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Prologue



Leonosis
Leonosis felt sick with fear.  He couldn’t move as the ghastly creature called Draggah moved closer to him.  His mind refused to accept what his eyes couldn’t keep from looking at.  The creature was living shadow, and as it drew near, Leonosis felt its icy breath on his skin.
“You fear me,” said the creature in its deep rumbling voice that was both felt and heard.  “Good, you should fear me.  Even death fears Draggah, but in time you will come to love me.  Isn’t that so, Princess?”
“Yes,” Ariel said in a trembling voice.
“You see, I am the true giver of power, not that fool upstairs weeping for his son.”
“I’m sorry,” Leonosis stuttered.
“Your regret means nothing to me,” Draggah said.  “But your body — that is something else altogether.”
For a moment everything was quiet and still.  Leonosis almost believed that he had dreamed the entire encounter.  The shadow creature seemed to vanish, the secret room just an empty dark alcove in the bowels of the ancient fortress.  Then Leonosis felt the cold seeping into his body.  It reminded him of jumping into the lake that lay at the center of Avondale’s cone-shaped mountain top.  The water there was always cold, even on the hottest days of summer.  Leonosis had swum there with his brothers as a child, but never for very long.  The water was too cold, and Leonosis had always come out with chattering teeth, anxious to wrap himself in a thick blanket near the fire.
This time there was no escaping the cold.  Leonosis instinctively wrapped his arms around his own shoulders, but the unnatural chill was inside him.  He felt it rising up toward his head, as if he were sinking slowly down into a cold pool of water.
“What’s happening?” he asked Princess Ariel.
“Don’t fight it,” she said.  “He doesn’t like that.”
“Who?”
Then the cold touched his mind, and Leonosis could hear the foul creature Draggah laughing.  He had found his new home.




Chapter 1



Lexi
All Lexi knew was darkness and terror.  Her world had shrunk to the small space beneath the wagon’s bench seat.  She curled her body, pushing herself into the tiny section of the rumbling wagon that she felt safest in.  There was nothing left for her to do but wait.
The horses were grunting with fatigue, but they didn’t slow down.  Lexi knew that with the wagon loaded with water, they would die from exertion if they didn’t stop soon, but she also knew the creatures chasing the wagon would kill them the moment they stopped.  She gripped her small Wangorian dagger in one hand, feeling the solid weight of the weapon but also feeling as if it were much too inconsequential to be of any use to her against the beasts pursuing them in the darkness.
The wagon shook and rattled as it raced along the prairie, but suddenly Lexi felt a new vibration.  In the darkness she couldn’t see anything, but there was a steady thumping sound and an undeniable feeling as if something huge was moving closer to them.  Then a roar sounded, and Lexi covered her ears.  The growling barks of the creatures behind them changed.  The horses slowly turned the wagon in a different direction, and the sound of the creatures behind them diminished.  And then the massive roar was met by the sounds of savage, animal fury as one of the huge creatures — what the Hoskali called a Draccon — fought the beasts that had been chasing the wagon.
The horses went from a mad gallop into a steady cantor and then to a trot as the sounds of the creatures behind them faded.  When the horses finally slowed to a walk, Lexi called to them.
“Whoa there,” she said, her voice sounding small.  “Stop now, you can rest.  I think we’re safe.”
The horses stopped, and Lexi could smell their sweat on the cool night air.  She hoped they wouldn’t run into any more predators as she climbed down from the wagon.  Darkness had never bothered Lexi.  She had learned to feel comfortable in the darkness, where her size and nimbleness gave her an advantage.  She walked around the wagon, keeping one hand on the rough wooden sides of the cart so that she could feel her way around in the darkness.
When she got to the rear of the wagon, she unhooked the board that served to ensure that nothing fell out of the back while the wagon moved.  Rafe was nestled between barrels of water.  He had slept through the entire chase, and Lexi touched his sweating forehead.  His fever was as high as ever.  She patiently searched for the pitcher she’d used to fill the barrels with water.  She dipped it into one of the wooden containers and then lifted the dripping pitcher.  She poured water into her cupped hand and then dribbled it onto Rafe’s forehead.
She drank a little, then carried the water around to the horses, who were still breathing heavily from their long run.  Lexi had no idea where she was or where the Hoskali camp where Tiberius lay sick was.  After watering the horses, she replaced the back board on the wagon, climbed up onto the bench seat, and fell asleep.
Dawn in the blighted lands consisted of a sudden shift.  The first rays of sunlight lit the mists high overhead, which dispersed the light evenly.  It reminded Lexi of a lampshade being removed.  The all-encompassing darkness was suddenly cast aside.  The amber-colored sunlight was soft at first, but within minutes it grew as bright as the sunniest day in Avondale.  Lexi felt the light penetrating her eyelids.  She laid her arm across her face and rolled over.  Her back hurt.  She was tired, sore, and exhausted, but she wasn’t sick.  She was grateful for that, even if it meant that the responsibility for getting the clean water and ailing Rafe back to the camp fell completely on her shoulders.
She got up and repeated the process from the night before.  Rafe’s muscular body now seemed diminished; his clothes were soaked with sweat, his skin pallid and his lips dry.  Lexi propped his head up on her arm and helped him drink.  The water was still cool, and Rafe’s eyes fluttered open for a moment.  Lexi didn’t think he was really awake.  He didn’t seem to recognize her or try to talk.  After she finished giving him a drink, she saw to the horses.
Before she had fled from Avondale she had never ridden a horse or wagon, but since she had left the city to help Tiberius and Rafe, she had come to love animals.  In the morning light she could see that both of the sturdy draft horses had worn sores in their backs and around their necks from the harnesses during their run through the night.  She poured water over the raw spaces and spoke soothingly to the animals.
“I’m so sorry,” she said quietly.  “But you saved our lives.  We’ll take things slow today, but we have to find our way back to the camp.”
The horses looked at Lexi but then returned their attention to the grass at their feet.  They grazed as Lexi climbed back up into the wagon and stood on the bench seat.  She could see for miles in every direction, but there was nothing to see but empty prairie.  There was no sign of the gigantic creature that had effectively saved her life the night before.  Nor could she see any evidence of the creatures who had been chasing her.  She couldn’t see the river, either, which would have at least given her a clue as to what direction to start in.  The sun was hidden by the thick bank of mists high over head, and they were too far away to see the mountains; Lexi was lost.
She wanted to cry, but she knew it wouldn’t make her feel better.  There was a time when letting her emotions flood out of her was helpful, but she knew that weeping would only make her feel tired and foggy-headed.  What she needed was action.  So she climbed down from the wagon and began to slowly walk the horses forward.  She felt sorry for the tired animals as they pulled the heavy wagon.  The barrels of water were incredibly heavy, and even though the prairie was flat and relatively free from obstructions, pulling the wagon was certainly a tiring task.
She stopped from time to time, checking on the horses or seeing about Rafe.  He had begun to mumble occasionally in his fevered dreams.  At first Lexi thought he was coming around.  She stopped to check on him whenever she heard him speaking, but once she realized he wasn’t speaking to her, that he didn’t even know what was happening, she focused on finding her way back to the camp.
They hadn’t bothered to pack many supplies.  Lexi had thought they would be back at the camp by morning, but now she feared that she might never find the group of ailing tribesmen.  Even worse, she feared that she would never find Tiberius again.  The landscape seemed too open, too empty; it made her feel abandoned and afraid.  She tried not to give in to despair as the hours dragged on.
Occasionally she stopped the wagon, climbed back up onto the bench seat, and looked around.  She was anxious for any sign that might indicate where she was.  Around midday she finally spotted something, although it wasn’t a landmark.  As she stood on the wooden board that served as a seat for the wagon’s driver, she could see something moving ahead of her.  It was an animal of some type, but she couldn’t make it out.  Looking back at Rafe, she decided that she could face whatever was moving.  It might be a dangerous animal, but it wasn’t large, and she didn’t have much food left.  Her pack had only a few pieces of the mealy bread that was the staple of the Hoskali diet.  If the animal could be eaten, then she had to try and catch it or kill it.
Before she coaxed the horses forward again, Lexi went back to where Rafe was mumbling in his fevered dreams.
“I’m just borrowing this,” she said as she drew his rapier from the sheath beside Rafe.  “Maybe I can get us some supper.”
She led the wagon forward until she could see the animal from the ground.  There was movement ahead of her, but she couldn’t quite make it out.  She left the horses grazing and walked forward slowly, holding the sword up by her shoulder and ready to slash down to protect her if she needed to.  After a short walk she could see that there were two animals.  One was small and furry.  It looked clumsy as it rushed back and forth, leaping and jumping to escape the larger predator.  The other animal made Lexi’s blood run cold.  She’d heard of snakes but she’d never actually seen one.  The snake was a dull green color, its long, powerful body easily blending into the mossy grass that covered the ground.  Occasionally the snake would raise up into a striking position, and its head would dart forward.  Lexi saw the snake’s fangs and forked tongue.  Part of her wanted to turn and run away, but it was clear that even though the furry animal was evading the snake, it was only a matter of time before the large reptile caught its prey.
She hurried forward, holding the sword high.  She knew that if the snake bit her, she would very likely die.  She had heard old stories about poisonous snakes who could kill with just one bite.  There were no snakes in Avondale.  She guessed that there could be snakes in the forest that circled the lake in the center of the extinct volcano’s cone, but she had never been to the forest.  Danger had been a constant threat as she grew up on the streets of the city, and she’d learned to master her fear.  When desperate men had her cornered, she would fight; otherwise she made a habit of avoiding danger whenever possible.  She wanted to avoid the snake, but there was something about the small furry creature that made her press on.
When Lexi was close enough, the snake reared and hissed at her, showing its fangs.  It was a scare tactic, and it worked.  Lexi froze, scarcely able to breathe, but her hands tightened on the long sword she held.  The furry animal dashed toward Lexi, running around behind her and watching the snake from between her boots.
The snake slithered toward Lexi, as well, and she could see that it was longer than she was tall.  The snake’s neck flattened into a hood as it raised up.  The creature was several feet away, but Lexi had seen it striking at the furry animal.  She knew it could sink its fangs into her if it launched itself forward.  Sweat trickled down Lexi’s back.  It was a hot day, but her sweat felt cold.  The snake swayed back and forth, hissing angrily.  Lexi didn’t move.  A minute passed; the snake seemed to be studying Lexi.  The sword was growing heavy.  She held the weapon high, pointed up.  Both of her small hands were wrapped around the handle and held close to her right shoulder.  She had never learned any sword craft — she was simply doing what felt natural to her.
Finally, the snake inched closer, its long, powerful body slithering up behind it so that it could strike at maximum distance.  Lexi wanted to turn and run.  She wanted to drop the sword and dash back to the wagon.  She didn’t care about running out of food or how tired the horses were.  She just didn’t want to die.  That’s when the snake launched itself forward.  The strike was so fast everything happened in an instant.  Lexi saw the sudden movement and instinctively swung the sword.  She felt the blade connect, but the weapon didn’t slow down.  It continued in a low arc, and the snake flipped and flopped, its long body coiling into a ball.  Lexi could scarcely breathe as she watched the snake dying.  At her feet lay the viper’s head.  The sword had connected with the snake just behind its head and cut clean through.
The mossy grass and the snake’s glossy green scales were splashed with dark red blood.  Lexi’s body sagged in relief.  She had killed the snake, and her terror passed, leaving her feeling tired and weak.  Then something grabbed on to the back of her thigh.  At first she thought it was the snake and she screamed.  Instinctively she jumped into the air, but she could see the snake’s head still laying motionless on the ground.  She felt the creature on her leg scurry up her body.  It moved easily, circling around her waist and climbing up to sit on her shoulder.  Then it trilled, and Lexi, her terror having passed, laughed.
“Who are you?” she said in a soothing voice.
The small furry creature had brown fur with a black stripe that ran up its back, over its head between two large, round ears, and down to its tiny nose.  Its large, black eyes stared up at Lexi.  The animal sat back on its hind legs, wrapped its furry tail around her arm, and rubbed its front paws together.
“I’m hungry, too,” Lexi said.  “Let me see what I can find.”
She left the snake coiled tightly on the grass and returned to the wagon.  The little creature clung to Lexi as she walked, moving closer to her head and wrapping one front leg around her neck as it nestled against her skin.  Lexi could feel it trembling and she guessed the animal was frightened.
“It’s okay,” she said softly.  “Everything is okay now.”
When she got to the wagon, the horses neighed and watched her, craning their necks around to see what she was doing.  Lexi thought that odd, since they had never seemed very interested in her before.  She pulled her pack out of the wagon and saw that she had two pieces of bread left.  She took one out and tore off a small morsel.  She held it out to the furry creature, who let go of her neck and took the bread into both of its little hands.  It ate the bread eagerly, trilling between bites.
“You like that, huh?” Lexi said.  “Me too.”
She tore herself a bite off the bread and ate it.  The growling in her stomach subsided, and Lexi drank some of the water from the back of the wagon.  It didn’t seem as cool as it had earlier in the day, but that was to be expected.  Lexi poured a small amount of water into her palm and held it up to the small creature on her shoulder.  It drank then scampered gracefully around her neck and onto her other shoulder.  Its strong but fluffy tail stroked Lexi’s face.
“You’re a little sweetheart,” she said, rubbing the top of the creature’s head, between its ears.  “I’m afraid it’s time for me to go now.”
She took the creature in her hands, and it rolled over in her arms, staring up at her like a baby.
“You’re trying to steal my heart, but you can’t have it,” she said.  “I’ve already given it away.”
She stooped down and set the animal gently on the ground.  It made a crying sound, but Lexi knew she had to keep searching for the camp.  Everyone was depending on her, so she returned to the horses and got them moving with a cluck of her tongue.  She had been walking beside the horses for several minutes before she looked back.  She had felt sorry for the little creature and was completely surprised to see it sitting on the wagon’s wide bench.
“What are you doing up there?” she said in disbelief.
The creature chirped happily, then leaped forward, landing lightly on the rump of one the horses. It scurried along the horse’s back and then launched itself toward Lexi from the heavy harness across the horse’s shoulders.  Lexi’s hands came up to catch the animal.  It was purely reflex, and the animal landed gracefully in her hands, then immediately slid down her arm and onto her shoulder, where it nestled in close to her neck, cooing softly.
“Alright, alright,” Lexi laughed.  “You can come with me, but we’ve got to find our way back to the camp.  I’m afraid I’m pretty lost.”
The little creature cried softly, as if it understood exactly what Lexi was saying.  She kept the horses moving despite the fact that they were tired.  Lexi was tired, too, but she felt the weight of responsibility for the tribe and for Rafe growing heavier with each step.  She couldn’t give up on her mission or give in to the temptation to stop and rest.  She had to find the others, no matter what.
The little animal sat up on her shoulder, looking across the prairie anxiously.
“What should I call you?” Lexi said.  “Maybe you could be Dancer.”
As soon as she said the name she felt a buzzing sensation in her head.  She stopped walking and stood still, afraid that she was coming down with the sickness that had affected the Hoskali tribe and her friends.  She felt dizzy for a moment and held out a hand to steady herself against the side of the wagon.  The buzzing subsided, and she shook her head to clear the dizziness.
Dancer perched on Lexi’s shoulder, sometimes stroking her face with its tail.  They had been walking for nearly an hour when Dancer jumped off Lexi’s shoulder.  The little creature stretched all four legs out away from its furry body, revealing skin that stretched between the limbs and allowed the small creature to glide down to the ground.
Lexi was shocked.  At first she thought the little creature was running away and she felt a pang of sadness.  But when Dancer landed gracefully on the ground, it turned and began jumping up and down, over and over.
Leaving the horses to their own devices, she hurried over to where Dancer was excitedly waiting for her.  She bent low, and Dancer jumped onto Lexi’s knee and then climbed up her side, back, and finally onto her shoulder again.  Lexi felt a wave of relief, but then she noticed something.  The mossy grass seemed smashed down just in front of her.  It wasn’t a wide track, just a slight indention in the soft turf about as wide as her hand.  She looked and could see the track running to her right and left.  Lexi stood up, but the track was harder to see.  She went back to the wagon and bent down behind it.  The wagon wheels were making an identical track, and she felt a thrill of excitement.
“Dancer!” she said loudly.  “You found the trail.”
The little creature trilled happily.  Lexi snatched the animal off her shoulder and gave it a kiss on top of its little head.  Then, without really thinking about what she was doing, she tossed the little animal high into the air.  As soon as she did it, she felt a stab of panic.  She had been exuberant, but she hadn’t meant to scare the animal.  Only Dancer didn’t seem afraid.  Instead it spread its legs again and was lifted even higher in the air by a gust of wind.  On the ground, the air in the blighted lands rarely stirred, but Dancer was so light that Lexi had easily tossed the little animal high enough that it caught an air current.
Lexi watched in awe as the little creature flew up higher and higher into the amber sky.  Dancer was just a small blob of color against the bright mists high above, and Lexi feared that the little creature would fall.  But Dancer was sailing on the currents, and after several minutes Lexi realized the little animal wasn’t coming back down.  She returned to the trail Dancer had found and looked both ways, trying to decide which direction to take.  She had found the trail, but she didn’t know which direction led back to the tribe and which led to the river.
A wave of dizziness came over Lexi again, and she closed her eyes.  To her utter surprise, with her eyes closed, she could still see.  Only she wasn’t seeing things from her perspective; she was seeing what Dancer saw.  The immense prairie spread out beneath her, and Lexi felt as if she might fall from a great height, even though she could still feel the ground beneath her feet.  She could see the wagon and even the trail left by the wagon.  Everything was so clear beneath her — she could even see individual strands of hair on her own head, swaying softly as she tried to steady herself far below.
It was unsettling to see things from two perspectives.  Lexi felt her stomach begin to convulse and she was afraid she was going to be sick.  She thought for a second that perhaps she was hallucinating.  Perhaps she was ill.  Perhaps, she thought to herself, she was sick and not really leading the wagon back to the camp at all.  She could be lying somewhere dreaming everything.
Then she saw, as Dancer looked far into the distance, a smudge on the horizon.  There was smoke and movement, although it was much too far away to make out.  It was the Hoskali camp, she realized, and suddenly her vision flashed back to normal.  She blinked and she could see everything from her own perspective.  The nausea quickly passed, and Lexi looked up.  Dancer was descending in slow circles.  Lexi didn’t know what had happened, but she knew the little animal had revealed what it could see to her.  And she also knew Dancer was coming back, although she had no idea how she knew it.
Lexi went back to the horses and urged them on.  She was following the trail she’d made the day before and she felt a sense of hope that she hadn’t dared dream of since the night before.  Rafe moaned in the back of the wagon, and the horses whinnied softly as they plodded along, but Lexi felt as light as a dandelion seed floating on its puffy white parachute.  She was hopeful for the first time since the illness had struck down Tiberius, and as she walked along, Dancer came twirling down to land lightly on her shoulder.




Chapter 2



Tiberius
Thirst was the first thing that came to Tiberius’ mind.  He had been asleep but not dreaming.  He had been in the dark void of sickness, but that ailment was passing, and now he was waking up.  His tongue felt thick, and his body ached.  There was a horrible throb in his head, and the amber-colored daylight of the blighted lands leached in through his thin eyelids.  He raised his hand, but it felt heavy, as he covered his eyes.
“You’re awake?” Olyva said.
She bent over him and blocked the light.  For a moment Tiberius’ eyes fluttered open, and he could see Olyva’s face.  She was noble-born and beautiful, with high cheekbones, large eyes, and thick brown hair that was now held back with a simple ribbon.
“Thirsty,” he said, his voice cracking with the effort.
“I know,” Olyva said.  “I’ll give you a little water, but there isn’t much left that isn’t tainted.”
“Lexi?” Tiberius asked.
“She’s gone for more water.  She should be back soon.  Rafe’s with her.”
Tiberius felt a stab of fear, as if some wickedly cruel being were lancing his heart with an invisible needle.  He was weak and sick, which made him long for Lexi in a way he’d never imagined.  He loved her and wanted to be with her.  Normally he wanted to share everything with Lexi, but being ill made him feel the need to have her close by.  It was like being underwater, holding his breath and longing to rise up and fill his lungs with fresh air.
Olyva lifted Tiberius’ head and held a wooden cup to his lips.  Tepid water touched his lips and tongue.  It was the sweetest thing Tiberius could ever remember tasting.  He drank the contents of the cup greedily.
“That’s all I can spare,” Olyva said.  “At least until Lexi gets back.”
“What happened?” Tiberius said, rolling over onto his side and raising himself up to a sitting position.
The pain in his head eased as he sat up.  His body still ached, but he thought that maybe it was from lying in one position too long, not from the illness.  He slowly stretched his arms and legs.
“Everyone is sick,” Olyva said.  “Well, almost everyone.  Rafe and Lexi weren’t sick when they left yesterday, but almost the entire tribe has fallen ill.”
“From what?” Tiberius asked.
“The water was tainted,” Olyva said.  “I should have noticed it, but I didn’t.  Someone poisoned the stream.  The Rogu think it was Bu’yorgi, but I haven’t seen him or any of the other members of his tribe.”
“The prisoners,” Tiberius said.  “Are they sick too?”
“No,” Olyva said bitterly.  “And they’ve all escaped.  None would stay and help.”
“How long have I been asleep?”
“Almost two days,” Olyva said.  “But you need to rest.  I’ve given everyone as much of the bark water as I can.  You would recover faster if I had more, but we can’t be certain the water in the stream isn’t still tainted.  We have to wait for Lexi to return.”
“I should help her,” Tiberius said, struggling to get to his feet.
“No,” Olyva said, holding him down gently.  “Rafe is with her.  She’s safe.  But Te’sumee said the closest water supply was a day’s walk.  They left yesterday and they should be back soon.”
Tiberius had no idea what time of day it was.  In the blighted lands with the thick barrier of mists, the sun was hidden.  He couldn’t judge how long Lexi had been gone or how worried he should be about her.  There was a note of distress in Olyva’s voice, but Tiberius knew it could be worry for the tribe, not simply worry about Rafe and Lexi.
“Okay,” Tiberius said, easing back down onto his side.  “I’ll rest, but wake me when Lexi returns.”
“I will, I promise,” Olyva said.
Tiberius closed his eyes and let sleep sweep him away.  He dreamed of a large mountain billowing smoke.  Around him were the bones of an entire army, and something was drawing him higher and higher up the mountain, toward the smoke and heat.  He couldn’t tell where he was or what was happening, but he knew he had to get to the top.  He scratched and clawed his way up the rocky slope, not daring to stop and feeling a sense of dread growing with each step.
He woke with a start as men rushed past him.  He felt their heavy footsteps around him, and as he opened his eyes, he could see them rushing into the camp.  They were Rogu, each carrying the traditional soft wooden clubs, but they were not Te’sumee’s men.  Tiberius wanted to get up and see what was happening, but he instinctively knew not to draw attention to himself.
There was a scream.  It was a high-pitched wail, and Tiberius knew it was Olyva.  He needed to help her, but he knew how the Rogu raided.  If they saw that he was conscious, they would simply club him on the head and knock him senseless.  Every fiber of his being seemed to crawl in agony — not over his own distress, but hearing Olyva’s cries for help.  He had to do something, but he wasn’t sure what he could do.
Once the runners had all passed, he risked opening his eyes slightly.  He could see the amber sky, and around him lay the bodies of the Hoskali, all of them struck down with the same plague that had laid Tiberius low.  He moved as slowly as possible.  Olyva’s screams had turned into a wretched sobbing.  Tiberius did his best not to draw attention to himself.  He wasn’t sure how strong his body was.  He felt weak, hungry, and most of all terribly thirsty, but his mind was alert and stronger than before.
Turning his head slowly toward the camp, Tiberius saw the enemy Rogu raiding the tents and carts of his own tribe.  A few of Te’sumee’s men had tried to fight, but they lay bloody and senseless now, their hands and feet tied securely.  Tiberius couldn’t see Olyva, but he could hear her.
“Abdidi Incantatio,” he whispered.
He felt the cloaking spell settle around him like a lightweight, thin bed sheet.  He rolled to his hands and knees, careful to keep the cloaking spell centered on him.  His muscles felt weak and shaky, but he slowly got to his feet.  He could see everything happening now.  He was surrounded by sick Hoskali.  The entire tribe had been laid out on thin mats where Olyva could look after them.  It appeared as though she were the only one of the tribe that was immune to the sickness.
Tiberius made his way toward the camp.  The Hoskali word for an enemy raiding party was Kepsmee, and the raiders were pulling down tents and kicking over cooking pots.  Most of Ti’s tribe had very little valuables, but the enemy Rogu were making a thorough search.  A few looked toward him as they ran around the camp, but none stopped or even seemed to notice Tiberius as he walked slowly toward them.
Dizziness made walking difficult, and holding the cloaking spell in place was nearly impossible.  He had to stop and wait while his stomach threatened to revolt, but he managed to hold himself together.  His only aim was to discover what was happening to Olyva.  He would never forgive himself he if let something happen to Rafe’s beloved.  He might die trying to save her, but that would be better than living with regret the rest of his life.
The camp was set up near a stream.  It was little more than a spring that flowed down a narrow, rocky stream bed, but it had been a reliable source of water for the tribe in a land where water was sometimes hard to find.  The camp itself was set up around Tiberius’ large tent in the center.  He’d inherited the tent when he and Rafe had defeated Moswanee and became leaders of the tribe.  He’d also inherited the Swanee’s wives and possessions.  Most of the tribe were simple people, each with skills that helped the group as they roamed across the wide prairie.  A select few served as Rogu, the hunters and warriors of the tribe.  But Tiberius’ Rogu had been struck down by the same illness as everyone else in the tribe.  Everyone except the prisoners that Tiberius and his Rogu had captured when the Kepsmee led by Bu’yorgi had attacked them.
Tiberius realized that Bu’yorgi had planned everything.  Perhaps he would have raided and returned to his own tribe if Tiberius hadn’t stopped him, but it was obvious there was a plan of retribution in place.  If Bu’yorgi’s men had poisoned the stream to make Tiberius’ tribe sick, then the prisoners must have known not to drink the water.  And they couldn’t have known that unless they had been prepared for such a possibility.  Tiberius guessed that for a Rogu there could be no worse fate than to be captured by an enemy tribe and forced into slavery doing menial tasks.  Still, the tribes lived by an unwritten code of conduct known by every Hoskali, and Bu’yorgi was breaking that code.  Tiberius bitterly regretted not having Rafe kill the enemy Velora or champion when they fought in the Tuscogee.  Killing Bu’yorgi might not have stopped their plan, but it certainly would have weakened them.  Instead, Tiberius had shown mercy, even healing Bu’yorgi’s most grievous wounds.  Now, the wicked leader of the enemy tribe was leading his warriors against Tiberius and risking the lives of nearly a hundred innocent women and children.
He made it as far as an overturned cart and leaned heavily against the sturdy wooden wagon.  The Hoskali used small carts and oxen to move their possessions from place to place across the great expanse of flat prairie land.  The cart wasn’t as large as a traditional wagon, but it was big enough to hide behind.  Tiberius kept the cloaking spell in place, although it was becoming harder with every passing moment.  The magic had a mind of its own, and Tiberius’ will had bent the ethereal substance to his bidding, but it longed to break free.  It was like trying to hold water in his hands without letting it drip away between his fingers.
He could see Olyva now; she was tied to one of Rafe’s spears, which had been thrust deep into the ground.  Her hands were bound behind her, and her feet were tied to the spear as well.  Worst of all, she was covered with a thick blanket, which seemed to hang heavy on her, heavier than it should have.  Tiberius realized it wasn’t the weight of the blanket that was torturing Olyva, but the fact that it blocked her from the sunlight.  Olyva needed the sunlight, and at night she was as weak as a child.  Now, tied to the makeshift stake, she was bent almost double and sobbing from having been cut off from the source of her strength.
A small group of men were breaking apart a cart and gathering as much of the tamaka dung as they could find.  Tiberius realized with a stab of horror what they were planning.  Ever since Olyva had nearly been captured by the sentient trees at the foot of Avondale’s mountain, she had been different.  She fed on sunlight and had a newfound sense of strength.  She could feel changes in the weather and sense vibrations deep within the ground that alerted her to large creatures moving toward the tribe.  She had also developed a deep fear of fire, and Tiberius realized that Bu’yorgi intended to burn Olyva alive.
He felt weak and sick, both physically and from fear.  Tiberius leaned his head back and wished more than anything that Rafe was with him.  His best friend had always led the charge into battle, and Tiberius wasn’t sure what he could do in his weakened physical state, but he knew one thing for certain — he had to do something.  He had to save Olyva or die trying; there was simply no other option.




Chapter 3



Olyva
She had gone into the camp looking for more water.  The entire tribe lay on mats just outside the camp or on the ground near their tents.  The sickness had come on so quickly that Olyva and the Rogu hadn’t been able to get everyone out of the camp before her helpers fell ill.  She had given her elixir to as many of the tribespeople as she could, but there simply wasn’t enough.  She was confident that the draught she’d mixed with the bark-like scales she had scraped off her body would cure the illness, but the tiny doses she’d been forced to share wouldn’t work quickly.  She’d given the most to Tiberius, dribbling an entire cup of the dark brown liquid into his mouth.
When the sun rose the next morning, Tiberius woke up and was improving, but it was still a slow process.  Lexi and Rafe hadn’t returned by midday, so Olyva was searching for more water among the small dome tents favored by the Hoskali tribe.  She hadn’t seen the enemy warriors approaching.  She heard footsteps just before they reached her.  When she turned, the massive leader of the Kepsmee was sprinting toward her.  She froze, paralyzed with fear.  Bu’yorgi tackled her, knocking the breath from her lungs and pinning her to the ground with his heavy body.
“You are mine, now,” he said with a leer.
Olyva rolled to the side, surprising the large warrior with her strength.  He raised his club to frighten her into obedience, but Olyva’s shock had passed.  She rolled to her feet and stood up, still struggling to breathe.  Her root-like toes burrowed into the ground, and she glowered at Bu’yorgi.  The big man stood up slowly, taking notice of Olyva’s unusual body for the first time.
She was tall and feminine, with a striking figure and a beautiful face, but her hair was disheveled, and the patches of bark and soft brown stems were visible on her skin.  Bu’yorgi cursed.  Olyva didn’t understand the words but she could see the hatred and fear in his eyes.
Then another man grabbed Olyva from behind.  She screamed, thrashing her arms and bending her body, but the man behind her held firm.  He tried to lift her off the ground, but Olyva’s feet were planted in the soil, and she was almost immovable.  Olyva had thought that the raiders would plunder the village and then leave, as they had tried to do only a few nights before.  She hoped that if they couldn’t move her they might leave her there, where she could tend to the Hoskali still struggling from the poisoned water.
More men came to help their leader, some grabbing her legs and others bending her long arms behind her back.  Olyva spit toward Bu’yorgi, who jumped backward.  Many of the men laughed, but not Bu’yorgi.
“Be careful,” he warned.  “She’s touched by the Hosscum.”
There were gasps of surprise, but the men holding Olyva held fast.
“Bring a blanket,” Bu’yorgi ordered.
Olyva screamed again, trying to shake loose from the men holding her.  With her feet planted in the ground and the sun shining down on her, Olyva felt strong, but she couldn’t overcome the group of men holding her.  Then, before she knew what was happening, a blanket was draped over her head.  The blanket was thick and smelled musty.  Olyva shouted, but the blanket blocked the sunlight, and she immediately felt her strength diminishing.  Ropes were tied around her, holding the blanket in place.
Olyva struggled to breathe; the blanket was thick, and she guessed it was caked with dirt.  It had been used to cover the ground in a sitting or sleeping area.  Olyva didn’t see the spear that Bu’yorgi drove into the ground behind her, but she felt the metal blade scrape her heel.  The big warrior drove the spear down deep into the ground, and Olyva’s hands were tied to the spear.  Then, a rough rope was used to tie her bare ankles to the spear as well.  Her toes were still rooted in the ground, but with the thick blanket blocking the sunlight, Olyva grew weak.  Just standing upright became difficult for her.  She wanted to lie down and sleep, but she couldn’t free herself from the makeshift stake that Bu’yorgi had bound her to.
“Bring wood!” Bu’yorgi roared.  “We’ll burn her tonight.”
Olyva cried out again when she heard what they were planning to do.  Her voice wasn’t as loud, and her defiance was little more than a pitiful whine.  Fire was her greatest fear.  The insatiable flames would devour her alive, and even though she struggled valiantly, she knew there was nothing she could do to stop it.
Silently she cursed herself for being so careless.  She had known that the enemy raiders were behind the sickness that had swept through the Hoskali tribe.  But she was so focused on helping the sick that she had let her guard down.  She should have felt the raiders approaching through the ground, but somehow she’d missed it.
“Let me go,” she said whenever she heard anyone passing by.  “Please, I’m not a threat.  I won’t fight.  Just let me go.”
The enemy raiders ignored her pleas.  As the day progressed, her strength wilted more and more.  Only her feet, ankles, and hands were exposed to the amber sunlight.  She struggled to breathe through the filthy blanket.  As the men piled wood and tamaka dung around her, Olyva felt her fear morph into full-blown panic.
“No!” she shouted.  “Let me go!”
The men began to laugh, and she heard them mocking her, but her mind seemed to shrink down in on itself.  She refused to believe that they were really going to burn her alive.
Finally the sun set.  In the blighted lands, the light from the sun was filtered through the think bank of mist and evenly dispersed.  There was no twilight, no beautiful streaks of red and orange across the sky, just a sudden shift from day to a night that was completely dark.  Without stars or light from the moon, night in the blighted lands was like being in a deep cave.  Olyva felt the sudden darkness.  To her, the absence of light was almost debilitating.  She felt a wave of fatigue crash over her and a deep craving to be close to the ground.  She preferred sleeping without a blanket or mat of any kind, letting her exposed skin touch the earth as she rested.
What little light filtered through the musty blanket was suddenly gone, and Olyva felt cold.  Her mind seemed foggy, but she sensed the small fires the raiders had built to illuminate their plunder.  All afternoon Olyva had heard the warriors pillaging the Hoskali camp.  She heard tents being ripped to pieces.  Anything made of wood was smashed, and then the pieces were piled around her.  With nightfall came the sounds of celebration.  Olyva could smell the spirits being consumed.  Part of her wanted to close her eyes and sleep, but fear and discomfort made that impossible.  Tears fell, and her shoulders shook as she despaired for her life.
Then there was a commotion in the camp.  Olyva couldn’t tell what it was, but she heard the warriors shouting and running.  Hope blossomed in her heart.  Perhaps Rafe had returned.  Perhaps he was there at last to save her from the fire.  She struggled again, but it was a useless gesture.  She was even more weak in the darkness than she had been in the daylight.  The ropes had been tied too tightly, and she could do nothing but wait breathlessly and hope that somehow she might be set free from the death she feared most.




Chapter 4



Tiberius
Eventually Tiberius’ strength ran out, and the cloaking spell that hid him failed.  The raiders could see him, lying propped against an overturned cart, but he was just another sick Hoskali to them.
Tiberius had feared that they would see him and capture or kill him, but they ignored him.  Slowly, as the day passed and Lexi failed to return, Tiberius realized he was going to have to do something.  He could see Olyva tied to the stake in front of the large tent at the center of the camp.  He watched as the raiders piled wood around her, and it was obvious what they intended to do.  Tiberius was much too weak to fight the entire group of enemy warriors.  Working magic took total focus and a great amount of mental energy.  If he tried to use one of the Fourth Order spells, he risked unleashing so much power he couldn’t control it.  So he waited, biding his time and racking his brain for a plan.
He was feeling better but still very weak.  If he could have drunk something, he thought he might feel stronger, but there was no clean water.  He watched the raiders, hoping he might discover their secret stash of clean water, but they only drank the tribe’s fermented ox milk the Hoskali called Kumis.  Tiberius was tempted to try and steal some of the milk, but he needed something that would clear his mind, not befuddle it more.  The Kumis was not a strong drink, but Tiberius was craving water.  His muscles were cramping, and his kidneys ached.
When night fell, Tiberius realized he was out of time.  He had to do something.  Fires were kindled around the camp.  Most of the raiders were now in the large clearing at the center of the encampment near Tiberius’ large shelter.  The warriors laughed and sang as one of the oxen was butchered and roasted.  The smell of the meat was intoxicating, and Tiberius’ mouth watered.
Tiberius had tried desperately to come up with a plan.  He’d gone over the list of spells he knew, but there was nothing he could think of that would help free Olyva without risking her life and the lives of the other ailing tribes members, as well.  Finally, he decided on a path of action that was less than favorable but was all he could come up with.
Getting to his feet wasn’t easy.  Tiberius had to hold onto the overturned ox cart to steady himself.  It was dark, and there were no fires nearby, so Tiberius waited patiently for the waves of dizziness to pass.  Finally, after several minutes, he felt strong enough to walk.  He was desperate for something to drink.  His mouth was so dry that his tongue felt swollen and gummy in his mouth.  He couldn’t help but chew on the swollen tongue even when he felt the lancing pain and tasted the coppery blood that resulted.
His plan depended on getting captured.  He needed to be subdued but not knocked unconscious.  His biggest fear was that he might be clubbed on the head and then come to only to find that Olyva had already been burned alive.
He moved quietly toward the roasting oxen.  Tiberius guessed that the raiders would feast first, then burn their prisoner afterward.  In the meantime they were drinking and boasting of their great victory.  Tiberius needed to strike a little fear into them, and he knew just what he needed to do it.
He crept through the darkness.  The big wagon that had held the Swanee’s possessions was now gone, used by Lexi and Rafe to retrieve water for the tribe.  It had been emptied, and those few possessions had been scattered, but Tiberius noticed that one item had been carefully laid aside.  The Hoskali had called it the Illepax, or death stick.  It had been left on the ground, but as Tiberius had watched through the day, the raiders had been careful to avoid it.  Tiberius had no idea if the small staff hung with feathers and skulls had any real magical power, but the Hoskali obviously believed that it did.
Tiberius picked it up, then walked toward the large fire that was roasting the oxen.
“Vocavi Ventus,” Tiberius chanted.
The summon wind spell stirred the air.  The blighted lands never seemed to have a breeze.  The air was warm, humid, and still.  Tiberius had stood on the walls and watchtower of Avondale where the wind never seemed to stop blowing, but for the Hoskali, wind was a strange occurrence.  The raiders cooking the oxen didn’t notice the wind at first.  They were drinking Kumis and watching the fat from the oxen drip into the flames below.  But the wind grew stronger, and as they turned, Tiberius came walking out of the darkness toward them, carrying the Illepax and doing his best to seem frightening.
Most of the raiders turned and ran, shouting for help.  Two stood where they were, transfixed as the wind grew stronger, making the flames flutter wildly and the debris on the ground tumble toward the men.  Then a tent was blown over, crashing into one of the men.  He fell backwards, one arm landing in the fire.  The tent was still stretched over the flexible wooden shafts.  It bounced into the air and went spinning further into the camp.
Tiberius was already feeling tired, so he let the wind die down.  He needed to make a scene but he wasn’t strong enough to challenge the entire band of enemy Rogu.  Bu’yorgi came rushing forward, followed by a dozen warriors, all inspired by their leader.  They held clubs at the ready, but Tiberius could see the uncertainty on their faces.
Tiberius pretended to stumble.  It wasn’t difficult since he was so weak.  The Illepax flew out of his hand, and the raiders moved in quickly.
“Subdue him,” Bu’yorgi shouted.  “Don’t let him touch the Illepax.”
The warriors obeyed instantly.  They were frightened of the death stick, which had clattered to the ground several feet away from Tiberius, but they had no qualms about roughly jerking him to his feet.  Bu’yorgi smiled, fully expecting that Tiberius was now powerless without his magical staff.
“You see,” Bu’yorgi said loudly.  “Not even their Kuja can withstand the Sellado.  He is weak and sick.  Don’t worry, Swanee — we will put you out of your misery soon enough.”
“You want us to slice his throat?” one of the raiders asked.
“No, let him burn with his Hosscum,” Bu’yorgi said with a vicious smile.
The raiders cheered, and Tiberius let his head droop as they dragged him toward the center of the camp.  He didn’t resist, and he did his best not to smile.  He had wanted to be close to Olyva, and the raiders were unwittingly giving him exactly what he wanted.  The pile of wood around Olyva had to be partially removed.  Tiberius was held nearby, and while he waited to be tied to the stake with Olyva, he studied her bonds.  She was tied by the same grassy rope that the Hoskali used to bind up their tents and secure their possessions in the carts when they moved from place to place across the prairie.
“Tie him!” Bu’yorgi ordered.
Tiberius was shoved forward, and his hands were pulled behind him.  The raiders tied his hands together so tightly that he could feel the tingle from lack of blood flow immediately.  Once his hands and feet were bound, he was carried to the spear that served as a stake and tied securely to the weapon.  Tiberius sagged, much the same way that Olyva did.  The raiders meanwhile began piling the wood back around his feet.
Tiberius doubted that there was enough fuel to burn a person up, but the fire, if kindled, would certainly be enough to kill him.  He didn’t move for several minutes while the raiders shouted insults at him.  Some even threw clods of dirt or remnants of food at him.  Tiberius did his best to seem oblivious to it all, and the raiders soon tired of their sport.  Luckily, the oxen was finished cooking, and great hunks of roasted meat were being served to the warriors.
Tiberius cleared his mind.  He knew his plan was shaky at best, but he had to try something.  He could never live with himself if he let something happen to Rafe’s lover.  He closed his eyes and concentrated on the words of his spell.
“Quievi Adfectus,” he whispered, saying the spell over and over.
The magic felt like mist to Tiberius.  It was growing and spreading around him;he could move it with his mind.  The raiders were gathering in a circle around the stake where Tiberius and Olyva were bound.  They were eating and drinking, telling stories and laughing.  The magic was unseen and unfelt by the raiders, but Tiberius laid the thick mist over the crowd.  Almost immediately the mood in the camp changed.  They had been excited by their victory over Tiberius’ tribe and almost worked to a frenzy by the expectation of a savage execution.  The copious amounts of Kumis only stoked the excitement of the group higher and higher.  But as Tiberius cast his spell, the men began to relax.  They lounged as they ate.  Their raucous laughter turned into quiet conversations.  Then Tiberius changed his spell.
The calm minds spell still lay over the raiders like a dense fog, and to it Tiberius added the sleep spell.
“Somni Incantatio,” he whispered.
The spells mingled together.  The sleep spell was lighter than the calm minds magic.  It seemed to dance and sway almost playfully.  Tiberius directed it out with his mind and almost immediately he saw the raiders begin to yawn.  They continued to eat and drink.  Tiberius let the spell fall over them slowly, so that no one would suspect what he was doing.  Several of the raiders stretched out on the ground and were soon snoring.
Bu’yorgi stood up and stretched.  Tiberius thought they had almost forgotten him.  He kept chanting the spell quietly, his voice barely even a whisper.
“Somni Incantatio, Somni Incantatio,” he whispered.
The big warrior looked around.  Almost all the warriors were asleep.  Bu’yorgi’s head snapped up, looking straight at his prisoners, and Tiberius could see that the leader of the Kepsmee knew what Tiberius was doing.  He started forward, but Tiberius centered the spell on the big man.  Bu’yorgi staggered, then went to one knee.  He looked up at Tiberius.
“Stop him!” he said, managing to raise a hand.
Then he slumped to the ground.  Tiberius smiled.  His spell had worked.  Then, without warning, a warrior Tiberius hadn’t seen on the far side of the group stepped forward and swung his club into Tiberius’ stomach.  The blow knocked the wind from Ti’s lungs and caused him to retch.
Bright sparks flared to life in Tiberius’ vision.  He sputtered as he desperately tried to suck air back into his deflated lungs.  Before he could, the warrior hit Tiberius again, this time in the side of his upper leg.  The muscle cramped so hard Tiberius’ vision blurred with tears.
“Recant this foul magic,” the warrior said.
He was a small man, his face twisted with anger.  Tiberius was coughing, desperate for air and some way to ease his agony.  He tried standing up straighter to relieve the tension on his arms, but a wave of dizziness made him fall back onto the upright spear that held him fast.
“Wake them up!” the warrior said, before bringing the club down on the top of Tiberius’ foot.
“Somni Incan—”
Before Tiberius could finish saying the spell, the man swung his club and smashed it into the side of Tiberius’ head.  The wizard slumped, and his world went black.




