the sky in the blighted lands was the thick layer of mist. The sun seemed to make the entire cloud bank glow, so that the sky was a bright amber color and shadows were practically non-existent.


  His hands and feet were tied, and his head ached from being hit with the wooden club, but he didn’t feel as if any permanent damage had been done. The wood of the club must have been soft and Tiberius wondered where it had come from. He sat up slowly and looked around. Lexi glanced at him with a worried expression. Olyva sat with her face upturned toward the sky, a look of rapture on her features. Rafe was busy trying to escape his bonds. Tiberius could still see the ring of dung patties he’d made in case they needed to fend off wild animals. He hadn’t thought of lighting it when the invaders came sprinting into their camp. Not that it would have stopped them, but he felt foolish for not even trying.


  “What’s happening?” he asked.


  “We were captured,” said Rafe angrily.


  “What do they want?” Tiberius asked.


  “Who knows?” Rafe said. “Maybe they want to eat us. They’re savages, just look at them.”


  Tiberius could see that most of the invaders were lounging around on the soft grass; many were asleep. They were all bare-chested men, with strange designs painted on their bodies with some kind of white powdered ocher. Their heads were shaved, and they wore breeches that looked like they had been woven from some type of long bladed plant. None wore boots or shoes; their feet were bare. They had weapons, mostly flint bladed knives, but there were a few spears as well and some had swords.


  “Have they said anything to us?” Tiberius said.


  “Not yet,” Lexi said. “I think they’re waiting for someone.”


  “Yeah,” Rafe agreed. “This was just the raiding party, the rest of them will be along eventually.”


  “I don’t guess they cooked breakfast,” he said.


  “No,” Rafe said. “But they ate all our rations.”


  “Well, I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what they want,” Tiberius said.


  He laid back, resting tense muscles and raising his hands over his head to form a makeshift pillow. Lexi scooted over next to him.


  “Are you alright?” he asked her.


  “Fine, they didn’t hurt me any more than they had to. I didn’t get hit on the head like you and Rafe.”


  “Did they do anything else while we were unconscious?”


  “No,” she said. “They explored the camp. They tied us all up and left us a short way from the fire, then they laid down for the rest of the night. They’ve just been lounging all morning.”


  “Not what I expected,” Tiberius said. “I thought they would kill us for sure.”


  “Well, I’m glad you’re wrong.”


  “Have you heard them talking?”


  “A little. I can understand them, but they have a strange accent.”


  Tiberius wondered who the people could be. He’d known that a majority of the people who once occupied the realm of Valana had been caught in the cataclysm. He’d expected that at least some had managed to survive, but the fact that none ever climbed the mountain or tried to get into one of the cities high above the misty barrier had made it seem as if none had survived. Now he knew his first instinct was right. There were survivors, and while they had taken Tiberius and his friends hostage, they didn’t seem like bloodthirsty killers.


  It was almost midday before the rest of the tribe arrived. The invaders forced Tiberius and his friends onto their feet. Tiberius could see a long line of women and children coaxing some of the animals he’d seen when they’d first come down the mountain. The bovine animals were loaded with supplies, and some were even marked with white paint, just like the men who’d captured Tiberius’ party.


  There was also a large wagon being pulled by what looked like draft horses. The wagon was driven by a huge barrel-chested man, and in the back was a man with huge spikes rising out of his back. He had a golden headdress that rose up and back, angling to a narrow point. A wispy beard grew from his chin and was twisted together so that it also ended in a narrow point. He held a strange staff made from two twisted sticks and covered with animal talismans. There were feathers and skulls hanging from the short staff, and Tiberius guessed it was his mantel of leadership among the tribe. Ti had hoped that the people who had taken them hostage would help them, not hurt them, but the man in the wagon had a cruel look on his face as he glared down at them.


  “Walk,” said one of the invaders who had hustled Tiberius and his friends to their feet.


  Their feet were cut free, and they moved toward the wagon where the Chieftain waited. When they were close enough, the invaders used their clubs, hitting Tiberius and Rafe behind the knees and forcing them to kneel. Lexi and Olyva quickly knelt as well.


  “You have come down from the mountain, yes?” the Chieftain asked.


  “Yes,” Tiberius said. “We have come down from Avondale.”


  “Criminals,” the man said. “Your kind no longer wants you.”


  “We are not criminals,” Tiberius said. “We left Avondale because of personal differences.”


  “No one comes down the mountain unless they have to,” said the Chieftain. “This is my kingdom. You have no rights here.”


  “We meant no disrespect,” Tiberius said.


  “You have slain our creatures,” said the Chieftain, holding up the Graypee skins. “You have burned our ancestors. Your kind knows nothing of this place. You steal and destroy, scaring all you touch, with no regard for those whose lives depend on this land.”


  “Please forgive us,” Tiberius said. “We were just trying to survive.”


  The Chieftain nodded as if he understood.


  “You can be our slaves. We will take your women and your eyes, then you shall pay penitence for your crimes until you return to the dirt.”


  “The hell we will,” Rafe said angrily.


  “You shall soon learn respect,” the Chieftain said.


  “Wait,” Tiberius said. “Please, isn’t there another way we can make it up to you?”


  “I have coin,” said Lexi hopefully.


  “No,” said the Chieftain with a ruthless grin. “I have your gold. I have your weapons. You have nothing but your lives to give.”


  “Tiberius,” Rafe said angrily.


  “We don’t want trouble,” Tiberius said.


  “Take the women,” the Chieftain said. “I shall bless them with my seed. Their children will be true Hoskali.”


  “Ti!” Rafe said, his arms straining against the hempen ropes that held them.


  “It’ll hurt,” Tiberius said.


  “Do it!” Rafe said.


  “Ingesco Exsuscito!” Tiberius said softly.


  The ropes holding his hands, and those holding Rafe’s, burst into flames. The heat blistered their skin, but one quick pull, an almost involuntary reaction to the pain, burst the ropes. Rafe elbowed the nearest invader; there were only three standing behind the group. From Rafe’s kneeling position, the man’s groin was the closest target. The invader groaned and fell to the ground, as Rafe jumped to his feet. Tiberius raised his hands toward the wagon, and chanted again, louder this time.


  “Ingesco Exsuscito!”


  There was a feeling of magic pulling toward Tiberius, then the wagon burst into flames. The Chieftain’s eyes grew wide with fear and rage. The big man driving the wagon lurched up and pulled his leader off the wagon to avoid the flames.


  Rafe spun around, dodging the club the second guard swung at him. He punched the man in the stomach, then ripped the club free. The third guard was tripped as Lexi rolled back into him. The man fell and Rafe knocked the second guard senseless. Then he kicked the final guard in the side of the head.


  The entire tribe was watching the wagon burn; they seemed shocked. Tiberius helped Lexi to her feet and was pulling at the rope that held her hands. Dozens of the tribesmen came rushing toward them.


  “There’s too many,” Tiberius said.


  “I’d rather die fighting than let them lay a hand on Olyva,” Rafe roared.


  Tiberius had expected the tribesmen to attack them, but they ran to the wagon, working franticly to save the horses. They shouted to each other and the horses reared, terrified of the fire.


  “Let’s go, let’s go,” Lexi said.


  “We don’t have any weapons or supplies,” Tiberius said. “We can’t just leave.”


  “We can’t stay,” Rafe said, as he pulled Lady Olyva to her feet.


  She seemed oblivious and Tiberius hesitated, afraid that even if they escaped they would just be hunted down. Without weapons or supplies, they wouldn’t survive on the open plains. Before he could make up his mind, the big warrior and the Chieftain appeared in front of them with several tribesmen.


  “You challenge me?” the Chieftain said angrily. “You shall have your Tuscogee.”


  He clapped his hands and dozen more tribesmen came running and bowed before their chief.


  “What’s a Tuscogee?” Lexi asked.


  “I have no idea,” Tiberius said.


  “You shall fight Ummar,” the Chieftain said. “My champion against yours, wizard. Anyone who challenges my right to rule must face Ummar. The loser dies.”


  “Fine, name the time and place,” Rafe said.


  “Tonight,” the Chieftain said, then to his tribesmen, “Give them the ullantee. No one may touch them until the Tuscogee.”


  The tribesmen rose, and surrounded Tiberius and his friends. They were led to a place apart from the tribe and food was brought. Rafe was still angry, looking for a way to escape. He stalked around the circle of warriors, sizing them up.


  “What is this?” Tiberius asked the man who laid a platter of food before him.