Chapter 5



Lexi
Night had fallen without warning, and Lexi was left in complete darkness.  She had no way to start a fire, and even though she had seen plenty of dried tamaka dung throughout the day, she had nothing that she could carry the fire in.
A sense of defeat overwhelmed her.  She had needed to get back to the camp before sunset.  She was close, she knew that.  Dancer, her furry new companion, had shown her that much when it was tossed into the air and caught the updrafts that lifted her high into the sky.  Since then, the little animal had been curled on Lexi’s shoulder, its long furry tail wrapped around her arm to ensure it didn’t fall to the ground again.
Lexi was exhausted and tempted to try and sleep through the night again.  She carefully made her way back to the rear of the wagon.  Rafe was no longer mumbling in his fever-induced delusions, but he was still extremely hot to the touch.  His skin felt like a stone left out in the summer sunshine.  She knew she needed to get to the camp, but she didn’t know how she could in the darkness.
She went to the horses, whose heads were drooping with fatigue.  They were too tired to even graze on the long, grassy moss that covered the prairie.  Lexi thought about unhitching them from the wagon, but she couldn’t see how to do it in the darkness.
Dancer roused, almost as if the little animal could sense Lexi’s distress.  It trilled and nudged the side of Lexi’s face with a tiny paw.  Lexi couldn’t help but smile.  She had grown quite fond of the little animal.  She had named the creature Dancer because of the way it jumped and balanced on small objects.  It was so graceful and surefooted, almost as if it were dancing across the ground, up her leg, over the wagon, and onto her shoulder.  And that was before she had seen it lifted high into the air, where it seemed to skip from one invisible air current to another.
“Oh, Dancer, what are we going to do now?” she said.
The little animal trilled and chirped.  Lexi looked up and, to her surprise, in the distance she could see sparks of light.
“Someone’s lit fires,” she said.
Dancer chirped happily and hopped across her shoulders.  Lexi climbed up into the wagon and flicked the reins.  The horses started forward again.
“Just a little further,” she encouraged them.  “Then you can rest.  I promise.”
It took an hour to get close enough that Lexi could see the shadowy forms of the Hoskali tents near the fires in the camp.  Dancer began hopping up and down excitedly.
“Okay, okay,” Lexi said.
She pulled on the reins and stopped the wagon.  She hoped the little animal could see better in the dark than she could.  Otherwise the poor creature might get lost.  She stood up and took Dancer in her hands.
“Here you go,” she said, then tossed the small animal high into the air.
Lexi couldn’t see it moving through the night sky, but soon she felt the buzzing in her head again.  She sat down on the wagon’s bench seat and closed her eyes.  In her mind she could see the camp ahead.  She was surprised at how much the little animal could see in the dark.  Things were shadowy, but she could clearly see the tribe still lying on mats outside of the camp.  There were small fires burning, and Lexi saw that something was being cooked over a larger fire, but what caught her attention was the ring of raiders circled around a wooden stake.  She recognized Olyva and Tiberius, and as she watched, she saw one of the raiders club Tiberius in the head.
“No!” she said, reaching out and opening her eyes.
The image vanished from her mind, and Lexi felt as if she had just woken up from a dream, but she knew what she’d seen was real.  Tiberius was in trouble, and Lexi knew he needed her help.
She climbed down off the wagon and checked to ensure that her Wangorian dagger was still in her belt.  She wanted to check on Rafe and see to the horses, but there was no time.  She jogged forward, leaving the wagon full of water in the darkness.  She kept low to the ground to reduce the chances of being seen.  She was used to sneaking through the dark alleys and narrow streets of the lower levels of Avondale, where the moon and stars —not to mention light from torches or lanterns — could give her away.  In the darkness of the blighted lands, no one could see her moving across the vast plain, but she did her best to move silently just the same.
Using Dancer’s night vision, she crept around the field of ailing Hoskali.  Just before she reached the edge of the camp, Dancer landed lightly on her shoulder.  One of the raiders had been left seeing to the roasting oxen.  Not even the hungry band of enemy Rogu could eat the entire ox in one sitting.  The rest of the oxen meat would be dried slowly through the night so that it could be eaten on their journey back to their own tribe.  That lone raider had been outside Tiberius’ spell range.  And he’d come back to the others just in time to see Bu’yorgi fall to the ground under the power of Ti’s sleep spell.
With Tiberius unconscious, the raider had checked on his companions.  He found them sleeping but otherwise unharmed, so he returned to the oxen.  He was standing near the hot coals, turning the massive spit where the rest of the oxen was cooking.  Lexi waited until the man stepped back from the spit.  Then she ran forward.  She was as lithe as a cat.  The raider never heard her, but he felt the knife slam into his back.  It slipped between his ribs and into his heart just as Lexi’s other hand came up and clamped down on the man’s mouth.
Blood poured out hot and sticky over Lexi’s hand and the handle of her dagger.  She tugged the weapon from the raider’s body as he dropped at her feet.  The metal came free with a grotesque slurping sound.  Lexi had to keep the image of the man clubbing Tiberius in the head to keep her feelings of guilt from overwhelming her.  Lexi had killed before, but only in self-defense.  She told herself the raider was an enemy, who would kill her or worse.  Slaying him was the only way to ensure that he didn’t rouse the entire group of warriors, but she didn’t like the fact that she had stabbed him from behind like a craven murderer.  Lexi had known men who would kill for the right reasons or enough coin.  Many of them preferred to stab their victims in the back; it was the surest way to kill without risking being hurt or, worse yet, caught by the paladins who policed Avondale.
She shook her head as if to cast off the guilt as she hurried toward the prisoners at the center of the camp.  She stopped in the shadow of the large tent she shared with Tiberius.  The ring of sleeping warriors was just beyond the shelter, and there were several small fires illuminating the scene.  Lexi couldn’t understand why the raiders were all sleeping, but she knew there would be no better time to free Tiberius.  As she moved stealthily past the sleeping raiders, Dancer jumped from her shoulder and glided to the top of the spear shaft that held Olyva and Tiberius.  Lexi had her dagger out.  She wondered briefly how many of the raiders she could have killed in their sleep before the group of warriors woke up.
Then she was at Tiberius’ side.  A trickle of blood ran down his cheek from a cut somewhere on the side of his head.  Her dagger cut the grass ropes easily enough, and Tiberius sagged against her.  Lexi had to be careful not to fall in the pile of wood around the two prisoners.  She couldn’t hold Tiberius’ weight so she propped him against the spear, his knees near his chest.
“Tiberius,” she whispered as she patted his face.  “Come on, Ti, wake up!”
His eyes opened slowly, and a moan escaped his lips.
“Tiberius, can you hear me?” Lexi asked.
She couldn’t help but worry that he was permanently injured.  The soft wood of the Rogu clubs didn’t usually cause injuries, but a blow to a person’s head was always risky.  Lexi wished she had some water to splash on Tiberius’ face, but she’d left all the water she had retrieved in the wagon with Rafe.  She needed to get Tiberius and Olyva to the wagon as quickly as possible, but she wasn’t big enough to carry Tiberius.  She doubted if she could carry Olyva that far on her own.
“Tiberius?” she asked again.
This time his eyes seemed to focus, and he looked at her.
“Can you hear me?”
“Yes,” he said, his voice a raw croak.
“Oh, god, I’m so glad you’re okay.  Can you walk?”
“I think so.  Do you have any water?”
“Yes, but not here.  It’s not in the camp.”
“Where’s Rafe?”
“He’s sick.  He needs help.”
“Okay, take me to him.”
Lexi helped Tiberius to his feet.  He stood holding onto the spear shaft to steady himself as Lexi cut through Olyva’s bonds.  When she flung the dirty blanket off Olyva’s head, the noble-born lady took a deep breath.
“Are you okay?” Lexi asked.
“You’re back,” Olyva said.  “I was afraid you were sick, too.”
“Rafe is sick,” Lexi whispered.  “I’ll take you to him.  Can you walk?”
Olyva nodded, and at the same time, Dancer trilled and hopped down onto Lexi’s shoulder.
“What’s that?” Tiberius asked, his voice loud in the silence of the camp.
“Quiet,” Lexi whispered.  “I’ll explain later.  Be careful stepping over the wood.”
Lexi helped Olyva over the pile of wood and then Tiberius.  Olyva was tired, her body visibly stiff from being tied to the stake for so long, but she was always weak at night.  Tiberius, on the other hand, was barely able to walk.  The women each took an arm and helped him flee the camp.  They didn’t speak until they were well outside the flickering lights of the fires around the camp.
“Where are we going?” Tiberius said.
“The wagon has water.  Rafe’s sleeping in the back,” Lexi explained.  “I wasn’t sure what was happening, so I left it outside the camp.”
“How far?” Tiberius asked.
“It’s not really close,” Lexi said.  “I could leave you here and come back for you.”
“That might be best.”
Lexi and Olyva eased Tiberius to the ground.  He was breathing heavily, and Lexi wished she had a torch so she could see his face.
“He’s still sick,” Olyva said.  “The whole camp is ill.  I had to ration what little water we had left.”
“I’ve got more water.  I’ll bring it.”
“What about the raiders?” Olyva asked.  “When they wake up and find us missing, they’ll come looking for us.”
“I don’t know,” Lexi said, honestly unsure of what to do.
She knew what she wanted to do.  She wanted to take Tiberius and flee.  In Avondale, she had always avoided trouble by sneaking away.  She could move as silently as a shadow and she never stayed in one place too long.  But on the massive plains of the blighted lands, there was no place to go, no place to hide.
“I’m going for the wagon,” Lexi said.
“If Rafe is in the wagon, then I’m coming with you.”
“Are you sure you’re strong enough?”
“I’m coming,” Olyva said.
Lexi nodded, even though Olyva couldn’t see her nod in the darkness.  Her hand went to Dancer, who cooed quietly.  She flung the small animal into the air and then took Olyva’s hand.  Lexi’s sense of direction was usually good, even in the dark, but without anything to mark her way, she had no way of knowing if she was traveling in the right direction.  When her head began to buzz, she stopped moving.
“What is it?” Olyva asked, her voice tense with fear.
“I’m just getting my bearings,” Lexi explained.
She closed her eyes, and the entire camp was laid out below her.  From Dancer’s viewpoint she could see everything.  The enemy raiders were still asleep around the now-empty stake in the camp.  She could see Tiberius lying on the ground.  He was gently probing the side of his head to find the cut that was bleeding.  She saw herself and Olyva, huddled together in the darkness.  Dancer’s acute vision pierced the gloomy night, and in the distance Lexi could see the wagon.
“It’s this way,” she said, opening her eyes and leading the way.
Olyva followed without saying a word.  Lexi would have expected the haughty young noble to question her.  In fact, when Olyva and Rafe had been exiled from Avondale, Olyva had been a weeping mess.  But she had changed, grown stronger and more accepting.  She followed Lexi without a word, and Lexi appreciated that.
It took them almost twenty minutes to reach the wagon.  Lexi had been cautious leaving the wagon so far from the camp, but that was her nature.  She didn’t mind doing a little extra work if it meant giving her a better chance of success.  She often spent days studying a mark before robbing someone when she was living on the streets of Avondale.  Caution and stealth had seen her through many difficult circumstances, and she saw no reason to change now.
“He’s in the back,” Lexi said.
She was checking the horses, who huffed as she rubbed their necks and checked their harnesses in the darkness.  There was no reason to believe that anyone had been to the wagon, but Lexi felt better knowing that the horses were ready to pull the heavy cart.  Olyva went back to the rear of the wagon and climbed in with Rafe.  Lexi heard her whispering softly.  She also heard water being splashed onto his burning skin.
Lexi climbed into the wagon and picked up the reins.  With a flick of her wrists, the horses started pulling.  Lexi closed her eyes again and saw the wagon moving from high above the prairie.  She kept it moving closer and closer to the camp, hoping the noise wouldn’t disturb the raiders.  She could probably outrun the group of warriors for a while in the wagon, but the horses were exhausted.  Running would probably kill them or cause them to turn up lame.  She didn’t want that.  And there was no way they could outpace the enemy Rogu for long.  The tribal hunters could move at speed for hours without growing tired.  They would catch up with the horses and then slaughter Lexi and everyone she cared about.
She stopped the wagon when she was near Tiberius.  She went around to the back, groping blindly in the darkness.
“I need the pitcher with water,” Lexi said.
“Here,” Olyva said, holding it out.
Lexi found it and carried it to Tiberius.  Neither of them could see, but Lexi got the pitcher into Ti’s hands.
“Drink it slow,” she cautioned.  “Then let’s get back to the wagon.  We can’t stay here.”
“All right,” Tiberius said.
He slurped at the water, his cracked lips and dry tongue greedily sucking on the tepid water.  Then he got slowly to his feet.  Lexi steadied him and then led him to the wagon.  He climbed up onto the bench seat with Lexi, who got the horses moving again.  She would have liked to have left the water for the tribe, but she wasn’t strong enough to move the barrels full of water, and no one with her was strong enough to help.
The wagon rumbled over the soft turf, and after an hour they were nearly three miles from the camp.  Everyone was exhausted.  Tiberius was asleep already, slumped against Lexi.  When they stopped, Lexi and Olyva stretched out on the ground.
“Dancer, you’ve got to keep watch,” Lexi told the little animal.  “Wake me up if someone comes this way.”
The little animal chirped and trilled, then bounded up the wagon and perched on the tallest part.  Lexi closed her eyes, trying not to feel how badly her body ached or how scared she was of what would happen in the morning.  She prayed silently that Tiberius would be stronger and that Olyva could heal Rafe, but she fell asleep before she could finish her plea.




Chapter 6



Tiberius
As morning broke, Tiberius came around.  It was thirst, more than anything, that woke him up.  He stirred on the bench of the wagon, his body aching as he stretched.  The little furry animal with big eyes looked at him from the back rest of the bench.  It tilted its head and stared curiously.
“Hello there,” Tiberius said, his voice still dry and cracking.
The animal trilled, then went back to staring across the plain toward the camp, which was little more than a dark blur on the horizon now.  Tiberius found the canister of water he’d been drinking from the night before.  He slowly climbed down from the wagon.  He was tired, but he felt better than he had in days.  His head was clear, and while his body felt stiff from sleeping on the hard, wooden bench, he didn’t feel sick.  Just weak from hunger and thirst.  He could still smell the roasted meat from the oxen the raiders had butchered, and it made his stomach rumble.  He would need to eat soon, but first he needed more water.
At the back of the wagon, Tiberius found Rafe.  His friend was very sick — one look told Tiberius that much.  He dipped water from one of the barrels with the pitcher and then dribbled water into Rafe’s mouth.  His lips parted, and a swollen tongue protruded, but Rafe didn’t wake up.  Once Tiberius had drunk his fill, he leaned onto the wagon, breathing deeply and letting the water refresh his body.
Two things were painfully obvious.  The first was that the raiders would soon attack.  Tiberius remembered that things were going well the night before.  He had thought he was on the verge of success when someone had blindsided him.  He was lucky that Lexi had come along when she did.  Most of the raiders were under his sleeping spell, but not all of them.  The raiders would be waking up soon.  Once they realized their captives were missing, Tiberius guessed that Bu’yorgi would send his men after them.  It wouldn’t take long for the enemy warriors to find them and attack.  When that happened, Tiberius needed to be ready and he needed Lexi, Olyva, and Rafe far enough away that they wouldn’t get hurt if Tiberius accidentally lost control of the magic he would have to unleash to stop the raiders.
Secondly, Rafe needed help.  Tiberius wasn’t sure if his spells would really help his friend.  There wasn’t a spell to counteract poison, but he had to try something.  Olyva’s concoction had helped Tiberius, but it was a slow-acting cure.  Tiberius needed Rafe strong enough to protect Olyva and Lexi if Ti failed to stop the raiders.
Ti gave Rafe some more water as the sky brightened overhead.  Then he closed his eyes and began to chant his spell.
“Sano Frebricula Reducto,” he said softly.
It was the spell for reducing fever.  The magic seemed to swirl between Rafe and Tiberius.  Compared to most magic, the fever-reducing spell was easy, but it still required Tiberius to will it into his friend’s body.  Ti felt his own temperature seeming to rise as he poured the magic into Rafe.  Soon Tiberius felt as if he were standing too close to a fire.  His face and hands were so hot they were almost burning, but he stayed focused on chanting the words of the spell and directing the magic into action.
“Sano Frebricula Reducto, Sano Frebricula Reducto.”
Rafe’s eyes opened, but Tiberius kept reciting the spell.  It would take his friend time to regain his strength, but he was coming around.  Tiberius felt his own body cooling off, and when he felt normal again, he released the magic.  His chanting over, he looked down at Rafe.
“I feel better,” he croaked.
“We’ve got a long way to go,” Tiberius said, ignoring the angry rumble in his stomach.  “The raiders pillaged the camp and tried to burn Olyva at the stake.”
“Is she okay?”
“Yes, Lexi rescued us.  I failed in my attempts.”
“You’re awake,” Olyva said.  She had moved to the side of the wagon so quietly that Tiberius hadn’t heard her approach.
“Tiberius worked a healing spell,” Rafe managed to say.
“It was just a fever reducer,” Tiberius said.  “I don’t know if the symptoms will come back or not.”
“Here,” Olyva said, reaching for the pitcher of water.  “I scraped some of my bark into this barrel last night.  It won’t be at full strength for several more hours, but it might be enough to counteract the poison.”
She took the pitcher and dipped it into the barrel.  Then she helped Rafe drink.  He was weak and trembled with the effort to sit up.
“Olyva, the raiders will be coming soon.  Do you think you can take the wagon away from here?”
“Yes,” she said.
“What are you going to be doing?” Rafe asked, his voice barely more than a hoarse whisper.
“I’m going to stop the raiders, if I can.”
“I’ll stand with you,” Rafe said bravely.
“My good friend,” Tiberius said.  “You are a strong warrior, but at the moment I doubt that you can stand on your own at all.”
“He saved my life,” Lexi said.
Tiberius turned.  He hadn’t seen her wake up, but she was standing behind him with her new pet perched on her shoulder.
“Did we wake you?” he asked.
“No,” Lexi said.  “Dancer alerted me.  The raiders are coming.” 
“Dancer?” Tiberius asked.
The little animal chirped proudly.
“Okay, well, we need to get you all away from here.  Olyva?”
“I’ll lead the horses,” she said.
“I’ll stay with Ti,” Lexi said.
“No, it isn’t safe,” he urged.
“I’m not leaving without you.”
“It’s better if you stay with Rafe.  He can protect you if I fail.”
“The horses are exhausted, Ti,” Lexi said.  “We won’t get far if you fail.  We have a better chance of surviving if we stay together.”
“She’s right,” Rafe croaked.  “Olyva, help me up.”
“You should rest,” Tiberius said.
“There isn’t time.  I may not be strong, but the raiders don’t know that.  I beat Bu’yorgi once.  He won’t soon forget it.”
“Okay,” Tiberius said.  “Here’s what we’re going to do.”
The wagon was led away, and Olyva stood with Rafe.  He was still drinking from the pitcher of water that she had given him, and Tiberius was amazed at how rapidly his strength seemed to be returning.
Lexi had thrown the little creature she called Dancer high into the air, and Tiberius watched the animal rise higher and higher on invisible air currents.  He was amazed at what Dancer could do and its strong attachment to Lexi, but he would have to wait to learn how the two had come together.  A small group of raiders were jogging toward them.
“Ultimus Conspectus,” Tiberius said.
His vision shot forward, and he could make out the men moving toward them.  There were six in the advance group, all carrying clubs.  The rest of the raiders, nearly forty in all, were spread out behind.  Tiberius guessed they would wait and see what would happen.
“What’s our best case scenario here?” Rafe asked.  “I mean, are we ever going to rest while these bastards live?”
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said, still studying the men with his magical sight.
“How many are coming?” Rafe asked.
“Six to begin with.  They look nervous.”
“They should,” Rafe said, drawing his sword.
“Save your strength,” Tiberius said.  “There’s almost forty waiting to see what happens.”
“Lambs to the slaughter,” Rafe said.
“They think I need Moswanee’s staff to work magic.  I let them take it from me last night.”
“And what happens if your big show of power doesn’t stop them?” Rafe asked.
“Then we fight, I suppose.”
“We could leave,” Lexi said.  “They might not want to chase us, and we have the wagon.”
“But the tribe,” Olyva said.  “They’ll die without fresh water.”
“Won’t the raiders save them?” Rafe asked.
“Only to make them slaves,” Tiberius said.  “I don’t like the idea of leaving.”
“We could leave the water and take the horses,” Lexi explained.
“Let’s see how they respond to this first,” Tiberius said.
He let his sight return to normal.  He was still very hungry, but he felt stronger than he had the night before.  He walked forward, leaving his three companions and focusing on the approaching hunters.  They were brave men, and Tiberius guessed that they had been so successful in their raids that they had grown overconfident.  Te’sumee, leader of Tiberius’ own Rogu, had argued that killing wasn’t the Hoskali way.  Yet Bu’yorgi had tried to kill the entire tribe by poisoning the water supply.  If Olyva hadn’t been able to make her medicinal draught, Tiberius would have surely died.  He had been helpless, and the raiders obviously had no concern for their fellow Hoskali, so Tiberius would have no concern for the lives of the raiders.
“Accendo, accendo, accendo,” Tiberius chanted.
He felt the invisible realm of magical power opening and he clamped his mind down hard on the portal, ensuring that nothing escaped his control.  The magic heaved and bucked; it reminded Tiberius of a houndsman with all his dogs on the leash.  He had seen how the hounds, eager for the hunt to begin, would tug at their leashes and their master would struggle to hold them back.  Tiberius was the master now, and no matter how badly his fiery hounds wanted to be set free, he couldn’t allow it.  Magical might was all about control, and Tiberius was determined not to fail.
He moved the portal in the sky.  It was tricky pushing the portal with his mind, trying to gauge the distance.  The further the portal moved away from him, the harder it was to control, but he didn’t give up.  Sweat poured from his head, and his legs felt weak, but he continued to chant the spell.
“Accendo,” he said slowly, “accendo.”
Then, when the small group of raiders were only a hundred yards away, Tiberius opened several small holes in the barrier between the magical realm and the physical world.  Flaming balls fell like hailstones from Rastimus’ death forge.  The fire burned through the air, leaving trails that marred the amber sky with oily black smoke.
One of the first fiery balls landed just in front of the raiders.  They stopped running, frozen with fear.  Tiberius raised his arms so that the raiders could see that he was the source of the fire.  Then the fire was dropping all around them.  One of the raiders was hit squarely, and his whole body was consumed in flame.  The screams were horrific, and for a moment Tiberius’ resolve wavered.  But the raiders were racing back toward the camp, and the entire episode only lasted a minute.  Several of the men were burned, but alive.  Two had been consumed by the firestorm.  Black smoke and small fires obliterated the open plain between Tiberius and the raiders.
He turned back to his friends.  Olyva looked horrified.  Fire had become a fearful entity to her, and she was shocked to see it falling from the sky, even if she knew that Tiberius had conjured it.  Rafe and Lexi both looked stunned.  They had never seen Tiberius work such powerful magic and they were shaken by the sight.
“Come on,” Tiberius said.  “We haven’t got much time.”
The others nodded and hurried back to the wagon.  The poor horses were beginning to look weak after their hard journey, but Tiberius knew that Rafe couldn’t walk far, and the tribe needed the fresh water.
“The smoke will hide our escape,” Tiberius explained.
“What if they follow us?” Rafe asked.
“I don’t think they will, not for a while anyway.  We can move a few miles away, then circle around and drive them out of the camp.”
“I wouldn’t follow that,” Lexi said.  “I would run the other way.”
“They might,” Tiberius said thoughtfully.  “But the sick tribe members are their best defense.  They know we won’t risk killing our own tribe, so they’ll feel safe in our camp.”
“What if they kill the tribe members?” Rafe asked.
“Then there’s nothing to stop me from raining fire down on their heads and killing all of them.”
“Could you do that?” Lexi asked.  “I mean, I know you can do the magic, but would you kill them all?”
“They tried to kill us,” Rafe said.
Rafe was sitting on the bench seat of the wagon, while Tiberius, Lexi, and Olyva walked beside it.  The horses moved slowly, but they were moving, and Tiberius felt like his plan had at least a glimmer of hope.
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said.  “It’s hard to think about killing people.”
“I killed the man who clubbed you last night,” Lexi said softly.  “When I came into the camp, he didn’t see me.  I stabbed him with my dagger from behind.”
“They all deserve it if you ask me,” Rafe said.  He was drinking from the pitcher of water that Olyva had concocted in the night and he seemed more himself every moment.  Even his voice was growing stronger.  “When a man picks up a weapon and attacks another man, he puts his life on the line.  When those Rogu raided our camp, they forfeited the right to live.  Every soldier knows he could die — it’s the cost of taking another man’s life.  You have to put yours on the line, as well. Otherwise it’s just murder.”
“But I was too far away from the raiders to be harmed,” Tiberius said.  “My life wasn’t on the line.  And Te’sumee says that killing other Hoskali isn’t their way.”
“We’re not Hoskali, are we?” Rafe argued.  “No, we’re from Avondale.  We’re free men of Valana, and maybe you weren’t in danger at that moment, but you certainly have been.  They could have killed you in their raid.  They would have tried to kill you if I had lost the Tuscogee.  And they almost killed you with the poisoned water.”
“What bothers me about the water is that they must have poisoned it before the Tuscogee,” Lexi said.  “They were planning on this.”
“She’s right,” Rafe said.  “You got sick too soon after the fight for it to have been retaliation for losing.”
“Bu’yorgi set things in action as soon as his raid failed,” Olyva said.  “He’s a vile man.”
“You should have let me kill him,” Rafe said.
“Perhaps, but that wouldn’t have saved the tribe from the poisoned water,” Tiberius said.  “And we’ve been trying to operate according to the traditions of the Hoskali.”
“But now we’re in a fight for our lives and theirs,” Rafe went on.  “I don’t see how we can keep from slaying all of Bu’yorgi’s men.  If we let them live, they’ll follow us.  They’ll get past the fear and come after us again.  I know how men like that think.”
“All we can do for now is follow the plan,” Tiberius said.  “We have an obligation to save the tribe.  We have to get this water to them and soon.”
“Well then,” Lexi said.  “It looks like we’re in for a long walk.”
“You think they’re following us yet?” Rafe asked.
“Dancer will know,” Lexi said, as she flung the small creature back up into the air.
“You want to tell us about your new friend?” Tiberius asked.
“And what happened to you and Rafe in your search for water?” Olyva added.
“It’s a long story,” Lexi said.
“Like you said, we’re in for a long walk,” Tiberius said.
Lexi shared her story, emphasizing Rafe’s part in fighting the raiders who tried to intercept them.  She had barely seen the creatures chasing her in the night, so she told that part of the story with as few details as possible.  Then she told them how she had found Dancer.
“Hold on,” she said in the middle of her story. 
She leaned on Tiberius and was unsteady for a moment.
“Lexi?” Tiberius asked.  “Are you okay?”
“She is — wait and see,” Olyva said.
“They aren’t following us yet,” Lexi said with her eyes still closed.  “Most of the raiders have gone back to the camp.  I can’t tell for sure from this distance, but it looks like they’re arguing.”
“How do you know that?” Tiberius asked.
Lexi opened her eyes and immediately became more steady on her feet.
“It’s Dancer,” Lexi said.  “I can see what she sees sometimes.”
“What?” Rafe asked.
“How?” Tiberius wanted to know.
“I don’t know how,” Lexi explained.
She continued her story about rescuing the furry creature even as Dancer spiraled down and landed gracefully on Lexi’s shoulder.  She stroked the little animal on the head.
“She bonded with me somehow.  I can’t explain it.  She sends me images when she's flying and seems to understand what I’m saying most of the time.  Don't you, girl?  Yes, you can understand.”
“That’s astonishing,” Tiberius said.
“And a little creepy,” Rafe chimed in.
Dancer chirped angrily at Rafe, and everyone laughed.
“I told you she understands,” Lexi said.
“I think she’s adorable,” Olyva said.
“We better take a break,” Tiberius said.  “We don’t want to wear out the horses, and without food we’ll get pretty tired by the end of the day ourselves.”
They stopped the horses, and Lexi took them water.  Tiberius sat on the tail of the wagon and watched her.  He couldn’t believe how strong she was.  Olyva climbed up and sat beside Rafe.  
Tiberius was still bothered by Lexi’s question.  Could he have killed the entire group of Rogu?  Had they marched after Tiberius and Olyva en masse, he would have been tempted.  He could have dumped fire from the portal like a dragon, burning them all alive.  But the two men who had died had screamed so horribly.  Tiberius didn’t think he would ever forget their cries of agony as they burned.  He regretted killing them.  Perhaps they deserved it, perhaps not — the morality of the act wasn’t the issue, it was the decision.
Tiberius knew that his father could order a man killed or exiled from Avondale, which was essentially a death sentence.  His father wasn’t a wizard, but the power they both wielded was the same.  Tiberius’ power came from knowledge and self-control; his father’s had been passed down generation after generation.  The earls’ power was granted by the people of Avondale, and it was a sacred power, the highest honor a man could receive.  Tiberius’ power was magical, but it had very real effects.  People could see what Tiberius was capable of.  They could witness his strength, and if they tested him, his power was real enough to stop them.
But was it right to use that power to take another person’s life?  Tiberius had already done that.  He had killed the sentient trees the Hoskali called the Hosscum.  He had slain the huge beast the Hoskali called a Draccon, or at least rendered it unconscious so that Rafe could kill it.  Tiberius hadn’t killed Moswanee, but he had taken the man’s place as chief of the tribe and cast him out alone.  Tiberius began to wonder if he was really any better than his father.  He could argue that he was doing it to protect his friends and even the tribe, but that didn’t assuage the guilt he felt over killing the raiders.
“You look like a man with a lot on his mind,” Lexi said as she settled beside him.
Dancer was digging through her pack for the last crumbs of the mealy bread she had eaten on the trip back from the river.
“I’m thinking about your question,” he said.
“What question?”
“Could I really kill the raiders?  I still don’t have an answer.”
“Maybe you don’t need one,” Lexi said.  “I admit seeing your magic sometimes bothers me.  I’m afraid of it, but I’m not afraid of you.”
“I was taught as a child that, if a person is good, he will use his strength for good,” Tiberius said.  “We were encouraged to be strong, but I never really was.  At least not the way my brothers were.  My father thought we should all be warriors.”
“You’re stronger than a whole tribe of warriors, Tiberius.”
“But I had to break the most sacred law of Valana to have that strength.”
“Sometimes doing what you believe to be right — even if you’re the only person that believes it — takes incredible courage and strength.  The law about magic is wrong.  I see that now.  I’ve seen you do wondrous things, Ti.  And I know you’re a good person.  Probably the best person I’ve ever met.”
“It seems like a good person could find a way to do the right thing without hurting others,” Tiberius said.
“There is nothing wrong with protecting yourself or the people you love,” Lexi said.  “From my experience, a person who isn’t willing to fight for what they want won’t get it and will probably have someone else take what they have.”
“I was a little naive, I guess,” Tiberius confessed.  “I expected us to fight animals like graypees or worse, but I didn’t think I’d be forced to kill people.”
“What do you think will happen when you confront the princess?”
Tiberius remembered how easily she had snapped his leg.  He had gone to her quarters, and she had levitated him, then broken his leg without even uttering a word.  It had seemed so easy for her.  And she had no qualms whatsoever about inflicting pain.  She had broken his leg just to see if he could really heal himself.  The thought of it made him shudder, even though it was a hot day.
“I don’t know,” Tiberius said.
“Well, you better be ready to do whatever it takes to stop her,” Lexi said.  “Maybe that’s why you have to wrestle with this now, so that you can do what has to be done when the time comes.”
Tiberius pondered that for a moment.  It didn’t make him feel any better about facing the raiders or about facing Princess Ariel, but he knew he couldn’t back away from either task.
“I guess there’s no sense waiting around,” Tiberius said.  “We better get on with it.”