  “This is the ullantee, the last meal of the condemned,” the tribesman said.


  He started to leave but Tiberius stood up.


  “Wait,” he said. “What is the Tuscogee?”


  “It is a battle for the right to rule the tribe. Anyone who challenges the great chief must fight in the Tuscogee. It is a great honor among the Hoskali.”


  “What if we don’t want to fight?” Tiberius said.


  “You challenged Moswanee with fire magic. You must fight. But be warned, he knows many dark secrets.”


  “Do we get our weapons?” Rafe asked.


  The man shook his head.


  “So I fight Moswanee?” Tiberius said.


  “No, no, your champion fights his champion. It is a Hallinsae, a fight to the death.”


  Chapter 34

  Rafe
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  Rafe sat quietly. He ate the food that was brought to him. It was some type of boiled meat in a rich sauce made of berries. There was a flat mealy bread, and long root vegetables that Rafe didn’t recognize. He was offered some form of ale or wine, but he refused it, drinking only water. His father had been challenged to duels, the stories were legendary, at least in Avondale. Rafe had grown up hearing about them. It seemed like Grentz was challenged whenever he went to one of the Nine Cities with the Earl. He always won, but he had a few scars to show for his many victories. Of course duels weren’t fights to death, and what Rafe faced was different.


  Tiberius was ignoring his food and asking the tribesmen who served them questions. Rafe ate silently and listened.


  “Tell us more about Tuscogee,” he said. “Do your people fight often for leadership of the tribe?”


  “Anyone may challenge,” the man said, his eyes never rising to meet Tiberius’. “No one fights Ummar, he is too strong.”


  “What weapons are used?” Tiberius asked.


  “The sacred Yellist.”


  “What is that? A sword? A club?”


  “Heavy sword, ancient,” the man replied, looking over at Rafe. “You must be very strong to wield the Yellist.”


  “What does Moswanee do during the fight?”


  “He works the black arts,” the man said, his voice rising as he spoke. “Moswanee carries the Illepax, the death sticks.”


  “The Illepax is a weapon?”


  “No, you saw the death sticks. He carries it, and has many trophies hanging on it. It gives him power.”


  “Oh, the staff with all the feathers and skulls,” Tiberius said. “That’s the source of his power?”


  “Yes,” the man said. “Moswanee is very strong in the dark ways.”


  “Doesn’t it bother you that your Chieftain is strong in the dark ways?”


  “Each man chooses his path. Some walk by day, others walk by night. The Hoskali have lived free on the flat lands for many generations. It has always been thus.”


  “So if Ummar wins, I’ll be killed?” Tiberius asked.


  “It is so,” the tribesman asked.


  “And what about Lexi and Lady Olyva?” Tiberius asked, indicating the girls sitting near Rafe. “What will happen to them?”


  “Short hair will die with you,” the man said. “Long hair is touched by the tree people. She will be replanted. It is a great honor to join the tree people.”


  “The tree people?” Tiberius asked. “You know about the trees by the base of the mountain?”


  “There are many Hosscum, the creeping trees,” the man explained. “When Hoskali grow old with honor, many choose to live again as Hosscum.”


  “You saw that she’s touched,” Tiberius said carefully. “Do you know what will happen to her?”


  “She will be returned to the trees,” the man said.


  “No, I mean, what if we win the Toscogee?”


  The tribesman chuckled.


  “You not win. Your champion is too small, too weak.”


  “I might surprise you,” Rafe growled.


  “If we did win,” Tiberius probed. “Is it possible that Lady Olyva could be saved from becoming a tree?”


  “Why?” the tribesman asked. “It is a very great honor. Not everyone can live forever.”


  “But suppose she didn’t want to become a tree, not yet at least. If we kept her away from the Hosscum, would she still become a tree?”


  The man just shrugged his shoulders as if to say he didn’t know, and he didn’t care. Tiberius changed the subject.


  “Are there other tribes of Hoskali?”


  “Of course,” the man said, as if it were a stupid answer.


  “And they live out on the plains like you do?”


  “Of course.”


  “And you fight with each other?”


  “Sometimes. We raid for women or food. Captured Hoskali are slaves until they marry.”


  “Your tribe is very interesting,” Tiberius said. “I wish we were here under different circumstances.”


  The man nodded and left. From where Rafe and the others sat, they could see the tribe working diligently. The women were busy setting up small shelters and building fires. They gathered the dung patties to use as fuel and saw to the animals. The men worked to clear a space of any debris, then they formed a circle.


  “I guess that will be the arena,” Rafe said.


  “Don’t take this lightly,” Tiberius said. “All our lives hang in the balance.”


  “Not Lady Olyva,” he said, grimacing. “She’s becoming a tree.”


  Olyva didn’t even look up. As night fell, she was becoming more and more lethargic. The tribesmen lit fires around the edges of the big circle they were forming. The sky grew pink, then purple, before finally fading into darkness.


  “Have you ever heard of an Illepax?” Tiberius asked.


  “No, but it sounds like a bronze sword. I’ve heard of them.”


  “You mean like, really old swords before people knew how to make steel?”


  “Yes,” Rafe said.


  “So you know how to fight with one?”


  “I can fight with any weapon, Ti. It won’t be what I’m used to, but I can do it.”


  “Are you scared?”


  “Should I be?”


  “Of course you should,” Tiberius said. “You’re fighting to the death. This isn’t like sparring or even fighting a duel. You loose, you die. We all die, Rafe.”


  “I know that,” he said.


  “And the other guy is bigger than you,” Lexi said. “I think maybe it would be better if we made a break for it.”


  “No,” Rafe said. “I can handle this.”


  “She’s right,” Tiberius said. “He’s bigger and stronger. Those swords are heavier than you’re used to. Maybe this isn’t a good idea.”


  “You’re the one who said escaping without supplies is suicide,” Rafe argued. “You know they’ll just hunt us down if we run. We don’t have anywhere to go. They took our horses, so we can’t outrun them.”


  “I could get our horses back,” Lexi said. “Probably some supplies too.”


  “No, I’ll take my chances fighting,” Rafe said.


  “This is insane,” Lexi said.


  “Look,” Rafe said quietly. “I get it. You know how to get stuff. You know how to survive on your own. You could probably escape from these people and survive a long time out here. But fighting is what I know. I’ve been doing it since I was a child. My father is the Sword Master of Avondale. I’ve trained with every weapon in the Earl’s armory. I can fight on foot, on horseback, from positions of strength and weakness. I know how to turn my enemy’s strengths into weaknesses. I fight with a rapier because it takes much more skill than just hacking and slashing with a traditional sword. I’m an expert at using speed and swordcraft to nullify my opponent’s superior strength, whether it is physical strength, or a heavier weapon than my own. Yes, this Ummar is strong, but I’ll bet he’s slow too. I’ll bet that just his appearance intimidates most of his opponents. He’ll be overconfident, but he’s never fought anyone like me.”


  “What about the chief and his dark magic?” Lexi said. “What if he casts some spell on you?”


  “That’s Ti’s job,” said Rafe. “Make sure that doesn’t happen.”


  Tiberius nodded. He already had his little scroll out and was busy searching through the spells that Princess Ariel had given him. The tribesmen came back and brought a tub of water.


  “To wash with, before the toscogee,” they said.


  Rafe took off his tunic and washed his face. The water was warm and he splashed it over his body. Tiberius looked worried and Olyva was passed out again. Rafe doubted that anyone could wake her. On the one had, he felt like his life was spinning out of control. On the other hand, he finally felt like he was facing something he was prepared for. His father’s words echoed in his mind as three more tribesmen approached carrying the white body paint in a small crock, and a gleaming sword.


  Don’t limit yourself to just one weapon, his father used to say. Everything around you is potentially a weapon. Use whatever you can to end the fight as quickly as possible.


  Rafe examined the sword. It was short, only about three feet long, sharp on one side and curved slightly. The blade was golden, with nicks up and down the sharpened side, which ended in a point.


  “Looks sort of like a cutlass,” Tiberius said.


  Rafe nodded. Then he said, “Paint me up.”


  “What? With symbols and stuff like the Hoskali?”


  “No, just a thick layer all over my body,” he said.


  Tiberius and Lexi took handfuls of the white pasty ocher and began spreading it over his chest, stomach, and back. In his mind, Rafe was already battling the big warrior Ummar. He could imagine the different ways the larger man might attack, so he mentally prepared a defense for each tactic.