Chapter 7



Leonosis
News of Prince Argo’s death swept through the castle like a summer storm.  The poor boy had been sickly for some time, but his death was sudden just the same.  Everyone mourned, not because they loved their prince, but because King Aethel had no other heir.  The lineage of kings was passed from father to son, and in the absence of an heir, the earls would elect a new king, usually from among themselves.
Leonosis understood what was happening, even if he was no longer in control of his own body.  In fact, everything seemed to be falling into place.  It had been his plan to force Princess Ariel into marrying him.  He had hoped the ailing prince would die.  And then he could convince the other earls that he deserved to be the High King.  Only now all Leonosis wanted was to return to Avondale, but it was much too late for that.
Draggah was in total control of Leonosis now.  He would say things and do things that made Leonosis cringe, yet the earl had no way to stop the shadow spirit.  Draggah could read his mind and often spoke to Leonosis alone, mocking the wretched earl’s innermost thoughts or tormenting him for something he felt.
At other times Draggah seemed to fade away, although his presence was never really gone from Leonosis’ consciousness.  Still, during those times Leonosis was in full control of his actions.  He’d considered fleeing Sparlan Citadel, but Draggah had inflicted unbearable agony on Leonosis whenever he resisted the demon’s control.  There was no doubt in Leonosis’ mind that Draggah could kill him at will.
King Aethel had been annoyed by Leonosis’ presence, but the demon was forcing Princess Ariel to convince her father that they were in love.  King Aethel was a weak-willed man.  He had been under Ariel’s magical influence for some time, and the death of his son was a crushing blow to the monarch.  He had no strength left to resist his daughter’s wishes.  And so, just before Prince Argo died, the king sadly announced his daughter’s betrothal.
The earls were summoned, and the citadel was made ready.  There was talk among the people who lived under the fortress in the vast city carved into the mountain that the marriage was too soon, but Draggah was in control of things now and he grew weary of waiting.  Grentz, the Sword Master of Avondale and Leonosis’ only companion on this trip, was sent back to Avondale in the massive airship to fetch Leonosis’ mother and brother.  The marriage ceremony was to be held in just two weeks.
Each day Leonosis spent time with Princess Ariel.  The demon and his host no longer needed to hide in the depths of the castle.  There were times when the princess seemed weak or at least timid around Leonosis.  In those times, when she was vulnerable and Leonosis was in control of himself, they would commiserate together.  The princess’ insatiable curiosity had led her to the archives where she discovered a vast horde of books on magic.  Her father had spoiled her until the birth of his son, and when he then seemed indifferent to his daughter, Ariel turned to magic as a way of regaining the power she felt she’d lost from her father’s attentions.  She had no idea what she was doing and unleashed powers she couldn’t control.  Now those powers controlled her and Leonosis and would soon be in control of the entire kingdom.
“Once the earls arrive, we will see that the two of you are properly married.”
It was Leonosis speaking, but Draggah controlled him fully at that moment.  The demon always referred to Leonosis as a separate entity, even though the two of them were one and the same now.
“Plan for a week of feasting,” he continued.  “Make it a lavish affair.  I want no detail left to chance.  Is that understood?”
Princess Ariel nodded.  Her father was mourning, so she had taken control of the marriage plans.  Everything was falling neatly into place just as Draggah had said it would.  Killing her younger brother had sapped Ariel of any resistance to the shadow spirit’s plans.
“Now, we shall begin spreading the rumors of the king’s ill health.”
“My father,” Ariel said sadly.
“He must be removed so that I can ascend the throne,” Leonosis said.  “The earls will be assembled.  Our plans must not be delayed.”
Tears formed in Ariel’s eyes, but she did not speak.  Draggah continued as Leonosis was held mute within his own body.
“Three days after the prince is buried, we will strike.  Then, we shall work our necromancy.”
“I’m uncertain,” Ariel said.
“You will be ready,” the demon growled.  “Make your preparations.”
“I must see to the wedding details and prepare the most complex spell I’ve ever cast?”
“I will ensure the power is available.  Do not speak to me of your human frailties.  Did you not summon me?  Was this not your wish?”
“The cost is too high,” she said as the tears streaked down her face.
“You will obey me, child,” Leonosis growled.  “Or I will banish your soul to the nether realm.”
Leonosis was horrified.  All his life he’d attended ceremonies at the temple in Avondale.  He’d heard all the stories of Addoni the Life Giver and Rastimus the Deceiver.  Addoni had banished Rastimus to a place of darkness and lashed the fallen immortal to a giant furnace where he was forced to work the billows day and night.  In the afterlife, the evil are sent to Rastimus’ forge where the immortal tortures their souls in eternal fire.  But Leonosis had never really believed in Addoni or in the stories of Rastimus.  His concern was pleasure and power.  He rarely gave thoughts of death or punishments for his selfish actions any real legitimacy.  But Draggah was a creature that was not of this world.  He had no physical form, yet he was a powerful being who had usurped Leonosis’ body.  If he threatened eternal damnation, Leonosis took him at his word.
“Now, we must make our appearances, and we must set those around us at ease,” the spirit went on.  “Clean yourself and join your father.  It will be expected.”
“Yes, my lord,” the princess said.
Leonosis watched as she left.  The demon sent ribbons of pain lancing through Leonosis’ mind.  The young earl screamed, but the sound never made its way out of his body.  Nor did the deep, rasping laughter of the demon.  If anyone had seen Leonosis in that moment, they might have thought him dead, despite the fact that he was standing in the middle of the room.
“Do not think that the girl is yours, mortal,” Draggah said, speaking directly into Leonosis’ mind.  “The princess must be unblemished for the great magic.  She will one day rend the heavens and make death her slave, but for now she must suffer.  It is the only path to true power.”
“I won’t help you,” Leonosis said, but his mind had been knocked off the throne of his body.  Draggah was ensconced in the seat of power, while Leonosis’ consciousness shuddered in the corner of his mind.
“You have no choice.”
The pain erupted again.  This time Draggah swept himself away, like a shadow disappearing from the light.  Leonosis felt the power of bodily control return and with it came even greater pain.  He fell to the floor, writhing for several minutes.  He had to bite his fist to keep from screaming in agony.  He had cried out the first time Draggah had punished his disobedience, and servants had come running to see what was distressing the King’s noble guest.  Healers had been summoned and the King notified, but Draggah had resumed control of Leonosis and explained it all away.  Since then, Leonosis knew that making noise would only make the pain worse, and it was on the edge of unbearable to begin with.
After several moments the pain began to lessen.  Leonosis lay on the cold stone floor, the reeds that had been spread so neatly were now broken and scattered.  He slowly got to his feet.  In those moments when he truly felt alone, he pondered suicide, but Draggah had warned him against such extreme efforts to be free of the demon’s control.
He went to the table where a basin of clean water waited.  He washed himself and dressed in clean clothes.  The mourning feast would begin soon.  The mourning feast was usually a celebration of a great man’s deeds, but Prince Argo was only a child.  There would be no tales of greatness, no songs of his valor or testimonies of the lives he changed.  There would only be wailing and sadness, songs of lament and loss.  Still, Leonosis would be expected to attend, as would the nobles in the King’s court and the highest ranking citizens that lived in the city below the stronghold.
Leonosis went slowly from his suite of rooms and down a long corridor.  The King’s hall was bare.  The tapestries had been removed, revealing dull gray stone all along the large rectangular room.  The king’s high table was draped with a black cloth, and there was no greenery, no decorations, just long rows of benches next to bare tables, all filled with sad faces.  The priests had sprinkled ashes into their hair and beards, so that they took on a gray, deathly pallor.  Nobles and guests all sat in awkward silence.  Leonosis took his place on the far end of the King’s table, where he waited like everyone else.
After several minutes Princess Ariel arrived with her mother, who was weeping and leaning heavily on her daughter.  Ariel escorted her mother to the king’s table, and they sat together, hiding their swollen faces behind dark veils.
When the king arrived, he walked solemnly to his place, but everyone could see his red, puffy eyes and knew that he was just a man who had lost his only son.  When he sat, servants hurried forward.  They brought out loaves of stale, bitter bread, bowls of weak broth, and pitchers of tepid water.  Normally the mourning feast was a fine affair, but the King had no heart for revelry and did not want his subjects to enjoy any part of his son’s demise.
The king broke his loaf, dipped the bread into the broth, and ate.  His subjects did likewise, and Leonosis saw the surprise on their faces.  They were bewildered and uncertain of how to behave.  Leonosis could relate to their consternation; he too was unsure how to act or why he should mourn the sickly prince.  After several minutes, the King rose again and left the feasting hall.  Murmuring broke out softly down the long benches.  Ariel and her mother stayed in the hall but did not eat.  Leonosis pushed his own food away.  He would find wine and something more palatable in the kitchens if he had to.  He knew for certain that the king was not abstaining from wine.  The monarch was rarely seen without a goblet in his hand.
On the citadel’s walls, a double guard had been posted.  Not due to fear of attack, but to honor the death of the prince.  While one soldier stood facing the cold mists of the blighted lands, the other stood facing in toward the castle, a black cloth draped from his spear, which was held out so that the cloth hung down.  It was a salute to a king, and despite the fact that the little prince had not even been well enough to run and play in the castle halls (much less train with his soldiers or rule under his father’s watchful eye), they had been ordered to salute him with all the dignity and respect of a great ruler.
Leonosis made his way down to the kitchens.  He passed weeping servants and distressed looking cooks.
“Where is the wine?” he barked at one of them.
“We were ordered not to serve wine, my lord.”
“I don’t care what you were ordered.  I’ll not eat bitter bread and tepid water.  The King has lost his appetite along with his mind.  Bring me food and bring it swiftly.”
The servant nodded and hurried away.  Leonosis felt no guilt at berating the servant.  He was noble-born, and she was a lowly cook.  He trusted that keeping the servants busy during such a trying time was kinder than letting them wallow in despair.
“My lord,” the servant said in a fearful voice as she returned.  “I have cold chicken, but nothing more.  The king has had the fires put out of the ovens, and there are soldiers guarding the spirits.”
Leonosis wanted to spew more venom at the servant but he knew it was a waste of time.  The poor woman was terrified.  He waved at her to follow him and then walked briskly through the kitchens toward the great storerooms, where food from the other eight cities was stored.  The citadel did not produce its own food or wine; the other cities sent taxes of food, wine, and precious materials to the King.  Leonosis knew there were long storerooms full of ale and wine, enough to last the entire castle for years if the shipments suddenly stopped.
There were two guards standing in front of the door that led to the nearest storeroom.  Leonosis didn’t bother to speak.  He walked briskly up to the first soldier and kicked him hard between the legs.  The soldier stared in disbelief as his partner fell to the floor in agony.  Leonosis had snatched away the long spear that the soldier had been holding, and with one quick, efficient stroke, smashed the butt end of the weapon into the other soldier’s temple.
“Now drag them out of the way and fetch me some wine!” Leonosis shouted.




Chapter 8



Rafe
His strength improved throughout the day.  He stretched out in the back of the wagon after a lunch that consisted of water.  He woke two hours later, hungry and ready for a fight.  They had kept the wagon moving all day, circling wide around the camp, just beyond sight of the sentries Bu’yorgi had posted.
It was an hour before sunset when they finally stopped.  Tiberius left Lexi and Olyva with the wagon, while Tiberius and Rafe slowly moved toward the camp.  The entire band of raiders were watching for Tiberius and his companions to return from the other direction, so no one saw the two men walking slowly toward the Hoskali encampment.  Tiberius had cast a spell of concealment over them as a precaution, but from what Rafe could see, it was unnecessary.  They were just inside the camp when night fell.  There was a moment of deep gloom that quickly turned to total darkness.  Fires were kindled and watches set.  The Hoskali were accustomed to night raids.  The darkness of the blighted lands allowed the nomadic people to approach other camps unseen, where they would otherwise be spotted from a long distance across the empty prairie in daylight.
Rafe wanted to attack the raiders, but Tiberius insisted that they wait.  Rafe was well on the road to recovery but he had to admit that even at full strength he wasn’t a match for forty men.
“How long do we wait?” Rafe asked.
“A few hours, maybe more.”
“Can’t you cast your spell now?”
“Yes,” Tiberius said.  “But it takes a few moments for people to fall asleep, and the whole band is spread out.  Some would be bound to notice that the raiders were falling asleep early and raise the alarm.”
“Let them raise it,” Rafe said.  “I’d rather crack skulls than sit idle for hours.”
“You need the rest.”
“And you don’t?”
“Yes,” Tiberius said.  “So that’s another reason to wait.”
“You drive me crazy, Ti.”
“Look, we know what we have to do.  There’s no sense in speeding it along.”
“What if your plan doesn’t work?”
“It will.”
“And if the Hoskali refuse to kill them?”
“That’s their business.”
“It’ll be ours if they come back,” Rafe warned.  “You can’t always forgive your enemies.”
“I agree, but I won’t slaughter them in their sleep, and we can’t pick them off a few at a time.”
“One big spell and you could wipe them all out.”
“I won’t do it,” Tiberius said.  “We couldn’t guarantee that we killed them all and we might hurt some innocent people along the way.  Bu’yorgi has to pay for what he’s done, perhaps some of his closest men — but not the entire group.”
“I respectfully disagree.”
“This isn’t a war, Rafe.  These people raid — it’s part of their culture.”
“No, poisoning each other isn’t what they do.  It isn’t the Hoskali way,” Rafe said, repeating the words they had heard from Te’sumee so often.  “Bu’yorgi led his troops into a battle and lost.  Then he retaliated, risking the lives of the entire tribe.  For all we know we may find a field full of corpses over there.”
Rafe pointed to where the sick Hoskali had been laid out by Olyva.
“And if we do, we’ll reconsider our plan, but for now, we subdue them.  And they’re hunters, not troops.”
“I don’t see the distinction,” Rafe said.
He wasn’t really angry with Tiberius or their plan, but sitting and waiting was difficult.  He had learned patience in the earl’s war band and had even risen steadily through the ranks, but waiting on fight was aways difficult.  He was anxious, and even though most of the raiders would be easily captured after Tiberius cast a sleeping spell, there was always the chance that one or two might not.  In that case, Rafe was there to protect his friend.
They watched from within one of the abandoned tents as the raiders ate and drank.  Rafe’s belly rumbled with hunger, and his mouth watered at the sight of great hunks of meat that were being sliced up and passed out to the raiders.
As the night slowly passed, Rafe tried to nap but he was too wound up.  The tent was dark, and there was little chance that they would be seen, but Rafe spent most of his time keeping watch just the same.  Tiberius slept, and Rafe waited as long as he could stand.  The fires were burning low, and the raiders who weren’t on guard duty sat in small groups.
“I think it’s time,” Rafe said, shaking his friend awake.  “Things aren’t going to get any better than they are right now.”
Tiberius stretched and yawned.  Then he began to chant a spell.  Rafe watched anxiously.  The restless raiders soon began to yawn, and in a matter of moments, every raider in sight was asleep.
“That was the easy part,” Tiberius said.  “Let’s go.” 
They crawled out of the tent and hurried over to a pile of plunder that Tiberius had seen the night before.  There was a large coil of rope there, and Rafe cut sections of rope while Tiberius tied up the sleeping raiders.  It was not quick work, but they were diligent, and soon nearly half of the enemy warriors were bound hand and foot.
“Let’s move on,” Tiberius said.
Rafe had his sword ready and the large bundle of rope around his free arm.  Tiberius moved forward and stopped behind a tent where he could see several more groups of men.  He began chanting softly.  The groups were soon asleep and bound.
“Now the sentries,” Tiberius said.
Rafe only nodded and followed his friend.  So far, the work had been easy, but the sentries would not fall asleep easily.  They were standing up and would fight the magical fatigue as long as they could.  They might even leave their posts to go in search of relief or raise the alarm when they realized they were unnaturally tired.
“You ready?” Tiberius whispered.
Rafe smiled.  His friend chanted softly, and Rafe watched as the sentries began to sag.  They were all strong men, but after a few moments, several had dropped to the ground in sleep.
“Attack!” someone shouted.
Rafe rose to his feet and whirled with his sword at the ready.  Bu’yorgi had come crawling out of a tent and had seen Rafe and Tiberius lurking in the shadows.  There were four sentries still on their feet.  They all turned and started toward the camp.  Tiberius’ chanting grew louder.
“You devil!” shouted Bu’yorgi.  “Wake up, fools!  They have returned.  Wake up and fight.”
He was slashing at the bonds that held his men, but Tiberius had wrapped the grassy rope around each man’s hands and feet several times.  Some woke but were groggy, unsure of what was happening.  Bu’yorgi’s knife, a metal blade he’d probably taken in plunder, wasn’t sharp enough to rip through the bonds.  He was forced to saw at the ropes.
Rafe turned to the sentries.  One was running toward them with his club held high.  The other three were staggering, and Rafe knew that Tiberius’ spell would bring them down.  Rafe stepped into a clearing where he had room to maneuver his sword.  It was a precision weapon with a long, narrow blade ideally suited for thrusting, not parrying heavy clubs.  But the sentry had both hands on his wooden club, which was raised above his head.  There was no doubt what he planned to do or how he was going to attack.
Rafe waited until the raider was in range of his sword and then stabbed the blade forward, turning his body and putting his weight behind the thrust.  The man ran screaming into the blade, which pierced the soft flesh just below his sternum.  His momentum carried the raider far up onto the blade.  He swung the club, but with no real strength now, and Rafe caught it in the air above his own head with his free hand.  He watched the sentry die, and as the man fell, he let gravity pull the raider from his blade.
Rafe loved the way the blood glistened on his sword blade in the firelight.  When he turned back to Bu’yorgi, the large man had freed three of his warrior companions, but none of them looked fit for a fight.
“Somni Incantatio,” Tiberius said.
“No,” Rafe said loudly.  “Let them fight.”
“You won’t bewitch me, wizard!” Bu’yorgi shouted, spitting after the last word.
Then, to Rafe’s surprise, he turned and ran.  Rafe couldn’t believe his eyes.  Tiberius started chanting again as Bu’yorgi slowed.  He cursed and tried to keep running, but he collapsed at the edge of the camp.  Rafe turned around, but there was no one left to fight.
“No,” he said in disbelief.
The three raiders who had been cut loose were rubbing their faces but couldn’t stop yawning.
“It’s not fair,” Rafe said.  “Let them fight me.  Please, Ti.”
But it was too late.  With a few incantations of his spell, the men were asleep again.  Rafe screamed in frustration, and Tiberius just laughed.
“Go tie them up, you big baby.  I’ll go after the wagon.”
Rafe reluctantly obeyed, grumbling the entire time.  He tied up the sentries first, then retied the men Bu’yorgi had cut loose.  Finally, he walked to the edge of the camp and found the leader of the raiders.  The big man was snoring.  Rafe kicked him in the ribs, rolling the man over onto his back.
“Wake up, you big lout.  Let’s finish this.”
But the raider was sound asleep.  The knife he’d used to cut his companions free was now lying in the grass, and Rafe kicked it away before dropping to one knee and tying the big man hand and foot.  When he stood up, Tiberius was leading the wagon back into the camp.
“That was fast,” Rafe grumbled.
“Dancer showed us you had prevailed,” Lexi said happily.
“Don’t be so upset, Rafe,” Tiberius said.  “If you can’t fight, at least you can eat.”
Rafe’s mood improved considerably.  He hurried back to where the dried carcass of the oxen waited.  He hacked off a chunk and passed it to Tiberius, who ate ravenously.  Rafe was more careful with the cuts for Olyva and Lexi, but Olyva refused the food.  She smiled at Rafe, and he ate her portion of the meat.
“I must go and help the tribe,” Olyva said.
“We should help,” Tiberius said.
“After we eat,” Rafe argued.  “And then we need to see to the prisoners.”
“I’m going to make sure these horses are properly bedded down,” Lexi said.  “We wouldn’t be here without them.”
Tiberius nodded and helped Rafe pull down one of the barrels of water from the bed of the wagon.  Then they all went to work.




Chapter 9



Tiberius
Eight adults and two children were dead.  The fever had ravaged their bodies, which had been weak to begin with.  The adults were all elderly, the children just babes.  Still, it broke Ti’s heart to know he’d been too late to help them.  Perhaps if the water had been delivered the day before, they might have survived.
Olyva spent the entire night propping up one tribe member after another and feeding them water she’d mixed with the rough bark from her own body.  Tiberius tried not to think about the strange medicine.  Olyva’s body was different and in some ways grotesque.  The patches of rough scales that resembled tree bark was strange; the fact that it held medicinal properties was simply astounding.
When morning came, they were all exhausted, but the tribe was beginning to show signs of recovery.  Rafe had moved all the prisoners to the center of the camp, and Lexi had seen to all the animals, not just the horses.  After a few hours of sleep, Tiberius sat with Te’sumee, leader of the tribe’s Rogu, who was already much improved.  The water from the wagon was being consumed at a rapid pace, but it was obviously what was needed, and Tiberius thought they could always go back for more if they needed to.
“We have held the raiders as prisoners until you and the rest of the tribe were well enough to dispense justice,” Ti said.
“Justice is for the Swanee to decide,” Te’sumee said, nodding deferentially to Tiberius.
“Not this time,” Tiberius said.  “I’m afraid this whole incident has made it clear I don’t know enough about the Hoskali to be your Swanee.”
“You are the Swanee — there is no other.”
“Except you,” Tiberius said.
“No, I cannot be the Swanee,” Te’sumee said quickly.
“Please, Te’sumee, listen to me.  The entire tribe almost died.  I think that’s my fault.”
“Bu’yorgi poisoned the spring,” Te’sumee argued.
“Yes, but perhaps that was because we killed some of his Rogu in the raid.”
Te’sumee thought about that for a moment.  The leader of the Rogu had argued that slaying the raiders was not the Hoskali way.  As Tiberius had helped to nurse the tribe through the night, he realized that Bu’yorgi’s treachery may have been retaliation for Rafe’s bloodlust during the raid.  Not that Tiberius blamed Rafe, but he realized they would always be different.  Tiberius had wanted to lead the tribe into prosperity, but in the end he’d almost cost them their lives.
“I’m not trying to assign blame,” Tiberius said.  “But once the tribe is fully recovered, I think it might be time for me and my friends to leave.”
“No, Tiswanee, you must not leave the tribe.”
“You are a good man.  You will make a much better leader than me.”
“We will follow you, Tiswanee.”
“Surely there is a way to pass on the mantle of leadership,” Tiberius said.
Te’sumee remained silent.
“Is there a ceremony or traditional way of selecting a new Swanee?”
“Perhaps.”
“If you don’t tell me, Filsa will.”
Te’sumee’s head drooped.  “There is a way,” he said sadly.  “But Tiswanee is a great Kuja.  He has saved the tribe.”
“You are kind, but we both know it is best if I leave.  I will return one day, if I can.  The Hoskali are a great people, and I am honored to have been part of your tribe.”
Tiberius left Te’sumee to rest and went in search of food.  Rafe was still guarding the prisoners.  He was tired, and Tiberius wanted to give his friend a chance to rest.
“Bastards slept all through the night,” Rafe groused when Tiberius approached.  “Your spell apparently works wonders on insomnia.”
“I wish I knew a spell to keep me awake.”
“Now that would be a useful bit of magic.”
“Get yourself some rest,” Tiberius said.  “I’ll stand guard over this lot.”
“You should practice turning them into toads,” Rafe said.
Tiberius laughed as several of the raiders looked suddenly fearful.  Rafe went to find a place to rest, and soon Tiberius was alone with his thoughts.  He sat where he could see their prisoners and also the sick who lounged beyond the camp.  Many were sitting up and talking.  A few were even on their feet, trying to help Olyva, who worked tirelessly.  She had been slow and methodical during the night, but once the sun was up, she seemed completely refreshed.  Tiberius didn’t know how she managed to keep working so hard, but she didn’t complain.
Tiberius chewed strips of dried tamaka meat and washed it down with water.  They didn’t bother feeding the prisoners, and Tiberius guessed that in the morning the tribe would be well enough to decide the fate of their attackers.
“You seem distracted,” Lexi said as she came wandering over.
Tiberius didn’t know where she had been resting, but her face was still puffy with sleep.  He was amazed at how beautiful she was, even after the harrowing ordeal she’d survived to bring water back to the tribe.  Not to mention the fact that she didn’t get sick like everyone else.  Her furry companion sat on her shoulder, its long tail curled around her neck like an exotic piece of jewelry.
“I was just wondering how you kept from getting sick,” Tiberius said.
“Lucky, maybe,” Lexi replied.  “I don’t really know.”
“You are an exceptional person,” Tiberius said honestly.  “We would have all died if not for you.”
“I doubt that,” Lexi said.
“It’s true.  Our prisoners seem to be in awe of you.”
“I think they’re looking at Dancer.”
The little animal chirped happily.  It seemed to love to hear Lexi say its name.
“We need to talk about something,” Tiberius said.
“You think it’s time to leave the tribe?” Lexi asked.
“How did you know?”
“You look sad, for one thing.  And I guessed it was only a matter of time.”
“Does your little friend let you read minds, too?”
Lexi laughed as Dancer trilled.
“I don’t think she likes to be teased,” Lexi said.
“I wasn’t teasing.”
“No, I can’t read minds, but I can read people.  You’re an easy mark, Tiberius — you always have been.  When we first met, I had planned to rob you.”
“What?”
“It’s true,” Lexi said with a giggle.  “You were obviously well off, but naive.”
“I’m not naive,” Tiberius insisted.
“You always believe the best in people.”
“I’m an optimist.”
“And I’m a realist, but you won me over, and I decided to be your friend instead of robbing you.  Of course, once I knew who you were, robbing a member of the earl’s family didn’t seem like a very good idea.”
Tiberius thought back to when he’d first met Lexi.  He’d been amazed at how confident she was, and how unconventional.  She could blend into the crowds on the streets of Avondale so easily, even though she wore secondhand clothes and no shoes.  Tiberius had thought she was beautiful then, as well, but it had been her self-assurance that had drawn them together.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” he said.
“Why?” she asked, gazing up into his eyes.
“I’d be lost without you.”
“You were the one who found me when I was lost, remember?”
“I just mean I don’t know that I could do anything without you.  You make me feel like anything is possible.”
Tiberius leaned down and kissed Lexi.  The little animal she called Dancer hopped across Ti’s shoulders and then back onto Lexi.  They both laughed.
“I think she approves,” Lexi said.
“I hope so,” Tiberius replied, then turned serious.  “I never want anything to come between us.”
“We won’t let that happen,” Lexi said.  “So where are we going?”
“I promised Rafe to try and help Olyva,” Tiberius said.
“What if she doesn’t want to be helped?”
“That’s for the two of them to work out.  I just know that it’s time for us to move on.”
“North?”
“I think so,” Tiberius said.  “If I can remember the maps correctly, Hamill Keep is north of Avondale.  From there we would travel west to Sparlan Citadel.”
“Is that our only option?” Lexi asked.
“No,” Tiberius said.  “But it’s what Rafe wants, at least for now.  So, we owe it to him to move in that direction.”
“I know you’re right but I don’t like it,” Lexi said.  “I have a horrible feeling whenever I think of going there.”
The night passed uneventfully, and the next morning the tribe was back on its feet.  Most of the Hoskali were busy when Tiberius got up.  They had left their mats and returned to the camp.  Repairs were underway, and goods were redistributed.  The Rogu were standing watch around the camp, all except for Te’sumee, who was gathered with several of the tribal elders.  When Tiberius approached, they all grew quiet.
“You are all feeling better,” Tiberius said.
“We are, Tiswanee,” Te’sumee said.  “We were just discussing what to do with the prisoners.”
“I will give you my opinion,” Tiberius said, “if it is wanted.”
The elders all nodded.
“I think Bu’yorgi and his closest Rogu should be held accountable for what they’ve done. The rest were only following their Velora.”
“No tribe has ever captured another tribe’s Rogu before,” said one of the elders.
“And no Velora has ever been so treacherous before,” said another.
“Bu’yorgi has a great reputation,” Te’sumee said.  “It is hard to believe he would act so heinously.”
“So question him,” Tiberius said.  “Find out why he would poison our tribe.”
“He will not speak.  He says you are a devil and that we are all bewitched by your evil magic.”
Tiberius laughed, and soon the elders joined in.
“He is scrambling for an excuse for his own crimes.  Hold him responsible, then do as you wish with the others.  Has Te’sumee told you that my friends and I are leaving the tribe?”
The elders nodded again.
“Te’sumee should be the new Swanee.  He will make a better chief than I ever could.”
“It is not true, Tiswanee,” Te’sumee argued.  “We are a stronger tribe with you.”
“But we will only make the tribe a target.  Word will spread of what happened to Bu’yorgi’s Rogu.  The details will be exaggerated, and the other tribes will resent us.”
“Let them,” said one of the elders.  “We are the strongest tribe now.”
“You are strong in spite of me, not because of me.”
“We shall honor your wishes, Tiswanee, but we will always be your tribe,” Te’sumee said.
“And I shall do my best to return one day, but not to be your Swanee.  I only want to be your friend.”
The elders all bowed, and Tiberius went to find Rafe.  They spent the morning preparing to leave.  Rafe seemed happy to be finally progressing toward their goal.  Tiberius wasn’t sure if it was because he wanted to see Olyva restored to her former self or if he just felt compelled to reach the goal the princess had set for them by crossing the blighted lands and reaching Sparlan Citadel.
They retrieved the spears they had brought from Avondale, and Lexi gathered their horses.  Tiberius and Olyva saw to it they had plenty of food and water for the trip.  Word spread through the camp quickly that Tiberius was leaving, and many of the families brought small gifts.  The hides of the graypees that Rafe had killed near the river when they first came down from Avondale were tanned.  The leather was supple yet extremely tough.  Some of the tribe members had used tamaka sinew to adhere the leather to wool pants and a thick jerkin to serve as an armor of sorts.
There was food, thick animal hides, and baubles.  Each of their four horses was loaded with supplies.  Then came the ceremony to pass on the mantle of leadership.  Tiberius had chosen Te’sumee as his successor, and the elders of the tribe had unanimously approved.  Tiberius could have taken the harem of wives with him, but he gave them to Te’sumee as a gift, along with the large tent and everything else that had been Moswanee’s when Tiberius was welcomed as the chief of the Hoskali tribe.  And he was pleased to see that Filsa, the oldest of the wives and unofficial leader of the harem, approved.
Then Te’sumee, who was now called Te’swanee, issued his verdict on the group of raiders.  Bu’yorgi and and four of his men were singled out and executed.  Half of those that remained were made slaves, the other half sent back to their own tribe and warned to never repeat the heinous acts of their fallen leader.
Tiberius stayed long enough to see justice done, although he didn’t watch the executions.  He knew it was the right thing to do and would have done the same thing himself, but he had no desire to take part in meting out justice on the big warrior who had tried to kill him.  Tiberius and his friends said their goodbyes and then rode north just after midday.




Chapter 10



Olyva
She would have preferred to walk, but she would have struggled to keep up with the horses.  Tiberius, Rafe, and Lexi all enjoyed riding, but Olyva felt uneasy and vulnerable.  She was strongest when she had both feet planted firmly on the ground, where she could let her toes burrow into the soft turf and where she could feel the signals the earth sent to her.  Still, she had to admit that crossing the great expansive plains was liberating in a way.  She had enjoyed their time with the Hoskali and, had they decided to live out the rest of their lives among the nomadic tribes, she would have been content, but riding across the prairie with the sun shining down on them was refreshing.
When they’d first left Avondale, Olyva had been terrified, and if Rafe and Tiberius weren’t terrified, then they were close to it.  They knew nothing of the blighted lands in those first few days and had very nearly died on more than one occasion, but they had risen to the challenge and were well equipped for the journey now.
Olyva could feel the air pressure changing and she guessed that it would rain on them sometime that night.  Olyva didn’t mind the rain, but she didn’t want their supplies getting wet.
“Rain is coming,” she told Rafe.  “We should find shelter before dark.”
“How can you tell it’s going to rain?” Tiberius asked.
“I can sense the change in air pressure.”
“Air pressure?” he asked.
“Yes, the air feels different.  It feels heavier.”
“I can’t feel anything,” Lexi said.
“If she says it’s going to rain…” Rafe said, trying not to let the exasperation he felt show up in his voice but failing.
“I’m sorry if it bothers you that I can tell when it’s going to rain, but I can.  I think it is a gift, not a curse,” Olyva said with just a touch of her old haughtiness.
“I agree,” said Tiberius, and Lexi nodded.
“I didn’t say it was a curse.  It’s just different, that’s all,” Rafe argued.
“And what if she hadn’t warned us about the Draccon?” Lexi said.  “I think her new skills are invaluable.”
Olyva smiled at Lexi, who returned the gesture.  Tiberius looked at Rafe with a mischievous grin, which caused the young warrior to grunt.
“Well, I don’t know where we’ll find any kind of shelter out here.  This place is as barren as an old woman.”
“Rafe!” Olyva said.
“I think that may be offensive,” Tiberius said.
“It is offensive,” Olyva said irritably.  “Just because there are no hills or trees, you think there is nothing here, but the plains are teeming with life.  You just have to slow down and see it.”
“Do you have any ideas?” Tiberius asked Olyva.
“We have the supplies that the Hoskali gave us,” she replied.
“But they didn’t give us a tent,” Lexi said.
“No, but some of the skins would keep our food and other supplies dry,” Olyva explained.  “We just need to make sure we stop in time to see to everything before it gets dark.”
They rode all afternoon, and when they finally stopped, Olyva was sore.  Her back ached, and her backside felt bruised.  They took Olyva’s advice and covered everything that needed to stay dry.  A quick search provided them with enough tamaka dung to kindle a small fire, which Tiberius started with a few words.  They lounged once the sun set, and everyone seemed happy.
Olyva kept her distance from the fire, but she nibbled on some of the bread and dried fruit that the Hoskali had provisioned them with.  It made Rafe happy to see her eating, but Olyva was tired and quickly fell asleep.  The rain came around midnight and fell in cold, fat drops.  Olyva woke up long enough to check on the others.  They were huddled together under a large tamaka hide, but Olyva let the rain soak her.  She lay on the wet grass and slept blissfully, despite the wet conditions.
The next morning the amber mists high above seemed dim.  Olyva didn’t mind her wet clothes or the cooler temperatures, but she missed the sun terribly.  There was still enough light to energize her, but she missed the way the light made every inch of her body sing with ecstasy.
“I guess we should keep moving,” Rafe said.
“How far do you think Hamill Keep is?” Lexi asked.
“It’s impossible to tell,” Tiberius said.  “I was thinking about the maps of the nine cities.  The spaces between the cities were blank.”
“Isn’t Wangoria and Sparlan Citadel to the northwest of Avondale?” Rafe asked.
“Yes,” Tiberius replied.
“So we should start moving northwest,” Rafe said.  “Eventually we’re bound to find something that will give a clue as to where we are.”
“Alright,” Tiberius said.  “Repperi Arctoa.”
Olyva watched Tiberius closely.  She couldn’t feel the magic he controlled, but there was something familiar about his actions.  It was almost as if she’d seen a wizard controlling magic before, but she knew she hadn’t.  She had never even heard anyone talk of magic until she met Tiberius.  In Hamill Keep, magic was seen as a curse, and it was certainly not a subject a young lady discussed.
“North is that way,” Tiberius pointed.  “So northwest would be there.”
They set off again, this time walking their horses and stretching their sore backsides.  Rafe was the only person who seemed unaffected by long hours in the saddle.  It took them two more days before they saw anything other than vast empty plains.  They were riding again when Lexi’s pet began to chatter excitedly.
“Okay, okay, calm down,” Lexi said to the little animal.
“What’s she see?” Tiberius asked.
“I don’t know,” Lexi said.
She tossed the animal into the air, and it took flight.  They all watched the little animal as it spread its legs and stretched the skin between its limbs to catch the air currents.  It rose higher and higher, like one of the large airships that traversed the blighted lands high above the mists.  After a few moments, Lexi conveyed what the little animal was seeing.
“Mountains,” Lexi said.  “That way.”
She pointed west, but Olyva couldn’t see anything but empty prairie.
“Is it Avondale?” Tiberius said worriedly.  “Have we gone in a circle?”
“No,” Lexi said.  “The mountains look different.”
“Different how?” Rafe asked.
“They’re more rugged,” Lexi explained.  “Rocky and bare.”
“We must be getting close to Hamill Keep,” Olyva said.  She tried to keep the excitement at bay but found she couldn’t.  “It’s rugged and bare, not like Avondale.”
“I guess that’s good news,” Tiberius said.
“How will we even know where the cities are?” Rafe asked.  “Won’t they be above the mists?”
“We’ll have to try and climb anything that rises above the mists,” Tiberius said.  “I’ve been in the airship with my father and I don’t remember ever seeing anything that rises above the mists other than the nine cities.”
“So we’ll just be guessing?” Rafe said.  “I don’t look forward to climbing mountains only to discover we’re in the wrong place.”
“If you have a better idea…” Tiberius said.
“Maybe Dancer can fly up and see,” Lexi said as the little animal landed softly on her shoulder.
The day grew darker as they moved closer to the mountains.  Soon they could see the foothills, which were huge hills after so much time traveling across the prairie.  The air became foul, and Olyva felt weak.  She could tell the air was tainted.  It was more than just a bad smell; there was actually something in the air, something unnatural.  The grass died away, first turning brown, then disappearing all together.  A fine dust was kicked up under the hooves of their horses.
“This is what Hamill Keep is like?” Rafe asked.
“No,” Olyva said.  “It is a hard place.  The mountain is craggy and sparse, but it isn’t tainted.  There is something wrong with this place.”
“It smells bad, for one thing,” Rafe said.
“It’s more than that,” Tiberius said.  “I can feel a coldness here that is unnatural.”
“Maybe we should ride around it,” Lexi suggested.  “Dancer seems afraid.”
The little animal was quivering on Lexi’s shoulder.  Olyva was afraid, too, but she didn’t reveal her fear to the others.  She felt sick to her stomach, and the gray light seemed to push down on her, making her bow in the saddle.
“That could take us days out of our way,” Tiberius said.
Rafe glanced at Olyva, and a look of worry crossed his face.
“I don’t think we should do anything to extend our trip,” he said.  “Let’s just get there as fast as we can.”
They rode on, and the amber-colored sky turned gray, eventually growing dark as the mists looked more and more like thunderclouds than the bright fog that covered the plains.  Olyva could tell that most of the natural wildlife she had seen and heard on the prairie were nowhere near the dark place.  It was as if the entire area was lifeless.
“What is that?” Lexi asked, pointing ahead.  “It looks like buildings.”
“It could be a village,” Tiberius said.
“Out here?” Rafe asked.
“Why not?” Tiberius said.  “If it is, maybe we can trade for fresh supplies.”
“I’m not sure I want anything from this place,” Lexi said.
“Come on, I’m sure it’s fine.”
Another hour passed, and they began to make out details of the city — or what used to be a city.  There were buildings, although they were mostly rubble now.  Still, some of the buildings were tall and had very precise angles.
“Look at that,” Tiberius said in awe.
“It must be from before the cataclysm,” Rafe said.
“It’s unbelievable,” Tiberius added.
“It looks deserted,” Lexi said.  “We should avoid it.”
“Why?” Tiberius said.  “If it’s deserted, there’s nothing to be afraid of.”
“Our goal is to get to Hamill Keep,” Rafe said.  “There’s no reason to stop if we don’t have to.”
“We have to take shelter for the night somewhere,” Tiberius said.  “It’ll be dark soon.  Let’s just look and see if there is something we can use to build a fire.”
They rode into the deserted city.  The ground was hard under the layer of fine dirt.  The city spread out between the roots of two huge hills, and there were ruins that climbed either side of the massive valley.  Some of the buildings were still very tall, although there didn’t seem to be any structure in the ruined city that wasn’t damaged.
“I’ll bet a battle ruined this place,” Tiberius said.
“What do you mean?” Rafe asked.  “Siege engines?”
“Magic,” Tiberius said.  “I can’t think of anything else that could cause so much damage.”
“Is it really a good idea to be staying the night in a place like this?” Lexi asked.
“I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t,” Tiberius said.
“Maybe because the cataclysm drove people onto the highest mountains,” Lexi argued.  “There must have been a reason why they would just abandon their cities.”
“She’s right,” Rafe said.  “If some foul magic was used here, it could affect us all.”
“Come on,” Tiberius said, “let’s be reasonable.  It’s been over a century since the cataclysm.  Anything done then would have passed long before now.  Besides, I can sense magic, and there is nothing here out of the ordinary.”
“Except a giant city that was completely abandoned,” Rafe said.
“We don’t have to go far,” Tiberius said.  “Look, there is a building that is mostly intact.”
He pointed to a smaller structure.  The building could have been a home, Olyva guessed, although it was very different from anything she was used to.  The structure was square, almost like a child’s block, but one corner was demolished.  There were tall openings all around the bottom side of the building, but the roof seemed intact.  It wasn’t made from stones or timber but appeared to be one single block, almost as if it were carved from a huge boulder, but there were no chisel marks.
“Fine,” Rafe said.  “We could all use a break, but we leave at first light.”
“I still don’t like it,” Lexi said.
Olyva didn’t like it either, but the oppressive feeling she was struggling with was growing worse, and she didn’t speak.
Tiberius slipped from his saddle with a look of excitement on his face.
“I’ll go in search of firewood,” he said.
“It’s better if you don’t go alone,” Rafe said.  “I’ll take Olyva and the horses.  We’ll get settled.  Don’t stay gone long.”
“We won’t,” Tiberius said.
Olyva thought Lexi looked frightened, but she didn’t complain.  She dismounted and handed her reins to Rafe.  Then she checked the dagger that was tucked into her belt.  Olyva saw Rafe nod as if he approved of her precautions.  Then he led the horses forward.  Olyva’s mount followed without any instruction from her.  She was little more than a passenger, no different than a flea on the back of a dog.
Rafe dismounted when they approached the strange building.  He tied the horses to a post that protruded from the strange structure.  Olyva slid off her horse and looked at the building.  She ran a hand over the smooth surface.  It was hard and cold, like stone, but it was different.  It had an almost molded look to it, the way pottery sometimes did before it was fired and glazed.
Rafe looked through the large openings.  There were shards of glass still in the frames, and Olyva realized the openings had been windows.  There was no door, just a gaping hole like a missing tooth.  The floor of the building was covered in dirt, just like everything else, but there were furnishings still inside.  Most were broken down, either by wear or age.  The floor was blackened under the hole in the corner of the roof, and Olyva guessed that others had sheltered in the strange structure.
“This is strange,” Rafe said.  “I should check the interior.  You stay here with the horses.”
Olyva nodded.  She didn’t want to go inside the building, although she didn’t know if it was because the structure was so strange or because she wanted to be outside.  The thought of being cooped up, even in the grandeur of an earl’s palace, seemed stifling to her now.  She wanted to feel the air moving on her skin.  She wanted to soak in the sunlight and feel the earth beneath her feet.  She couldn’t do that indoors, and she had no desire to hide herself away from the elements.
“It’s empty,” Rafe said, coming back into the front room.  “Lots of sleeping chambers and such.  It must have been a lord’s home.”
Olyva nodded but didn’t speak.  She had a feeling of foreboding that was quickly sliding towards terror, but she couldn’t explain it.  Instead she helped Rafe unsaddle the horses.  They brushed each of the animals down and poured each a little water from their dwindling supplies.
“We’ll need to find fresh water tomorrow,” Rafe said.  “These horses are suffering, and we’ll be out of water soon, too.”
“I wish we could find water now,” Olyva said in a soft voice.
“I wouldn’t want to drink anything from this place,” Rafe said.
“There is nothing good here,” Olyva agreed.  “We should move on.”
“We will, but Ti’s right — it’ll be dark soon.  At least here we’ve got a little shelter for the night.”
Olyva wanted to argue, but she didn’t.  She just followed Rafe into the gloom of the building and did her best to pretend she wasn’t afraid they wouldn’t make it through the night.