  Drums began to pound, and voices chanted in a language Rafe didn’t recognize. He chalked it up to part of the ceremony. He’d heard of ancient indigenous tribes that lived off the land. They were warrior cultures with leadership being earned in battle. It made sense that some of the people who survived the cataclysm would have been people who had once lived out in the wild places of the world. And it also seemed reasonable that they would revert to the old ways of living. The tribesmen of the Holsaki looked normal enough. Their skin was a little darker, but Rafe guessed that came from being out in the sun day after day. They shaved their heads, and wore white paint on their bodies, but who’s to say that if they put on proper clothes and washed off the paint that they wouldn’t fit right in among the people of Avondale. They spoke the same language, although with a heavy accent, which Rafe guessed stemmed from being separated from the Nine Cities for so long. In fact, it might have been the people in the cities who developed an accent while the tribal people maybe spoke more like the people of Valana before the cataclysm. Either way, it all pointed back to a common heritage. These people didn’t just suddenly spring up in the void left after everyone else fled the blighted lands.


  He picked up the sword. It was heavy, but there was a balance to it as well. It was forged by someone who knew what they were doing. Rafe swung the sword in the traditional four step pattern that every novice swordsman learned. Grentz had trained his son so hard that Rafe knew the pattern by heart, his muscles carrying it out without any input from his mind. Swipe, parry, block, and thrust. Rafe repeated the pattern over and over, letting his body get used to the weight of the blade. He moved his feet, stepping forward and back, first in the complicated stance he used with his rapier, then making some adjustments to make the most efficient use of the heavy bronze sword.


  The only thing he couldn’t anticipate was the effect of his opponent’s strength. The big warrior would rain down heavy blows, and even using what he knew about angles to deflect his opponent’s sword strikes to minimize the impact and thus the strength it took to parry the attack, he knew that fighting the bigger man would be difficult. Rafe decided that speed would be his greatest asset. He took the sword in two hands, one on the grip, which was made of bone wrapped in leather, the other hand he held on the blunted edge of the blade, just where the curving was thickest. If he moved fast enough, he could dodge most of the bigger man’s attacks, which would maximize Rafe’s strength. He decided it would be best to keep moving, let the bigger man wear himself down chasing Rafe, then, when the bigger man was winded, Rafe would move in for the attack.


  “It is time,” said a tribesman.


  Rafe glanced at Tiberius and nodded. His friend gave him a thumbs up and followed him toward the circle of warriors, who were jumping and shouting in excitement.


  Chapter 35

  Tiberius
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  Lexi slipped her hand into his as they followed Rafe toward the arena. Tiberius felt a ball forming in his gut. He was terrified for his friend and frightened of what would happen to himself and Lexi if Rafe lost. He felt weak. He’d gone through the list of spells over and over: Fire, Far Sight, Find North, Find Water, Calm Minds, Hiding Spell, Shielding Spell, Summon Wind, Sleep Spell. Only two of the spells seemed useful during a fight, and Tiberius really had no idea how they would work. He had memorized the spells for Hiding, which he hoped meant a spell that would make Rafe invisible to Ummar, and Shielding. Still, he feared what might happen during the duel. The large warrior who was Moswanee’s champion was enough of a threat, but if the Chieftain used magic to tip the odds in his favor, Tiberius feared he wouldn’t have the knowledge or skill to keep Rafe safe.


  “Are you afraid?” Lexi whispered.


  “Terrified,” Tiberius said. “I don’t know enough to really help him.”


  “You can do it,” she said. “I believe in you.”


  Tiberius squeezed her hand, unable to say how much he needed to hear her say that.


  “I’d feel better if you disappeared until this was all over,” he said.


  “What about Olyva?”


  “I don’t think she’s in any real danger at the moment. Just make yourself scarce, just in case.”


  “Are you sure? I could stay, maybe help?”


  “No, I’d feel better knowing you were somewhere else.”


  She brushed her lips across his cheek, then she let go of his hand. It was more painful than he expected. The tribesmen paid her no attention. When Tiberius glanced back, she was gone. The camp was lit by fires here and there, but the darkness encroached all around. Tiberius didn’t think it would be hard for Lexi to disappear in the dark, especially with everyone occupied by the Tuscogee.


  Tiberius put his hand on Rafe’s shoulder, giving it a light squeeze. He wanted to impart all his strength and love for his friend, but Rafe was already completely focused on the fight. He looked straight ahead, his jaw set, the muscles in his shoulders and back rolling as he stretched to stay loose.


  They were led into the circle, where Moswanee was already waiting. He wasn’t a big man, in fact he was shorter than Tiberius and so thin that he looked half starved. His beard was oiled, and the spikes coming out of his back had been coated in the white paint. Tiberius tried to see if the spikes were actual bones or if they were some type of ceremonial dress. It was hard to see in the flickering light of the small fires around the circle. The Chieftain was not handsome. Tiberius thought he looked horrific, and surprisingly young. Tiberius guessed Moswanee wasn’t much older than Rafe or himself.


  Then Moswanee’s champion appeared. He was wearing only a small garment around his waist, and his body shone in the firelight. Tiberius guessed that the big warrior was covered in some kind of oil, which made the powerful muscles even more pronounced. Tiberius hoped it was just a scare tactic. He knew that fighting such a large powerful man would frighten most people. If that were to happen to Rafe, the fight would be over before it began.


  “You ready?” Tiberius whispered to his friend.


  Rafe nodded, never taking his eyes off of Ummar.


  “Good, I’ve got your back.”


  The shouting and jumping around the circle suddenly went quiet as Moswanee raised his hands. The group of tribesmen fell silent at the signal from the chief. Tiberius noticed that none of the women or children were present.


  “Now is the time of the Tuscogee,” he said in a loud voice. “Now the gods will choose who leads the Hoskali. Let it begin.”


  Tiberius wasn’t sure who to watch. Ummar stalked forward, the bronze sword looked small in his huge fist. Moswanee cackled with laughter, as if the Tuscogee were merely a game and his own life didn’t hang in the balance.


  Rafe began to circle slowly, keeping his distance from the bigger man. The crowd was silent, almost as if they were holding their breath in anticipation of the first clash. Tiberius felt sick to his stomach. He hated seeing Rafe all alone against the hulking warrior, but Rafe looked calm and determined. After circling each other for several moments, Ummar finally attacked. He moved faster than Tiberius had expected, but not fast enough to catch Rafe. He slashed down with his sword, the bronze flashing gold in the firelight, but Rafe danced to the side. Ummar followed his first attack with a level blow that would have severed Rafe’s head from his shoulders, but the young warrior dropped to the ground, rolled over his back and came up smoothly on his feet, his sword held ready, eyes on his opponent.


  Tiberius glanced at Moswanee, who still looked elated by the fight. Tiberius guessed that the Chieftain wouldn’t use magic unless he had to. He wanted the fight to last, to be a real show for the tribe who saw the Tuscogee the same way people in Avondale saw a holiday.


  Rafe began to circle again, but Ummar jumped forward, raining down another overhanded blow. This time Rafe raised his own weapon, holding it diagonally, with one hand fully extended and supporting the upper part of the blade, the other hand held lower. The two swords clashed violently, with a loud clang that made Tiberius want to cover his ears. He’d grown up hearing his father’s soldiers drill, their swords clashing together over and over. He’d trained with the city Paladins using swords and spears, but he’d never heard anything like the two bronze weapons clashing.


  Rafe was forced back a step by the blow, while Ummar was carried forward by his momentum. Rafe could have struck, but instead he spun away from the larger man. Ummar turned, bellowing a war cry that made the hair on Tiberius’ neck stand up. He was in a blood rage now, striking blow after blow with the heavy sword. Rafe dodged first one way, then the other, blocking the bigger man’s strikes only when necessary. It was impossible to tell how tired the big man was, but Tiberius could see sweat breaking out across Rafe’s chest and shoulders. Ummar, covered in oil, his hair already wet, seemed relentless. He fought like a wild animal, charging forward, chasing down Rafe until finally the smaller man fell. It was the combination of a massive blow by Ummar, and simple trip as Rafe’s feet brushed into one another. Rafe fell onto his back and for an instant Tiberius feared the worst. His breath caught in his throat and his body went rigid with fear.


  Ummar slammed his sword down hard, but Rafe rolled slightly to avoid the blow. The heavy bronze sword bit hard into the spongy turf and at that same moment Rafe rolled back, putting his body weight on top of his opponent’s weapon while thrusting his own up into Ummar’s bulging bicep. Blood gushed out, splashing down on Rafe, turning the white paint on his chest and stomach pink. The big warrior jumped back in pain, but didn’t release his sword. The sudden movement caught Rafe off guard and sent him rolling away. He used the momentum to regain his feet.


  Tiberius looked at Moswanee, and for the first time the Chieftain looked uncertain. Ummar swapped his sword into his other hand, as blood continued to drip down his wounded right arm. He bellowed again, but this time his charge was slower. Tiberius looked at Moswanee and saw the skeletal chief’s mouth moving.


  “Scuti Incantatio” Tiberius said loudly.


  The magic swirled around him. He could feel the wall of magic in front of him, it was so powerful it felt almost solid. He thrust it out, throwing his hands up as if to push the magic forward. He willed it to move in front of Rafe, who was backing up before the furious Ummar.


  “Scuti Incantatio, Scuti Incantatio,” Tiberius said over and over.


  Then he felt Moswanee’s spell clash into his own. It jarred him, the same way it felt when he was holding a sword to block his opponent’s attack. The force of the clash raced up his arms and reverberated in his mind. Then just as quickly as it began, it stopped.


  Moswanee was glaring at him, but already chanting another spell. Tiberius knew he had to act fast.


  “Move Rafe!” he shouted. “Abdidi Incantatio!”


  This time the magic seem to rain down from above and Tiberius willed it toward his friend. Rafe disappeared from view. Tiberius could feel his friend in the magic, and he had to work to keep the flow of magic on Rafe as the young warrior quickly circled around his opponent. For a moment Rafe didn’t know he was invisible, then the look of confusion on Ummar’s face, followed by the tentative swings of his sword at nothing made it clear to him. He jumped forward, ready to thrust his sword into the bigger man’s unprotected side and end the battle, but before his sword touched Ummar a dazzling light sent Rafe flying backward.


  Tiberius let the magic fade away. Rafe was laying on the ground at least ten paces away from Ummar, his sword blackened, his hand burned. He looked over at Tiberius with an expression of fear. It was a look that Tiberius had never seen on his friend’s face. Tiberius felt his anger building. He looked at Moswanee, who was laughing. Ummar was had only just realized what had happened and was starting to move toward Rafe.


  At that moment, everything that Tiberius knew about magic seemed to fade away. All his fears, his pledge to use magic responsibly and to work through the Four Orders progressively, all disappeared in his fury at seeing his friend hurt.


  “Fulguralis!” he shouted.


  Around him the earth seemed to move, even as time seemed to come to screeching halt. He looked and saw Ummar still moving forward, but each step was long and drawn out, sluggish and slow. Moswanee was clapping, but it was too slow, the sound of his maniacal laugh was wrong too, it was deep and strange to Tiberius’ ears.


  Then he felt the movement of incredible power overhead. It was such a vast, torrent of magic that Tiberius knew instantly he couldn’t control it. He did his best to direct it downward, away from himself and toward Moswanee.


  The bolt of lightning crackled across the sky and then down in an awesome blast of raw power. White light blinded everyone, and the current hit the ground so hard that it shook. Tiberus and most of the people around the circle fell back, covering their faces. When Tiberius looked up, everything was back to normal speed. He could still feel the powerful magic churning overhead and instinctively he knew that if he summoned it again he would lose all control over the powerful force.


  Moswanee was cowering now, visibly afraid. Rafe seemed to be the only person able to bounce back into action. He rolled to his feet, cradling his burned hand. Ummar seemed hesitant to act.


  “Ingesco Exsuscito!” Tiberius bellowed, pointing his hand at Moswanee.


  A track of fire raced across the ground, the moss flaming up brightly and burning to ashes almost in an instant. The fire raced forward and Moswanee screamed as he scrambled away, but the fire wasn’t aimed at the Chieftain. Instead, the strange staff with its gruesome trophies burst into flame.


  “Finish it,” Tiberius yelled to Rafe.


  The young warrior sprang into action. He had dropped the bronze sword, but with his good hand he scooped it up as he charged forward. Ummar was slow to realize what was happening, but once he did, he braced himself for the attack. Rafe flung the heavy sword at his opponent, and Ummar batted it away. He grinned thinking he had turned back Rafe’s attack, but the sword was just a distraction. Ummar’s weapon was no longer in a defensive position, in fact he had swung his arm wide to knock Rafe’s sword away. Rafe bounded forward and kicked the bigger man as hard as he could between the legs.


  Ummar grunted from the blow and staggered back, but didn’t fall. Rafe spun away from the clumsy thrust Ummar made, and swiped a hand across his own paint covered chest. Tiberius and Lexi had plied the paint thick, just as Rafe had instructed them. The white ocher was muddy from sweat and Ummar’s blood. It came up in Rafe’s good hand in a thick, wet clump. He slapped the paint into Ummar’s face. The blow itself was nothing, but the paint splattered into the big man’s mouth, nose, and eyes.


  Ummar dropped his sword and staggered back, spitting and swiping at his eyes. Rafe jumped up, then brought his boot heel down on the side of the big warrior’s knee. The leg bent inward with a pop. Ummar screamed in pain. It was as if the cut to his bicept or the blow to his groin were nothing compared to the pain in his knee. He toppled over, grabbing his leg with both hands.


  Moswanee looked at his flaming staff in terror. Rafe bent and picked up Ummar’s sword. The Chieftain bellowed for his champion to get up and fight. Ummar did his best, struggling up onto his good knee. Rafe hit the big man hard with the heavy sword pommel in the back of the head. Ummar fell face down and didn’t move. The tribe all around the circle were jumping up and down, some shouting, others cheering.


  Tiberius was watching Moswanee. He saw the Chieftain’s mouth moving again and so Tiberius acted to save his friend.


  “Scuti Incantatio,” he said, summoning the strong wall of magic and thrusting it forward.


  Whatever spell Moswanee had tried to use, it was greatly weakened. Tiberius guessed that it was the loss of his staff. The magic rebounded easily, like a pebble cast against a castle wall.


  Rafe raised the sword, then thrust it point down, into the turf beside Ummar’s head. Tiberius wasn’t sure how the tribesmen would take Rafe sparing the big warrior’s life. So he ran to his friend and shouted, “It’s over, it’s over!”


  The crowd grew silent and Tiberius spoke in a loud voice.


  “The Tuscogee is over. It is a Hallinsae, but it need not be. Does any man doubt that Ummar, the great warrior, is defeated?”


  No one spoke, but every eye was on Tiberius.


  “I am now chief of the Hoskali, and I am a man of mercy. Ummar shall live and in so doing he shall strengthen our tribe.”


  The men around the circle nodded in approval.


  “Then shall I live too?” Moswanee asked.


  His ornate headpiece had shifted and flopped to one side. His face was desperate as he crawled forward on his hands and knees, the grotesque spikes rising from his back swaying side to side as he inched forward.


  “I shall not kill you,” Tiberius said, not sure how solid his command of the tribe actually was. “Put him out of the camp!” he ordered.


  Instantly a dozen tribesmen sprang into action. They ran forward, grabbing Moswanee by his arms and legs, and carrying the former chief away from the circle and into the darkness beyond the camp. Moswanee struggled and cried out, but he was no match for the tribesmen who carried him away.


  “Tonight we celebrate!” Tiberius shouted.


  “Shoneewan!” the men shouted. “Shoneewan!”


  They began to jump about and dance. The drums sounded again, pounding out a rhythm that the Hoskali loved. They danced, the women and children rushed to the circle and joined the celebration. Food and drinks were brought, many were set at Tiberius’ feet, but he was busy helping Rafe.


  The young warrior’s hand was covered with terrible blisters, the skin on his palm and fingers was burnt away.


  “It’s ruined,” Rafe said. “I’ll probably lose the arm.”


  “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Tiberius said.


  He closed his eyes and began to chant the spell for healing burns.


  “Acies Sano Cuticula Acies Penetralis Resarcio Viscus,” he said quietly over and over, letting the rhythm of the spell move him into a state of deep concentration. He knew what his book of magic said:


   



  But larger burns, and especially deeper burns, require not only Sana Magus, but in most cases Immutatio Magus. Because burning ruins flesh and organs, it must be more than repaired, but magically recreated. This spell should only be attempted by wizards of the Third Order.