Chapter 11



Tiberius
Tiberius hadn’t thought about the fact that he might learn more about magic among the abandoned cities of the blighted lands, but he couldn’t deny that since he’d first spotted the ruins of the vast city at the foot of the mountains, his hopes were elevated.  The blighted lands were supposed to be a nightmarish place where no man could survive.  It was true that there were large creatures and dangers that Tiberius had never imagined, but the blighted lands were not the hellish wastes he’d always supposed they were.
Now, as he walked through the streets of what had once been a very significant city, he couldn’t help but wonder if there were hidden treasures just waiting to be revealed.  For all Tiberius knew, he was the first wizard to walk through those dirt-covered streets since the cataclysm.  He reminded himself that the Hoskali had wizards — they called them kujas — but Tiberius still felt a thrill.
“Tiberius, slow down,” Lexi said.  “You need to be more careful.”
“Careful of what?” Tiberius asked.
“You don’t know what could be lurking in these ruins,” Lexi said.  “Let’s just find some wood and go back.”
“Aren’t you even a little bit curious?” he asked.  “Think of what life was like here before the cataclysm.  There must have been tens of thousands of people living here.”
“And they probably all died here, too,” Lexi said.  “Ten thousand ghosts just waiting to exact revenge.”
“You don’t really believe that.”
“No, but any kind of creature could be hiding here,” she warned him.
The sky was growing darker by the minute, and as much as he hated to admit it, Tiberius knew that Lexi was right.  The alleys between the tall buildings were full of shadows and rubble.  He spotted the remains of a wooden fence, the boards having long ago been knocked out of alignment.
“There,” Tiberius said, pointing to the fence.  “We can get some wood and go back.”
“Okay,” Lexi said, the relief evident in her voice.
Tiberius led the way to the fence.  The boards were thin and leaning precariously.  One touch and it was obvious the boards were completely rotten.  Tiberius pulled on the fence, and it came apart easily.
“This will work,” he said.
“It won’t burn long,” Lexi said.  “Not like the tamaka dung.”
“No, it’s too old, but there’s plenty here, and I doubt we’ll need all that much of it.”
After a few minutes of work, they had torn the fence apart and stacked it neatly into two piles.  Tiberius picked up the bigger pile, and Lexi managed to carry the smaller one.  They had just started back toward the building where Rafe and Olyva were waiting when the world suddenly went dark.
“I’ll never get used to that,” Lexi said.
“It’s a bit unsettling,” Tiberius admitted.
He stooped over and set the wood down easily.  Then, picking up one of the longer boards and holding it by one end, he uttered the fire spell.
“Ingesco Exsuscito.”
Tiberius felt the magic leach suddenly out of the dry and brittle wood.  The flame at the far end, away from Ti’s body, was bright and warm.  Tiberius held the board up like a torch and hoped the fire wouldn’t work its way down the rotten wood too quickly.
He scooped up as much of the wood at his feet as he could manage with one arm, and they started back down the wide street.  The ground was solid under their feet but covered with fine dirt.  Tiberius wondered what type of paving stones the city had utilized.  There were so many questions to be answered about the ancient ruins, but they would all have to wait.  Tiberius knew he had to swallow his curiosity.  His first priority was to get Olyva back to Hamill Keep and then to Sparlan Citadel.  It might even be possible to take an airship from the Keep to the capital, but Tiberius didn’t want to put too much trust in that plan.  Olyva’s father might just as easily throw them in irons as help them on their quest.
“It’s hard to imagine such a large place being abandoned,” Lexi said.
“I know,” Tiberius agreed.  “What must the cataclysm have been like, and what caused it?”
“Wizards caused it,” Lexi said.
“I know that’s what we’ve been told all our lives, but we were also told all wizards were evil and that nothing good could ever come from magic.  That isn’t true.  I’m not evil, am I?”
“Not most of the time,” she teased.
“And I’ve used magic to heal the sick and injured.  So some good things can come from magic.”
“But how do you explain Princess Ariel breaking your leg?”
“I can’t,” Tiberius said.  “She’s a cruel person, but so is Leonosis.  Perhaps it’s more about living a life of privilege than magic.”
“You lived the same life as Leonosis and you’re nothing like him,” Lexi said.
“Well, my life wasn’t exactly the same.  I had everything I needed and never worried about going without, but I knew I wasn’t favored.  Leonosis on the other hand could do no wrong.  My father spoiled him, and my mother loved him more than the rest of us.  Even the servants and city officials treated Leonosis with deference.  I was seen as little more than a nuisance.”
“I find that hard to believe,” Lexi said.  “At least you had parents.”
“I didn’t mean to pretend my life was difficult,” Tiberius said, feeling a stab of guilt over his callous comments.  “I just meant that I never expected to have the things that Leonosis took for granted.”
“And you think that Princess Ariel isn’t affected by the magic she wields?”
Tiberius thought about the question before answering.  The magic he used was powerful, and controlling it was sometimes incredibly difficult, but he had never felt that the magic was trying to control him.  In fact, even when the magic flowed through him, he had never felt anything but powerful.  Magic bent to his will, not the other way around.
“I really don’t think so,” Tiberius said after a moment’s consideration.  “At least in my experience, magic doesn’t affect the user.”
“I know less about magic than you do,” Lexi said, “and maybe I’m just frightened by it all, but I feel like there are forces much darker than what you understand.”
“Perhaps,” Tiberius said.
“This city is a perfect example,” she continued.  “Something bad happened that destroyed this place.”
“I agree,” Tiberius said.  “I’m just saying that we can’t say for sure it had anything to do with magic.”
“But don’t you feel like it had to be magic?” Lexi asked.
“I think it’s easy to attribute anything bad or scary to magic because of the way we were taught to believe that magic was evil.  Everything bad about the world before the cataclysm was blamed on magic, but from my studies, magic was widely used — and for good, not evil.”
“Maybe you’re right, but I’m still very uncomfortable here,” Lexi said.  “A little bit of caution, especially in a strange place, is simply prudent.”
“I didn’t think you were one for prudence,” Tiberius teased.
“On the street, you learn quickly not to go looking for trouble.”
“I’m not looking for trouble,” Tiberius said.  “But I wouldn’t mind exploring this city a little.  There’s no telling what we might find.”
“Or what might find us,” Lexi said.
As if to prove her point, Dancer suddenly started hopping up and down on Lexi’s shoulder and chattering noisily.
“What’s wrong with Dancer?” Tiberius asked.
“I don’t know,” Lexi admitted.  “I think she smells something?”
Tiberius turned and looked around them, but the ruins were completely dark.  The light from their makeshift torch wasn’t bright enough to cast light into the alleys or inside the crumbling buildings.
“We better hurry back,” Tiberius said.
They moved as quickly as they could, but the wood was awkward to hold, and the faster they walked, the more unstable it became.  Tiberius heard the first growl just as they reached the building where Rafe and Olyva were waiting.
“Did you hear that?” Lexi asked.
Tiberius started to reply, but the horses suddenly neighed in terror.
“What’s going on out there?” Rafe said, stepping to the entryway with his sword drawn.
“There’s something out here,” Tiberius said.
“Well, we might as well face it,” Rafe said.  “There’s no way to secure this building.  The windows are busted out.”
Tiberius dropped his load of firewood and thrust his torch into the rotten material, which kindled quickly.
“Take your firewood inside and wait with Olyva,” Tiberius said.
Lexi didn’t wait to be told twice.  She hurried into the dark building, and Tiberius guessed there was just enough light from his fire to show her where Olyva waited in the corner.  There was another growl; it was coming from across the street.
“What do you think that is?” Tiberius asked.
“Sounds like a dog.”
“You think there might be dogs here?”
“Why not?” Rafe said.  “There were certainly dogs here before the cataclysm.  They’ll all be wild now.”
“They wouldn’t come near the fire, would they?”
“I have no idea, Tiberius,” Rafe said.
Then they saw the pack of wild dogs.  They were large, and their matted fur stuck out all over their bodies in different directions.  The light shone yellow in their eyes, and their lips were pulled back over their pointed teeth.
“Great,” Rafe said.
“Six, seven, eight,” Tiberius said.  “I think there are eight of them.”
“Eight that we can see.”
“Get out of here!” Rafe suddenly shouted, making Tiberius jump.
The dogs whined and dashed backward, as if the sound had been a physical blow, but they quickly returned.
“Here,” Tiberius said, handing Rafe one end of a board.  The other end was on fire.  “Maybe we can hold them off with these.”
Tiberius had a burning section of wood, too, and he waved it with his left hand at the dogs who were slowly closing in on the two men.  In his right hand, his whip flew into action.  The first crack of the whip made the dogs jump back again.
“How long do you think we can fend them off this way?” Rafe asked.
“As long as we have to,” Tiberius said.
The dogs were cautious but determined.  They sensed the danger of the two men but also the opportunity for fresh meat.  And it was soon clear that they wouldn’t be deterred.
“You want to rain down some fire or something?” Rafe asked.
“Sure, I’ll just burn down the building we’re hiding in to escape the dogs,” Tiberius said.
“Hey, I’m just trying to figure a way out of this.”
“You killed the graypees — a few dogs shouldn’t be any trouble.”
“I can try the spears, but there are only three of them,” Rafe grumbled.
He tossed his board at the dogs, who dodged easily away.  Tiberius had to crack his whip over and over to hold the pack back.  With Rafe gone, they were suddenly much bolder.  One of the dogs came too close, and Tiberius’ whip opened a thick gash on its muzzle.  The dog howled in pain and dashed back into the shadows.
Rafe’s first spear flew from behind Tiberius.  It streaked across the fire and slammed into one of the larger dogs.  The metal spear point sank deep into the dog’s side and flipped the beast over.  The dog yelped in agony, and the other dogs looked uncertainly from Tiberius to their wounded pack member.
Then another spear shot out; this time it hit a dog in the chest, killing the animal instantly.  The other dogs broke and ran.  Tiberius wished he had a spell that would allow him to see in the dark.  He could conjure light, but he didn’t want to attract any other creatures that might be waiting in the ruins of the ancient city.
“Well, that worked better than I thought,” Rafe said.
He walked out toward the injured dog and put it out of its misery with a quick, powerful thrust.  Then he put his boot on the animal’s body and retrieved his spear.  He was just picking up the third spear when a dog came bounding out of the darkness.
“Look out!” Tiberius shouted.
Rafe turned toward the attacking animal, but his arms were full with the three long spears, and he couldn’t defend himself.  Tiberius reacted instinctively.  His arm swung forward, and the whip flew toward the dog.  The leather whip hit the attacking canine’s neck and wrapped around it just as the dog was jumping toward Rafe, its fangs opening wide as it prepared to rip out his throat.  But Tiberius jerked back on the whip, arresting the dog’s flight in mid-leap.  The animal’s eyes bulged, and its teeth snapped down with a crack as its body swung around. Then the dog crashed onto its back.
Rafe, to his credit, dropped two of the spears and stabbed the dog, ending its life before the animal could recover its senses.  Then another dog rushed forward.  Rafe spun, lashing out with the third spear and cutting a horrible gash across the canine’s face.  The dog howled as blood gushed from one ruined eye.  It rubbed its face on the ground as it limped away, but Rafe and Tiberius didn’t have time to watch the defeated animal scurrying for safety.  Tiberius dropped his whip and used both hands on the flaming board.  He swung it back and forth, hoping to discourage the wild dogs, but the rotten wood crumbled in Ti’s hands.
Rafe was shouting as three dogs approached him slowly.  Tiberius bounded forward, snatched up a spear, and helped his friend.
“Keep your back to the fire,” Rafe shouted.
The dogs were darting in low, their mouths snapping before they sprang back away from the bright metal of the spear’s head.  Two more dogs joined the attack, and Tiberius was on the verge of muttering a spell regardless of the outcome when all five seemed to launch a coordinated attack.
The three dogs in the middle darted forward menacingly, but it was just a feint.  Once Tiberius and Rafe moved their spears toward the middle three dogs, the two on the edges pounced.  Rafe whirled with lighting speed, his spear blade tearing through the dog’s throat and then whipping back around to face the three dogs in the center.  Tiberius wasn’t as fast.  He saw the dog leaping toward him and turned, trying to bring his spear to bear, but he wasn’t fast enough.  He held his spear in a wide, two-handed grip and was able to push the wooden pole between himself and the gaping maw of the wild dog.
The dog’s teeth clamped down hard on the spear shaft, and Tiberius was knocked off balance by the sudden weight of the dog crashing into him.  He spun and let go of the spear.  The dog’s momentum carried him around just as the spear caught on the ground.  The dog’s natural instinct was to hang on once it had latched onto its prey, so the dog’s body twisted in the air and landed on its back on the pile of burning wood.
Tiberius smelled the rank odor of burning hair.  The dog yelped and dashed away, but the shaggy hair was on fire, and Tiberius saw the dog now glowing as its coat burned, bounding away through the dark streets.
The three remaining dogs were wary but still menacing.  Tiberius snatched up his spear and had just turned back around to defend himself when a long, high-pitched whistle sounded.  The dogs stopped growling and looked up.  Tiberius couldn’t imagine what they were seeing, but they raced off together.
“Damn,” Rafe said.  “That was close.  Are you okay?”
Tiberius nodded his head, still trying to see what had called off the dogs.  Rafe grabbed the other spear and then uncoiled Ti’s whip from the dog’s neck.
“You saved me from this one,” Rafe said.  “Here’s your whip.”
Tiberius took the whip and coiled it up quickly, tying it with the little leather thong that held the whip to his belt.
“Who do you think called off those dogs?” Rafe went on.
Tiberius was still trying to catch his breath.  “I don’t know, but I imagine we’ll find out soon enough.”
“You think they’re coming after us?”
“I guess that depends on whether or not they mean us harm,” Tiberius said.  “Either way, I don’t like the idea of meeting anyone in the dark.”
“Let’s move inside,” Rafe said.
He picked up a few of the burning pieces of wood and carried them into the building.  Tiberius stepped back into the shadows of the doorway but remained there with his spear.  He was tempted to cast his cloaking spell and search out the person who had whistled for the dogs, but he wouldn’t be able to see them in the dark.  It seemed unlikely that anyone could be moving through the city at night without light of some kind, but Tiberius could not see even a spark of light anywhere.
Rafe kindled the pile of wood that Lexi had carried into the building.  Tiberius glanced over his shoulder and saw the interior of the building.  The walls were smooth, just like the outside of the building, but there were pegs where paintings or tapestries had been hung.  The furniture was covered in dirt and broken down.  Tiberius guessed that, if worse came to worse, they could probably burn some of it.
“Is there another way in here?” Tiberius asked.
“Yes,” Rafe said.  A door in the back is missing, and there are more windows in the other rooms.”
He wanted to curse but he knew it wouldn’t help.  He turned his attention back to the street.  It was so dark and yet, somehow, Tiberius knew that someone was watching him.  He could feel their gaze, the way a child feels when they are pretending to study and their tutor is glaring at them from across the room.
“Someone’s coming,” Lexi said.
Tiberius looked over at her.  In the light of the fire, her face looked orange.  Her eyes were closed, and her brow was furrowed.  Olyva was holding onto her.  Tiberius realized she was seeing what Dancer saw, and there was nothing more he could do but wait for whomever was coming out of the darkness to reveal themselves.




Chapter 12



Lexi
When the dogs attacked, Lexi had watched in horror from the darkness of the building.  She couldn’t take her eyes from the blazing fire in front of the building where Rafe and Tiberius were fighting.  Ti’s whip cracked like lightning, and Dancer grabbed hold of Lexi’s hair and trilled urgently.
Tearing her eyes away from Tiberius, Lexi grabbed the little creature and flung it up into the air.  There was no wind for the animal to catch inside the building, but Lexi had tossed it high enough for the little creature to scramble onto the roof through the hole at the corner of the building.  Lexi tried desperately to see Dancer, but it was just too dark.  She looked back out at Rafe and Tiberius in time to see Ti save Rafe from a dog’s attack by choking it with his whip.
“Should we do something?” Lexi asked, her hand on the hilt of her Wangorian dagger.
“We would only be in the way,” Olyva said, her voice barely above a whisper.
The two women joined hands in the darkness, both watching as the men fought desperately to fend off the dogs.  Lexi gasped as Tiberius flung one of the dogs into the fire.  The wretched creature’s yelps made the hair on her arms and neck stand out stiffly.  Lexi’s nature was to run from danger, but she was in a completely foreign place.  She wasn’t afraid of the dark, but without some knowledge of her surroundings, she would just be fumbling around in the darkness.  And she would have to abandon Tiberius if she fled, so she held her nerves in check and stayed with Olyva.
When Rafe came in and lit the wood on fire in the corner of the room, Lexi immediately felt better.  She and Olyva moved closer to the warm flames, although Olyva was careful to keep Lexi between herself and the fire.  Then Lexi felt the tell-tale buzz in her head that signaled Dancer’s attempt to show her what the little animal could see from high in the air.  Lexi closed her eyes and immediately saw the shadowy city.  
Dancer must have leaped from the rooftop and caught an updraft.  The view that Lexi saw was from high above the city.  She could see the buildings below her.  There was no color, just varying shades of gray, but it was enough.  A speck of fire burned far down a narrow alley, and Lexi realized it was the dog that Tiberius had flung into the burning pile of wood in front of their shelter.  It would have been nearly impossible to know which building she and the others were hidden in if not for the fire burning just outside the door.  And then Lexi saw a shadow moving slowly down the street.  The movement was strange, more of a lurch than a walk, but it was clear to see that the thing moving toward them was a person.
“Someone’s coming,” Lexi said, but she didn’t open her eyes until the man was almost in the circle of firelight.
She looked desperately around the city.  There was movement, but none of it was close.  There were shadows, some big, some small, slinking through the streets.  Lexi realized that the city was not abandoned, it just wasn’t home to humans anymore.
As Lexi opened her eyes, she blinked in the light of the fire, and then a man appeared in the street.  He wore a long robe made from mismatched animal skins.  Olyva’s hand tightened on Lexi’s arm.  Neither girl breathed as they watched Tiberius step through the door.  The fire separated the two men.  The newcomer had a long beard, and although he was bald on top of his head, a ring of thin, greasy hair hung down from around his ears.  His skin looked dark in the firelight, but Lexi guessed it was dark from dirt not exposure.
“Guests, we have guests at last,” the man said in a strangely high-pitched voice.
“Who are you?” Tiberius said.
“Many names, I go by many names.  I am King Gunderlyn, ruler of Devonyr.”
The man waved his hands around at the ruined city.
“I’m also the Keeper, Guardian of the Passes, and Pathfinder through the Barrier Mountains.”
“We aren’t looking for trouble,” Tiberius said.  “We just wanted to take shelter for the night.”
“No trouble, no trouble,” Gunderlyn said.  “I called off the dogs.  They’re zealous defenders of my great kingdom.  Come with me to the palace.  I have food.  It is much safer than here.”
Tiberius looked back at Lexi and Rafe.  No one wanted to go with the man, who seemed to be crazy, but they didn’t want to stay in the building where they might be attacked by who knew what creatures in the night.
Lexi nodded, remembering the shadows she’d seen slinking around the city.  Rafe went to Olyva and picked up the sturdiest looking board from the fire he could find.  Olyva’s eyes were wide with fear, and Lexi didn’t blame her.  Staying in the ruins of the abandoned city had been a mistake, but there was no way to change that now.  Lexi went to the horses, who where shuffling nervously.  Rafe and Olyva had already unsaddled and rubbed down the animals, but Lexi didn’t want to leave them behind.  The dogs or worse creatures could attack them.
“We won’t leave the horses,” Lexi said.
“There is room,” Gunderlyn said excitedly.  “Room for all, you will see.  It is safe, come with me.”
Lexi led the horses by the reins and followed Tiberius, who had also picked up a firebrand.  Rafe and Olyva followed the horses.  Gunderlyn babbled as they walked, and most of what he said made no sense.  He led them down winding streets.  The dark buildings and shady alleys on either side of them seemed ominous to Lexi.  The horses seemed nervous, too.  Eventually they came to a sturdy-looking stone tower.  The structure was only two stories high, but the windows were all sealed with stones mixed in a crude mortar.
“Here we are, here we are!” the man in the long robe said, kicking his feet up in a dance that revealed skinny, pale legs.  “Welcome to the royal palace of Cobblestone.”
“This is your home, Gunderlyn?” Tiberius asked.
“Gunderlyn was my father,” the man said in a sneering tone.  “Call me Waddlehat.”
He flung open the door, which was large and heavy.  The doorway was arched, and the door fit the opening perfectly.  Lexi guessed the massive door had somehow survived the passage of time.  Gunderlyn waved them in, then disappeared into the darkness.
“I don’t like this,” Rafe said.
“We don’t have much choice,” Tiberius said.
“We can go back,” Rafe said.  “We’ll saddle the horses and ride through the night.  We can make proper torches from some of the wood hereabouts.”
“I’m not even sure how to find our way back,” Tiberius said in a low voice.
“Someone called the dogs off of us,” Olyva said.  “Perhaps it really was this man.”
“He’s insane,” Rafe said.
“Things aren’t always what they seem,” Tiberius said.  “He’s a wizard.  I can feel the magic surrounding him.”
“All the more reason to leave,” Rafe said.
“Come in, come in.  Bring your big dogs, too.  There is room here,” the man called from inside the tower.
“Let’s just see what’s inside,” Tiberius said.
Rafe didn’t look happy, but he didn’t argue.  Tiberius went in first, raising his firebrand over his head.  The light from their burning planks was shaky at best, but just after Tiberius entered the tower, a steady, golden glow illuminated the structure.
“Come on,” Tiberius said.  “It’s okay.”
Lexi led the horses forward, feeling strange bringing the beasts into another person’s home, but once she stepped through the doorway she realized why the man had offered.  The tower was a large circular structure, but it had no roof.  The man in the mismatched robes had lit an oil lamp, which was giving a steady light to the entire building.
“Leave your torches,” he cried in a loud voice.  “The horses may stay here safely through the night.  Just close up the outer door and set the beam.”
Lexi tied the horses’ reins to a metal ring that was set in the stone wall.  She tied each rein with a simple slip knot that would pull free easily if they needed to flee the tower.  Tiberius tossed their torches out onto the dirt-covered street, then Rafe closed the door and lifted a heavy wooden beam that fit snuggly into the bracket on the back of the door to lock the tower’s only entrance.
Dancer spiraled out of the inky black sky and landed on the stone wall.  Lexi could just see the furry little animal in the light from Gunderlyn’s lamp.  She raised her hand to the animal, but Dancer refused to come down to Lexi. She waved her hand, but the little animal trilled angrily.
“Hope your pet doesn’t know something we don’t,” Rafe whispered.
Lexi swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded.  In the light of the lamp, she could see their host’s ragged garment.  It was made from the skins of many small animals, and strings of sinew and fat hung from the poorly tanned hides.  The man wore no shoes or even sandals, carried no weapons that anyone could see, and yet had passed through the dark city without the aid of any light.
“Now, we shall go down,” Gunderlyn said in a sing-song voice.
“Down where?” Tiberius asked.
The man didn’t answer but pulled on a heavy trap door that revealed a stone staircase that disappeared under the tower.  A horrible stench wafted up and made Lexi want to gag, but she forced herself not to show her revulsion.
“This way — come with me, my lovies,” Gunderlyn cried as he hopped down the steps.
The tower grew dark as their host carried the lamp down into the lower levels of the tower.
“I’m staying here,” Olyva said.  “I can’t go down there.”
“I’ll stay with her,” Rafe said.
“Lexi?” Tiberius said.
“I’m coming,” she replied, hoping he didn’t hear the terror in her voice.
“I’m sure it will be fine,” Tiberius said.  “We’ll be back no later than morning.”
“Don’t make me come down there to find you,” Rafe groused.  “It smells like something died down there.”
“Nice,” Lexi said, as she followed Tiberius down the stairs.
The tower disappeared in darkness over their heads, and Lexi had to breathe through her mouth to keep from retching at the smell.  The stairs spiraled down, and the light below her grew brighter.  Finally they came down into a large chamber.  What Lexi saw took her breath away.  There were treasures everywhere.  Gold, so much that it reflected the lamp’s light and made the whole room as bright as day.  There were coins, some in chests, others in sacks, and still more in piles on the floor.  There were gilded frames, gold candelabras, goblets, and trays.  Silver and gold jewelry hung haphazardly from the other treasures, and weapons of every type, most made with incredible precision and painstaking forging methods, were scattered around the room.  Some of the weapons even had gemstones inlaid in their handles or sheaths.  There were religious articles and musical instruments, even bolts of shimmering cloth that looked almost like spun gold or silver.
“Forgive the mess,” Gunderlyn said.  “I’m not a housekeeper after all.”
He laughed at his own joke, cackling like a raven.  Tiberius looked at Lexi, who could only shrug her shoulders.  In Avondale not even the earl had such a horde of treasure.  She realized she would have to rob the entire city to find so much plunder and guessed that Gunderlyn had done just that, scouring the abandoned city for treasures.
The large treasure room led to a smaller set of rooms.  The first was a kitchen of some kind.  There was a large hearth, with a cast iron kettle hanging over the cold embers.  A long table that was stained with blood stood against the opposite wall.  Pegs were set in the stone walls, and small animal hides hung from the pegs in various stages of decomposition.  The smell was overpowering, but Gunderlyn didn’t seem to notice.
He went through the kitchen and into another room that was filled with books.  Lexi saw Tiberius stiffen as he saw the leather-bound volumes.  Gunderlyn dropped into a heavily padded chair and propped his feet on a decorated footstool.  He hiked up his robe, and Lexi had to look away to keep from seeing down his filthy thighs.  He snatched up a thick pipe that looked as if it was made of bone.  He grabbed a pinch of dark green leaves and stuffed them into the pipe.  Then he used a long sliver of wood that he lit on one end in his lamp to light the pipe.
He toked the pipe several times before leaning back in his chair and drew a great draught of smoke into his lungs.  He looked at Tiberius queerly for a moment, then spoke in a much lower voice.
“What is your business before the king?”
“My business?” Tiberius said.  “I’m not sure I have any business.”
“Come, man, don’t make me drag it out of you.  I’ve dungeons for people who waste the king’s time.”
“I sorry, but you invited us here.”
“You need lodging,” he said, nodding and drawing on his pipe again.  “More beggars,” he chuckled.  “And do you have something to trade for your room and board, peasant?”
“Well, no,” Tiberius said.  “We have no wish to impose upon you.  We were just passing through and looking to shelter in the city ruins for the night.”
“Well you may stay,” he said, his voice taking on the high pitch and insane inflections once more, “of course you may.  I have plenty of room, plenty of room.”
“What happened to this city?” Tiberius asked.
“What happens to all cities eventually,” Gunderlyn said.  “It has faded.  The great stone works return to the dust from which they came.”
“What of the people?” Tiberius prodded.
“There are no people here.  No, no, no,” he said with a chuckle.  “My subjects would never allow people in the Kingdom of Devonyr.”
“We are people,” Lexi said quietly.
“Quite right, and so you are, for now at any rate.  But that is a discussion for another time.  People are so full of questions.  Tell me, what is it like on the tall peaks?  You are from one of the nine cities, are you not?”
“You know about the nine cities?” Tiberius asked.
“Of course I know of them.  I am the Emperor of Valana after all.”
Lexi wanted to knock the man over the head and search all the rooms of his underground sanctum.  She thought he needed help if he thought he was a ruler of anything but dust and lost treasures.  Still, there was no denying the riches in the outer room.  A handful of the gold there would keep Lexi warm, safe, and well fed for a year in Avondale.  She guessed if they looted that one room and carried it as a gift to Tiberius’ father, they would be welcomed into Avondale like heroes.  Not that she wanted that.  What she really wanted was to get out of the smelly hole in the ground and breathe fresh air again.




Chapter 13 



Tiberius
“You’re an emperor?” Ti asked, trying to sound respectful.
Gunderlyn looked at Tiberius as if he didn’t understand.
“You said you rule all of Valana,” Tiberius explained.  “How did that happen?”
“You ask the strangest questions,” Gunderlyn said seriously, then broke into hysterical laughter.
Tiberius looked at Lexi, who seemed worried about their host.  Tiberius badly wanted a chance to explore the man’s library of books.  He could see the titles of many of the large volumes, but the entire room was lined with shelves, and each shelf was packed with books.  He could spend hours just exploring the titles in Gunderlyn’s library.
“Which of the cities do you hail from?” Gunderlyn asked once he regained what little self-composure he possessed.
“Avondale,” Tiberius said.
“Ah, Avondale, the most beautiful of the nine cities.”
“You’ve been to Avondale?” Tiberius asked.
“I’ve seen all the cities,” Gunderlyn said, his voice grim.  “But I don’t go up, no, never up.  Above the mists the world is cold and full of hate.  I prefer things here.”
“Don’t you miss being around other people?” Lexi asked.
“People are so full of themselves,” Gunderlyn said.  “Is not your little pet more true?  The wind glider, or helter smy, as they were once known.  In days gone by, they were called King’s Eyes.  They’re exceedingly rare.  I’ve only read about them in my books.”
“You mean Dancer?” Lexi asked.
“Ah, an apt name.  They do seem to dance on the wind, don’t they?” Gunderlyn said.  “Does he speak to you?”
“She,” Lexi said, “shows me things sometimes.”
“They eventually learn to communicate with their companions,” Gunderlyn said, as if the whole conversation was dull.  “You’ll find your furry little pet more loyal than any person.”
“How long have you lived here?” Tiberius asked.
“So many questions.  There will be time for answers later,” Gunderlyn said, suddenly jumping to his feet.  “But first we must eat.  Stay here — I will prepare our supper.  Then all your questions will be answered.”
He swept out of the room, his filthy robe brushing Tiberius as he hurried past.  Tiberius thought he was growing used to the smell, but Gunderlyn’s unwashed body made Tiberius’ eyes water.
As soon as Gunderlyn was out of the room, Tiberius began looking at the books.  Lexi moved up behind Tiberius.  She was as silent as a shadow for a few moments.
“We need to get out of here,” she said.
“I know, but we can’t leave yet,” Tiberius said.
“We’re better off taking out chances on the prairie,” Lexi argued.
“I agree.  Gunderlyn is out of his mind.  But look at these books, Lexi.  There could be books on magic here.  There was no purge in the blighted lands.”
“No,” Lexi said.  “Just a cataclysm that drove everyone into the highlands.  Tiberius, it isn’t safe here.  There’s no telling what this mad man is planning to do.”
“I doubt he’s strong enough to subdue all four of us.”
“I hope you’re right,” Lexi said.
Tiberius knew that Lexi was scared, but he couldn’t force himself to leave.  In his own mind, a warning was trying to get his attention, but Tiberius seriously doubted that Gunderlyn could pose much of a threat, and the possibility of finding another book on magic — perhaps even several books — was simply too enticing to pass up.  Had he paid more attention to his instincts, he might have noticed that his fatigue wasn’t natural.
Lexi yawned.
“You see, you’re too tired to do anything more tonight,” Tiberius said.
“What is your fascination with these books?” she asked.
“Don’t you realize what these are?” Tiberius explained.  “Every one of these books is from before the purge.  The amount of magical knowledge in these books is priceless.”
“They’re all about magic?”
“No, at least I haven’t found books that are solely about magic,” he said, stifling his own yawn.  “But even if they just describe what is possible to do with magic, they would be well worth reading.”
“Books make me sleepy,” Lexi said.
“We’ve been through a lot today,” Tiberius said.
He picked one of the books up and began turning the ancient pages.  The books had been written on thick paper, the words copied in a flowing script that was elegant but precise.  There were illustrations, as well.  It was a book of ceremony, perhaps outlining the rites of some forgotten religion.
Lexi sat down on the stone tiled floor of the library.  There were no rushes, only more dirt that Gunderlyn had tracked in.  Tiberius yawned again, his eyelids heavy, and he felt a warmth, almost like a thick blanket being wrapped around his body.  He looked down at Lexi, who was asleep, and finally he realized what was happening.  He had cast the sleep spell often enough, but he’d never been the recipient of that particular charm.  He looked for Gunderlyn, but the rank old man was not in the library.  Tiberius stumbled toward the door that led to the kitchen, but his legs refused to hold him up, and he collapsed onto the floor.
He resisted sleep for a brief moment, but his resistance was useless.  The last thought to pass through his mind before he fell into the pit of unconsciousness was where the old man had learned the spell.  Tiberius wanted to see that book.
When Tiberius woke up, he was alone.  The room he was in was bare, just a small room with stone walls.  His hands were chained to a metal ring that was bolted into the stone above his head.
“What’s going on?” he said, struggling to his feet.
He felt groggy, and his muscles seemed as if they had been drained of strength.
“Lexi!” he shouted.  “Lexi!”
His voice echoed back at him from the confining stone walls.  Fear gripped his heart so tightly that he could barely breathe.  He pulled at the chains in a futile effort to break free.  The chains were stout, and the ring they were attached to would not budge.  He tried to pull his hands free of the shackles but only succeeded in chafing the skin on his wrists.
“Lexi!” Tiberius shouted again, but there was no answer.
He sank to his knees and let the tears fall from his eyes as he tried desperately to think of what he could do.  He went over every spell he knew, but none seemed effective for freeing him or helping his friends.
Finally, the thick wooden door opened.  Tiberius struggled to his feet.  Light from around the door had allowed him to see in the small room, but now he covered his eyes and strained to see who was standing in the doorway.  He recognized his jailer by smell before he could see.
“Gunderlyn,” he said bitterly.
“You fool,” the man said.  “You were so trusting, so naive.”
“Let me go,” Tiberius said.  “What have you done with Lexi?”
“She is fine … for now.  I cannot promise that she will remain so.  You travel in interesting company.”
“What are you doing this for?”
“Oh, there are many reasons.”
Tiberius was angry, but he forced himself to calm down and think.  Gunderlyn’s voice was no longer the high-pitched, hysterical cackle of a madman.  Instead, he sounded calm and in full control.
“The first of which,” he said, “is to find out why the princess sent you to kill me.”
“What?” Tiberius asked.  “No one sent us to kill you.”
“Another wizard just happens to stumble into Devonyr — I don’t think so.”
“Please,” Tiberius begged.  “No one sent us.  We are exiled from Avondale and traveling to Hamill Keep.”
“I will not listen to lies,” the man hissed.  “The princess is a fool.  She does not know the dark powers she is dabbling with.”
“Princess Ariel?” Tiberius asked, desperately trying to find a way to connect with his captor and perhaps win his freedom.
“So you do know her?” Gunderlyn spat.
“Of course I do,” Tiberius said.  “She is the Princess of Valana.”
“She is a foolish child.  Tell me, how long were you her apprentice?”
“I … I wasn’t.  I met her, though.  I was struggling to learn magic, and she visited Avondale with her father.”
“And she taught you what?”
“She didn’t teach me anything,” Tiberius said.  “She broke my leg and made me heal myself.  She’s wickedly cruel.”
“And you learned magic all on your own?” Gunderlyn asked.
“No, I found a book.”
“There are no more magical books in the nine cities.”
“I found one,” Tiberius said.  “It was just a fragment, really.  The Essence of Magic.”
Gunderlyn laughed.  Then he pointed at Tiberius with a bony finger.
“How many Orders of Magic have you mastered?” he said in a mocking voice.
“Just one,” Tiberius said.  “Just Sana Magus.”
“Sana Magus indeed,” Gunderlyn sneered.  “You are an assassin, although a poor one.  The princess would do well to choose her minions with better care.”
“I’m not her minion, and I swear we did not come here looking for you.  We’re just trying to get to Hamill Keep.”
“Nothing happens by chance, boy.”
Gunderlyn’s eyes closed, but his lips continued moving.  Tiberius didn’t know what the old wizard was saying or what spell he was casting, but he recognized the look of concentration and the melodic chant of a spell.
“Scuti Incantatio,” Tiberius shouted.
He felt the magic springing up in front of him just as an invisible force slammed into his shielding spell.  The force of the blow knocked Tiberius back against the wall, but he was unharmed.
Gunderlyn’s eyes opened wide, and even in the dim light of his prison cell, Tiberius could see the fear on the elder wizard’s face.  He scrambled backward and slammed the thick wooden door with a resounding bang.




Chapter 14



Rafe
Rafe and Olyva had spread a blanket on the stone floor of the tower.  There was no light and no fire to keep them warm.  Normally Olyva preferred sleeping on the ground, but she shivered against the stone, and Rafe wished they had brought more of their supplies from the building they had taken shelter in.  Following the crazy man was not wise, but they had very little choice in the matter.  If they had refused, the man might have sent his dogs back to attack them.  Rafe wasn’t afraid of dogs, but he didn’t like the idea of being in the dark or trying to sleep and having dogs turned loose on him.
Olyva didn’t speak, and as they lay together in the darkness, both struggling to find some comfort on the stone floor that made the soft turf of the prairie seem like a feather mattress, Rafe slowly grew sleepy.  He had expected Tiberius to return with food of some sort, but his friend didn’t reappear.  Rafe was anxious for the light of day, so he didn’t fight the urge to sleep.
When he woke up, he was in chains.  A quick glance showed that Olyva and Lexi were with him, but not Tiberius.  He pulled on the chains, but they held fast.
“Olyva,” Rafe whispered.  “Olyva, are you okay?”
Lexi stirred, but Olyva didn’t move.
“Olyva,” Rafe said as he nudged her with his foot.
She was too far away for him to reach her with his hands, but if he stretched he could reach her bare foot with his own.  He felt panic when she didn’t wake up.  Lexi slowly sat up and rubbed her eyes.  There was very little light in the room they were being held captive in.  There were no windows, and Rafe guessed they were now down below ground.  The only light came in around the wooden door to the chamber where they were being held.
“What’s happening?” Lexi asked.
“You tell me,” Rafe hissed.  “What happened to you and Tiberius?”
“I don’t know,” Lexi said.  “We went down the stairs.  There was treasure everywhere and books.  The old man went to get us food, then I woke up here.”
“Nothing else?” Rafe asked.
“No,” Lexi said.  “Tiberius was looking at books.”
“Books?”
“And then I sat down,” she said.  “I was so sleepy.”
“It wasn’t natural,” Rafe said.  “There’s no way that old man could carry me anywhere without me waking up.  Much less lock me in irons.”
“What are you saying?”
“We were bewitched,” Rafe said.  “I’ve seen Ti do it.”
“But why?” Lexi asked.  “And what has happened to Tiberius?”
“Both good questions, and I have no answers.  Looks like we trusted the wrong people.  See if you can help me wake up Olyva.”
They called her name, and Rafe continued nudging her, but Olyva never moved or made a sound.  Rafe could see that she was breathing, but she wouldn’t wake up.  After a while they gave up and sat slumped again the stone wall.  Rafe’s body ached.  He felt as though he’d been in a fistfight and lost.  His head was pounding, and his mouth was as dry as the dust on the floor of their prison.
Finally, the door opened, and their captor came in.  He set a lamp on a small table on the far side of the room.  Rafe wanted to find out where Tiberius was, but he knew better than to question his captor.
“Where’s Tiberius?” Lexi asked.
“He has special accommodations,” the smelly wizard said.  “I’m glad you’re awake.  Tell me about your friend.”
He was standing over Olyva, looking down at her.
“Don’t tell him anything,” Rafe said through clenched teeth.
“Tsk tsk, my good man.  I can make life comfortable for you or very, very uncomfortable.  I hold no grudges.  Just answer my questions and I’ll have food and water brought in.”
Rafe’s stomach growled, but he didn’t say a word.
“She is very unique,” the wizard said, squatting down and lifting one of Olyva’s feet.  “These toes would never do in court, would they?”
“Don’t touch her,” Lexi hissed.
“I’ll do more than touch her,” the wizard said.  “I’ve been researching all day but haven’t found anything about tree people.  I’m tempted to dissect her and really have a good look around.”
“Over my dead body,” Rafe growled.
“Oh yes, I’m sure that would be necessary, but not difficult.  I’m afraid my dogs would make a quick meal out of you.”
“What do you want from us?”
“From the three of you, very little,” the wizard said.  “Your wizard friend is a different story.  Tell me why you came here.”
Lexi looked at Rafe, but the young warrior gave a little shake of his head to warn her not to speak.  The wizard looked from Lexi to Rafe and then back again.
“Fine,” he said, pulling a key from his filthy robes.  “You come with me.”
He stepped toward Lexi, who slid backward, trying to escape.  He grabbed her arm with surprising speed, but Lexi didn’t pull away.  Instead, she launched herself at the man.  She threw her knee toward his groin but missed, so she tried to rake her fingernails down his face instead.
“Docilis Commodum,” he roared, and Lexi’s body went still.
“Don’t you touch her,” Rafe shouted.
He pulled on his chains, shouting and kicking, but the wizard was too far away.  He unlocked Lexi’s shackles and led her out of the room.  Nothing Rafe could do or say stopped him.  And as the door closed, so did Rafe’s hopes.
He knew only two things: first, that if they didn’t escape, they would die.  The wizard had plans for them, no matter what he said.  The old man wouldn’t let them live very long, not if they posed a threat to him.  And secondly, Olyva was Rafe’s first priority.  He had to get her to safety.
The room was dark, and it took a while for Rafe’s night vision to return.  He cast around for anything in the room that might help him escape his shackles.  The floor was covered with dirt, the same dry, powdery dirt that covered the entire town.  Rafe had to use his hands to brush the dirt aside, and at first there was nothing to find.  The room he was in was made of smooth stone blocks.  The floor, under its layer of dirt, was simply more stone.  At first Rafe wanted to give up, but then Olyva stirred.  She groaned as if she were in pain.
“Olyva,” he said, turning toward her.  “Olyva, are you all right?”
She groaned again but didn’t wake up.  Rafe could see her trembling.  He didn’t know if she was hurt or if the sleeping spell had affected her differently than it had him.  Maybe, since she was changing already from their encounter with the killer trees, the spell had made her sick or hurt her somehow.  Her obvious discomfort only made Rafe realize he had to get her out of the underground prison as soon as possible.
He turned his attention back to the dirt.  He scraped and brushed, looking for something that might help him in his quest for freedom.  He had scoured nearly the entire area that was within his reach when he finally found a piece of bone.  It was as long as his finger and almost as wide.  He snatched it up and tried not think about what a bone was doing in a room that was obviously made to hold prisoners.  Still, he had an idea.
The shackles around his wrists had a narrow edge.  Rafe placed the bone onto the shackle and then hit it with his hand.  The bone was hard but brittle and it broke into two long pieces.  One was still fat, the other narrow.  Rafe rubbed the bone against the edge of the shackle until it had a thick groove near one end.  Then he inserted the bone into the shackle.  It took nearly half an hour of concentrated work, but eventually Rafe got the shackle unlocked.
“Yes,” he said excitedly.
The second shackle didn’t take nearly as long.  Then he set to work on Olyva’s chains.  Once he got her unlocked, he lifted her up.  She was light in his arms, lighter than he thought she should have been, which only made him worry about her more.  He went to the door and pulled it open just a little.  There was light in the next room, but it wasn’t bright, and Rafe didn’t see the old man or anyone else.  He opened the door and carried Olyva through it.  In the outer room, there was a table with ancient-looking leather straps.  Blood stains covered the wooden table, and on a far wall was a large brass shield that was reflecting light from another room.  There were two doors; one was open, letting in light, and the other closed.
Rafe looked out the first door, but there was nothing to see except more rooms.  He could see a sleeping chamber with a disheveled bed and a room that was filled with junk.  Rafe could see old pieces of furniture, rusty weapons, thick carpets rolled up and leaning against cobweb-covered paintings.
Rafe desperately wanted his sword back, but he couldn’t risk going to search for it.  His first priority had to be getting Olyva to safety.  He opened the second door and peered through.  The rooms beyond were dark, but Rafe thought he could could see a bit of sunlight.  He decided the second doorway was more promising than the first.
He hurried through, closing the door quietly behind him and waiting to let his eyes adjust to the gloom.  He was in a large room, and there was a throne beside where he stood.  Under his boots he could feel a thick carpet.  The walls of the room were lined with books, and Rafe guessed this was the library that had occupied Tiberius’ mind when the old wizard cast his spell.  Rafe hurried through the room and into another room.
He could hear the flies buzzing and smell the rotten meat.  It was a horrible stench that made Rafe want to gag, but instead he hurried through into yet another room.  The third room was filled with light from a small beam of sunlight that was reflecting off piles of golden coins.  The treasure didn’t interest Rafe nearly as much as the sunlight.
Just beyond the treasure room was a spiral staircase, and there were traces of sunlight filtering through the swirls of dust from above.  Rafe was just hurrying up the stairs when he heard a scream.  It was high-pitched and agonizing, sending chills up Rafe’s back.  He knew without a doubt that it was Lexi who was screaming.  The wretched old wizard was hurting her, probably in front of Tiberius.  Rafe wanted nothing more than to find the wizard and cut him to pieces, but he had to get Olyva to safety first.
It took every bit of strength Rafe had to turn his back on his friend, but he charged up the stairs and threw open the trap door.  The horses were still in the tower, and gray sunlight illuminated the scene.  Rafe had guessed that he had slept through the night, and he was glad to be right.  If anything could make Olyva feel better, it was sunlight.
He took Olyva to one of the horses and draped her across the animal’s back.  Then he threw off the heavy beam that locked the large door to the tower.  When he went back to the horses, he heard another scream echo up from below.  Tears filled his eyes, but he couldn’t go back yet.  He had to get Olyva out of the city.  He pulled himself up onto the back of his horse and took hold of Olyva’s reins.  He hated leaving her draped across the horse like a slain enemy, but there was nothing more he could do for her.  He turned his horse and led them both out of the tower, pretending he didn’t hear more screams from the dungeons below the tower.




Chapter 15



Leonosis
The funeral was held once the earls arrived.  Everyone was present except for Leonosis’ own father, who was too ill to attend.  Everyone looked uncomfortable as the child’s corpse was carried out.  Leonosis could not read the mind of the terrible demon that possessed his body, but he did sometimes catch glimpses of what the horrible creature thought or observed.  The other earls resented him — that was much was clear without supernatural divination — but Leonosis could also sense that the earls were unhappy with their king.  They thought him weak as he weeped for his lost child, unable or unwilling to produce another.  They had no idea that Princess Ariel, under Draggah’s direction, had cast a spell on her father to rob him of any further heirs.
Gifts of wine and food had been brought by each of the earls, enough to feast the death of the little prince many times over.  The earls were expected to stay in mourning with the king for an entire week, and none of them relished the task.
Leonosis considered who would support him.  Earl Ireoss of Rossylton and Earl Poag of Duringer were not well known.  Their cities were smaller than the others, and the earls could possibly be swayed with a well timed bribe.  Although Leonosis doubted that Draggah planned to use any methods so tame as a simple bribe.  Earls Tunach and Flossert, lords of the twin cities Easton and Weston, would not support anyone but themselves being named king.  They were unreasonable men, who thought too much of themselves and their cities.  Earl Ossbert of Carver Peak would be staunchly in King Aethel’s camp, but once the king was out of the way, he might be swayed to support Leonosis simply because of his marriage to Princess Ariel.  Earl Marcus of Hamill Keep was already in Leonosis’ pocket.  A ship loaded with food had been sent to the earl along with news of his daughter’s betrayal and subsequent exile.  The poor man would sell his soul for a shipload of bread, and Leonosis doubted that anyone would bother trying to sway him from supporting Leonosis.
That left only Earl Chasar of Wangoria.  Leonosis looked at the earl, who was old enough to have gray streaks in his hair and beard but otherwise looked more kingly than any of the other earls.  Chasar was no fool and doubtless he could have been a dangerous adversary if he wanted to be king, but Wangoria could become the richest of the nine cities simply by staying neutral and selling their fabled blades to both sides.  He would instigate strife wherever he could, hoping that the fighting amongst the nobles would lead to war.
As the priest droned on about the greatness of a child who never left his nursery, Leonosis daydreamed about the future.  Normally he would have enjoyed the political backchannel dealing and working to build secret alliances.  There was nothing Leonosis loved more than blindsiding an enemy, but Draggah’s ways were different.  He would brook no opposition, and if the other earls resisted him, Leonosis feared for their souls.
Under normal circumstances he would see the other earls as his competition, but Leonosis now lived in constant fear and pain.  And as much as he despised the other earls, he wouldn’t wish his cursed life on any of them.  If he were ever truly free of Draggah’s hold on him, he might try and foil the powerful creature’s plans, but that was not possible, and Draggah laughed at his pitiful complaining.
“Why do you complain so?” Draggah teased.
No one could hear the foul spirit, but Draggah’s words reverberated inside Leonosis’ head like the pealing of a bell.
“You will be king — is that not what you wanted?  These earls will be our puppets, the nine cities an extension of our will.  You have been chosen, boy — is that not what you wanted?”
“I’m not a boy,” Leonosis hissed.
“Your life is as insignificant to me as a fly.”
“Then release me,” Leonosis argued.  “I won’t oppose your plans.”
“So ungrateful,” Draggah said, adding pain to each syllable, like a bully poking a younger child.  “Still, you are the instrument of my design.  Very few of your kind have the strength to sustain my presence.  Their minds wilt like grass before a bonfire, but not you.  Your ambition and greed make you strong.”
“I would rather die than be your pawn!” Leonosis screamed mentally.
Pain wracked Leonosis’ body, but he couldn’t move, couldn’t make a sound.  He was paralyzed in perfect agony, but the only sign of his struggle was the sweat that popped up on his forehead.
“Are you well, my darling?” Princess Ariel whispered into his ear.
“Fine,” Leonosis managed to say, although all he could hear was Draggah’s hideous laughter.
The pain finally ebbed as the priest’s speech ended.  The throng of people moved toward the prince’s body for one final viewing before the boy was finally laid to rest.  Leonosis had no control; Draggah was in supreme command of Leonosis’ physical body.  He walked forward, just behind Princess Ariel and followed by the other earls.  They paid their final respects then retired to the rooms that had been prepared for them.
Ariel accompanied Leonosis to his suite of rooms.  The demon left Leonosis to spy on the other earls.  His plan was to wait three days and then slay the king.  Leonosis’ hands would be covered in royal blood, a fact that had not bothered him before arriving at Sparlan Citadel but which he now found appalling.
“What do we do now?” Ariel asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine.” 
“Don’t take your frustration out on me,” she said angrily, a hint of the fiery impertinence she had displayed on her trip to Avondale showing once more.  “You know it’s useless to resist Draggah.  You think you’re the only one he hurts.”
“You have no idea,” Leonosis said.
“If not for your greed, you would not be here, and my brother would not be dead.”
“And you would not have to share your pet, is that it?” Leonosis snarled.  “You’re angry because you felt powerful when Draggah lent you his power, but now he doesn’t need you anymore.”
“He needs me more than ever.  His whole plan hinges on me.”
“In a few days, you will have served your purpose.  What then?  Do you think he will keep you close just for sentimental reasons?”
“No, but I will not go quietly,” Ariel said.  “I thought we were in this together.”
“No, you tricked me into a cruel half-life.”
“You are getting everything you wanted, Lord Leonosis.”
She spat the last words like they were a filthy insult.  Ariel and Leonosis were both miserable and completely unable to do anything about it.  Their lives meant nothing to Draggah, and worse still, they had no idea what the foul demon’s true intentions were.  He would be the supreme ruler in Valana soon, but what did that mean?  What would he do then?  Draggah had no interest in riches; no human pleasure interested him.  He seemed only interested in pain.
“We could kill each other,” Ariel said.
Draggah’s presence returned so suddenly that Leonosis was knocked back as if he’d been rammed by a charging bull.  All he knew was pain, and he could do nothing but watch helplessly as Leonosis struck the princess.  Draggah was careful not to hit her face.  Leonosis’ fist punched Ariel cruelly in the stomach, doubling her over.
Then, with an outstretched hand, Draggah used magic to levitate her body.  She was pulled in four different directions, her muscles and tendons stretching painfully.  She opened her mouth to scream, but he suddenly dropped her in a heap on the floor.  She cried.
“Death will come soon enough,” Leonosis said, but it was Draggah who was speaking.  “Do not be so foolish as to think you can thwart my plans.  You will do whatever I command and you will do it without question.”
Princess Ariel nodded her head but continued weeping.  Leonosis felt sorry for her.  He had no real love for the princess, but he understood her pain and fear.  His hatred for Draggah was a common point for them, and he did feel a small semblance of compassion for her plight, even though he also blamed her for his own ruined life.
“Now is the time for action,” Draggah said out loud.  “The earls will take their evening meals in their rooms.  I think it is time we begin our plan to bring them under our control.”
Leonosis felt himself turn and walk briskly from the room.  He went back down the secret passage to the hidden chamber where Leonosis had discovered the depth of Ariel’s betrayal and his own possession by Draggah had taken place.  There was a vial of clear liquid waiting on a small table.  Leonosis saw himself pick up the vial.  He knew without asking exactly what the liquid was, and another piece of the demon’s plan fell into place.
He carried the liquid back up to the castle kitchens.  Eight trays had been set out, each with bottles of wine and fine crystal goblets.  Leonosis knew that the earls would be given only the finest foods and wines while they were in the king’s castle, and now he went to each bottle and poured several drops of the liquid inside.  Once he had finished, he threw the glass vial into the hearth, where it shattered.
“Tonight we will gather their bodies and raise them back to life,” Draggah said to Leonosis.  “Tonight our power will multiply exponentially, and then we will be free to complete the next stage in our conquest.”
Leonosis could only shudder in fear.  Draggah only shared his plans with Leonosis for his own personal amusement.  Leonosis couldn’t imagine what it meant to raise the earls back to life.  What would he have to do?  How could he look into the eyes of a person he knew was dead and yet see them living?  He wanted to scream.  He wanted to warn the other earls, but there was nothing he could do.  He was trapped, and his captor would torment him until Leonosis was completely insane.




Chapter 16



Tiberius
When the wizard returned to Ti’s chamber, he was no longer alone.  Lexi’s eyes were wide with fear, but she seemed to come with the old man willingly.
“What are doing with her?” Tiberius shouted.
“Tell me what I want to know,” Gunderlyn said, stepping behind Lexi and pulling her arm behind her.
He was careful to keep Lexi between himself and Tiberius.  Ti couldn’t see exactly what the old wizard was doing to Lexi, but she screamed in pain.
“Don’t!” shouted Tiberius.  “Please don’t hurt her.”
“Tell me what I want to know.”
“I don’t know what to tell you.  I’m Earl Aegus’ son.  I found a book on magic, and when Princess Ariel came to Avondale, she could sense that I was becoming a wizard.  I knew I couldn’t stay in the city.  Magic is outlawed in the cities, and so when my friend was exiled, I went with him.”
“A fine bedtime story, I’m sure, but it isn’t what I want to know.”
Lexi screamed again, her back arching as her muscles spasmed in pain, but she didn’t try to escape.  She stood still, as the old wizard tortured her.
“Scuti Incantatio,” Tiberius said.
He thrust the shielding spell around Lexi, but there was already a magical bond between the wizard and the girl.  Tiberius felt his magic reacting to the old wizard’s power.  Working the shielding spell normally felt like lifting a small stone.  It was heavy, but Tiberius was strong enough to wield it easily.  When his magic contacted the old man’s, he felt as if the weight of the spell had become almost unbearable.  He staggered back against the cold stone wall, his chains rattling.
Gunderlyn fell back, as well, but both men managed to hold onto their spells for a moment.  Tiberius didn’t want to release his spell, hoping that he could somehow protect Lexi, but Gunderlyn’s own spell was preventing that.
“Accendo,” Tiberius said quietly.
It was the most basic spell of the Fourth Order of magic.  Accendo, the fire spell, allowed Tiberius to create fire and control it, only the powerful magic was difficult to manage under the best of circumstances.  Tiberius felt the portal from the magical realm opening, and he didn’t try to stop it.  He let the fire pour out, directing the magical inferno toward Gunderlyn.  His only real effort was keeping the flames away from Lexi.
The flames were bright in the dark cell.  He could see the stone work on the walls, feel the heat rising in the small room dramatically.  Lexi was screaming again, this time in fear.  Gunderlyn had ducked back out of the wooden door, which was now burning savagely.  Then Lexi began stepping back toward the doorway, directly toward the rush of flames.  Tiberius had to clamp down on the magic.  It was like trying not to scream while someone tortured him.  The effort left Tiberius drained.  He slumped down the wall; his only consolation was that Lexi hadn’t been burned.
The door to his chamber continued to burn, and smoke was beginning to fill the small space.  Tiberius coughed.  He could control the fire he conjured, at least until it ignited something, and then he was powerless to stop the burning.
“Fool!” cried the old wizard, tossing a bucket of water onto the door.
The water made a savage hissing sound and sent a plume of steam into the room, but it didn’t extinguish the door altogether.  Tiberius knew that Gunderlyn would have to come back.  He slid down so that he was lying on the floor where the air was relatively free of smoke.  He was still coughing but he was able to think more clearly.  Using the spells of the Fourth Order was dangerous.  He could barely control the spells, and they put Lexi in too much danger.  But somehow Tiberius needed to break free of the chains and confront Gunderlyn.  
“Tiberius!” Lexi screamed and then she went silent.
Ti pulled at his shackles again, but they didn’t budge.
“Lexi!” he shouted.  “Lexi, I’m coming.”
He didn’t know how he could possibly get free but he had to do something.  He thought hard about all the spells he knew.  He could conjure fire, light, and wind; they were the basic spells of the Fourth Order of magic — Nativus Magicus.  He had never attempted the intermediary or advanced spells.  He understood that in theory he could build his own spells by combining the words of the spells, but he’d always been cautious and had only tried the spells he had specific instructions for.  Now, as smoke from the burning door continued to fill the room, he realized he didn’t have time for caution anymore.
“Flabra,” he said, conjuring wind.
The little room had been filling with smoke, but now that smoke swirled around and around the small space.  Tiberius directed the wind out of the room, which also sent the smoke billowing out.  The door, which was burning steadily, was also slammed shut by the wind.  The burning door gave the room some light, and Tiberius could see that the smoke was gone but would soon refill the room with the door closed.
He needed something to break his chains.  He went back over the Fourth Order spells.  He had fire, light, and wind as basic spells.  The intermediary spells were lightning, focusing light, and cyclone.  The advanced spells were crucible, destruction, and sealing.  The basic spells were difficult to control, and Tiberius couldn’t imagine what the advanced spells would be like.  Over and over again, The Essence of Magic had warned about using spells out of order.  A wizard was supposed to master each Order of Magic before moving on to the next.  Tiberius only had access to the First and Fourth Orders, so he’d been forced to skip ahead.  Princess Ariel had given him a list of practical magic spells that he had memorized as well, but none of them would help him break free from the chains he was bound with.
Then an idea occurred to him.  He remembered in his studies at the Temple in Avondale about curved glass being used to focus sunlight.  The prefect had demonstrated that the focused sunlight could be used to start a fire and had gone on to theorize that if the light could be harnessed correctly, it might be possible to cut through stone.
Tiberius knew he could use the crucible spell to melt his chains, but he had no idea how difficult the spell would be to control.  He might end up roasting himself in the process.  The focused light spell, on the other hand, might heat the links of the chain just enough that Tiberius could break free.
He closed his eyes, trying to calm his heart rate and respiration down.  The last thing he needed was to get choked on smoke in the middle of casting the spell.  He let his senses open up so that he could feel the magic in the room.  It was faint and weak — the room was nothing but dirt and dead stone — but he could feel his own power.  It seemed to grow and subside, like waves rolling in and out.
“Specula Fulsi,” he said quietly and immediately felt the surge of magical power.  “Specula Fulsi, Specula Fulsi.”
Light filled the little room.  It came pouring out of the magical realm and was so bright that Tiberius had to close his eyes.  He directed the magic down, concentrating it like the curved glass had done with sunlight.  The magic wasn’t wild like before, but Tiberius felt it draining away his strength.  Perhaps he was holding his breath — he couldn’t be sure — but the power of the magic was so great he felt that the light was becoming dangerous.
He couldn’t open his eyes and had to direct the magic by feeling the room all around him.  He pointed the light onto the small links of chain that held him to the thick metal ring that was fixed to the wall.  He had hoped to heat the metal enough that it would grow soft and weak, but the focused light cut through the metal and stone.  Tiberius had to roll away from the wall to keep the dripping bits of liquid metal and stone from dropping onto his head.
He still had long chains hanging from his wrists, but he was free from the wall.  He stopped chanting the spell, but this time the magic didn’t stop.  The light continued boring into the wall.  Tiberius lay on the floor, feeling as if he’d just been through a rigorous workout and concentrated on the magic.  He had to stop it before it broke loose from his control or drained him of so much energy that he passed out.  The magic was willful, like a small child who discovers they can shout and won’t stop.  Tiberius demanded that the magic stop, and it slowly surrendered to his control.  When it stopped, the room went dark, and Tiberius lay on the floor gasping.
The smoke had once again poisoned the air in the little cell and sent Tiberius into a coughing fit.  He crawled to his knees and saw that the door was now sagging on its hinges.  A large portion of the door had fallen into the room beyond, which appeared to be a long hallway with doors every ten paces.  Tiberius used the chains like a whip, knocking the door open.  He jumped past the burning wood and looked in both directions.  One end of the hall was shrouded in darkness; the other held a faint light.  Tiberius moved cautiously toward the light.
His chains clinked as he walked and made stealth impossible, but there was nothing Tiberius could do to stop it.  At the end of the hall was a room with a small candle burning near a disheveled bed.  Books lay strewn about in the room, and beyond the room Tiberius could see what appeared to be an old, blood-stained table.  He recognized the cracked leather straps.  It was a torture chamber.  Tiberius moved ahead cautiously, unsure where Gunderlyn might be waiting to attack him.
“Rafe?” Tiberius whispered.
He couldn’t help but worry that his friends were locked into small cells just the way he had been, but they hadn’t called for help or made any noise at all as Tiberius made his way down the hallway.
“Olyva?” he called a little louder.
There was no response.  Tiberius went through the torture chamber and found a larger room to one side.  There were multiple sets of irons fixed to large metal rings in the room, but no people.  Tiberius could just make out where the dirt on the floor had been disturbed and guessed that his friends had recently been held there, but he had no idea where they were now.  Gunderlyn had used Lexi to get Tiberius to obey him, and now Ti guessed that the wicked old man was planning to use Rafe and Olyva for some nefarious purpose.  Only Tiberius couldn’t guess what that purpose was.
Gunderlyn knew about Princess Ariel, although how the old man knew was a complete mystery.  There was so much he didn’t understand about magic and so much he wanted to know.  He had hoped that meeting Gunderlyn would afford him the chance to answer some of his questions, but instead he had been naive and put his friends in danger.
Tiberius went through the torture room and into the library.  The books mocked him as he passed through.  There was light coming from the rooms beyond, and Tiberius slowed down, checking the kitchen with its foul stench before moving through and into the treasure room.  Light was pouring down from the open trap door above the spiral staircase, and Tiberius wanted to race out of the underground tower, but he had to be cautious. There was simply no telling what the old wizard was capable of.  Tiberius was carefully sneaking a glance up the staircase when he felt magic swirling around him.  He turned, expecting to see Gunderlyn behind him, but instead he saw hundreds of gold and silver coins rising up the air.
For a moment Tiberius was mesmerized by the floating coins.  Then he ducked as several shot toward his head.  The coins pinged off the stone walls and ricocheted back into the treasure room.  Tiberius scrambled up the stairs as the coins flew toward him.  He raised one arm to protect his face, but several coins hit hard enough to leave bruises.  Only the spiral curve of the staircase kept the worst of the coins from hitting him.  They slammed into the stone steps and walls then went bouncing down in a cacophony of noise as Tiberius raced out into the open tower.
There were two horses in the opening but nothing else.  Tiberius raced through the large door and onto the dirt-covered streets.  Three dogs were waiting for him.  They dashed toward Tiberius, who jumped back inside the tower.  He just managed to get the door closed as one of the dogs squeezed into the tower.  It turned to bite him, and Tiberius lashed out with the chain that was still bound to his wrist.  The dog barked as it jumped out of reach of Ti’s makeshift weapon, but it was only a matter of time before the canine attacked again.
Tiberius backed away from the door, and the dog slowly advanced.  Ti knew he was trapped.  He couldn’t go back down the stairs, where he could hear the coins continue to pelt the walls.  He was trapped inside the tower with no weapon and a dog that was growling menacingly.  He knew he needed to conjure some magic to protect himself, but his mind was racing and fear held him paralyzed.
Then the dog sprang toward him.  It was a big animal, with bald patches on its coat from scars and fights with other animals.  Tiberius saw the dog’s teeth glistening with white strings of foamy slobber as the animal prepared to rip into its prey.  Then one of the horse’s hooves shot out and hit the dog.  The horses were nervously neighing and shuffling around as far as their reins would let them.
Tiberius heard bones snap, and the dog yelped miserably.  It landed hard on the stone floor of the tower, its legs moving feebly and the white foam in the corners of its mouth turning red with blood.  Tiberius slumped back against the wall.  He was so tired and he wanted to find a safe place to rest, but that simply wasn’t an option.  What he needed were weapons, and that meant going back down into the dungeon.  He didn’t relish the idea of going back, but he wouldn’t shirk that responsibility, either.  He’d gotten himself and his friends into a mess and he would do whatever it took to make sure they got out of it.




Chapter 17



Rafe
Riding bareback was difficult.  He knew how to hold the horse with his legs and match the motion of the animal, but the entire time he felt danger right behind him and couldn’t help but look over his shoulder in fear of seeing some horrid animal or the crazed old wizard running them down.
He wanted to ride faster, but he couldn’t go too fast with Olyva still unconscious and splayed across her horse’s back.  They moved through the city streets at a cantor, the horses’ hooves echoing on the ruins of buildings and piles of rubble that lined the streets.  The city was like a maze, and Rafe couldn’t tell where he was going.  Some of the ruins were taller than the hills that surrounded the city, and Rafe doubled back more than once when the street ahead turned out to be blocked with debris from a toppled building.
The alleys were still shrouded in gloomy shadows, and the entire town was so quiet and so utterly empty that it made Rafe uneasy.  He didn’t mind a fight and had virtually no fear of any man, yet he had seen creatures that were quick and powerful enough to kill or maim, especially since Rafe had lost his weapons.
It seemed like an eternity before Rafe finally spotted the open fields that lay beyond the ruins of the city.  He sped up, feeling a surge of hope as he navigated the last few streets.  The prairie beyond the town was a long, brown plain.  The sky overhead was still gray, and the light filtering through seemed weak.  Rafe guessed that Olvya needed the bright amber sunlight they had enjoyed with the Hoskali, but that was a lost hope so close to the mountains.  He would have to leave Olyva alone and go back into the town to search for Rafe and Lexi.  He didn’t relish that thought, but he knew what he had to do.
Once they were out of the ruins and moving briskly across the plain, Rafe looked slowly in every direction.  He was watching carefully for any signs of movement, but there didn’t appear to be any living creature in sight.  When he’d brought Olyva several hundred yards from the city, he stopped and slid off his horse.  He helped Olyva down and sat her on the dirt-covered ground.  He missed the green mossy grass and bright amber sky.  He wished he still had a blanket to lay her on, but he had to settle for laying her on the dirt.
Her eyes fluttered, and she groaned.  Rafe waited patiently, hoping that she would come around.  He wished he had water to give her, but their supplies were still in the building where they had tried to take shelter.  He guessed he could find that building again, but he didn’t know if he had time.
He jumped onto his horse and rode back toward the ruins.  Mars didn’t seem to mind Rafe riding bareback, but the horse wasn’t trained for war.  It had grown accustomed to being ridden, but the horse was not fast or sure-footed.  Rafe studied the buildings and found the one he thought to be correct.  He was relieved when he saw the remnants of the fire in front of the building.  He dismounted and hurried inside.  The interior was gloomy and smelled of smoke, but their packs were just where they’d left them, as were their saddles.  Rafe snatched up his saddle and quickly arranged it on his horse’s back.  He pulled the straps tight and then gathered up their packs.
Climbing into the saddle was the first thing that had felt right since they had first come into the ruined city.  Rafe rode back out to Olyva and dismounted.  He used a water skin to dribble water into Olyva’s mouth.  She didn’t move, and Rafe wanted to shout in despair.  Then an idea struck him.  He hated the very thought of it, but he turned to Olyva’s feet and poured water across her thick, scaly toes.  She wiggled her feet, and her toes burrowed down into the wet ground.  Rafe poured more water across her feet, and Olyva’s eyes opened.
“You’re awake,” he said with such relief that his voice cracked.
“That feels so good on my feet,” she said.
He poured a little more water then set the skin down beside her.  He took her hand and looked at her.
“What is it?” she asked.  “What’s wrong?”
“We were tricked,” Rafe said.  “The old man was a wizard.  He enchanted us with a sleeping spell and then locked us in irons.  I barely got you out, but I have to go back for Ti.”
“Oh, Rafe, of course you must.  But be careful.”
“I will, my love.  I swear it.  I’ll rescue Tiberius and Lexi, and we’ll leave this accursed place.”
“I’ll wait for you here.”
“If you see anyone but the three of us coming out of that city, don’t wait.  Ride away as fast as you can.  Ride north until you’re safe.  I’ll find you.”
“I will,” Olyva said, stroking Rafe’s face with her hand.  “I’ll be waiting.”
Rafe nodded, wanting to say more but knowing he didn’t have time.  He turned to his horse and stepped up into the saddle.
“Can you saddle your horse?” he asked.
He had carried her saddle back with him, along with their supplies.  She nodded, and he kicked his horse into motion.  The horse retraced its steps back to the building where the other two saddles were waiting.  Rafe dismounted but he didn’t go to the saddles.  Just inside the gaping hole that had once been a door, a spear was leaning against the wall.  They had taken the other two spears with them as they followed the old man the night before, but the third remained.  With a spear in his hand, he immediately felt more prepared for whatever he might face.
He went back to his horse and climbed into the saddle.  Now all he had to do was find the tower again.  He wished he could follow his tracks back to the tower, but the powdery dirt held no traces of his passing.  Standing in the stirrups, Rafe tried to see the top of the tower.  The structure was only as tall as a two-story building, and many of the ruins around him were taller than that.  Rafe guessed an hour had passed before he finally saw the tower.  He had to wind his way through several streets to finally reach it, and when he did, he saw two dogs pacing anxiously just outside the tower door.
Rafe guessed the dogs were trying to find a way into where the other two horses waited.  He watched the two animals for several minutes before deciding what to do.  He could charge the dogs, but that would be a noisy approach, and the dogs would probably just scatter.  Instead, Rafe rode back a short distance, then dismounted where the dogs couldn’t see him.  Rafe wrapped his horse’s reins around the post, so that the horse would stay put unless it was frightened — then it would be able to pull free and escape.
“Don’t leave me unless you have to,” he told the animal as he stroked its forehead.  “I’ll be back soon.”
He then walked back toward the tower, his spear held ready.  He was still fifty yards away from the dogs when they turned and watched him approaching.  He could see their hackles standing up as they tensed for action.  Rafe kept moving, holding the spear low in front of him.
The dogs attacked together, both racing forward at the same time.  Rafe braced himself and waited, holding the spear low and to his right side.  When the dogs jumped toward him, covering the last ten feet in a split second, Rafe swung his spear.  The metal edge tore down the closest dog’s flank, and the powerful blow slammed the wounded dog into the other.  Both animals fell in a tangle as blood soaked into the powdery dirt.
Rafe didn’t wait for the animals to recover; instead he dashed forward, stabbing his spear down into the second dog’s neck.  The animal died instantly, as blood spurted up the blade.  Rafe jerked his weapon free and turned back to the first animal, but the dog was crawling away, his belly dragging in the dirt and its intestines bulging through the gash in its side.
Rafe turned back to the tower and was hurrying forward when he heard a strange but familiar sound.  It was a steady thump, thump, thump that Rafe had heard all his life.  It was the sound of an army marching, but there was something different about the sound, as well.  Each thump had a strangely metallic clang, almost as if the army were marching across a metal bridge.
Rafe couldn’t help but feel optimistic at the thought of an army approaching.  Surely, he thought, they would help him.  Then the lead warriors came into sight.  It was not the welcome scene Rafe had hoped for.  The soldiers weren’t human, but rather living bronze statues.
They immediately began to spread out to surround the tower, and Rafe knew that if he made a run for it, he could escape the trap they were setting.  His mind wavered but then settled on a course of action.  With his decision made, he felt a sense of peace.  He stepped into the tower and picked up the thick locking beam and dropped it into place.  He had come back into the city to help Tiberius, and even though he wasn’t sure where his friend was, he felt certain that Ti hadn’t summoned the bronze warriors.
“What are you doing?” Tiberius said, sticking his head up through the trap door.
“I’m here to rescue you,” Rafe said with a smirk.
“Then why are you locking us in?”
“Because,” Rafe said, “we can’t escape that way.”




Chapter 18



Leonosis
It was midnight, and Leonosis struggled to lift the lifeless body of yet another earl.  He was tired, and even though Draggah’s will kept him moving, Leonosis felt the aches and pains of carrying the dead earls down into the hidden chamber where Draggah was preparing his arcane ritual.
“Do you know what this room was?” the voice inside Leonosis’ head asked.
“No,” Leonosis replied honestly.
“Of course you don’t.  I know every secret in that pathetic mind of yours.  Every plot to oust your brothers from your life.  The temptation you’ve had to smother your father over the years.  The lust in your heart for power and women and wanton destruction.  We are not so different, my pet.  In time you will see all your wishes fulfilled.”
“I don’t want any of those things now.”
“Of course you do.  You think I am usurping your rightful place, but your pathetic plan was doomed to failure.  Your brother is more of a threat than you realize.”
Leonosis dropped the corpse of Earl Marcus of Hamill Keep on the floor.  He stretched his back and then trudged back up the steps.  He resented the demon who so often took control of him.  Yet when there was difficult labor, Draggah found other things to occupy himself with, only leaving enough of his mind in Leonosis’ body to torment the young noble.
“Leave my family out of this,” he said.
“I have no plans for your family to be brought into it, but you have a meddlesome offshoot.  You should have killed him when you had the chance.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You see, that’s why you need me.  No real foresight.  It is the downfall of your kind.  Anything that you cannot see or grasp becomes unreal to you.  You can’t believe in it or plan for it, but I can.  I can see your brother and his pathetic band of friends.  He grows stronger.  If he were allowed to reach us here, it could disrupt our aims.”
“You mean Tiberius?”
“Yes, the wizard.  He too hungers for power, but of a different kind than you.  In many ways he is superior.”
“Shut up!”
A pain lanced through Leonosis’ head, followed by a deep chuckle.
“So foolish.  Now complete your task and listen.  Your brother seeks ancient knowledge and longs for justice.  Those two ambitions are dangerous.  We must be ready when he reappears.”
“Tiberius is dead.  I exiled him.”
Leonosis didn’t really believe that Tiberius was dead, but he didn’t like to think of Draggah hurting any of the people in Leonosis’ life, not even a brother he’d so easily cast off like excess baggage.
“Don’t be naive — your brother lives.  I have devoted much time to watching for him.  He is busy beneath the mists but soon he will return, and I have no doubt he will strike at us.”
Leonosis hoped what Draggah said was true.  He hoped that Tiberius would find a way to slay the demon.  Such thoughts brought Leonosis to his knees in agony, but he held tight to his vengeful fantasies.  The hatred in his heart for the wicked creature who now ruled him was the last shred of independence that remained in Leonosis.
“Bring me the final corpse!  There is much to be done.”
Leonosis used the master key that Princess Ariel had provided and unlocked the door to Earl Chasar’s rooms.  There was an open expanse before the room was divided into two sleeping chambers.  Earl Chasar was slumped in an overstuffed chair by the fireplace.  His crystal goblet was shattered on the floor beside his chair.  The poison took several hours to kill, the effect sped along by food.  The earls had drunk their wine and been brought a lavish meal, only to nod off quickly.  Then, while they slept, their hearts would suddenly stop beating.  Many of the earls had soiled themselves in death, several having died with servants or wives in their beds with them.  Draggah did not care who else died, and several attendants or counselors would have to be disposed of eventually.  For now, Leonosis was sent for the earls, and he carried each one through the empty corridor and down the narrow hidden stairwell.
“This room was once a furnace,” Draggah went on as Leonosis returned with the final earl’s body.  “A chimney leads up to the top of the castle.  It’s been blocked off for centuries, but now we shall open it.”
Leonosis looked up, seeing into the darkness.  He couldn’t see what Draggah saw, but he could just make out the dark tunnel leading up and out of the hidden room.
“Servants kept a fire burning here day and night.  The fire warmed the castle quite efficiently, but some of the servants died down here tending to the furnace.  Sometimes the heat was so intense their skin melted away before they could reach the bottom of the stairwell with more fuel for the fire.  A soft-hearted king had the chimney blocked up and the fire extinguished.  I will not be so sentimental.”
Leonosis raised his hand, and his mouth uttered words that were foreign to the young noble.  Stone and wood blasted up out of the narrow tunnel, racing high into the night sky before raining back down on the castle.  Leonosis waited with Draggah as the debris fell.  The demon took great delight in the terror of the soldiers guarding the castle who witnessed the falling debris.
Then Leonosis turned to Princess Ariel, who had carefully arranged the bodies of the earls in a circle, with their heads turned inward where a brazier was full of red hot coals.  Leonosis looked up and could just see the moon drifting through the night sky directly overhead.  It was a full moon, shining brightly and casting a silvery light down the long chimney shaft.  For several moments no one spoke.  The room where the corpses were laid out was as quiet as a tomb, but there was a sense of anticipation, as if something powerful were building in the old furnace.
“It is time,” Draggah said, speaking through Leonosis, once the light from the moon shone down the long chimney shaft.  “Your blood, if you please, Princess.”
It was not a request, and Ariel drew a long, narrow dagger.  It was a kingly blade, well wrought with intricate designs and tiny gemstones.  The metal was silver with gold at the center.  The dagger would have been useless in a fight or even carving one’s dinner, but it cut through the princess’s flesh easily enough.
She flinched as she sliced her forearm.  Blood dripped onto the embers and sizzled.  Leonosis was shoved back into the recesses of his mind as Draggah’s attention was fixed on the ritual.  The spell was long and demanding.  Ariel joined in, chanting the strange words as Leonosis was left powerless to do anything but watch.  Then the rending took place as Draggah severed a tiny bit of himself to animate the earls’ bodies.
One by one the men began to breathe, their bodies moved, and their eyes once again gazed upon the world of the living.  But their hearts did not beat; their organs did not function.  Their lungs filled with air only so they could speak.  They were like dolls, still in the shapes of men, but not really alive.  The decay of their corpses was held in check by Draggah’s powerful will.
“Rise, my friends,” Draggah said, and for the first time Leonosis felt the demon’s hold over him waver.  But just as quickly Draggah regained his composure.  “You will return to your rooms.  Dispose of your dead quietly and wait for my instruction in the days ahead.”
Leonosis was in awe as the earls each got to their feet and walked quietly out of the hidden room, following the long winding staircase.
“Is that all?” Princess Ariel asked.
She was holding her arm and waiting for permission to return to her rooms, where she could heal the wound and rest.
“For now,” Draggah said through Leonosis.  “Soon we celebrate your wedding.  Then the King will die, and Leonosis will be made High King of Valana.”
The look on Ariel’s face was of pure hatred.  Draggah laughed, and the deep chuckle sounded strange to Leonosis’ ears as the demon laughed in his voice.
“You promised me that I would rule,” she hissed.  “You swore that if I summoned you to this world, you would reward me with power beyond imagining.”
“And you shall have it, my pet.”
“I’m not your pet.”
“And I am not yours!” shouted Leonosis.  “Do not forget with whom you speak.”
“I only want what is mine.”
“Have I not left you with a free will?  Have I not taken instead this body for my own?  You will rule by my side and you will be feared above all people.”
“Swear it — swear by your blood.”
“My blood?” Draggah said in an icy voice.
“Your blood.  You have blood now.  And flesh and bone.  I have bled for you this night.  Now bleed for me.”
Draggah laughed and snatched the blade from Princess Ariel’s hand.  Then he sawed off Leonosis’ pinky.  Leonosis screamed, and Draggah roared, then he thrust the bloody stump into the embers to cauterize the wound.  The pain was the worst Leonosis had ever felt, but there was nothing he could do to stop it.  The smell of burned flesh made him nauseous, and the pain made his vision waver.  He felt his knees begin to buckle as he toppled to the floor.  Draggah had pulled away, letting Leonosis bear the brunt of the pain.
Before Leonosis passed out, he saw Princess Ariel holding fast to the pinky he had just severed.  She held it like a trophy, letting the blood drip into the embers of the brazier to sizzle and smoke.  And finally Leonosis faded away into blissful oblivion.