   



  Tiberius didn’t let his lack of magical knowledge deter him. The flow of magic around him was like a storm, blocking out all other distractions. His mind focused on his friend’s hand, his perception shrinking down and delving deep into the burned limb. The muscle of Rafe’s hand was exposed and burned, but not ruined. The skin up his forearm was burned too. Slowly, Tiberius channeled the magic into the palm of Rafe’s hand, but not the entire flow. When he’d healed Rafe’s back after his friend fell from the wall in Avondale, he had let his magic rush into Rafe’s body and work all on its own. But this time, he moved slowly, bending the powerful magic to his own purposes.


  He sent the magic into the exposed and burned muscles. Immediately it began to change. The Corporeus Adfectus sent searing pain into Tiberius’ mind. It felt as if his own hand were being burned. Sweat popped out on Tiberius’ forehead. The crowd of tribesmen grew quiet. As Ummar came to, his leg was secured with a splint and a group of men carried him away. Women brought woven mats and set them around Rafe and Tiberius. They sat quietly, eating and drinking, but also watching their new chief.


  It took all of Tiberius’ determination not to pull away from his friend. The pain from the magical link was terrible, making the work harder. Tiberius had trouble concentrating, but he didn’t give up. The muscles and tendons in Rafe’s hand weren’t ruined, and his body directed the magic’s work. Slowly the deep sense of pain eased slightly, but Tiberius still had to heal the burned skin, much of which was ruined, and even burned away in places.


  Tiberius let his mind explore Rafe’s skin. Mentally he moved up the ruined arm, and then down into Rafe’s good arm. He found the way the skin grew, the myriad design of tiny blood vessels and nerves, right down to the ridges on Rafe’s good palm and fingertips. Then he came back to the burned hand, and slowly, inch by inch, willed the magic to rebuild the skin. Rafe’s body hinted at the placement of nerves and capillaries. It took almost two hours, but eventually the pain eased, new skin formed, burned skin smoothed out, the blisters disappearing completely. Finally, Rafe’s hand felt whole again.


  Tiberius sat back, exhausted. The raging torrent of magic slipped away and he was aware of the entire tribe watching him. Rafe raised his hand and there were oohs and aahs from the people all around. Rafe flexed his hand, then rubbed both hands together. He was smiling and Tiberius felt a huge sense of relief.


  Food was offered, but all Tiberius took was a cup of strong-smelling milky spirit. He drank it, ignoring the astringent taste and laid back on one of the grassy mats. The tribe started drumming and dancing again. Rafe went to check on Lady Olyva and it crossed Tiberius’ mind that he needed to find Lexi, but before he could several of the tribes sick were brought to him. Some with fevers, others with injuries from infected cuts, to broken bones. Tiberius did his best to help each person and the tribe was ecstatic. Their old chief had been a cruel, selfish man, but Tiberius was a healer. Moswanee had wielded dark magic, but Tiberius’ power was a healing magic and they loved him for it. Finally, once the sick had been helped, several men from the tribe lifted Tiberius’ mat.


  “What are you doing?” Tiberius asked, but the men just laughed.


  They carried him to a low built shelter and urged him inside. Tiberius guessed that this was the chief’s domicile and he crawled in. The crowd who had followed the men carrying Tiberius cheered. There was hooting and shouts. Tiberius’ head was foggy from fatigue and strong drink. He knew he needed to do something, but he couldn’t remember what it was.


  The shelter was wide, but the ceiling was low. He had to stay on his hands and knees. It was dark inside and he could feel thick mats under him, and soft pillows. Then tender hands began to stroke his hair and massage his back.


  “No, don’t do that,” he said, but there was no conviction in his words.


  The hands plucked at his tunic and his boots. He sank into a soft bed of cushions and before he knew it, he was asleep.


  Epilogue

  Lexi
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  Making her way through the darkness felt more than familiar, it felt like home. No one had tried to stop her as she slipped away from the camp, now she circled it in the shadows beyond the firelight. She knew she had to get supplies. She let her mind focus on what she was doing, and what she had to get, rather than what was happening with Tiberius. She couldn’t help but resent him a little. She had warned him not to ask for her heart unless he could give her his forever. Now, he was facing almost certain death. She knew Rafe’s reputation as a warrior, but in her experience, no one fought fair. The chief had too much to lose not to rig the game somehow. Once again, like so many times in her life, she was alone. Her parents had left her so often as a child. She had cried herself to sleep so many times in the dark that it had become a familiar friend. Then they had died, or so she guessed. It was easier to think that something foul had happened to them than to admit that they had simply abandoned her.


  Now she was in the darkness again, thankful that no one could see the tears as they ran down her face. She knew she was getting closer to the animals by the smell. The musky scent of manure and sweat mingled together with the odor of animal bodies. Then she could hear them, munching on the moss, grunting and sometimes pawing the ground in search of more food. She slipped in among them and found Shadow. The Hoskali hadn’t harmed the horse; she was grateful for that. Shadow, along with the other three horses, were still bridled. She led Shadow and Star away from the others. She would have to ride through the night to get away from the tribe, even though she had no idea which way to go. She guessed that she would try to make her way back to Avondale. Perhaps she could scale the wall at night and sneak back into the city.


  She left the horses a short way from the camp and went back. She needed food, weapons, and something to keep her warm. The bolt of lighting striking the far side of the camp scared her, but most of the women and children started toward the ring of light where the Tuscogee was taking place, allowing Lexi to find a tow sack and fill it with food. She found a water skin too, and after a little more searching a knife. She decided she had enough.


  By the time she finished stealing supplies, the sounds of celebration were loud, and Lexi guessed that meant the worst. She doubted the tribe would celebrate if Rafe had won the duel. She struggled for the next two hours with the horses’ saddles. She had to carry them one at a time back to the horses, then stand on one just to be able to reach high enough with the heavy tack to get it into place. With the horses finally saddled and her supplies acquired, she started to leave, but then her curiosity got the best of her. She simply had to know what had happened.


  She left the horses in the darkness and snuck back into the camp. She saw women hurrying into a big shelter, they were laughing and talking about the new chief. At first Lexi’s heart jumped. She couldn’t believe that Tiberius and Rafe had actually won. It was against her nature to simply come out and ask what was happening, and when the tribespeople spoke quickly with their thick accent, it was difficult to understand. She couldn’t be sure that Rafe and Tiberius had won the Tuscogee. She was slinking her way toward the celebration when she saw the mob carrying Tiberius on the blanket.


  She was so surprised and relieved, that she sat down and cried. Once she got ahold of herself she got up to go to Tiberius, but to her surprise he went into the same shelter she’d seen the group of women go into. A cold dagger seemed to stab her heart. Her Tiberius, the one person she’d trusted not to leave her or mistreat her, was going in with those other women. She tried to tell herself that he didn’t know they were there and that he would come looking for her at any moment. She moved into the shadows of another, much smaller shelter, watching the entrance to the chief’s domicile, anxiously waiting for something to happen, for Tiberius to appear, but he didn’t. She watched for an hour, then another hour, all the while hiding in the shadows. She was forced to move, but the tribespeople never saw her. She was as silent as a ghost, hiding and watching, hoping that Tiberius wouldn’t let her down.


  Finally, her heart shattered; she melted back into the darkness, back were she felt the safest. Alone and unnoticed, she left the camp.


  
    * * *

  


  Tiberius


   



  When he woke up, his head was fuzzy. It took several moments for him to remember what had happened the night before and where he was. It all felt like a dream, but he was ensconced in a warm bed of pillows and there were people all around him. His eyes adjusted to the dim light of the shelter. Sunlight made the leather cover of the shelter glow with a reddish color. He sat up and looked around. The shelter was full of young women, some barely old enough to be called adults. They lay almost on top of one another, and then Tiberius realized that his shirt and boots were missing.


  All he could think about was Lexi. Where was she? He had sent her away to find safety in case the worst happened, but it hadn’t. Rafe had won the Toscogee and Tiberius had healed his friend’s hand. How long had that taken, he wondered. It was so hard to remember anything. He shook his head and climbed out of the shelter, doing his best not to wake the harem of women all around him.


  In the full light of day, the camp looked almost deserted. Only a few people moved in the early morning light. Tiberius was tired, but he rubbed his eyes and cast around for his clothes. They were nowhere to be found, so he set out, bare-chested and barefoot to search for Lexi. She wasn’t in the camp. At first Tiberius feared that one of the tribesmen had taken her by force to his own shelter and abused her, but eventually he began to fear that she had left the camp.


  He found Rafe sleeping alone, Olyva nearby, her face turned up toward the amber colored sky, her arms held out.