Chapter 19



Tiberius
A shielding spell enabled Tiberius to go back down among the storm of coins.  There were so many gold and silver pieces flying or bouncing around the room that it seemed to Tiberius that he was being swarmed by bees, but once he left the treasure room the attack ceased.
Going back through the rancid kitchen made his eyes water, and then he was in the library.  Tiberius wanted nothing more than to spend days or even weeks pouring through the books.  He had never considered himself a good student, but here was something he actually wanted to learn about, and he simply couldn’t get enough.  Still, there was no time for browsing through the leather-bound volumes.  He needed to find weapons and go in search of his friends.
Another half-hour passed as Tiberius searched room by room, but finally he found their weapons dumped haphazardly in a storeroom that was filled with clutter.  Rafe’s rapier and spear were there, along with Lexi’s Wangorian dagger.  His own dagger and whip were there, too, along with the spear he was using to fight the dogs.  Tiberius tied his whip back to his belt and used his dagger to unlock the shackles on his wrists.  Once the chains dropped to the floor, Tiberius slid the dagger into its sheath, then he gathered up the other weapons and hurried back to the spiral stairs that led to the tower.
He was just coming out of the dungeons when Rafe slammed the door to the tower closed and dropped the heavy locking beam into place.
“What do you mean?” Tiberius asked his friend as he handed over the weapons.  “Why can’t we get out that way?”
“There’s an army of bronze statues out there.”
“Statues?”
“Yes, statues that are alive somehow.  It’s some sort of foul sorcery.”
Tiberius hurried over to the tower wall.  He propped his spear against the wall and tucked Lexi’s curving dagger into his belt at the small of his back.  Then he started climbing.  The wall of the tower was sturdy enough, but there were plenty of hand holds and gaps in the masonry where Ti could stick the toes of his boots.
Soon his head peeked over the edge of the wall, and what he saw was astounding.  All around the tower were bronze soldiers, at least one hundred of them, each with sword and shield.  They stood unmoving, their bronze eyes unseeing.  It was clear they were waiting for someone to show themselves before springing into action, cutting down anyone who came within reach of the bronze blades.
Tiberius climbed back down.  He was both fascinated and frightened.  It was clear that Gunderlyn was a powerful wizard, although why he had run from Tiberius was still a mystery.
“I got Olyva to safety,” Rafe said to Tiberius.  “Where is Lexi?”
“Gunderlyn still has her.  He used her to try and make me talk,” Tiberius said.
“Talk about what?”
“He had questions about Princess Ariel.  He thought she had sent me to kill him.”
“He knows about the princess?”
“Yes, apparently he knows quite a bit.  He kept babbling on about how foolish she was and how she doesn’t know the powers she’s dabbling in.”
“Do you believe him?”
“I don’t know what to believe.”
“Well, we’ve got to find another way out of here,” Rafe said.  “I’m not fighting statues.”
“You may have to,” Tiberius said.
“Ti, I’ll fight any man, but I can’t kill a statue.  My sword wouldn’t even penetrate — much less kill — something made of bronze.”
“There’s no other way out of here,” Tiberius argued.
“There has to be.”
“I’ve been all through the dungeons.  Looking for you, then looking for our weapons.  And Gunderlyn wouldn’t put his strongest soldiers here if we could just go around them.”
“You really think there’s no other way out?”
“No, and I don’t know how we get out of this, either.”
Rafe looked at Tiberius.  They had been friends since childhood and they knew each other well.  Tiberius knew that Rafe understood the gravity of their situation.
“Come on, Ti.  Use one of your spells and get us out of this.”
“I don’t know any spells that would stop bronze statues,” Tiberius argued.
That wasn’t exactly true, but Tiberius was afraid of working the powerful magic.  The focusing light spell could cut through the bronze statues, but it would be a slow process, and Tiberius honestly didn’t think he was strong enough to wield the magic successfully for so long a period.
“You don’t have anything?” Rafe asked.  “It’s life or death here, Ti.  If those statues work together, they can tear down this stone tower.  And every minute we wait trying to figure this out could be the last minute Lexi has.”
“You think I don’t know that?” Tiberius said angrily.  “She wouldn’t be in this mess if it weren’t for me.  You think I don’t wrestle with that truth every night?  You think I don’t care?  I can’t just wield magic that I haven’t mastered.  There’s so much I don’t know.”
“But you can do amazing things,” Rafe replied.  “I’ve seen you do it.”
“There is one spell, but it’s advanced.  I don’t know what will happen if I try it.  I could end up killing us all.”
“The way I see it, we don’t have much choice.”
Tiberius knew that Rafe was right, but he was afraid.  He was tired and hungry, his mouth was dry, and his guts felt like water.  He needed to do something.
“Let me try something first,” Tiberius said.
“What?” Rafe asked.
“The cloaking spell is simple.  Perhaps we can slip past the statues without even being noticed.”
“We’ll be down two horses,” Rafe said.
“Better walking than stuck dead in this tower.  Besides, once we find Gunderlyn and save Lexi, we might be able to retrieve the horses.”
“All right,” Rafe said.  “It sounds good, but let me go.”
“No, if it doesn’t work, I don’t want to put you at risk.”
“I’m in less danger than you in a fight,” Rafe argued.  “Besides, if something does happen to me, you will still have a chance to try something else.  If they get you, I’m doomed.”
Tiberius realized his friend was right, but he still didn’t like putting Rafe in danger.  He nodded, and Rafe drew his sword.  He waited by the door of the tower while Tiberius cast his spell.
“Abdidi Incantatio,” Tiberius said.
The magic started to form over Tiberius, but he directed it with his mind around Rafe instead.  He had only to think of moving the magic, although a normal thought comes and goes like a breath of wind, while willing his magic was more akin to walking through water that was up to his knees.
“We good?” Rafe asked.
Tiberius nodded, and Rafe threw back the locking beam.  It was a heavy piece of wood, but Rafe was obviously feeling his oats as he removed the locking beam and opened the door just a crack, then a little more.  Tiberius moved around where he could see out the door.  The ranks of bronze soldiers stood waiting, their faces impassive, their weapons held ready.
There was just enough space between the soldiers for a person to slide through sideways.  Rafe stepped forward cautiously, and Tiberius kept the cloaking spell over him.  Rafe took another step, then another.  He was almost an arm’s length away from the nearest soldier when the statues suddenly sprang to life.  A sword chopped down, causing Rafe to dodge back.  The nearest statue took a lumbering step forward.
“It’s no good!” Tiberius shouted, letting the spell break.
Rafe could have fled, but instead he stayed and fought back.  His sword came up to parry the next blow, but the bronze sword was unstoppable.  Either the statues were extremely strong or the weight of their metal bodies was overpowering.  Tiberius saw his friend fall, knocked flat by the powerful strike.
Tiberius bolted forward.  Rafe was lying dazed in the dirt.  His sword had been batted easily aside, and the dull bronze blade had ripped a shallow gash across Rafe’s chest.  The soldier raised his sword, preparing to drop the killing stroke, but Ti grabbed Rafe’s free arm and pulled him away.  Once they were out of reach, the statue returned to its original pose and waited.  The other soldiers hadn’t moved.
“It didn’t work,” Rafe said.
“Yeah, I noticed.”
“Thought I’d see what they were made of,” Rafe joked as Tiberius pulled Rafe back into the tower.
“Bronze, you idiot,” Tiberius said.
“Yeah, that’s the stuff.”
“How bad are you hurt?”
“It’s just a scratch, really.  If their weapons were honed, I’d be a real mess.”
Tiberius threw the locking bar back into place, although he guessed that it was merely a symbolic gesture.  The bronze soldiers could batter down the door easily enough, although they seemed content to just sit and wait.
“What now?” Rafe said, struggling to sit up.
“Don’t move.  Let me help you.”
Rafe didn’t argue, a fact that revealed to Tiberius that his friend was in more pain than he was letting on.  Tiberius ripped Rafe’s shirt open and mopped away as much blood as he could.
“It’s not deep, but it hurts,” Rafe said through clenched teeth.
“Sano Grasilis Abscido,” Tiberius began chanting.
The spell was the first magic the young wizard had ever used.  He remembered sitting alone in his room and practicing the spell on fruit.  He felt the ever-present magic swirling around him, and within a few minutes Rafe’s wound was completely healed.  There was not even a scar to show he’d been cut.
“How’s that?” Tiberius asked.
“Much better, thanks.”
“Well, we know sneaking out isn’t a possibility.”
“No, it isn’t.  So where does that leave us?”
“I’ll have to cast a very strong spell,” Tiberius said.  “It could be really dangerous.  “It might be best if you go back down the stairs.”
“Tiberius,” Rafe said, putting his hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “I have faith in you.  I won’t hide.  We’ll face things side by side.  Win or lose, I’ll be right beside you.”
“You have more faith in me than I have in myself.”
“I’ve always had faith in you.  You’re better than the rest of your family put together.  You stood by me when Leonosis betrayed me.  You’ve been fighting with me, or for me, my whole life.  I want to thank you for that.”
“You’re the greatest friend and warrior I’ve ever known.”
“I couldn’t ask for a better compliment,” Rafe said.
“And I couldn’t ask for a better friend.”
“So what do we do now?”
“I want to find a place on the tower to cast this spell.  I want to be able to see what I’m doing.”
“Okay, so we climb up.”
“I might be a little shaky up there.  If you could hold onto my belt or something, that might help.”
“I can do that.”
Tiberius wished he had as much faith in himself as Rafe did.  The thought of casting an advanced spell of the Fourth Order frightened him, but he knew they had no other choice.  He had wanted to be a wizard, and he couldn’t shy away from working magic now, not when it was their only hope of escaping the dire predicament they found themselves in.
“Okay,” Tiberius said.  “Let’s do it.”




Chapter 20



Lexi
The moment Gunderlyn had cast his spell on Lexi, she had lost all ability to resist the wizard’s will.  The old wizard forced her out of the room she’d shared with Rafe and Olyva, then he moved her down a long hallway.  They stopped outside a door, and the old man stood listening for a long time.  Lexi could do nothing but stand still and watch.  She saw everything happening around her as if she were in a dream.  
When the old wizard finally went into the small cell, he forced her forward and hid behind her like a coward.  Lexi’s heart ached as she saw Tiberius chained to the wall.  She heard herself screaming as Gunderlyn wrenched her arm behind her back.  She felt the heat of Tiberius’ fire spell.  Gunderlyn had mumbled and cursed as he pulled Lexi back into the long hallway.  She had followed him despite the reaction in her mind to run away or attack the old wizard.  Her body simply wouldn’t obey her.
They hurried through the various rooms of the wizard’s underground lair and then stopped just at the foot of the spiraling stone staircase.  The wizard cast another spell, and somehow Lexi knew that it was a trap for Tiberius.  She wanted to scream, to warn Ti of the danger, but she couldn’t.  Then they were climbing up and out of the tower.
Lexi heard Dancer trilling excitedly above her, but she couldn’t look up.  Gunderlyn was hurrying out of the tower and now through the dirty streets.  His filthy bare feet kicked up dust as he hurried across the ancient city.  Lexi could hear Dancer following.  The little animal was gliding from building to building, landing lightly on the ruins of the ancient structures, running and bounding along to keep Lexi in sight.
They moved through the maze-like city until they came to a huge building.  Lexi thought it must have been a temple of some sort.  Stairs were built into the side of the triangular structure, which was made of smooth stones that were lined up like blocks to make a stepped pyramid.  Lexi followed.  She was breathing hard by the time they reached the small balcony near the top of the temple.  Turning, Lexi stood behind Gunderlyn, who was already chanting another spell.
Lexi saw Dancer.  The little animal had jumped from a tall building and was now rising through the air high above.  Gunderlyn paid the wind glider no attention.  He was focused on the temple’s twin entrances on either side of the wide stairs that led up to the balcony.  Lexi looked down and saw scores of soldiers marching out of the temple.  She felt a stab of fear as she watched the soldiers.  They moved stiffly and had a strange look to them that Lexi couldn’t quite place.  Then it hit her — the soldiers were actually statues.  Gunderlyn continued to chant his spell, and Lexi wanted to hit him.  She wanted to lower her shoulder and ram the old wizard hard in the back, knocking him down the stairs to his death, but she couldn’t move.  She was frozen inside her own body, forced to watch as the wizard sent living statues to destroy the people she cared about.
From their place high up on the temple, Lexi had a relatively good view of the city.  She could see the ragged top of the tower where Tiberius, Rafe, and Olyva were being held captive.  Then her head began to buzz in the familiar fashion that meant Dancer was linking their minds to share what the little glider could see.  Lexi couldn’t move any part of her body except for her eyes.  She couldn’t tilt her head up to see Dancer or bow her head to see what was happening on the ground below the temple, but she could move her eyes and close her eyelids.  When she closed her eyes, she could see the entire city and beyond.
What first caught her attention was a person in the wide plain beyond the city.  It took Lexi a few moments to make out what she was seeing.  There was a horse, several smaller objects, and a person laying on the ground.  Then Lexi saw Rafe.  The young warrior was unmistakeable.  She watched him creeping back toward the tower.
If Rafe and Olyva were free, that only left Tiberius in the tower, and Lexi remembered how he’d looked as she stood in the doorway of the little prison cell.  He had been chained to the wall, a look of desperation on his face as Gunderlyn questioned him.  Lexi felt her anger and hate for the old wizard rising within her.  She struggled to regain control of her body, but it was a wasted effort.
Then she saw Rafe fighting the dogs.  She opened her eyes when Gunderlyn cried out.  He wasn’t in pain, but there was a look of tragic grief playing across his wizened features.  She realized the dogs had been his pets, his companions, and now they were dead or dying.  Lexi closed her eyes and felt a sense of dread as the bronze warriors approached the tower.  Rafe was just getting back inside when she saw movement inside the tower.
Dancer was high above the city, and details were hard to make out, but she felt a thrill as she realized that Tiberius had escaped the dungeon.
“Damn fool,” Gunderlyn muttered.
He was speaking to himself, but they were the first words that Lexi had understood.
“We’ll see how they like my surprise,” he continued.
Lexi looked at the old wizard.  He had a smug look on his face.  There wasn’t even a trace of doubt that he had won.  The only thing left to do now was wait for Rafe and Tiberius to fall into his trap.
Time passed.  Lexi continued to watch the city through Dancer’s eyes.  The little animal seemed to be waiting for something.  Lexi could sense an eagerness in the small animal, and it somehow gave her hope.  Then she saw the city growing larger and realized that Dancer was descending.  Her body tensed; even though she couldn’t control herself, she still felt a nervous energy cascading through her.
“Soon this will all be over, my sweet,” said the old man.  He was leering at her now, groping her body hungrily.  “I shall make that boy’s head into my footstool, and you shall be my wench.  A queen among the dead.”
He cackled his insane laughter as Lexi struggled to regain control of her body.  The old wizard was behind her now, his hands on her shoulders as he whispered his foul breath into her ear.
“You shall make me happy, and I dare say I’ll satisfy you more than that whelp you came here with.”
His breath was as fetid as the rancid smell from the kitchen.  He seemed giddy at the prospect of slaying Tiberius and making Lexi his slave.  She wanted to scream and vow to kill him, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.  She had screamed when he’d wrenched her arm in Tiberius’ cell, but that had been her body’s reaction to the pain.  She wondered what sounds she would make if the old wizard had his way with her.
Just then a single thought seemed to appear in her mind.  Escape.  She didn’t know where the thought had come from.  Of course she wanted to escape the old wizard, but she also wanted to make him suffer, to foil his plans to hurt Tiberius.  The single word resonated in her mind over and over.  She wasn’t sure what to do, and then she saw Dancer.  The little animal was diving right toward her.  She wanted to wave off the sweet little wind glider.  The last thing she wanted was to see Dancer hurt trying to help her.  But the fearless animal swooped down, all four feet pointed forward, and little needle-like claws that Lexi had never seen before extended from the glider’s feet.  Everything seemed to happen in slow motion.  Dancer landed on Gunderlyn’s face, the little legs scrambling as she slashed the skin around his eyes and across his forehead to ribbons.
Lexi felt the spell over her break.  Her body sprang into motion, and she bounded down the stone stairs.  Behind her Lexi could hear Gunderlyn screaming in pain and rage.  Lexi wanted to look back over her shoulder to see what had become of Dancer, but she was afraid she would miss her footing and tumble down the steep side of the temple.  She was leaping down three and four steps at a time, her heart hammering in her chest as she ran.
When she got to the bottom of the temple she looked back, but neither Dancer nor Gunderlyn were in sight.  Lexi knew she couldn’t wait.  She had to get out of the city.  She was terrified for Dancer, but she couldn’t waste the little animal’s sacrifice.  Lexi had saved Dancer from the snake, and now Dancer had saved Lexi from the wizard.  The animal had repaid its debt to her, not that Lexi had ever considered Dancer to be in her debt.  Still, she felt a pang of regret and loss over the cute little wind glider.  She had felt a friendship with Dancer that she had never experienced before.  It was more than owner and pet, more than she could even imagine feeling for another animal.  Lexi was fond of the horses and had found a great satisfaction in helping with the animals when they were with the Hoskali, but her connection to Dancer had been much deeper.
Tears filled her eyes as she ran through the deserted streets.  Her breath was short, and her shoulders shook as she cried.  Still she ran, ducking from one space to the next, falling back into her natural patterns of evading and hiding.  She had slipped through the streets of Avondale for years, making herself invisible, hiding in the shadows, moving from place to place and always alert for any signs that she was being watched.  Lexi kept glancing back over her shoulder expecting to see the old wizard in his filthy patchwork robes sweeping down from the temple to make her his slave again.
Her grief and fear of what lay behind her were so strong that she didn’t notice the huge beast sleeping in the alley she ducked into.  To either side of her were tall walls, and the alley was filled with a deep shadow.  She stood for a moment panting, glancing back toward the temple, fearful of seeing Gunderlyn and hoping to see any sign of Dancer.  What she didn’t see were the eyes that opened behind her.
Suddenly, tentacles that were covered with a sticky, viscous slime, wrapped around her.  One coiled around her waist, another around her leg.  She screamed as she was jerked backward into the dark alley.  She felt a hot puff of foul breath, and then she was enveloped in a leathery pouch that was filled with even more of the viscous slime.  There was no light.  Lexi couldn’t see anything but she could feel the walls of her new prison contracting around her.  She felt the beast purring.  She kicked and screamed, but there was no escape.  Her mind forgot the wizard, forgot about her friends and even little Dancer.  She was consumed now with just one thought — survive.




Chapter 21



Tiberius
The climb back up the stone wall wasn’t difficult, but Tiberius was tired when he reached the top.  The bronze soldiers weren’t moving and in their static state didn’t seem all that frightening.  Tiberius took his time settling in on the wall.  He threw one leg over the edge and settled onto a fat block of stone.
“Okay, I’ve got you,” Rafe said as he settled in beside Tiberius.  “If you need anything, just say the word.”
“I could use a hot meal, a bath, and a good night’s sleep.”
“That sounds wonderful indeed,” Rafe said.  “You take out these statues, and I’ll make sure you get all three very soon.”
Tiberius chuckled and then closed his eyes.  He had to calm himself down.  Working magic took a great deal of mental focus, so Tiberius had to clear his mind of everything but the spell he was about to cast.  Somewhere in the ruins of Devonyr, Lexi needed him, but he couldn’t think about her at that moment.  The wizard Gunderlyn wanted Tiberius dead, but he would have to worry about that later, too.
He opened himself up to the magic around him.  There was a slight breeze coming off the mountains, and the ancient city smelled of dirt.  He could feel Rafe’s hand holding his belt, so he didn’t worry about falling of the wall.  He focused his mind on magic.  He could feel a strong, magical radiance coming from the bronze warriors below him.  The entire troop of warrior statues were enveloped in a mysterious magical bubble.  Tiberius didn’t know if that magic would affect his own spell, but he couldn’t worry about that, either.  His total focus had to be on casting the crucible spell.  Tiberius didn’t even know what it would do, but he knew that a crucible was used by smithies to melt metal.
“Conflo Fervefacio Aestifer,” Tiberius began to chant slowly.  He was careful to enunciate each syllable.  “Conflo Fervefacio Aestifer.”
He felt the portal of magic appear.  The healing spells he used from the First Order of magic utilized the magical energy inherent in every living thing.  Healing Rafe had drawn out the magic that gave Rafe life and used that magic to speed the healing of his own body.  The spells of the Fourth Order where different.  They called on a much greater power, utilizing magic that was not part of Tiberius’ world.
Tiberius continued to chant, but he was completely focused on the magic he was wielding.  He didn’t feel the wind or the stone block he was perched on, not even Rafe’s hand holding him steady.  There was nothing but the spell and the portal of magic.  He clamped down on the portal, willing it to obey him.  Immediately he felt the powerful heat — not physically, but mentally he could feel the surging power.  He remembered spending time in the earl’s smithy in Avondale.  The billows were pumped by young apprentices, and the forges raged so hot that he had been dripping with sweat after only a few minutes in the blacksmith’s shed.  When the master blacksmith opened the door to the forge, Tiberius could see the heart of the flames burning furiously and he knew instantly that the heat contained within that forge was not just deadly, but transformative.  Put in stone, and it would be reduced to liquid; put in metal, and it would be softened.  He also knew that, if he were thrust into that furnace, he would be rendered to ashes within moments.
Tiberius felt that same power again, and he knew that if he unleashed that power on the world around him, it would be forever changed.  Suddenly he remembered walking in the gardens of Avondale with his mother when he was just a child.  He had been chasing a beautiful butterfly and had finally caught hold of the little insect’s fragile wing.  He had carried it back to his mother, expecting to surprise her with his lavish gift.  Instead she scolded him.  He remembered seeing the color flaking away from the wing under his finger and seeing how weak the little butterfly seemed.
“You can’t touch a butterfly’s wings, Tiberius,” his mother had said.  “They’re much too fragile.  If you touch them, they can’t fly.  You’ve killed this butterfly.”
She had walked away; the disappointment on her face dashed Tiberius’ hopes and made him want to cry.  Now he couldn’t help but wonder what would happen when he released the magic of the crucible spell.  Would his friends look at him differently?  Would they turn away in disappointment the way his mother had?  Tiberius felt fear rising up and sapping his mental strength.  His hold on the powerful magic wavered for a split second, and Tiberius realized he couldn’t give in to fear.  Nothing could make his resolve waver, not even for a moment, or disaster would overtake him and the people he cared about.
Carefully, letting his mind move the portal of magical power over the rear ranks of metal soldiers, Tiberius released a sliver of the portal.  Nothing happened that the naked eye could see.  Tiberius opened his eyes for just a moment.  He could feel the power cascading through the gap in his mental hold on the magic, but there was no flash of light, no flames, no awesome display of his power.  But then those bronze warriors underneath the magical onslaught began to bend.  Their heads began to glow, their swords folded, and beads of bronze ran down their faces like sweat in the heat of battle.
“Oh my God,” Rafe whispered.
Tiberius could feel Gunderlyn’s magic rushing back from Ti’s own powerful spell.  The bronze was pooling on the ground, covering the dust that had blackened and then floated away like ash.  At the edges of Tiberius’ flow of magical power, they could see the thick cobblestones that had paved the city streets.  Those stones were glowing and turning into gelatinous magma.  Tiberius moved the spell, opening the portal a little more.  It felt as if he were waving a dripping paintbrush over a masterpiece, marring the image and altering the picture forever.
Soon half of the metal army was at least in some state of liquefaction.  Tiberius didn’t wait to destroy the bronze warriors completely.  As long as the soldiers lost as least some of the bodily form, Tiberius knew they couldn’t attack him.  He ran the portal of magical power all the way around the tower, then he focused his mind on closing the portal.
Holding the magical power in check had been difficult.  Closing the portal was almost impossible.  He stopped chanting the spell, but just like with the focusing light spell, the portal remained open; the power on the other side was anxious to reach Ti’s world.  He had to focus his mind on closing the portal, and it felt as if he were trying to hold the raging crucible in his bare hands.  Pain lanced through his brain, then down into his body.
“Aaaaahhhh!” he cried.
“What is it?  What’s wrong?” Rafe asked.
Had Tiberius been aware of what was happening around him, he would have felt the immense heat that was rising up like an oven from the molten metal around the tower.  Both he and Rafe were soaked with sweat.  When Tiberius cried out in his effort to close the magical portal, Rafe moved forward and wrapped both arms around Tiberius’ shaking body.
The pain was so immense that for several moments Tiberius could do nothing but sit frozen, completely in the grip of the all-consuming pain.  He realized that working such powerful magic was changing him.  It was taking all of his strength, both mental and physical, to close the portal, but he refused to give up.  He knew that the power on the opposite side of the magical portal could consume not just the ruins of Devonyr, but the mountains beyond and perhaps even the entire world.  He forced the portal closed.  It was a slow process, and as the portal shrank down, the pain intensified, as the push of the magic to get out of the portal grew stronger.
“Noooooooooo,” Tiberius shouted, refusing to give in, even though his bones felt like they were being ground into dust and his muscles like they were being ripped apart sinew by sinew.
“I’ve got you!” Rafe shouted, and for some reason the message got through.
Tiberius felt his friend’s strength around him, holding him together.  Tiberius knew he could do it — he could close the portal.  He had wrestled with his brothers, struggling desperately to fend them off as they pummeled him.  He had been a child then, and all his magical efforts to that point had been as a child, but suddenly he felt a new strength swell up within him.  Tiberius had never been physically strong.  He wasn’t athletic or a skillful warrior.  He had never had much stamina, but suddenly he found a strength within himself that he never knew existed.
The battle to close the last few inches of the portal was overwhelming.  He felt as if he were trying to lift the entire stone tower, but he refused to give up.  And slowly, to Tiberius’ utter delight, he found himself doing what he thought was impossible.  The portal snapped closed, and Tiberius’ body sagged.  He was completely spent but completely exhilarated at the same time.
“Tiberius,” Rafe said with concern, “are you all right?”
Tiberius laughed.  He felt so good he couldn’t contain it anymore.  He had worked the most powerful spell of his entire life, but more importantly he had discovered something about himself.  He could master magic.  He had found a strength and resolve he never knew he had, and while working powerful magic would always be difficult, he suddenly realized to his great delight that he had the strength to do whatever he needed to do.  He was, he realized for the first time in life, a true wizard.  He wasn’t just dabbling in a forbidden art or an apprentice struggling to learn a skill all on his own.  He was an accomplished wizard.  He had no need to fear his power or shy away from wielding it.
“Tiberius!” Rafe shouted.
“What?” Tiberius said, coming back to himself at last.
“We have to get off this wall!” Rafe shouted.
At first Ti was puzzled.  What was Rafe so worried about, and why was he shouting?  But then he felt the tremendous heat radiating up from the ground below.  As Tiberius turned, he felt the sting of sweat dripping into his eyes.  Rafe’s face was darkened, the way a blacksmith often looked after hours of working at his forge.  His hair was blown back and clinging to his head in wet bands.  Sweat ran down the young warrior’s face and down his bare chest.
“Let’s go,” Tiberius said.
They were careful climbing down.  Their hands were wet with sweat, but once they were off the rim of the tower, the stones deflected the enormous heat.  It was still hot in the tower, but not as bad as above it.
As they got to the bottom, Rafe took his friend by the shoulder.
“That was amazing,” he said, “but how are we going to get out of here?”
“I have a plan,” Tiberius said.
He was tired and weak.  His stomach was growling angrily, and his throat felt like leather left out for days in the sun, but he ignored all of it.  Instead, he cleared his mind once more and cast a spell.
“Flabra,” he said.
The portal opened once again, and Tiberius let the wind come pouring out.  He kept the magic outside of the tower, but they could hear the howling wind and see the dust being blown up in great billowing brown clouds.  Tiberius was perfectly still for several moments with his hands held up as his mind directed the wind that blew across the melted bronze, powdery ash, and molten cobblestones.
“What are you doing?” Rafe shouted above the gale.
“Cooling things off.”
After several minutes Tiberius let the portal close, and the wind died down.  He sagged against the stone wall of the tower, catching his breath.
“What now?” Rafe asked.
“Now,” Tiberius said with a grim determination, “we go find Gunderlyn and make sure he can never do this again.”




Chapter 22



Tiberius
Tiberius wasn’t steady riding bareback, but he had no choice.  His horse and Lexi’s were still in the tower, and there was no time to go looking for their saddles, which had been left in a building near the edge of town.  Rafe led the way out of the tower’s wide door, and the horse leaped over the swath of half-melted bronze warriors, who had returned to solid, immovable objects.
Tiberius hadn’t been ready for the sight that greeted him outside of the tower.  The streets of the ruined city had been covered with fine powdery dirt, but no more.  The wind had swept the dirt away and left the streets as they had been centuries ago.  The cobblestones had been tightly placed, and most were still in one piece.  Many were black now from the intense heat of Ti’s crucible spell, but in many ways the city looked new.
Rafe led the way down the street.  The dog he’d killed still lay where it had died with piles of dirt heaped around it.  The effect of Tiberius’ wind spell did not go far beyond the tower.  When they rounded a corner, they found the streets covered with the silty dirt again.  And down the road a short way stood Rafe’s horse.
“At least one of us will be able to ride in the saddle,” Tiberius said.
Rafe didn’t reply, nor did he offer to let Tiberius take his horse.  Instead he flashed his friend a grin as he slipped off Lexi’s horse and climbed up into the saddle of his own.
Tiberius took the lead from that point.  He had to find the old man, and the only way to navigate the ruins of the old city was to use magic.  Tiberius didn’t have a spell that would locate the elder wizard, but he could feel magic if he concentrated.  The magic around them seemed dark, much like the ruined city itself, but it still moved like a brackish river around the ruined buildings and through the streets.
There was a central core to the magic of the city, and Tiberius assumed it was Gunderlyn, so they rode carefully through the town looking for the old man.  Ti hoped that Lexi was all right.  The vile old wizard could have done any number of heinous things to her by now, and Tiberius only hoped the old man had been kept busy with his spells and not with Lexi.  They were almost to a tall triangular building that they had glimpsed between the ruins for some time, when they heard an excited trilling sound.
“Look at that,” Rafe said, pointing up to the rooftop of a building that was only halfway destroyed.  “It’s Lexi’s pet.”
“What do you think it’s doing?” Tiberius asked.
“I’ve seen it get excited like that when there’s danger present.”
“Or maybe it’s trying to tell us that Lexi is nearby.”
Tiberius slipped off his horse and tied both his and Lexi’s mounts to a small post on the side of the street.  Rafe remained in his saddle and tucked the spear he carried under his arm like a lance.
“I’ll see what’s in that alley,” Tiberius said.  “If I need help, you can ride to my rescue.”
“So the usual plan?” Rafe said with a smirk.
Tiberius ignored him and hurried up to the dark alley beside the ruined building Dancer was perched on.  He glanced quickly into the shadowy space between the two tall walls on either side.  It was hard to see anything in the thick gloom, but there appeared to be some type of creature or mound of rubble.
“Fulsi,” Tiberius said softly, and he felt the power of the spell behind him.
He let the light shine in one thick, bright beam down into the alleyway.  The creature at the far end roared and shook.  It didn’t like the light.  Tiberius waved at Rafe, who came riding up toward the alley, but his horse slowed, then shied away.
“What are you doing, Mars?” Rafe said loudly.
The horse neighed but continued backing away from the alley, which was as bright as noontime in Avondale, with Tiberius’ magical light shining down the long, narrow space.  The creature roared again and began shuffling toward the street.
“It’s coming this way,” Tiberius said.
Rafe slid from the saddle and turned to face the alley with his spear held ready.  Tiberius backed up but kept the light shining down the alley until the creature emerged.  It was a huge beast, with a round head that was taller than a horse.  Fat jowls hung from either cheek, and one was bulging as if something was stored there.  When the creature opened its mouth, there was no sign of teeth, but long tentacles came out, each one dripping with a thick ooze.
“What the hell is that?” Rafe said.
“I don’t know, but we better kill it,” Tiberius said, hefting his own spear.
“Why?”
“Because I have a hunch.”
“A hunch … really?” Rafe said in disbelief.
“That’s right, a hunch.  You have to trust me.”
“We could go around.”
“Just kill it,” Tiberius said.
Rafe drew his sword and then hurled his spear.  The weapon flew true and buried itself in one of the many black bulbous eyes above the gapping maw.  The creature roared in pain and began rolling sideways.  The tentacles flew about wildly, and then the beast regained its feet and charged at Rafe.  Tiberius had never been very adept with a spear, but the creature rushing toward them was so large he could hardly miss.  He threw the weapon, and it sailed into the beast’s mouth.
Another roar, and this time the creature stopped its charge.  It tried to cough and hack out the spear but it couldn’t.  Black blood came bubbling up to be spit out toward the tentacles.  Rafe was fending off the snake-like appendages with his sword.  The creature was writhing in pain and not really trying to attack them.  The tentacles were flailing wildly, and the beast was whining in pain.
Rafe and Tiberius stood back, waiting to see what the creature would do, when suddenly Lexi’s head and shoulders appeared.  She looked dazed and confused, but she was struggling to free herself from the creature’s flap-like jowls.  If the beast had possessed teeth, she would never have survived, but the massive tongue was shaking, and blood poured from the upper palate where Tiberius’ spear had stabbed.
“Lexi!” Tiberius shouted in surprise.
Without thinking he dashed forward, running to save the woman he loved.  Lexi didn’t seem to hear him and was still struggling to free her legs from the slime-filled pocket inside the creature’s mouth.  She grabbed the spear to pull her legs free, but the pain caused the creature to spit madly.
Rafe was running just behind Tiberius, slashing with his sword whenever a tentacle came too close.  Lexi was spit out of the beast’s mouth, along with a torrent of blood.  She landed hard on her side, and Tiberius reached her a second later.  He bent low and grabbed Lexi beneath her arms and began pulling her back.
Rafe kept running and jumped up to where his spear protruded from the creature’s eye.  His momentum tore the weapon free, and Rafe quickly stabbed another eye with the spear.  Then he turned in one fluid motion and severed the smaller of the two tentacles.  He had to duck to avoid the second flailing appendage, but the creature’s movements were slowing down.  More blood seeped out of the huge mouth, along with the thick slime that seemed to be the creature’s saliva.
Tiberius was still pulling Lexi away from the creature when Rafe jerked the spear that Ti had thrown.  He pulled the long weapon, which was now covered in blood and slime, out of the beast’s mouth.  Then he stabbed the creature over and over again, finally stabbing through the thick tentacle and wedging the spear into the ground so that the beast screeched but couldn’t escape.
Finally he ran back, his hands and arms covered with blood and the foul ooze that leaked from the creature’s mouth.
“I think that just about finished it,” Rafe said as he panted for breath.
Tiberius was on his knees beside Lexi.  She was staring up at him with a vacant look.  Tiberius used his shirt to wipe the ooze from her face as he spoke to her.
“Lexi?  Lexi, can you hear me?”
She didn’t respond.  But then Dancer came sailing down from the building, trilling excitedly.  It landed on her stomach, and Lexi scooped the little animal up.
“You’re alive!” she said.
“Yeah, we’re all alive.  Thanks for noticing,” Rafe joked.
“Tiberius,” Lexi finally acknowledged him.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
She nodded.  “I think so.”
“We’ve got to get you out of here.”
“Is Olyva...”  Lexi couldn’t finish the question.  She looked frantic.
“She’s fine,” Rafe said.  “She’s weak but okay.  I got her out of the city.”
“Rafe, take her and go.  I’ll retrieve our spears and follow you.”
“Are you sure?”
“There’s some unfinished business here,” Tiberius said.
“I don’t want you to face it alone,” Rafe said.  “Wherever that bastard is hiding, we’ll find him and finish him together.”
“No,” Tiberius said.  “I know exactly where he is, and this is a fight I need to finish.  Take Lexi and get her safely out of the city.  I won’t be long.”
“You having another hunch?” Rafe asked.
“He’s on top of the pyramid,” Lexi said weakly.
Tiberius smiled at Rafe.  “And now I’m certain.  Go!  Get her out of here.”
Rafe scooped up Lexi as if she were as light as a toy doll.  He sat her in his own horse’s saddle then pulled himself up onto Lexi’s horse.  He looked back at Tiberius, who raised his hand to reassure his friend, then Rafe and Lexi rode away.  Tiberius watched them go.  He was glad that Lexi would be safe and he had meant what he said about unfinished business.  He wouldn’t leave without confronting Gunderlyn one last time, but he also had an ulterior motive.  He wanted the old wizard’s books — at least any books that were specifically about magic.  Behind him the huge creature that had eaten Lexi shuddered and died.  Tiberius spat on the stinking beast as he pulled one of the spears free.  He went around the huge carcass and walked toward the massive temple, where he knew Gunderlyn was waiting.
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Tiberius
The temple was massive.  It sat like a gemstone nestled in the heart of the city, surrounded by mountains.  The structures all around the temple were crumbling ruins that looked much older than the buildings that were closer to the vast plains.  The temple was a stepped pyramid with a massive stairway built right into the center of the structure.  The steps led to a small shrine at the top of the pyramid, and two massive openings on either side of the steps revealed the gloomy interior.  There were objects inside the pyramid, and Tiberius could make out some of them.  There were fountains that sat empty and dry, statues, and altars.  Tiberius ignored the cavernous pyramid and started up the wide stone steps.
He was soon breathing hard and had to stop.  A painful stitch had developed in his side, and he was light headed.  Still, he knew he couldn’t stop.  There would be time for rest later, he thought to himself, as he continued climbing higher and higher.
He stopped just below the wide balcony that led to the temple’s central shrine.  He waited until he was breathing normally again.  Looking back he could just make out Rafe and Lexi winding through the ruins as they left the city.  Tiberius couldn’t help but wonder if it was the last time he would ever see his friends again.  He had never battled another wizard the way he intended to fight Gunderlyn.  When he had fought in the Tuscogee, Rafe had fought Moswanee’s champion while Tiberius and the tribal chief cast spells to aid their fighters.  Now, there would be nothing between himself and Gunderlyn — just magic and wits.
He climbed the final few steps and looked around, using the upturned spear like a staff.  The balcony was bare, and the shrine was empty except for an ancient stone altar and a magnificent statue that Tiberius guessed represented the deity the temple was built for.  The altar looked creepy; it was stained with the blood of countless sacrifices, and the word Balestone was carved into the front of it.  Above the altar was the statue of a massive rearing horse.  Tiberius had learned from his studies in the temple of Addoni that other cultures had worshiped other gods, but this was the first time Tiberius had ever seen an actual idol.  Gunderlyn was slumped against the altar, not moving.
Tiberius advanced slowly, unsure of what to expect.  Above the shrine was nothing more than a pyramid-shaped roof supported by columns around the edges, leaving the interior empty except for the altar.  Tiberius had almost reached the closest column when Gunderlyn waved his arm and shouted a spell that Tiberius had never heard before.
The young wizard felt the magic swirl in the temple and dropped instinctively to his knees to avoid the attack he knew was coming.  But instead of a direct attack against Tiberius, the spell was aimed upward, into the pyramid-shaped roof.  For a moment nothing happened, then hundreds of bats came screeching from the shadowy interior of the shrine.
“Scuti Incantatio!” Tiberius shouted as he fell to the ground, covering his head.
The bats dove at Tiberius over and over, most knocking themselves senseless against the magical barrier around him.  Tiberius felt every collision as if his mind were being battered by a thousand angry thoughts.
“Fulsi!” he muttered, not bothering to cover the portal that opened.
Light so bright it was almost blinding shone from the top of the pyramid.  The statue of the horse was made of gold and silver.  The silver was black from tarnishing, but the gold shone brightly in the brilliant light.  The bats scattered, and Gunderlyn covered his eyes with one filthy arm, while the other held tight to the altar to keep him from falling.
Tiberius rose to his feet and started forward.  He was squinting, but he was able to see in the magical brightness.  He had half a mind to set the old wizard’s foul robe on fire, but he waited.
“Don’t come any closer!” the old man demanded.  “I will never yield.”
Tiberius felt sorry for the old wizard.  It was obvious the old man was confused.
“You have nothing to yield,” Tiberius said.  “It’s over, you’re defeated.  Your warriors are gone, there are no more battles to fight.”
“The arrogance of youth,” Gunderlyn spat.  “You and your whore princess can go to Rastimus’ pit for all I care.”
“Have it your way,” Tiberius said, advancing into the covered portion of the high temple shrine.
Gunderlyn fell to one knee, but he muttered another spell, and suddenly the golden horse jumped from behind the altar.  Tiberius wasn’t sure what to do next; the horse was so beautiful and yet terrifying at the same time.  Tiberius was slowly backing away from the horse, which reared on muscular hind legs that were fashioned out of solid gold.  Then its silver hooves clattered on the marble floor of the shrine.
Tiberius knew he needed to do something, but the horse turned and charged him before he had time to think.  There was nothing for Tiberius to do but leap out of the way.  He still had a spear, but it was useless against a beast made of metal.  Tiberius dashed sideways at the last possible second, and the horse, its silver hooves crashing against the marble floor of the shrine like deafening cracks of thunder, charged past him.
Keeping the spell of magical light open was difficult, and it winked out as Tiberius glanced over his shoulder, just as the horse was attempting to turn back toward him.  But the huge statue’s momentum carried it too close to the edge of the pyramid, and before Gunderlyn could save it, the horse toppled over.  The crash of the heavy statue as it fell down the pyramid was so loud that Tiberius covered his ears.
Tiberius stood to his feet and leveled his spear toward the old man who had tried so many times to kill him.  Gunderlyn was edging toward the wide stone stairway that led down the pyramid.
“You are tampering with powers you do not understand,” he warned.  “Princess Ariel will be swallowed by the Dark One.  You shall never prevail.”
“The princess didn’t send me,” Tiberius said.  “Your own fears have driven you mad, old man.”
“No, no, I see what is coming.  The cataclysm was just a tremor before the great fall that draws near.”
“You’re insane.”
“Don’t kill me,” Gunderlyn begged.  “I’ll do anything.”
Tiberius had raised his hand and had the simple spell to conjure fire on his lips, but instead he stayed silent.  The air seemed charged with electricity, almost as if the slightest move would trigger a great disaster.  Tiberius was trying to decide what to do with the old man when he heard the soft brush of a paw against the rough stone of the temple steps behind him.  Tiberius whirled around to see a large, wolfish creature.  It had a long head and muzzle, almost like a horse, but with sharp canine teeth all around the thin lips that were drawn back in a snarl.  The creature’s body was long, and it stood on four legs, but it was almost feline, with a tail that swayed back and forth.  Its forelegs and chest were a tawny color, but there were black stripes across its back and rump.
“You see!” Gunderlyn cried.  “You may control the elements, wizard!  But I control the creatures of Devonyr.”
The strange wolf cat jumped at Tiberius, crossing the balcony at the top of the stairs in a single bound.  Tiberius thrust his spear at the animal, causing it to twist in midair and smash into one of the stone pillars.  The column cracked, and plaster fell from the ceiling.  Tiberius knew he couldn’t hesitate, or the creature would rip him to shreds, so he slashed with the spear, cutting a gash along the wolf cat’s side.  The beast roared and darted to the far side of the column.
Tiberius was backing up, trying to buy himself a little time to decide on his next move before the creature came around the column to attack him.  But to his surprise the creature didn’t circle around the obstacle but instead, with one powerful leap, smashed through the column and lunged straight for Tiberius.  His only defense was to keep the spear leveled between himself and the creature.
Bits of stone rained into his face as the creature roared.  But the spear kept the beast at bay.  It pretended to leap up again but then tried to dart in close to the ground.  Tiberius had almost fallen for the ploy, but at the last second he brought the spear down on the creature’s head.  The metal spear smacked hard on the wolf cat’s skull, and the tip of the spear burrowed into the skin on the back of the beast’s neck.  It hissed angrily, swiping one paw at Tiberius, who saw the creature’s massive claws as he jumped back.
The wolf cat was hurt and bleeding, but it was still stronger and faster than Tiberius.  He knew he needed to strike hard and fast and tried to think of what Rafe would do.  He was waving the spear in the creature’s face when it suddenly lunged forward and caught the spear in its massive jaws.  The wolf cat’s mouth was about twice as wide as a horse’s mouth, and its sharp teeth bit down hard on the wooden spear just behind the metal head.
Tiberius felt a stab of fear as he heard the spear crack.  Instinctively he dropped the weapon, which fell to the ground in two pieces.  The shaft was now about as long as a full-grown man, but the spear head lay on the ground, and the wolf cat spit the bits of wood that were still in its mouth.  The creature looked almost smug as it snarled at Tiberius.  The young wizard reacted without a moment’s thought.  His hand tugged his whip free, and years of muscle memory went suddenly into action.
The whip lashed across the wolf cat’s snout before it even knew the danger was there.  The whip popped, the crack of the leather reverberated through the shrine, and the creature leaped back as a line of red blood welled up across its broad muzzle.  Tiberius didn’t hesitate but rushed forward, cracking the whip over and over, driving the stunned creature back across the portico and out onto the balcony.
“Fulguralis!” Tiberius shouted.
There was a split second where Tiberius felt the strain of the magic, but it passed quickly as a bolt of sizzling blue lightning came crashing down.  Tiberius felt the hair on his arms standing up, and the wolf cat must have sensed the danger because it dashed madly toward the edge of the pyramid.  The lightning bolt flashed against the stone and then disappeared with a clap of thunder so loud that Tiberius was sent reeling backwards.  Still, even as he slid back across the marble floor, he could see the wolf cat scratching and clawing to stay on the pyramid’s balcony.
Tiberius’s boot thumped against the spearhead, and he bent low to snatch it up.  When he stood back up, the wolf cat was bounding toward him again.  Tiberius knew he didn’t have the skill or even a weapon suited for slaying the creature.  So he cast another spell while whirling the whip above his head.
“Accendo,” he shouted.
As the whip flicked forward, a streak of fire followed it.  The wolf cat’s eyes went wide at the sight of the fire, and its paws thrust out against the marble floor of the shrine to stop itself.  The whip cracked in the creature’s snarling face, and the streak of fire shot past it.  Then Tiberius flipped the whip back, and the streak of fire stretched, curving around behind the creature.  Tiberius brought the whip around low, popping the leather cracker across the wolf cat’s paw.  The beast roared and reared back on its hind legs, but the fire shot around the creature, fully surrounding it.
The wolf cat roared, and Tiberius raised both his hands, sending the flames higher.  The beast roared in terror, and Tiberius ran around the blazing ring of fire.  Then the wolf cat sprang out, and the acrid stench of burning fur filled the air.  Tiberius saw the creature bound out of the fire trap he’d laid and took the spear head in his right hand.  As the wolf cat came to the ground, Tiberius was right beside it.  He stabbed the metal spear head deep into the creature’s flank, just past the ribcage.  The sharpened metal met only soft flesh, and the blade sank deep into the creature’s gut.
The beast roared and swatted at Tiberius, who was too close to escape.  The paw hit him hard in the back, and then the claws scratched bloody furrows across his back and side.  Tiberius flew forward, toward the flames, but his mind sent the wall of fire up into the shadows of the pyramid-shaped roof.  Tiberius was on his stomach and quickly got to his knees, turning to see the beast behind him.  He had expected another attack, but the wolf cat’s hind legs were dragging across the marble floor, and the beast looked bewildered as blood and offal poured out of the wound in its side.
Gunderlyn meanwhile had snatched up the spear shaft and ran forward with the weapon held high over his head.  For a moment time seemed to stand still for Tiberius.  He could see the shrine illuminated by the fire above in a reddish-yellow light.  He could see the marble was a slate gray color and the wolf cat’s blood was a dark red smear across the smooth surface.  The pedestal where the golden horse had stood was a squat pillar of white stone, and the blood-stained altar was shimmering as if Tiberius were gazing at it across a field of fire.  He realized then that there was something there, something hidden in the shrine that Gunderlyn was trying to protect.
Tiberius found his dagger and flung it at the old wizard.  Gunderlyn was barefoot; his arms held the spear shaft raised above his head, his wretched robe fluttering around him.  If he saw the dagger spinning toward him, he made no sign of recognition and did nothing to dodge away from the weapon.  As the wolf cat howled in agony, Tiberius’ dagger stabbed into Gunderlyn’s side.  It wasn’t a good throw, and the dagger was really made for throwing.  Tiberius had never been good at throwing knives, but his own survival instincts had kicked in and given him the strength to make the throw.
The knife has struck the old wizard on the left side of his stomach.  It sank in about three inches as Gunderlyn’s momentum carried him forward several steps.  The movement caused the dagger with its heavy handle to slide out of the wizard’s body and drop onto the marble floor with a clatter.  The old man brought the spear down, but not to strike Tiberius.  Instead he leaned on the shaft like a crutch as blood poured down his leg.  He lost his balance and staggered sideways, the spear shaft splashing in his blood.
Tiberius got to his feet, his back burning from the cuts the wolf cat had inflicted.  He turned to the wounded animal, who was trying to slink away, but its shuddering body was failing.  It howled, a sound oddly between a wolf’s cry and a cat’s mewling.  Tiberius mentally clamped down on the fire, snuffing out the flames almost like pinching a candle between wet fingers.  The shrine grew dark, unnaturally so.  Tiberius thought the old wizard was casting another spell, but when he turned around the old man was gone.
Gunderlyn had slunk out of the shrine and was slowly walking backward toward the stairs.  Tiberius didn’t move; he could see what was about to happen and did nothing to stop it.  He stood as still as the statues that Gunderlyn could so easily animate and watched the old wizard stagger toward his own doom.
Gunderlyn cast aside the spear shaft and lumbered down the stairs, still clutching his bleeding side. He looked around him as if the deserted city ruins were full of demons.  Tiberius didn’t move forward to see what would happen, but he heard the scream.  The old man had fallen in his haste to escape.  The scream that accompanied his fall was bloodcurdling, but it was cut silent after only a second.  Tiberius waited several moments and then felt a tremendous release of pent-up nervousness.  His legs felt shaky, and he leaned back onto the altar.
As soon as his hand touched the pitted stone surface, there was a crack that made Tiberius jump backward.  He thought he had somehow set off a trap, but the altar merely broke in half.  The support stones crumbled, and the massive flat stone on top broke in two, then crashed to the marble floor.  Dust puffed up around the debris, and Tiberius coughed as he waved his hand to clear the air.  Under the altar was a small wooden chest.  The metal hinges were rusted, and the wood was dark and brittle.
Tiberius stepped forward and lifted the small chest from its hiding place.  He couldn’t help but wonder how long the chest had been hidden under the altar.  He tried to open the lid, but the chest was locked and the hinges rusted so badly they couldn’t turn.  Frowning at the obstinate little chest, he slid his fingers under the lip of the lid and pulled.  The wood broke apart easily, and to Tiberius’ surprise he found what looked like a stone crystal.  He had seen similar stones in Avondale, but those stones had been almost clear like glass, or a smoky white.  This stone was jet black with gray stone edges.  It was almost as if someone had broken open a rock to discover the black crystal inside, and as Tiberius leaned down over the chest, he thought he could see something moving inside the stone.
He rubbed his eyes and picked up the chest, carrying it out of the pavilion and into the gray light that filtered through the mists high above.  The dark stone flickered again, almost as if there were flames trapped inside.  Tiberius guessed it was just a trick of the light reflecting off the crystal’s many planes.  He sat the chest down and felt magical power suddenly swirling around him.  Then it hit him — this was the Balestone, not the stone altar.  And he guessed that the stone was the source of the temple’s power, not a god.
He was exhausted and he dropped to his knees on the pyramid’s balcony.  His head felt light, and the lacerations across his back and side burned painfully.  He knew he needed to cast a healing spell and then go in search of his friends, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the strange stone in the little casket.
He reached down and touched the stone and marveled at the warmth of the small object.  It was sightly smaller than his fist, with a small base where crystals sprang out at odd angles and were surrounded by the gray exterior that looked so common.  He picked the stone up and felt a surge of power rush through him.  His fatigue vanished, and the pain in his back dimmed.  He wasn’t sure what the crystal was or what it could do, but he knew it was a powerful magical object.
The spear shaft was close, and Tiberius picked it up and used it like a staff as he got to his feet.  He held the wood shaft in one hand and the crystal in the other.  The end of the spear shaft where the metal blade had been broken off was a mass of splinters.  For a reason Tiberius couldn’t really articulate, he lifted up the staff and cast a spell.  The words were familiar, but he used them in a different order than normal.
“Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano.”
He knew he was merging two spells, although he wasn’t certain why or if he would accomplish anything.  But to his delight the wood began to transform near the broken end.  The black crystal pulsed in his hand as he chanted the spell.
“Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano,” he said again.  “Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano.”
The splinters began to grow, forming a solid, thick knob where the spear blade had been.  Then, once the wood stopped growing, a pulse of power rushed down the staff and mingled with Tiberius’ own budding magical senses.  It was a giddy sensation, and he knew that the staff was now magically bonded to him.
He slipped the Balestone into a pouch and held the staff in both hands as he quoted the familiar spell to heal cuts.
“Sano Grasilis Abscido.”
He had never healed more than one cut at a time.  Normally his mind had to visualize the wound and will it to close, binding the flesh back together.  But this time he simply thought of his back healing, and all four deep lacerations mended perfectly in seconds.
He couldn’t help but smile as he walked down the stone steps.  He was excited by his newfound power, but it wasn’t just the staff or even the magical stone that made him feel different.  Tiberius had worked powerful magic.  He had been tried, tested, and found equal to the task.  It was the first time in his life that he felt he had truly accomplished something.  Everything he had done before had been good and had led him to this moment, but those spells had all been the nervous fumbling of a novice.  Now, he felt the satisfying accomplishment of a master.
The sight of Gunderlyn’s broken and bloody body soured Tiberius’ mood.  He tried not to look at the old man, but as he drew close he felt the stone pulsing once more.  It wanted to strike the dead wizard, to tear apart the gruesome corpse.  The Balestone acted almost like the powerful magic he had struggled to control as he cast the more advanced spells of the Fourth Order.  But Tiberius held his hand over the pouch at his belt as he passed Gunderlyn’s body and hurried down to the base of the pyramid.
He found his horse right were he had left the animal.  The reins were tied to a post, and the knot had been pulled tight.  Tiberius guessed the sound of the wolf cat roaring had probably spooked the horse.
“It’s okay,” Tiberius said, softly stroking the horse’s neck.  “We’re getting out of this dreadful place.”
Tiberius had to grab a handful of the horse’s mane while he jumped onto the horse’s back and levered himself into position.  He felt vulnerable riding bareback but he didn’t have much choice.  He felt better and stronger with his new staff, but he still didn’t want to walk the entire length of the city.
The horse moved quickly through the empty streets.  Tiberius feared they might run into more of the horrid creatures that had made the city ruins their home, but he saw nothing until Rafe came riding into view.
They waved as the horses hurried toward each other.  Tiberius knew he could never fully describe the battle he’d just fought, and the truth was he didn’t really want to.  He was glad it was over and glad he’d been victorious, but he was ready to leave the city and never look back.
“You’re all right,” Rafe said, relief evident in his voice.
“Yes, did you get Lexi out of the city?”
“She’s with Olyva.  They’re both shaken up, but okay.”
“Where’s my saddle?” Tiberius asked.
“I was coming to help you. I didn’t stop to pick up your saddle,” Rafe said with a frown.  “What happened up there anyway?”
“About what I expected,” Tiberius lied.  “Gunderlyn was waiting for me.”
Tiberius pointed back toward the temple, which seemed smaller somehow from a distance, less menacing and more like a crumbling ruin than a place of ancient power.
“And now?” Rafe asked.
“Now, he’s dead,” Tiberius said, but there was no joy in his voice.  He didn’t relish the fact that he had defeated the old wizard or that his enemy was dead.  It felt more like a loathsome task that had to be completed.  He was just relieved that it was over and done with.
“Take a look at this,” Tiberius said as he held the staff out for Rafe to examine.
“It looks like our spear shaft,” Rafe said.
“It is.  The spear head broke off, and I was able to grow the wood into that knob on the end.”
“It looks like you could really bust some heads with that.  I’m glad my father didn’t have a club like that when we were kids.”
Tiberius laughed at the memory.  Grentz the Swordmaster had always been kind to Tiberius, taking his time whenever he taught the earl’s sons swordcraft.  He had not been as patient or kind with Rafe, Tiberius knew.  But Rafe’s father had molded him into a warrior to be reckoned with and a virtual master of the blade, as well.  Tiberius considered telling Rafe about the Balestone, but for some reason he couldn’t really articulate, he didn’t think it was a good idea.  He decided to keep the stone’s presence a secret, but he desperately wanted to know more about it, and he had a good idea where he could find that information.
“Before we leave the city, I want to gather some books from Gunderlyn’s library,” Tiberius explained.  
Rafe looked downcast.
“What is it?” Tiberius asked.
“The tower,” Rafe said.  “It collapsed.  I’m sorry.”
Tiberius felt a huge sense of disappointment.  His one hope had been retrieving some of the old wizard’s books on magic.
“No wonder I couldn’t find it,” he said.
“The heat must have weakened it,” Rafe said.  “I heard it fall when we were leaving the city.  I followed the plume of dust and saw the rubble.  It would take days to uncover the trap door again.”
“It might have been smashed in,” Tiberius agreed ruefully.  “If the stone filled the stairwell, we might never get them out.”
“I’ll help you if you want, but the girls both want to leave.  If I’m being honest, so do I.”
“No,” Tiberius said, trying to hide the bitterness he felt.  “We should go.  Those books are lost.  And we still have to find Hamill Keep.”
“You sure?”
“Yes,” Tiberius said.  “Let’s get out of here.”




Chapter 24



Lexi
The night was dark. Only a small fire gave the camp any illumination, but the inky blackness seemed to encroach on the tiny flames.  Lexi couldn’t sleep.  She lay beside Tiberius on a blanket, her back propped against her saddle.  She knew it was guilt that kept her awake.  When the monster had swallowed Lexi, she had fought hard to survive.  The foul smell and terrible ooze had nearly choked her, and although she had no concept of how long the creature held her in its fleshy jowls, she knew she had come within a hair’s breadth of dying.
She had felt a surge of joy when she fought her way out of the stinking jowl, and although it took her a few moments to regain her senses, she had been relieved to find that Tiberius and Rafe had fought to rescue her.  And Dancer, the faithful little wind glider, had sent her reassuring emotions all during her ordeal.  Lexi knew she owed them all so much.  Yet as Rafe had escorted her out of the city, they had come within sight of the round tower that had been Gunderlyn’s home.  It had been Lexi’s idea to tear the structure down.  She kept reliving the conversation she had with Rafe over and over again in her mind.  It was what kept her awake and slowly gnawed at her conscience.
“That’s the tower,” Lexi said, pointing.
She had been busy trying to wipe as much of the monster’s slimy saliva from her body as possible, but when she saw the tower, she knew she had to do something.
“Yes, you should have seen Tiberius destroying the statues.  It was amazing,” Rafe said.
“I want to see it,” Lexi said, although in truth she didn’t care about the statues.
“Okay,” Rafe said.
He led the way through the winding streets.  When they reached the tower, the strange array of melted bronze statues surrounded it.  The cobblestones were still bare of the powdery dirt, and the molten metal was still extremely hot in places, but the entire scene was cooling down.
“Rafe, I need to tell you something,” Lexi said.
“Are you okay?” Rafe asked.
“Yes, I’ll be fine.  But I’m worried about Tiberius.”
“Ti?  What’s wrong with him?”
“There’s nothing wrong with him, but I’m afraid of what might happen if he gets the books the old man was hoarding down there.”
“Why would Ti want some old books?”
“Because they’re from before the purge,” Lexi said with emphasis.  “You know he’s obsessed with learning more about magic.”
“And you think that’s a bad thing?” Rafe asked, stopping his horse beside Lexi’s as they both stared at the tower.
“I want Tiberius to have everything he wants,” Lexi said, as tears filled her eyes.  “But Gunderlyn was insane.  He was evil.  He took control of my body, and I couldn’t stop him.”
“That bastard,” Rafe said angrily.
“He didn’t rape me, but he would have.  I just don’t think there is anything good down in that dungeon.”
“Did you see the torture rack?” Rafe asked.
“No, not really,” Lexi said.  “But he said things … horrible things.  Ti is so innocent, so good.  I can’t stand the thought of that foulness changing him.”
“Maybe it won’t,” Rafe said.
“Do you really believe that?” Lexi asked.
Rafe thought for a moment, then shook his head.
“He’s going to kill the old wizard,” Lexi went on.  “And when he’s through, he’ll come back here for the books.  Unless we stop him.”
“How?”
“We could knock the tower over,” Lexi said.  “If the only way into the tower is by spending hours moving the blocks, perhaps even days, he won’t do it.  He won’t make us stay here.  But if making a quick stop could get him the books, he will.”
“You think we could knock that building down?”
“I think we should try,” Lexi said.  “Its for his own good, I know it.”
“Well, I guess,” Rafe said, shrugging his shoulders.
They had ridden around the tower, which looked sturdy, but the tall building just to the north of the tower wasn’t.  Dancer showed them the tall wall of smooth material that seemed like stone but wasn’t.  There was a thick timber beam in the ruins of the structure, and all it took were a few blows of the beam and the wall collapsed.  The strange building had cracked, exposing aged wood beneath the stone-like veneer.  And when the wall fell against the tower, the round structure fell in on itself, burying the trap door under a heaping pile of rubble.
Rafe was thrilled with the result.  To him it was just another job completed, but Lexi knew the truth.  She knew she had dashed Ti’s hopes.  They saw the brilliant, almost blinding light from the top of the temple and knew Tiberius was fighting for their lives.
“Come on,” Rafe had said, suddenly gruff, almost angry.  “Let’s get you out of here.”
Lexi knew Rafe was worried about Tiberius.  She was, too, but she knew that Rafe was suffering under the knowledge that his best friend was fighting and Rafe wasn’t there to help him.  Rafe had been through the city enough times to know his way around by that point.  He had kicked his horse into a cantor, and Lexi had followed.  She rode the horse easily enough.  When she had first stolen the horses from Avondale, she had ridden around the city’s massive walls and felt as if she were about to topple off at any moment.  But over time she’d become accustomed to riding, and if anything, riding had become as natural to Lexi as walking.
They spoke very little on their trek through the city.  Even Dancer remained quiet, hugging onto Lexi’s grimy neck tightly, as if the little glider was afraid of losing her again.  When they were close enough to see the broad plain beyond the city, they swapped horses, and Rafe turned back.  Lexi wanted to reassure him, but she felt as if she had betrayed Tiberius, so she remained quiet.
By the time Tiberius and Rafe returned from the city, Lexi had retrieved the last two saddles and had food prepared for everyone.  They ate in the saddle, all except for Olyva, who seemed barely able to stay on her horse’s back.  They made good time, riding north away from the city but staying close to the mountains.
Just before dark they came to a swiftly flowing river and made camp.  Lexi had bathed, scrubbing the vile monster’s odorous slime from her hair and clothes while Rafe and Tiberius gathered scrub brush for a fire.  The terrain had changed once again, and while the mountains were still rugged, there were small clumps of vegetation, and the plains beyond were covered in brown grass.  The sky was still gray but no longer dark like a thundercloud, and Olyva seemed to improve a little as the afternoon progressed.
Then they had built a small fire, eaten their meager rations, and finally bedded down for the night.  Unfortunately, Lexi couldn’t sleep.  She sat beside Tiberius, who seemed different somehow.  He had told them his story while they rode, and Lexi could tell he was downplaying everything.  He was humble, and she admired that, but he was a poor liar.  Whenever she asked him a direct question, he gave her generic answers.  Lexi was certain the fight with the animals Gunderlyn called on was much more vicious that Tiberius described it, but he downplayed the danger.
He and Rafe had fallen asleep quickly; both men were tired from their efforts to escape the old wizard. Lexi was, too, but she was also guilt-stricken.  Tiberius had said nothing about the books or even about the tower’s collapse.  He didn’t seem angry or resentful, but Lexi guessed that was because he didn’t know she had foiled his plans.
Eventually she dozed off, and when the sun rose she woke up feeling even worse than the night before.  Olyva was usually the first of them to wake up, but that morning she didn’t wake up at all.  At first Lexi attributed Olyva’s oversleeping to exhaustion, but when Rafe eventually tried to rouse her, they discovered that something was wrong.
“Lay her out, and let’s make sure she didn’t get hurt,” Tiberius suggested.
Olyva wore a pair of Rafe’s old trousers that some of the Hoskali women had sized down for her.  She kept the pant legs rolled up to just below her knees, and her feet were bare.  She wore a thin, wool shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the lace-up collar left open.  There was no sign that she’d been hurt, no cuts or bruises, but the patches of soft, brown stems that had sprung up in various places over her body seemed brittle.  When Rafe touched one patch, the tiny stems snapped, even though he was being gentle.
“Maybe she needs water,” Lexi suggested.
Rafe swallowed his pride and poured water over Lexi’s feet.
“I think she’s sick,” he said.  “There’s something wrong with her.”
“Maybe it’s the lack of daylight,” Tiberius suggested.  “I know you’re worried about her changing, but she was thriving before the sky turned gray.”
“It’s possible,” Rafe said.  “Oh God, we have to do something.”
“We need to get her to someplace sunny,” Tiberius said.
“It would take days to get back to the Hoskali,” Rafe said.
“We should take her up,” Lexi suggested.  “We need to try and find Hamill Keep, don’t we?  And you said at some point we should go up and look on the top of one of the mountains.”
“No,” Tiberius said.  “I said the mountains don’t rise above the mist except in a few rare cases, mostly just the mountaintops of the nine cities.”
“So we look for a mountain whose summit is in the mist and climb,” Lexi said.
“She’s right,” Rafe said.  “Maybe some of the healers in Hamill Keep can help her.”
They mounted their horses and rode hard.  Rafe kept Olyva with him.  She sat facing him, resting on his thighs, her head propped on his shoulder.  The day stretched on and on, the mountains seemed never ending, and the temperature grew cooler as the day went on.
“Look!” Tiberius said late in the afternoon.  He was pointing to a broad mountain in the distance.  “That mountain looks promising.”
Promising was not the word Lexi would have used.  The mountain was big and its summit disappeared into the mist, but the mountain was rugged.  There were stretches where the mountain seemed to rise straight up.  Lexi felt frightened just at at the prospect of scaling such a rugged and treacherous looking mountain.
“You think that’s Hamill Keep?” Rafe asked.
“I know a little about the city,” Tiberius said.  “It’s not a very fertile place, and they trade mainly for food.”
“Olyva said it was rugged,” Rafe said.
“It doesn’t get much more rugged than that, does it?” Lexi said.
“It’s probably another day’s ride away,” Tiberius said.
“Then we’ll ride through the night,” Rafe said.
“We’ll need torches.”
They collected anything large enough to be used as a torch until the sun set.  Darkness fell suddenly, but Tiberius lit the first of their makeshift firebrands, and they kept moving.  Lexi was exhausted, and Dancer slept on her shoulder.  Tiberius and Lexi led the horses, while Rafe carried Olyva.  He was so determined to help her, and Lexi marveled at his strength.  He carried her for hours, and it was well after midnight when they finally stopped.
The torches didn’t burn for very long, and they were down to their last one when they came to a small stream.  The terrain around them was rough and dry, but the space on either side of the small stream was lush.  The ground was covered in grass, and there were even a few small trees.  Rafe laid Olyva down carefully and then immediately fell asleep beside her.
“You’ve seemed preoccupied since we left Devonyr,” Tiberius said softly.  “Are you okay?”
“Yes,” Lexi lied.  “I’m just a little shook up, I suppose.”
“That’s understandable,” Tiberius said.  “You endured a horrible ordeal, and it’s my fault.”
“How is it your fault?  You saved me.”
“No,” Tiberius said bitterly.  “None of you wanted to stay there, but I pressed the issue because I was hoping we might find more books on magic.  It’s my fault we’re in this mess.”
“If not for you, none of us would have survived even one night away from Avondale,” Lexi argued.  “You’re being too hard on yourself.”
“I’m not the man I thought I was,” Tiberius said.  “I always criticized my father and brothers for their greed.  They only seemed to care about themselves and they demolished anyone who got in the way of something they wanted.  Yet I’m just the same.”
“No, you’re not.  You have a good heart, Ti.  You care about people.”
“I put you all in danger because I was so determined to get what I wanted.”
“You were excited by the prospect of getting something you want — we all are in those circumstances.”
“But I can’t be,” Tiberius said.  “Not when other people’s lives are at stake.”
“You didn’t know going into those ruins would be dangerous.”
“Of course I did, I just didn’t care.  I had a bad feeling about that place, just the same as the rest of you.  Yet I insisted on going.”
“But in the end we all survived,” Lexi said.  “So don’t beat yourself up about it.  Just be glad we’re all together.”
“How can you say that?” Tiberius asked.  “You had it worse than anyone.”
“And more than anyone I appreciate that we escaped.  That old man was wicked, and everything he touched was vile.”
“I still wish I could have gotten some of the books from his library,” Tiberius said.
Lexi turned away, hoping Tiberius wouldn’t see the look of misery on her face.  She busied herself hobbling the horses, who were busy munching the grass along the stream bed.
“Maybe I could have learned something that would help Olyva,” Tiberius went on, oblivious to Lexi’s distress.  “I feel awful that I can’t do more for her.”
“She’s going to be okay, and there will be other opportunities for you to learn more about magic.  You didn’t need anything that came from that horrible place.”
Lexi almost jumped when Tiberius put his hand on her shoulder.  He turned her around, and she placed her head on his chest as he held her.
“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” he whispered.
She was so tired, and being held in his arms felt so good that for a long moment she just let herself enjoy his love and affection.
“We better get some rest, too,” Tiberius said.
Lexi nodded, and they spread a blanket on the grass.  It was a chilly night, and they huddled together for warmth.  It seemed to Lexi as if she had just closed her eyes when the sun rose and the gray mist filled the little valley they were camped in with light.
“Let’s go,” Rafe said with determination.
“I’m staying here with the horses,” Lexi said.  “They’ll just slow you down, and they can’t make the climb up.”
“Then we should leave them here and all go up,” Tiberius said.
“Ti,” Lexi argued, hoping he wouldn’t see her true reasons for wanting to stay, “the horses won’t be here if I don’t stay with them — you know that.  What if something tries to eat them?”
“Anything large enough to eat a horse is something I don’t want you anywhere near,” Tiberius said.
“Keep a fire going,” Rafe said.  “That’ll keep the animals at bay.”
“You think this is a good idea?” Tiberius said.
“I think it’s practical,” Rafe explained.  “I don’t like it, but I don’t like any of this.  We have to get Olyva up that mountain, and Lexi is right.  The horses won’t make it.”
“So, we won’t need horses once we get to Hamill Keep,” Tiberius argued.
“We can’t be sure that’s the Keep,” Rafe said.  “If it is, I’ll come back for her myself.”
“It’s the best plan, Tiberius,” Lexi insisted.  “Don’t worry about me.  I can look out for myself, and besides, Dancer won’t let anything bad happen to me.  Will you, girl?”
The wind glider trilled and hopped up and down on Lexi’s shoulder.
“See, I’ll be fine.  Go, take care of Olyva.”
“You’re sure?” Tiberius asked.
“Positive,” Lexi replied.
“All right,” Tiberius said with a sigh.  “Let’s go.”
Lexi watched them both jump over the stream and begin hiking away.  Tiberius with his staff looked so sure of himself.  Lexi felt a surge of affection for him, then they disappeared behind a hill, and Lexi was left alone.  She hadn’t felt scared when she woke up or even when they were traveling through the night with only a sputtering torch to light their way.  But now, even in the daylight, she felt a sense of isolation she’d never experienced before.  Growing up on the streets of Avondale, she didn’t have a family to depend on, and she had spent many lonely nights wishing her life were different.  But even then she knew there were people all around her, in houses and inns, some walking the streets, others plying their trades.  
Now she was truly alone, with no idea where or even if there were any other people for miles and miles.  That truth weighed heavily on her thin shoulders, but there was nothing she could do about it.  
The true reason she stayed behind was not simply because of the horses.  If she was being honest, being near Tiberius after she had gone behind his back to destroy the old wizard’s tower made her feel awful.  Lexi had always feared being betrayed and had kept the people around her at arm’s length to avoid the possibility of being hurt.  Tiberius was the only person she had ever allowed herself to open up with, and now she had betrayed him.  She was tired of trying to pretend everything was okay when in fact she was full of self-loathing.  So she had stayed behind, and once she saw to the horses, gathered firewood, and sent Dancer flying high into the air to scout for any signs of danger, she broke down and cried.  By midday there was nothing left for her to do but wait and worry.