  “Have you seen Lexi?” he asked her.


  She seemed startled.


  “What? No,” she said. “I haven’t seen her.”


  The girl’s absolute lack of caring made Tiberius furious. He stomped over to Rafe and woke his friend.


  “Where’s Lexi?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Rafe said. “I’m pretty tired. I guess she’s around here somewhere.”


  “No, I sent her away last night, before the Tuscogee.”


  “Why on earth did you do that?” Rafe said.


  “Why do you think? We could have been killed.”


  “Did she leave the camp?”


  “I don’t know,” Tiberius said. He was frantic.


  “Did you check on the horses?”


  “No,” Tiberius said excitedly.


  He didn’t wait for Rafe to get up, but hurried away toward the area where the animals were kept.


  “Good morning Swanee,” said a tribesman who was busy seeing to the animals.


  “I’m not… my name is Tiberius. You can call me Ti.”


  “Ah, Tiswanee, you like animals, huh?”


  “No,” Tiberius said. “Our horses, the ones that were taken when you raided our camp. Are they here?”


  “They would be, yes, Tiswanee. This is where all the animals are kept,” the man said.


  Tiberius hurried forward. He found Mars, and the horse that was Olyva’s, but Star and Shadow were gone. The realization of his loss hit Tiberius so hard that he almost couldn’t breathe. He fell down into the muck at the feet of the horses.


  “Tiswanee!” the tribesman called. “Are you okay? Tiswanee?”


  “Where is he?” came Rafe’s voice.


  The young warrior and the tribesman came hurrying over.


  “Tiberius,” Rafe said when he saw his friend. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  “She’s gone,” Tiberius said.


  And with those two words, his whole world seemed to collapse around him. The fact that he and Rafe were safe, or that he was now the chief of a nomadic tribe in the blighted lands, or even that he’d performed powerful magic that only a true wizard could have done, meant nothing to him. All that he cared about was that Lexi was gone and until he found her, nothing would ever be okay again.
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  Prologue


   



   



  “I sense a blossom opening,” said the Wizard.


  He wasn't talking about a flower.


  “We have felt it,” said another Wizard. This man was younger, although still well along in years.


  “The power is rare,” declared the first Wizard, whose face was hidden beneath the dark hood of his robe.


  “Yes, much like your own.”


  “We must begin our search,” said the first Wizard, who was obviously the master.


  “The child was probably only just born,” said the younger Wizard.


  “Yes, but it would be best to find this child before he discovers his power. We need to train him in his early years to ensure he will never betray us.”


  “It could be a girl,” said the second Wizard.


  “Yes, and if so we must destroy her.”


  The second Wizard bowed his head. Wars had been fought over women, kingdoms brought to utter ruin. A woman with power could destroy the Torr, and so if this new sense of magic was found in a girl, she would be killed.


  The first Wizard noticed his companion's hesitation and said, “Do not forget your own loyalty, Branock. The Torr must not be divided over senseless moral concerns.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “In time we will rule the Five Kingdoms of Emporia and our power will be unstoppable.”


  “You are right, of course,” said Branock.


  “Now, begin your search. This new one must be found and dealt with or we may have to wait another lifetime to secure our hold on Emporia.”


  The Wizard Branock bowed and left the room. The first Wizard moved to the window and looked out over the city far below. He could see the King’s palace and the garrison which represented the kingdom’s power. Osla was the largest and most influential of the Five Kingdoms. The Wizard looking down from the Torr stronghold could have reached out and destroyed the garrison. He controlled such power and could have caused the roof to cave in or the walls to topple, but such a feat would turn the populace against him. He had spent years convincing the people that the Wizards of the Torr served to protect the Five Kingdoms. In reality, he had merely consolidated his power and destroyed any Wizard who would oppose him. And he knew that the people scurrying about their lives like ants in the dust below needed their illusions of power, so if he destroyed their army they would have no security and the other kingdoms would turn against him. He could defeat them, he was confident of that. His power, along with the power of the other three Wizards of the Torr, could destroy the combined might of the Five Kingdoms, but he had no wish to rule over a land of anarchy. When he took his place as High King of Emporia, he wanted peace and stability. And now, when they were so close, the only thing that stood on the horizon between him and his destiny was the strange bloom of power.


  Wizards could sense the magic in other people. If the person was close enough, they could isolate that power, feel it approach or move away. When the members of the Torr were together their power overlapped and allowed them to sense magic at great distances. This new spark of magic was rare in its brightness. The Wizards couldn’t locate the bloom of power, but they could feel it, as if the clouds had parted, and although they couldn't see the sun, the light would shine through. At first that warmth and brightness was pleasant, even exciting, but the Master Wizard knew that before long, just like the sunlight, that feeling would turn to discomfort and eventually to pain. The Master knew that if this powerful person, whoever it was, continued to grow in strength, he or she could eventually challenge the power of the Torr. He would not let that happen. On the other hand, if this new bloom of magic, this flower in a field of grass, could be added to the Torr, then the Master would have his executioner, a Wizard loyal only to him with the power to keep the other Wizards in line and perhaps even allow the Torr to extend their power.


  The Master Wizard turned from the window and sat down at the desk which occupied the center of the room. The walls were lined with thick books on everything from anatomy to astronomy. There were treasures from each of the Five Kingdoms and from across the oceans. Some of the books were so old that only the Master’s magic held them together. They represented his power which was vast, and as he looked at them, he saw his dream, his destiny, to line up the people of the Five Kingdoms around him like the books, all in their proper place, all serving him, the Master of the Torr.

  Chapter 1


   



  Zollin sat on the post that was to be the corner support for the new Inn that was being built in Tranaugh Shire. He wasn’t very good at carpentry and being so high up in the air made him dizzy. The Inn was to be a two-story building, one of the biggest in town. Quinn, Zollin’s father, rarely asked Zollin for help, but a two-story building needed multiple hands, and so Zollin sat atop the post, waiting for his father’s apprentice, Mansel, to hand up the connecting beam.


  “Here you go,” said Mansel as he hefted a stout oak log that had been cut and shaped into a square beam.


  “I just hold it?” Zollin asked.


  “That’s right, son,” came his father’s gruff voice, and Zollin thought he detected a note of frustration in it. Zollin had been his father’s apprentice for five years, but he just wasn’t skilled with his hands. Nor was he strong enough to lift the heavy beams, which would have made the job pass more quickly. Instead, he would hold the beam while Mansel lifted and raised the far end up to his father.


  “It’s going to be heavy, but whatever you do, don’t drop it,” his father instructed. “If it splits, it’ll have to be milled again and we can’t afford to waste good timber.”


  Zollin nodded. He hated the pressure of being put in such a position. He had stopped wondering why he had to work with his father. Every man in the village had to earn a living. Most sons learned their father’s trade, and at 16 years old Zollin should have been able to work on his own, but as hard as he tried, Zollin just wasn’t a good carpenter. Mansel was two years older than Zollin, and he had been Quinn’s apprentice for three years. He was the youngest of a large family and although his father was a master tanner, Mansel’s four older brothers were already working in the tannery and so his father had found another profession for him.


  “I’ve got it,” Zollin said as he gripped the rough timber beam.


  “Brace yourself,” his father said.


  Zollin wrapped his legs around the post he was sitting on and strained to hold the beam as Mansel lifted it.


  “Uuhhhggg,” Zollin grunted, straining to hold the unruly beam.


  “Steady, Zollin!” his father barked.


  Zollin felt a stab of resentment but ignored it. He was determined not to drop the beam.


  Mansel was helping to hold the beam steady and Quinn, with a rope around the beam, was pulling it up. Once the beam was high enough, Quinn stepped on a long iron spike he had hammered into the post he was sitting on opposite Zollin. He set the beam on the post and looked at his son.


  This was the moment Zollin had been dreading. He would have to stand on his own spike and place his end of the beam on the post. Then, once the log was in place, he would need to swing around and sit on the beam so that he could secure it by nailing it to the post with two of the long iron spikes. It was a difficult maneuver for Zollin, who preferred to keep both feet on the ground. But the beam’s weight helped to steady him and he managed to set the big oak timber on the post without much fuss. He then sat on the beam and threw his leg over, turning as he did so that he faced away from his father, who was already hammering at his own spike with steady blows that vibrated through the beam and up Zollin’s rigid spine.


  Now that he was in place, all he needed to do was to nail in the spikes. He looked for his hammer and nail bag. It was hanging from the spike by his foot. He should have retrieved it before situating himself on the beam but it was too late now. As he leaned down for it he could see Mansel smiling up at him, smirking actually. And after a joint-stretching second he knew why – the bag was too low to pull off the spike. He would have to turn back around and get on the spike again to get it. He was so angry he wanted to scream. It wasn’t his fault he wasn’t any good at carpentry. He assumed he was more like his mother than his father, although he had never known her. She had died while giving birth and Zollin didn’t even know what she looked like.


  He reached one more time, straining with all his might. The strap was so close, but he couldn’t get his finger under it. In his mind he could see his finger wiggling beneath the strap but the bag was too heavy and only tore at his fingernail. Come on, he thought to himself as he willed the bag to move. And suddenly it did.


  The strap lifted about a finger’s breadth off the spike. For an instant Zollin didn’t move. He just sat there staring at the nail bag. Then, something heavy was pulling at his mind and the strap started to quiver. The movement propelled Zollin into action and he slipped his fingers under the strap as the bag’s weight pulled his arm. And then, with a gentle sway he felt himself starting to fall. His heart leapt in his chest as his left arm wrapped around the roughly hewn beam to steady himself. He lifted the bag and waited a moment to let his heart settle back into a normal rhythm. He still hadn’t moved when his father shouted at him.


  “Zollin, get those spikes nailed down, we haven’t got all day.”


  “Yes sir!” Zollin called back over his shoulder. He was glad that his father couldn’t see his face and he deliberately avoided looking at Mansel. He wiped the sweat that had suddenly sprung out on his forehead and began nailing the spike through the wood. Yet even as his arm and shoulder moved, even as he felt the wood shake as if in pain from the spike smashing through its flesh, all he could think about was how he had moved the nail bag. It was magic, there was no doubt, and in that moment something connected within him, something strong that was at the core of his being, as if it had always been there and now suddenly it had come into alignment. And the magic began to flow out.


  The rest of the day progressed more easily, and they had just finished the heavy framing as the sun began to set. The Inn was on the edge of town, just down the hard-packed street from a stable where several of the more wealthy citizens kept horses. Zollin’s home, the house his father had built for his mother, was just outside of town. Quinn was giving Mansel instructions for the morning as Zollin started for home. He usually had a fire going by the time his father arrived. Quinn was on the town Council and habitually stopped at several houses at the end of the day to visit with friends and people who wanted to talk. Zollin made his way up the small hill that their house was built on and looked at the wood pile. It was getting low and his father would want him to cut more soon. He gathered enough for a cooking fire and headed inside.


  The house had a low ceiling and was hot inside. There were big windows that were shuttered with thick pine wood planks set on leather hinges. Zollin pushed them open to let the rapidly cooling evening air in. The fireplace was getting thick with ash and Zollin knew his father would want him to clean that too. He hated the little chores his father gave him, even though he knew they were necessary. He felt resentment rising up in his chest like a river overflowing its banks during flood season.


  Blast the stupid ash, he thought vehemently to himself. And suddenly, the ash burst into flame. The heat and light rose up so quickly before him that Zollin fell back onto the sturdy wooden table his father had built in the middle of the small kitchen. The flames flashed and crackled and then just as suddenly as they had appeared, they winked out.


  Zollin looked at the fireplace, but it was too dark to see anything, especially after his eyes had been dazzled by the light of the fire. He lit a candle and looked into the hearth. It was empty, and not even a trace of ash remained. Zollin was so surprised by what had happened that he took no notice of his heart racing and the stifling sense of fatigue that settled in on him like a heavy quilt around his shoulders.


  How did I do that? he thought to himself. There was no doubt that he had caused the flames to burn up the ash, just as he had somehow summoned the nail bag to rise up off the spike. He decided to try an experiment. He placed the candle on the counter and then placed an apple beside it. He reached his hand out toward the apple but nothing happened. He concentrated, visualizing the apple moving into his hand. Suddenly there was a rush of something hot inside his body like wind on a summer day, and the apple leapt into his hand. This time he felt the sag of spent energy, felt the heaviness of his arms and the rapid beating of his heart. He was suddenly very thirsty and sat on a stool to eat the apple. It was cool and sweet and he sucked the juice from the meat as he chomped into the fruit.


  After a few minutes he began to feel better. He made supper and wondered if he should risk telling his father. Quinn was a good man. He was kind and a very hard worker. Zollin had never seen his father shirk a task, and he had scolded his son for such behavior often. Still, Zollin didn’t feel that this was something his father would approve of. He decided to keep his newfound ability a secret.

  Chapter 2


   



  The construction of the new Inn kept Quinn and his apprentices busy all week, and it wasn’t until week's end that Zollin really had a chance to be alone. He slipped off into the woods to a place with a large, mossy boulder where he had often played as a child and began to experiment. All week in the back of his mind he had wondered more about the fireplace and the ash that caught fire. Moving things was very helpful, but if he could conjure fire, could he conjure other things?


  It was early summer and the ground was clear of leaves, but there were plenty of dry twigs, and after arranging them for a small fire, Zollin pictured the twigs ablaze in his mind. Nothing happened, and he focused harder. “Blast the twigs!” he said out loud, mimicking what he had said about the ash. The twigs flew apart, burning so brightly and hot that they were consumed before they touched the ground where they crumbled into cinders. Zollin watched in surprise and sudden fatigue as the little bits of glowing red ash slowly faded.


  After a bit of rest, he gathered another pile of dry wood together. He focused his mind on a small tongue of flame and thin wisp of smoke rising from the pile. “Burn!” he ordered the wood and saw a yellow flame spring to life. The dry wood and straw caught immediately and smoke began to rise. After a moment, the small pile of wood was a brightly glowing fire. Zollin smiled and sat back. He was tired, but the small controlled fire was not nearly as exhausting as blasting the wood apart. He had packed fruit, dried meat and bread into his satchel, enough for several meals. He had felt better after eating that first night, and so he took some of the bread and tore a piece off and stuffed it into his mouth. The bread was dry and soon he was thirsty. He stood and walked down toward a stream that ran through the woods nearby. The water was clear and cold. He cupped his hands together, scooped up some water and then slurped the cool, refreshing liquid. Then a thought occurred to him and he pictured a small wooden cup in his hand and said, “Cup!”


  Nothing happened. He tried several more times in different ways, and although he could not conjure a cup from thin air, he could feel a swirl of heat inside his chest as he tried. After a while he decided to move objects again, and spent the rest of the afternoon making leaves dance in the air before him. He could not sustain the magic long, only for a few minutes at a time before exhaustion overcame him. It reminded him of hammering. At first driving iron into wood with a hammer seemed like fun, but soon the swinging of the heavy tool and the jarring impact over and over became exhausting.


  Over the next several weeks, he was able to move small objects and control fire proficiently. He practiced as often as he could get alone, and although he was still skinny and not as strong as Mansel, he felt the magic growing within him. Each day the small tricks he performed took less and less toll on him physically.


  It was midsummer when he discovered the willow tree in a clearing near the little stream where he had rested that first day. He had been walking through the woods and decided to follow the stream in hopes of finding a fish to see if he could lift it from the water. But as he grew closer to the tree, he felt a sense of something, the way a large bonfire will glow into the night sky to be seen from far away. Zollin moved forward, curious as to what could make him feel this way. It wasn’t a bad feeling; in fact he was drawn to whatever it was, the same way a person’s eyes are drawn to light in a dark room. Zollin moved into the clearing and saw the tree but assumed the feeling was still further ahead. The tree was on the opposite side of the stream from him and he walked past it, but as he did, he felt the sense lessening. He turned back and crossed the stream. The sense grew as he approached the tree and he started to look into the woods beyond but realized that the feeling was coming from the tree.


  The willow was large, its branches full of leaves were hanging down, concealing the trunk of the tree. Zollin realized that anything could be hiding under the hanging limbs. Still, he didn’t feel a sense of dread or reservation, so he reached out to pull back the slender boughs. As soon as his hand touched the first leaf he felt a thrill. He jerked his hand back surprised, but realized the feeling that had shot through his arm had connected with the swirling sense of magic – at least Zollin considered the feeling inside him to be magic. He touched the leaf again and felt the tingle as the magic once again connected. This tree, Zollin thought, like himself, was full of magic. He pulled the tree limbs to one side and went under the canopy toward the trunk of the tree. He placed his hands on the tree and felt a hum of power that made him giddy. There were rocks on the bare ground inside the canopy of the willow tree. Zollin had never been able to lift rocks very well – the heavier the object, the less he could move it. At first he hadn’t been able to lift rocks at all. Then, as his power grew, he could move them slightly. He had continued to practice lifting them and could now lift a rock the size of his fist and move the stone with some speed, but not for long and the effort exhausted him quickly.


  He looked at one of the stones that lay at his feet now. It was the size of a small melon. He projected a mental image of the stone rising into the air and said, “Rise!” The stone shot up, as did several others, some even half buried, broke free from the soil and jumped into the air. Zollin was amazed and laughed with delight. Soon he had the stones dancing and swirling around him. He could feel the power in his chest swirling too, and he wasn’t tired. The magic flowed into him from the tree, giving him strength. He moved the stones for a long time and finally arranged them neatly on the ground in a ring around the trunk of the willow. He sat down on one of the stones to eat but found he wasn’t really tired or hungry.


  For the next several weeks, he visited the willow often. His power grew steadily and he even discovered that after a storm had shaken several limbs from the tree, magic still resonated in the slender boughs. He stripped the limbs of leaves and twigs and wove them into a belt which he wrapped around his waist under his shirt. He reveled in the power that the limbs imbued in him. He could now sense traces of magic in all kinds of things. In plants there was often magic that felt strong but small at the same time. It was different than the raw power he felt within himself – it was concentrated and not as broad. There was power in certain minerals and stones. And there was magic even in people, although most had none, and the ones that Zollin noticed were so faint that they seemed like echoes. Zollin was so fascinated that he had completely forgotten about the Harvest Festival that was fast approaching. His best friend Todrek reminded him one afternoon as he complained that Zollin never spent time in town anymore.


  “Are you becoming a hermit out in the woods all the time?” his friend teased.


  Zollin took the ribbing with good humor, but he also felt the resentment in his friend's words. They had been friends a long time even though Todrek was three years older than Zollin.. They had been in essentials school together where they learned to read and write. Neither was athletic like most of the other boys who spent their free time wrestling and competing in mock battles. Todrek was almost the opposite of Zollin. He was short and thick with muscle and fat that blended together. His father was a butcher and his family never went without meat. Todrek was strong too – he spent most of his time pulling the thick hides from the animals they butchered and moving the heavy carcasses for his father, whose back was bad. His hands, too, were strong and his forearms powerful, but he carried his strength lightly, and having killed more docile animals than he cared to remember, he had no desire to play at war.


  And so Zollin, thin as a whip, and Todrek, thick as a boar, were close friends. They often spent their free time debating the qualities of food or games, although most recently their talk had seemed to center around girls. Todrek was beginning to catch the eye of several young ladies. His size was impressive as was the quality of life a village butcher could provide. Zollin, on the other hand, was almost invisible, not only to the young ladies of Tranaugh Shire, but to the adults as well. His father was well known and liked, so Zollin was known simply as Quinn’s son. If he carried no message from his father, he was ignored.


  “I’ve got something to show you,” Zollin told his friend. “Can you get away for a while?”


  “Get away where, out into the lonely woods?” Todrek asked. “Why can’t you just show me whatever it is here?”


  “I just can’t, okay?”


  “It’s really hot,” Todrek complained. “Do we have to go far?”


  “No, now come on.”


  Zollin dragged his friend into the forest and when he was confident that they were far enough away from town, he stopped.


  “What is it?” Todrek asked. “Have you met a forest Imp who’s beguiled you and wants to make you into a tree?”


  “No,” Zollin said with a smile, and then he took a leaf from the forest floor and held it in his palm. Todrek was just about to complain again when the leaf rose from his friend’s hand.


  “Blast,” Zollin said softly, and the leaf burned away in a flash. The ash fell back into Zollin’s hand and blew away on the breeze.


  “How… I mean… what did you just do?” Todrek stammered.


  “Magic,” Zollin said. He was amused by his friend who still looked bewildered.


  “You mean like a trick,” Todrek said. He looked relieved as if he had just realized that Zollin was playing a game or showing him an illusion.


  “No, I mean like real magic. I can feel it, inside me, in those plants,” he said, pointing at some small weeds growing near the roots of a tree. “I’ve been learning to use it all summer. I even found a willow tree that’s full of magical power. I’ve got some of the branches and they increase my abilities.”


  “Increase your abilities?” Todrek asked incredulously. “What are you saying, that you’re some kind of Sorcerer or something?”


  “No, of course not,” Zollin said, aghast.


  “Are you crazy?” Todrek’s voice was rising, his eyes wide in his round face. “Zollin, Sorcerers are evil. You really want to be some crazy old man in a tower casting spells and summoning demons?”


  “Of course not,” Zollin said, a little shocked by his friend’s reaction.


  “Well, that’s where you’re headed.”


  “It is not.”


  “That power that you’re talking about, it’s going to twist you into someone I don’t know, someone I don’t want to know. Perhaps it already has.”


  “Don’t be crazy,” Zollin pleaded. He was shocked by his friend’s reaction, and while he didn’t mind being alone, he had thought that of all the people who would understand, Todrek would.


  “I’m not being crazy, you are. You’re spending all your time out here by yourself experimenting with who knows what. How many rabbits and birds have you sacrificed to your demi-god for more power?”


  “Todrek, you know me better than that. I’m not sacrificing animals.”


  “Then where did this power come from?” Todrek challenged.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Oh, it just sort of happened. You’ve just sort of learned to make things levitate and burn up on command?”


  “No, it wasn’t like that. See I was helping my dad –”


  Todrek cut him off.


  “Does Quinn know about this too?”


  “No,” Zollin said, raising his voice for the first time.


  “Why not, don’t you want your daddy to be proud of you?”


  Zollin wanted to double over. Todrek’s words had been like a punch in his stomach. His big friend had been the only person Zollin had ever confided in. He had told the Butcher’s son how he hated carpentry and how much he feared his father’s rejection. He had even cried once, shortly after Quinn had taken on Mansel as an apprentice. Zollin had felt betrayed, replaced, especially when he saw the camaraderie that his father had with his new student.


  “I thought you were my friend,” Zollin said.


  “Yeah, well, I thought you were a person, not a freak. I’ve got a life now, Zollin. Dad’s giving me more responsibility in the shop. We’ve even talked about negotiating for Brianna’s hand in marriage. If this is who you are, I can’t be your friend.”


  Zollin was so shocked by all the revelations he had just heard that he stood mute and watched Todrek walk away. Part of him wanted to lift his friend into the air and spin him around or shake some sense into him. He felt the magic surging within him, and there was no question that he could do it, but it felt wrong somehow. He didn’t want to be the kind of person who used his power to hurt others.


  It was also hard to believe that his friend had really considered marriage to Brianna. She was by far the most beautiful girl in the village, but she knew it and Zollin couldn’t imagine that she would make a good wife. He had never known his mother, and his father had lost all interest in women after she died giving birth to Zollin. He couldn’t really imagine having a girl in the house with them and had only really been interested in girls for the last year or so. Still, his best friend, his only friend really, was walking away and it felt to Zollin like the world was coming to an end.


  He went home after that. He took off his willow belt and tried to push out all of the magic that swirled within him. He couldn’t, of course, but it felt good to try. He would have given it all up at that moment if could have. All the wonder and excitement was gone, replaced by a nagging feeling that Todrek was right. Was the magic changing him? Would he end up an evil, twisted, shell of a man, always grasping for more and more power? He had never considered that possibility before. In fact, he had never given magic much thought. His father was not a speculative man, not about philosophy or religion, and certainly not about such mysterious topics as magic. He fixed his mind on the solid things he could touch or build with, and there was never room in his mind for anything that wasn't rational. And yet Zollin knew magic, not much about it, but he had experienced it, channeled it, used it even to help him with the more practical things his father had him doing. He hadn’t used flint and steel to start a fire in over a month. He could conjure a flame by merely thinking about it with the willow belt on. And it had seemed like he was finally coming to know himself. Going to school and making friends with the other kids from the village and even apprenticing with his father felt somehow like he was imitating life. Magic was who he was, not something he did. And, he thought to himself, if I am good, then the magic in me must be good. But still, he didn’t want to leave the village, and if other people felt the way Todrek did about magic, if they jumped to the conclusion that all magic was evil, he would have to be careful. An icy chill of fear ran up his spine then as he wondered if his friend would tell people what he had seen. What if Todrek turned the town against him?


   



  
    Get the complete Five Kingdoms series at Amazon.com
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