Chapter 25



Leonosis
The wedding was a subdued affair.  The earls had gone back to their quarters, and no one seemed to realize anything had changed.  The courtiers and high-ranking city officials thought the timing of the wedding was in bad taste, while the king’s military officers found the entire marriage suspect.  But while many questioned the marriage in secret, there was no evidence to point to foul play, so the wedding proceeded without interruption.
Leonosis’ mother, the Countess Wendolyn, and his brother Brutas arrived.  Leonosis was forced to watch as Draggah bullied them.  Neither expected anything less from Leonosis, especially now that he was marrying into the royal family, but Leonosis for the first time in his life felt sorry for both of them.  He had never cared when he mistreated his family (or anyone else for that matter), but to see someone else do it — and in his body no less — made him feel dirty and ashamed.
The day of the wedding dawned bright, and Leonosis was dressed in the graypee armor that was made from the skins of the beasts that Tiberius and Rafe had slain.  Leonosis had taken credit for the kills, spreading the lie that he had saved Rafe from the graypees and killed two of the legendary creatures in the process.  The earl’s tanner had worked diligently for weeks tanning and shaping the exceptionally hard leather.  It fit Leonosis perfectly, and to it he added a long fur-lined cloak, his sword, and a golden torc around his neck.
“You look like a king,” Brutas said.
“Good,” Draggah replied.  “That is the point.”
“How did you do it?” Brutas said in a whisper.  “The princess wouldn’t give you a second glance in Avondale.”
“Things change.”
“They do indeed,” Brutas said.  “Especially when you have a little leverage.”
“Dear brother, are you implying that I have somehow forced myself into this position?”
“I’m just saying what everyone is thinking.”
“That’s absurd,” Draggah said.
“Hey, a little dirt on the princess — or maybe on King Aethel himself — would be enough to get you what you want.  It isn’t as if we marry for love,” he smirked.  “Not that I wouldn’t mind a little taste of royal—”
Draggah struck out so fast Brutas never saw the blow coming.  Leonosis was a healthy young man, but not overly strong.  Draggah’s presence increased that strength exponentially, and Brutas was sent sprawling across the room.  Leonosis watched, helpless to stop the evil spirit that controlled him from beating his brother senseless.
Anger and then fear crossed Brutas’ face as he scrambled back across the floor.  He spit blood and then a tooth before Draggah grabbed him roughly from the floor and slammed him hard into the wall.  Leonosis saw Brutas’ head thump against the stone, and even though Leonosis was little more than a spectator, he winced just the same.
“Do not think, dear brother, that you can possess anything that is mine,” Draggah said.  “Is that abundantly clear?”
“Y-y-yes,” Brutas said.
“Good, now clean yourself up.  I don’t want you looking like you were brawling in a tavern like a misguided peasant.”
“Su-sure,” Brutas said.
Leonosis watched him go, and Draggah laughed.  The demon could feel Leonosis’ distress, and that, more than anything, made the demon happy.  The vile creature feasted on pain and thrived on misery.
“You do not approve?” Draggah spoke directly into Leonosis’ mind.
“You know how I feel,” Leonosis said.
“Yes, of course I do.”  Draggah laughed.  “And I shall enjoy watching you squirm as I make your brother one of my own.”
“You don’t have to do that,” Leonosis said, almost in a panic.
“Ah, but that is where you are wrong, you pathetic lump of filth.  Once we take the crown, your brother will be made Earl of Avondale in your place.  Then once I have command of all nine cities, there will be no one to stop me from scouring this accursed world until I have what is mine.”
Leonosis had no idea what the demon was referring to, but he knew better than to question Draggah.  The foul spirit knew his every thought anyway and rarely ever shared the details of his plans.
A servant knocked at the door.
“Come,” Draggah said, straightening the cloak that hung from his shoulders.
“My lord,” said a manservant.  “It is time.”
“Yes, indeed,” Draggah said.
They walked out of the suite of rooms and down to the king’s feasting hall.  The tables had been cleared out, and now the entire room was filled with guests.  The decorations were lavish, and the smell of food from the nearby kitchens was enticing.  Many of the spectators already held cups of ale or goblets of wine.  Draggah had insisted Princess Ariel use the castle’s most desirable food and spirits.  Trumpets announced Leonosis’ arrival in the hall, and the crowd parted as he strode up to the elevated platform where the royal family dined.  That table had also been replaced by a thick red carpet and an archway covered in colorful flowers.
Leonosis stood and waited, as flutes and harps began to play a soft yet familiar song.  It was the royal march, but arranged for a more delicate performance that suited the illustrious event.  The king appeared, with Princess Ariel clutching his arm.  He led his daughter through the crowd and up onto the platform.  Marriages were usually conducted by priests, but Draggah had insisted that King Aethel bless their union.
“Men and women of Sparlan Citadel,” King Aethel said.  “Esteemed guests and nobility from each of Valana’s nine cities.  It is my great honor to give my daughter in marriage to Leonosis, son of Earl Aegus of Avondale.  No man hopes to lose a son as I have, yet every man dreams of gaining a son as honorable as Leonosis.”
Draggah’s presence filled the feasting hall, and no whisper went unheard by the devious spirit.  Leonosis felt the demon’s turmoil as people whispered in response to King Aethel’s fawning over his new son-in-law.
“And so, it is my great pleasure to bind my daughter to Leonosis in marriage and to see him as my heir.”
This time the crowd didn’t whisper but expressed their shock verbally, some even shouting in opposition.
“This is my decision, made in good faith and with the interests of the kingdom in mind,” the king said loudly.  “And any who challenge my decision may do so with a sword in his hand.  I will stand by my decision.”
One by one the earls all added their voices in support of the king’s decision.  And Leonosis could feel the ripples of disbelief from the crowd as Draggah laughed inwardly.  Still, no one took up the king’s challenge, and the hall fell silent.
“Leonosis, please bow,” the king said.
Leonosis could smell the wine on the king’s breath and see the glassy eyes that stared dully back at him.  He knelt, and the king drew his sword.  He placed the blade flat on Leonosis’ shoulder.
“I declare you this day, Prince Leonosis, heir to the throne of Valana and champion of the nine cities.”
There was a spattering of applause as the king tapped each of Leonosis’ shoulders with the blade and then touched the top of his head.  The king then sheathed his sword and stepped back.  A priest stepped forward and wrapped Princess Ariel’s right hand with a long embroidered cloth, then he joined Leonosis’ left hand to the princess’ hand and spoke the traditional wedding vows.  Then a sword was given to Leonosis by the King’s champion, and a leather bag of heavy gold coins was given by the city’s treasurer.  To Princess Ariel a loaf of bread was given by Leonosis’ mother, and a sprig of pine that represented fertility was given by her own mother.
The priest intoned a solemn prayer, and finally the ceremony was over.  Leonosis and Ariel were led out of the feasting hall by a royal guard.  The feasting began, but only the highest-ranking citizens stayed in the feasting hall; the rest were led down into the grand cavern where the entire city waited to celebrate the wedding, which meant an excuse to drink themselves into a stupor on the king’s ale and stuff themselves from the king’s kitchens.
Leonosis and Ariel were escorted to a special suite of rooms where they were supposed to celebrate their wedding for an entire week.  Traditionally, the bride and groom would consummate their marriage and then return to the feasting hall, where there would be drinking and foods served until late into the night.  But Draggah did not want Ariel’s innocence lost.
“Now,” he said as they settled into the lavishly decorated bedchamber.  “You must not let anyone guess we are not one flesh.  The days ahead are critical.  The king will waste away, and then I shall be crowned.”
“You are the crown prince — isn’t that enough?  We control my father.  Why does he have to die?” Ariel protested.
“Do not question my plans,” Draggah said.  “We will have the earls’ support but we must also have the officers in your father’s army.”
“Why?  What do you hope to accomplish?”
“Our goal, Princess,” Draggah said with a savage grin.  “Now, it has been long enough.  We shall change clothes and return to the feast.”
Their return was celebrated with wooden toasts by the earls, which were really just an extension of Draggah’s own mind.  Leonosis could almost felt a stretching in his captor’s mental capacity since the earls were murdered and brought magically back to life as the demon’s pawns.
The king sat on his throne, nursing goblet after goblet of wine.  He looked miserable, but he couldn’t leave the feast.  Brutas turned up, his mouth looking swollen to Leonosis but not so much that people who did not know Brutas would notice.  Countess Wendolyn alone looked truly happy.  She did not care about anything but the achievement of her family, and no matter how poorly Draggah treated her, she would still be the mother of a king.  No one could take that from her now, and Leonosis saw that she had several suitors.  The winds of change were blowing, and the most canny of the kingdom’s power brokers were already taking notice.
Three days later Princess Ariel convinced her father that he would feel better with a sword in his hand.  Leonosis watched from a high window in the castle as the king set about sword practice with his royal guard.  The blades were all bare, although the royal guard were the best swordsmen in the king’s army, and none would dare hurt the king.  They went through their paces, allowing the king to defeat them time and again.  Then, Leonosis saw Ariel wave her hand.  It was a common gesture, as if she were shooing a fly away, but suddenly one of the guards stumbled forward.  At the same moment, the king spun to avoid another guard’s painfully slow thrust.  There was a clash of bodies and a scream of pain.  Princess Ariel looked up at Leonosis, but he was lost deep inside Draggah’s consciousness.  He could see her, but she saw only her demon overlord.
The king was grievously wounded, and while everyone in the entire city was speculating about exactly how the king had been brought low, Leonosis was high above the training ground where anyone could see him, and the king’s own guard had been training with their lord.  There was no way that anyone could accuse Leonosis of assassinating the king, and later that same day, King Aethel died.
Princess Ariel did not have to pretend to grieve; her loss was obviously real.  She had resented her father and used magic to control him for a long time, but she wept for him just the same.  The next day the earls called a council, with Brutas sitting in for his father as Leonosis was proclaimed the new king.  Draggah had been prepared for opposition from the army, but in the end their honor and guilt over their part in the king’s demise held them in check.
Another ceremony was quickly performed, and Leonosis was crowned.  The other earls paid their respects at the king’s funeral feast and then traveled back to their own cities.  And Leonosis, unable to do anything to stop the evil spirit’s plans, watched it all from his own body.  Once everyone was gone and there were no more public perceptions to keep up, Leonosis stayed in the king’s lavish study.  It was a large room with huge windows overlooking the training grounds.
Princess Ariel sat on a small stool, waiting for Draggah’s next move.  She was impatient and angry, but she kept silent, and Leonosis, who had deep feelings for his queen, was glad that she did not draw the ire of their demon master.
“It is almost time,” Draggah said at last.  “I can feel the wind of fate stirring.”
“Time for what?” Ariel asked.
“How little you know, child,” Draggah said softly.  “Do you not remember there are three sacred objects of power that protect this world?”
“Of course I do,” Ariel said.  “But they were lost in the cataclysm.”
“The cataclysm was only a small part of many needful things.”
“You were part of the cataclysm?” Ariel asked in surprise.
“Don’t seem so shocked.  Your kind only needed a nudge to sink to their baser instincts.  A hint of true power to those fools who ruled your kingdom was enough to send them rushing over the edge of self-restraint and straight into total chaos.”
“And the purge?” Ariel asked.
“An unfortunate, but not unforeseen, result of the fear your kind adopted after the cataclysm.”
“If someone hadn’t archived the sacred texts here, your plan might have been lost,” she sneered.
Draggah laughed.  “That is the one great weakness of your kind.  You are so short-sighted that you cannot fathom a time beyond your own pathetic lives.  You are mortal, and I am not.  With eternity comes patience, my dear, and if I had been forced to wait an eternity, I would not have lost sight of my plan.”
“Which is?” Ariel asked.
“Do not try me, O Queen,” Draggah said in a mocking voice that Leonosis himself had often employed.  “Your part in my scheme will come to fruition soon enough.  You are the centerpiece, the embodiment of centuries of work.  But do not think that you are any more to me than a smoldering wick.  I can snuff out your life whenever I choose.”
Ariel looked away, and Draggah laughed.  Leonosis wanted to scream for the demon to stop, but tormenting Ariel was Draggah’s favorite pastime.  And if Leonosis interfered, he would know only pain.
“Something important is about to happen, I can almost taste it,” Draggah said.
“But you can’t foresee it?” Ariel said.
“I can predict it — that is good enough.”
“What is it?”
“The Balestone is moving,” Draggah said, almost giddy.  “And soon it will be mine.”
The laughter was maniacal and frightening.  Leonosis didn’t know what the Balestone was and he didn’t want to know.  In that moment he wanted to die.  He wanted the pain and fear to be over, but there was no way to stop his misery.  He was firmly in Draggah’s clutches, and for the newly crowned King of Valana, there was no escape.




Chapter 26



Tiberius
Tiberius’ legs felt like they were on fire.  He had convinced Rafe to stop for a brief rest.  They had scaled the easiest part of the mountain, scrambling up the rough edges until they were at last at the nearly vertical cliff face.  Luckily there was a crack in the rock face large enough for  them crawl up.  It would be much safer than trying to climb the cliff’s outward face, but it would still be a difficult and taxing ascent.
“How is she?” Tiberius asked.
“No change,” Rafe said.  “I feel like I’ve failed her.”
“You haven’t, you’ll see.  Once she gets some sunlight, she’ll be okay.”
“We probably should have left her with Lexi and gone up to scout the situation,” Rafe said.  “I’m just afraid she’s going to die and I won’t be with her.”
“Why would she die?” Tiberius asked, trying to sound upbeat and hopeful, but failing.
“Don’t play dumb, Ti,” Rafe growled.  “We both know what we’re facing here.”
“That’s true, but let’s be honest.  Did you really think we’d last this long in the blighted lands?”
“No,” Rafe admitted.
“So, now that we’ve done the impossible, let’s not give up hope.”
“She’s so thin,” Rafe said.
“She’s changed, but she isn’t dying.”
“You don’t know that,” Rafe said.
“You don’t know, either.  All I’m saying is that I have faith in us.  We’ve accomplished a lot.  There’s no need to think we can’t do more.”
“You really believe that?”
“Yes,” Tiberius said adamantly.  “I absolutely do.”
“All right, let’s get her to the top of this damn mountain.”
The climb up the cliff face was arduous.  They were forced to stop several times to rest.  There were areas where Tiberius would squeeze through a tight place or climb past an obstruction so that Rafe could pass Olyva up to him.  They pulled her along, carrying her as much as possible and trying not to look down.  The crack in the cliff face was well worn, and Tiberius guessed that animals had made frequent use of the crack over many years.  When they finally reached the mists, both men felt a swell of hope.  They were drawing nearer to their goal, and Tiberius hoped desperately that they were in the right place.
It was late in the day when the mists finally parted.  They were still crawling along the crack that Tiberius had taken to calling the goat track when they could suddenly see the mists giving way.  Tiberius tried to look up, but there was no way to see what lay above them.  They continued on, the track keeping them on the eastern side of the mountain, which was veiled with shadow, but they could see the blue sky.  And when twilight came, they marveled to see stars again.
“We better stop for the night,” Tiberius said.  “It won’t do us any good to fall now.”
“What do you think is up there?” Rafe asked as he leaned back against the mountainside.
They were in a small but stable spot on the goat trail.  It was flat and large enough that they could stretch their legs out to rest.  Tiberius had carried one pack with some water, enough rations for three days, and a thick blanket.  He pulled out some of the strips of dried meat and handed them to Rafe.
“Hamill Keep, maybe,” he said.  “I can’t say for sure, but one thing is certain: we’ll get plenty of sunshine come morning.  We’re facing east — the sun should be right in our faces.”
“I hope you’re right,” Rafe said around a mouthful of dried meat.
Their food was tough, and they were forced to tear off chunks then suck on the leathery food until it was soft enough to chew.  Tiberius was sick of it, but it filled their stomachs, and he didn't complain.
They slept easily enough, keeping Olyva between them and sharing the blanket.  It was cold high up on the mountain, and they slept fitfully.  Late in the night, bad weather rolled in, and thick clouds covered the stars.  When dawn finally broke, the day was dreary, gray, and wet.  A cold drizzle was falling, and thick clouds blocked the sunlight Tiberius had been hoping for.
“Damn it!” Rafe said.  “What else could possibly go wrong?”
“Let’s not think about that,” Tiberius said, peering over the ledge at the mist that lay below them.  “All we can do now is get to the top and see if we’re in the right place.”
“Fat chance of that,” Rafe said irritably.
But Rafe was wrong.  The goat trail came out onto at small pinnacle, and above them rose the treacherous peak.  Hamill Keep was built like a crown on the very top of the mountain.  There were tunnels that ran down into the mountain from inside the city, but none that came out onto the surface.  The wind was cold and blowing hard.
“So what now?” Rafe asked.
“We have to get up there somehow,” Tiberius said.
“How?”
“I don’t know, but I’m certain it can be done.  How else could people get here?”
“I wonder if any of them did it with another person on their back?” Rafe said.
“You could stay here with her,” Tiberius suggested.  “I could go up and get help.”
They could see the walls of the city high above them.  To Tiberius they looked like the crooked teeth of an elderly person.
“I can do it,” Rafe said.
“Alright, let’s go then.  I’m ready for a warm fire and some mulled wine.”
“Better make mine ale,” Rafe said.  “And a soft loaf of bread, with toasted cheese and maybe a hot stew.”
They climbed slowly, careful of each hand- and foothold on the wet rocky mountainside.  The ascent wasn’t straight up, but it almost felt like that to Tiberius.  He had no idea how Rafe could do it with Olyva over his shoulder, but he never faltered.  It took almost two hours to reach the bottom of the wall.
“Do we keep climbing?” Rafe asked.
“Surely there’s a gate somewhere,” Tiberius said.
“You want to shimmy around and see?”
Tiberius nodded, and they set off.  There was a tiny stub of rock around the bottom of the wall, barely as wide as Tiberius’ foot, but the wall itself was pitted and cracked, so they had an abundance of handholds.  And shimmying sideways was easier than climbing up.  They had to go to the west side of the mountain to find a gate.  It was tall and made of heavy wood.  Tiberius banged on the gate and shouted until a head appeared on the wall above them.
“Who’s that?” the man shouted.  “No one’s out today.”
“We’re from Avondale,” Tiberius shouted back.  “We have the earl’s daughter, Olyva.  She’s ill.”
“Avondale?  That’s not possible.”
“Let us in, we’ll explain.”
“No one comes into the city.  Earl’s orders.”
“Not even his daughter?”
“Earl Marcus’ daughter was exiled from Avondale.”
“That’s right, we all were.  Now let us in.”
“What’s your names?”
“Rafe Grentzson, and Tiberius Aegusson.”
The man disappeared, and after a short wait, they heard the heavy wooden locking beams being lifted.  Rafe looked at Tiberius and smiled.  Ti had no idea what type of reception they would receive in Hamill Keep, but at least they wouldn’t be left hanging on the side of the mountain.
Every muscle in Ti’s body hurt.  He had pushed himself to his limits the day before and he didn’t think he could have lasted much longer.  When the gate swung in, Tiberius took a shaky step forward.  There were men with weapons just inside the gate.  One lowered his spear and took Tiberius’ arm, helping him forward.  Two other guards helped Rafe, and one looked at Olyva.  Her body was changed, but her face was the same, and the soldier decided he recognized her, even though it had been many months since she had been sent to Avondale as Brutas’ betrothed.
The soldiers took Rafe’s sword and Ti’s staff, which he had fastened to the pack he carried over his shoulder.  They were led up into the earl’s palace, which was spartan compared to Avondale’s palace.  The large building was little more than a feasting hall, some spare rooms, and the noble’s residence.  There was a crowd of people in the feasting hall, and the earl was sitting in judgement at the far end.  At first Tiberius thought they would be taken straight to the earl, but instead they were sent to a small room, with two narrow beds and a small window that looked out over the city’s high wall.
“What’s this?” Rafe said, trying to keep his anger in check.
“You’ll wait here,” the guard said.  “And you’ll keep quiet until the earl sends for you.”
“Why?” Rafe said.
“Doesn’t Earl Marcus want to see his daughter?” Tiberius asked.
“If that really is his daughter, he may want to see her,” the guard said.  “But she disgraced His Highness’ family, and don’t you forget it.  You won’t be getting a hero’s welcome for bringing her home.”
The man turned and stalked out, slamming the door behind him.  Tiberius looked at Rafe, who was laying Olyva on one of the beds.
“Wish we had some dry clothes,” Rafe said.
“And a fire,” Tiberius added.
It was an hour before they heard a knock on the door, and then it was just a servant with coal for the small hearth.  She gave Tiberius and Rafe distrustful looks, then went to start the fire.  Tiberius almost offered to kindle fire for her but then remembered that magic was outlawed in the nine cities.  The last thing he wanted was to frighten someone who might spread rumors and get them into even more trouble.
Rafe had removed Olyva’s wet clothes and covered her with blankets.  The room had two small beds, a table with a chipped basin of water, and wooden straight-backed chairs.  It was not a comfortable place, not even once the fire was burning, but Tiberius and Rafe didn’t complain.  They stood by the fire and warmed themselves.
At midday food was brought to them: a pot of thin soup, hard crusted bread, and water.  They took the food and thanked the servant, who eyed them suspiciously.  Tiberius guessed that rumors had spread, at least through the earl’s palace, that outsiders had arrived.  People claiming to have survived in the blighted lands were rare, and Tiberius’ father always sent them away.  No one ever returned from the blighted lands, that fact was widely known … or possibly just maintained as a way to keep people in the cities.  Tiberius had never heard of a person surviving in the blighted lands or returning after being exiled.  He supposed that his father might have kept such occurrences a secret, but just like the servants of Hamill Keep, the men and women who served the earl’s family in Avondale were rabid gossips.  Tiberius had never even heard a rumor of someone returning, and he suspected that they were considered frauds.
Tiberius and Rafe soaked their bread in the soup to soften it.  Under normal circumstances both men might have turned up their noses at such common fare, but after weeks of travel and eating nothing but dried tamaka meat and mealy flat bread, the soup was very welcome.
They took turns napping through the afternoon until finally a healer arrived.  It was an old man, with thick gray hair sprouting from his ears and a bulbous, red nose, but friendly eyes.
“I suppose you are the gentlemen from the blighted lands,” he said cheerfully.  “You’ve caused quite a stir, I can tell you that.”
“I’m Tiberius, and this is Rafe.”
“Well, you got the names right,” the physician said.  “But I delivered Lady Olyva.  Took care of her when she had the sniffles as a child.  I don’t expect you’ll slip one past me.”
“She’s … changed,” Tiberius said.
“Of course she is,” he said happily. 
“She was under the influence of a Hosscum grove,” Rafe said.
“A what?”
“Sentient trees,” Tiberius said.  “They changed her, and she’s not well.”
Olyva lay on the bed, the blanket pulled up to her chin.  The healer touched her forehead with the back of his hand.  Then he leaned down and looked at her closely.  Rafe tried to stop the healer from uncovering her, but the old man insisted.
“She isn’t dressed,” Rafe said.
“I’ve seen her naked many times, my boy, and don’t worry — I’m too old to be wooed by young women.  She looks very much like the earl’s daughter. Thinner, though.”
The physician pulled back the blankets and stared hard for a moment.  Then he covered her up again and turned to leave.
“Aren’t you going to do something for her?” Rafe asked.
“I’m an old man,” the healer said.  “I’ve seen every ailment known in the nine cities.  I’ve never seen anything like that before.  I wouldn’t know what to do.  But it does support your story about the blighted lands.”
He left, humming happily, and Rafe looked distraught.  He had hoped they might find help for Olyva in Hamill Keep, but so far they had only found disappointment.  Tiberius didn’t know what to say, so he stayed silent as Rafe settled beside Olyva.  It wasn’t long until there was another knock on the door.  Tiberius opened the door, and a painfully thin woman with streaks of gray in her long hair rushed into the room.
“Ollie,” she said.  “Oh, my baby, what have they done to you?”
“She’s alive,” Rafe said, staring down at his boots.
“Did you really cross the blighted lands?” the woman asked.
“We did,” Rafe replied.
The woman sat beside Olyva and stroked her hair.  There were tears in her eyes, and Tiberius’ throat suddenly felt dry.  He had maintained hope for Olyva until her mother arrived.  Then the scene seemed all too real.  She was dying, and there was nothing he could do about it.




Chapter 27



Tiberius
“The earl has asked to see you alone,” the servant said.
Tiberius had expected as much.  His own father had always been snobbish when it came to rank and nobility.  And Rafe was preoccupied with Olyva anyway, so Tiberius nodded and slipped from the room, which had filled with people since Olyva’s mother had arrived.  Her sisters soon followed their mother, although Tiberius got the impression there was no real concern.  They had heard that Olyva had been changed and came to gawk at their sister.  Hellen, Olyva’s former maidservant, waddled in.  She was as fat as ever, and red-faced, but there was genuine concern in the woman’s eyes.
The countess’s personal servants had been loitering outside the small room, so no one seemed to notice that Tiberius had been summoned.  He walked beside a nervous-looking man with a receding hairline and a slight slump to his shoulders.  He was thin, almost to point of looking ill, and Tiberius guessed that many of the earl’s servants were underfed.  Hellen, Olyva’s maid, was the only person Tiberius knew from Hamill Keep who was overweight.
They passed into a long hallway, and the servant slowed down.  Tiberius matched the man’s gait as they walked along.  The passageways of Hamill Keep were narrow and dark.  The cold seemed to seep into everything, and Tiberius wondered how people in the Keep got along in the wintertime.
“My lord, I hope you don’t mind me sharing a bit of news,” the servant said.
“Of course not,” Tiberius said.
“Is it true that you’re son of Earl Aegus in Avondale?”
“I am,” Tiberius replied.  “His third son, if that still counts.”
“Oh, it does.  Of course it does, my lord,” the servant said.  “But if you’ve really crossed the blighted lands, then you may not have heard news from Sparlan Citadel.”
“No, I haven’t,” Tiberius said, suddenly feeling nervous.
“The king was killed in a training accident,” the servant explained.  “At least that’s what they’re saying.  Your brother was there and married Princess Ariel just a few days before that.”
“My brother?” Tiberius said.
“Leonosis.  He’s been crowned king.  Don’t know all the details, obviously, but the earls were unanimous in the decision.”
Tiberius stopped, his head suddenly spinning with the news.  He was having trouble believing what he was hearing.
“Leonosis Aegusson married Princess Ariel?” Tiberius asked.
“Aye, he did, Lord.  And the king named him his heir.”
Tiberius felt like he’d been punched in the stomach.  When the king and his daughter had traveled to Avondale before Tiberius had been banished, the princess had shown absolutely no interest in Leonosis.  Tiberius couldn’t believe that his conniving older brother had really convinced Ariel to marry him.  Not to mention that the king already had an heir.
“What about the prince?” Tiberius said.  “Why would the king name Leonosis as his heir?”
“The prince died, Addoni rest his soul,” the servant explained.  “The earls were all summoned to the Citadel for the funeral and royal wedding.  Then the king declared that Leonosis was his chosen heir.  A few days later, the king was killed while training with his royal guards, and your brother was crowned.”
“And no one questioned that chain of events?” Tiberius asked loudly.
He was angry, but he wasn’t exactly sure why.  He just knew that things had changed and his brother was manipulating everyone.  Leonosis had always been a selfish, arrogant bully.  He would have made a horrible earl, and Tiberius simply couldn’t imagine the kind of damage Leonosis would do as King of Valana.
“Please, my lord, keep your voice down.  Things are tense here, as you might have guessed.  Earl Marcus simply isn’t himself since he returned from Sparlan Citadel.  And your arrival has caused an uproar.”
“My arrival?” Tiberius asked.
“No one has ever crossed the blighted lands, my lord.  Surely you know this.”
“Of course,” Tiberius said.
“The palace is abuzz with gossip, and that will spread through the entire city soon enough.”
“I just don’t understand how this all could have happened,” Tiberius said.  “My brother is now King of Valana, and no one suspected foul play?”
“Everyone has suspicions, Lord, but if the earls approved and the king’s own soldiers didn’t object, what can we lowly servants do?”
“Yes, you’re right,” Tiberius said.  “I’m sure there is more to the story than you know.”
They continued their journey through the bowels of the palace, which was more of a fortress than a palatial estate.  Tiberius couldn’t help but notice the differences, even if his mind was spinning with the news of Leonosis’ wedding and coronation.  The only thing Tiberius knew for sure at the moment was that he would have to reconsider his plans to go to Sparlan Citadel.
“This way, my lord,” the servant said, leading Tiberius into a small room with a bright fire.  “Earl Marcus will be in to see you soon.”
The servant stepped back and closed the door.  Tiberius was nervous.  Leonosis surely didn’t expect that Tiberius could cross the blighted lands, but Princess Ariel did, and there was always a chance that Ti’s brother, the new king, could have given orders for Tiberius to be locked in chains or even killed on sight.  Tiberius would have been more nervous, but he found his staff and Rafe’s sword propped against the wall in the small room.  There were also several chairs, a small table against one wall, and a huge painting hung in a gilded frame.  Tiberius stayed by the fire.  After spending so much time in the warm lands below, he had lost some of his ability to deal with cold weather.
The door opened after only a few minutes, and the earl walked in.  He was not an imposing figure.  Earl Marcus had gray hair that was cropped close to his skull.  There were dark circles around his eyes, and like his servant, he walked with stooped shoulders.  He looked at Tiberius with glassy eyes.
“Master Tiberius?” the earl said.
“Yes, my lord,” Tiberius replied.
“Son of Aegus and brother to our new king.  How interesting.”
“We have come to seek your aid, my lord.”
“Yes, well, I’m not sure how much aid Hamill Keep has to give.”
“Your daughter Olyva is with us, but she is ill.”
“My daughter,” the earl said slowly, “has disgraced her family and this great city.”
“I do not believe that was ever her intention, my lord.”
“What she intended is irrelevant,” the earl went on.  “She fell in love with a common soldier and spurred her betrothal, dragging her family’s reputation through the mud as she did so.    She will not find a warm reception here in Hamill Keep, but perhaps that can be avoided.  You are royalty now, and I know that Princess Ariel is keenly interested in your progress across the blighted lands.  Tell me what they are like.”
Tiberius cleared his throat, buying himself a moment to digest the fact that the princess had shared something with the earl about Ti.  Under different circumstances he might have been flattered to have been remembered at all, but instead he felt a growing sense of dread.  The princess was a sorceress, and she knew Tiberius was a wizard.  What might she have said to Earl Marcus about him?
“The blighted lands are not all bad, my lord,” Tiberius said slowly.  “The mists do not block out the sunlight.  There are people living on the vast plains beyond the mountains.”
“People, you say?  What kind of people?”
“We met the Hoskali,” Tiberius said.  “They are a nomadic people.  There are of course many animals.  Not all are as horrific as the huge beasts that sometimes approach Avondale.”
“Interesting,” Earl Marcus said.  “Is there no evidence of the cataclysm?”
“We did see one ancient city,” Tiberius went on.  “Devonyr and the lands around it were not the same as the other land we traveled across.  It was dead and decaying, the sky much darker.”
“A vile-sounding place,” the earl remarked.  “And what are your plans now, master Tiberius?”
“Our goal had been to travel to the capital,” Tiberius admitted.  “But when Olyva became sick, we thought it best to bring her here first.”
“Tell me, what happened to my daughter?”
“I can’t say I understand it exactly,” Tiberius said.  “It was our second night after the banishment — which my brother staged, by the way.  He had promised Rafe that Olyva would be given to him in marriage and then…”
“Go on,” Earl Marcus said, as if he were bored.
He had dropped into a chair and sat so still that Tiberius felt uncomfortable.  There was nothing wrong that Ti could identify, but the man seemed to scarcely breathe as he listened to Tiberius’ account of what happened.
“Well, we came down from Mount Avondale and made camp for the night by a grove of trees…”
Tiberius wasn’t sure exactly how to proceed.  He didn’t want to reveal his own part in the story or that he had used magic.
“Late in the night, we noticed something was wrong.  Rafe and I lit torches and began searching to see what was amiss.  It was then that we discovered that the trees were moving.  They had covered Olyva in their roots.”
The earl made a face, as if the story were too fantastic.
“I know it sounds strange,” Tiberius forged on.  “The blighted lands below Avondale are vast plains with very few trees.  The trees we camped by were sentient.  The Hoskali call them Hosscum, which means the ‘sacred trees’ or ‘living trees.’  Many of their elderly go to these groves, which then transforms them into a tree.  The groves all share a root system.  So imagine a group of trees, roughly in a circle, with their roots growing in toward the center.”
“Fascinating,” Marcus said.
“Yes, well, Olyva was inside the grove, and when we came back, she was covered by the roots, and the trees moved to keep us from getting to her.  We used our torches and burned the trees, which released Olyva, but not before their transformation process had begun.”
“Does my daughter understand this?”
“None of us do,” Tiberius said.  “Not really.”
“What I’m asking is does she understand that she is becoming a tree?”
“Yes, although I think the process was halted.  There are some signs of her transformation, but that was almost immediate.  There hasn’t seemed to be any progression.”
“Until she grew sick?” the earl asked.
“Yes, although I can’t pinpoint any direct ailment.  She just won’t wake up.  You see, Olyva was nourished by the sunlight.  As we traveled north, the light grew dim, much the way it is outside today.  My hope was that the direct sunlight would strengthen her, but the storm has kept us from finding out.”
“You’re an interesting person, Tiberius Aegusson,” the earl said.  “When were you planning to tell me you are a wizard?”
Tiberius froze, unsure what to do.  Practicing magic was against the law in all nine cities of Valana, and most people considered anyone who even spoke about magic a traitor.  Tiberius stood by the fire, his body tense.  He wasn’t prepared to be confronted and didn’t know what to do.
“Don’t worry, things are changing.  Our princess told me of your powers.”
“I … I don’t want … I can leave,” Tiberius said.
“Nonsense,” the earl said.  He was still sitting unnaturally still, with only his head moving, and his eyes seemed unfocused.  They were pointed in Tiberius’ direction, but they didn’t seem to really see him.  He felt as if the earl were somehow able to see inside him.
“You have a rare gift,” he said.  “Not everyone has the courage to follow their convictions.”
“Thank you,” Tiberius said.
“Now, I’m willing to help you on your journey.  I’ll send you to your brother in a sky ship.”
“That is incredibly generous,” Tiberius said.
He didn’t want to accept the offer, even though he’d had hopes that Olyva’s father would help them on their quest to reach Sparlan Citadel.  Now he wasn’t so sure.  Earl Marcus was not just different, he seemed unnatural, and knowing what had transpired with Leonosis, he had no doubt there was some magical duplicity at work.
Tiberius opened himself up to the magic around him.  It hadn’t occurred to him earlier as he tried to process the news about Leonosis.  If his eldest brother was king, then Brutas would be Earl of Avondale, and Tiberius couldn’t think of a less appropriate ruler.  Had Tiberius stayed in the city, Leonosis might have been convinced to summon Brutas to Sparlan Citadel to serve as his commanding general or commander of the royal guard.  Tiberius had never enjoyed the secret political maneuvering that surrounded the earl, but he might have been tempted to form an alliance with Leonosis so that Avondale could prosper.
One thing was certain: Tiberius knew that his mother would be happy.  She had never been maternal and had shown almost no interest in Tiberius, but she favored Leonosis, even over their father.  Now with Leonosis on the throne, their mother would be in the heart of all the kingdom’s affairs.  She would be a powerful ally and an important person, not just in Avondale but in all nine cities.
All these thoughts had been jumbled up in Tiberius’ mind, so he hadn’t thought of trying to discover exactly what was happening with Earl Marcus.  He opened himself up slowly and felt nothing but coldness.  The palace was drafty and not well heated.  The fires burned coal, since wood was so scarce on the craggy mountaintop fortress.  But the cold Tiberius felt was not simply a lack of heat; it was darkness, the presence of some foul entity that Tiberius could detect but couldn’t identify.  He wasn’t sure if he was feeling the earl or something else.
“Perhaps tomorrow we can talk again,” the earl said, standing up suddenly.
“Of course,” Tiberius replied.
“Good. I have returned your belongings.  My steward will show you back to your room.”
Tiberius bowed, hoping that the earl didn’t notice how tense he was or the hairs that were standing straight up on the back of his neck as he left the room.  Tiberius stepped closer to the fire, suddenly feeling cold.  Something was happening, but he had no idea what it was.  Part of Tiberius wished they had never left the Hoskali.  He suddenly missed the freedom he had to explore his magic and the laid-back lifestyle of the nomadic tribes, but he also felt a responsibility for what his brother was doing.  King Aethel had not been a great king, but he was the rightful ruler of Valana, and Tiberius had no doubt that Leonosis had used some foul trick to worm his way into becoming king.  Still, he didn’t know if he should risk his life trying to right his family’s wrongs or just find a place where he and Lexi could live out their lives in happiness.
The servant who had escorted Tiberius to meet the earl returned, and Tiberius gathered up his staff and Rafe’s long sword.  Tiberius made sure there was no one in the long corridor, then he asked a delicate question.
“What have you noticed about your earl since he returned from Sparlan Citadel?” Tiberius asked.
“Many things,” the servant said in a conspiratorial voice.  “He seems distant, angry, and refuses to eat in front of anyone.  He was always a nervous man, concerned with providing for our people, but now he just seems angry.  He no longer wrestles with decisions, shows no compassion for his family.  Something happened in the capital, but he won’t speak of it.”
“Could it be that he resents being passed over for the kingship?” Tiberius asked.
“That might make him angry and sullen, but His Highness isn’t just resentful.  He seems…” the servant lowered his voice to a whisper, “… changed.  He was always a good man, but now he’s like a wolf.  Nothing but cold hunger and ferocious power.”
Tiberius wasn’t sure what to say.  He realized that the servant had just described the earl perfectly.  But Tiberius found it strange that the earl’s steward would speak so strongly against his lord to what amounted to a perfect stranger.  He couldn’t help but wonder if the entire meeting had been a ruse.  Tiberius didn’t know what the earl hoped to achieve by such a display — perhaps a reason to keep from helping Tiberius or worse, to have him thrown in chains.  The earl knew Tiberius was a wizard and he said that things were changing, but perhaps he’d been given instructions to help Ti reach Sparlan Citadel and was looking for an excuse to disobey that order.  It had flabbergasted Tiberius that the earl had seemed so nonchalant about his use of magic.  Could it be that the earl was trying to entrap him?
“Well, I’m sure that the earl has his reasons,” Tiberius said.  “He seemed perfectly cordial to me.”
The steward looked at Tiberius with a strange look, but he didn’t speak.  Instead he finished escorting Tiberius back to the room he was sharing with Rafe and Olyva.  Once there, the steward took Tiberius’ arm.
“The earl has ordered me to prepare another room for you,” he said softly.  “There are rooms deeper in the palace that are more appropriate for your station.”
“No,” Tiberius said.  “I would prefer to stay with my friends.”
“I thought as much,” the steward said.  “I’ll have the room next door prepared.”
“Thank you,” Tiberius said.  “That’s very kind of you.”
The steward bowed and left.  Most of the visitors had left Rafe’s room, as well.  Only Olyva’s mother and one sister remained.  Rafe was sitting at the table.  Tiberius went to his friend and handed him the rapier.
“Thanks,” Rafe said, taking the weapon.
“How is she?” Tiberius asked.
“The same.  I fear she’s waiting to die.”
“Don’t talk like that,” Tiberius said.
“It’s true.  Her breathing is shallow, and her skin looks almost gray.”
“She just needs sunlight,” Tiberius said.  “I’m sure of it.”
Rafe looked down, and Tiberius nudged his leg under the table.  When Rafe looked up, Tiberius made a gesture with his hand.  When they were children, they had come up with a way to communicate without words.  It was a way to keep them entertained during the long, boring dinners where they were forced to sit and be silent for hours.  It wasn’t a sophisticated system, and they only had a dozen or so gestures, but one was a way of communicating danger.  They had settled on the gesture for danger just in case they ever needed to rise up and defend the city or Tiberius’ father.  It had been just another of their games, and Tiberius hadn’t used the gestures in well over a decade, but Rafe saw the sign and looked up at Tiberius without saying a word.  They didn’t need to speak to know that they were in trouble.  Both men knew that coming to Hamill Keep had been a risk.  Now Tiberius had confirmed it, and he knew that no matter what happened, his friend would be ready for it.




Chapter 28



Rafe
Tiberius had left without saying a word, leaving Rafe alone with Olyva, her mother and youngest sister.  But what bothered Rafe the most was the sign of danger that Tiberius had made.  Rafe had been busy answering Olyva’s mother’s questions all afternoon.  He hadn’t even realized Tiberius was gone at first.  Now, Tiberius had left again, leaving his friend with a simple warning that they had used as kids.  When they’d first developed the language, they had grandiose plans of being heroes and saving the city of Avondale or even the entire kingdom.  When they had gotten older, they’d used the danger sign to indicate that someone was angry, usually Leonosis or Brutas, and looking for someone to bully.  But Rafe had no idea what Tiberius had meant this time.
He moved closer to the fire, which was really just an excuse to move closer to the door.  Night fell slowly, the gloomy gray of the day slowly fading to night.  Rafe lit a brass lamp that was set on the small table and cast a soft golden glow around the room.  Olyva’s mother sat holding her hand until a servant came with food for Rafe.
“The earl is requesting your presence,” the young serving girl said to the older woman as she put the tray down on the table.
“Thank you,” Olyva’s mother said.
The young girl bowed and slipped back out of the room.  Olyva’s mother looked at her younger daughter.  The girl was only twelve or thirteen years old, but she took her mother’s place  with a knowing look.  Then Olyva’s mother stepped close to Rafe, who was sharpening his sword with long, steady strokes of a whetstone.
“Thank you for bringing my daughter home,” she said softly.
Rafe wasn’t sure what to say.
“No harm will come to you this night,” she said.  “I promise.”
Rafe still didn’t know what to say, but the older woman didn’t wait for a response.  She left quietly, and Rafe sat staring at the door for a long time.  Eventually he heard weeping and turned to where Olyva lay, suddenly terrified that she had died.  Her sister was crying, and Rafe went to her.  He could see Olyva’s chest slowly rising with each breath.  He laid a hand on her forehead, but she didn’t feel feverish.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
The girl wiped the tears from her cheeks and nodded.
“What’s wrong?”
“Everything,” the girl said.  “Haven’t you heard?”
“Heard what?”
The girl — her name was Desyra — told Rafe about the King and about Leonosis’ marriage to Princess Ariel.  Rafe sat in stunned silence when she explained that the earls had been unanimous in their support for Leonosis’ coronation.
“Your father told you this?” he asked.
“No, not Father.  The shipmaster and his mates heard the news when they were resupplying in Spartan Citadel for the return voyage.”
“What did your father’s steward say about it?” Rafe asked, knowing from experience that the palace servants usually knew as much or more than anyone in the city.
“They didn’t say anything, because none of them returned,” the girl said.
At first, Rafe thought that perhaps the girl was just exaggerating.  It wasn’t unusual for young people to blow things out of proportion.  But the more she talked, the more he realized she was telling the truth.  And Rafe knew that if Leonosis was now married to Princess Ariel, then odds were he knew about Tiberius and they wouldn’t be safe in any of the nine cities.
“Father isn’t well, that’s what Mother says, but he came back different.  He scares me.”
“Nothing will happen to you,” Rafe said.  “You’re the earl’s daughter.  No one would dare lay a hand on you.”
“The earl would,” the girl said.  “He looks at me as if I’m not even there.  And he hurts our mother.”
The girl bowed her head and cried.  Rafe wasn’t sure what to do and he wished that Tiberius was there so they could talk.  He put his arm around Olyva’s sister, and the girl wept against his shoulder.  Rafe’s only consolation was the hope that Tiberius was doing something.  Rafe couldn’t imagine why his friend had left unless Tiberius had a plan for getting them out of the city safely.
“We should eat,” Rafe said.
“I’m not hungry,” the girl said.
“Eat anyway,” Rafe said.  “When you’re facing trouble, it’s best to eat when you can and sleep when you can.  You may not have a chance later.”
Rafe’s warning didn’t seem to help ease the girl’s fears, but she ate, and the food seemed to settle her down somewhat.  She asked how Rafe had met Olyva and wanted details of their secret romance.  He had expected people to wonder about their trek across the blighted lands, but Desyra didn’t care about that.  She was much more interested in their romance, so he told her about showing Olyva the city walls in Avondale, then guarding her as she explored the markets around the city.  Then he described their secret meetings.  Stolen moments only long enough for a single kiss.  Desyra was enthralled, but as the fire burned low, she grew sleepy and stretched out beside Olyva.  When Rafe got up to look out the small window, Desyra fell asleep.
The night grew cold, and Rafe did his best to stay awake.  He pulled the straw mattress from the narrow frame and made a bed for himself next to the door.  He was relatively certain there would be nothing to worry about in the night — Olyva’s mother had promised him that much — but he preferred to be safe rather than sorry.
He stayed awake as long as he could, then lay down beside the door with his sword on the narrow mattress beside him.  The next thing he knew, it was morning, and light was flooding into the room.  The little window in their room had shutters; he’d locked them before going to sleep, but someone had thrown them open, and the room was very cold.
Rafe sat up and rubbed his face, and to his surprise he found Olyva standing up by the window, basking in the sunlight and oblivious to the cold.  She wore nothing, and Rafe got quickly to his feet, his face flushing with embarrassment.  Desyra was still asleep, huddled under the blankets that Olyva had cast off.  Rafe grabbed one of his blankets and wrapped it around Olyva’s shoulders.
“What are you doing?” he whispered.
“The sunlight, Rafe — it is so glorious.”
“Great, I’m happy for you.  And I’m really glad you’re feeling better, but you really should put some clothes on.”
“I want to go outside,” Olyva said.  “I want to drink up this glorious sunshine.”
“Okay, but we need to find you clothes first,” Rafe said.
“I thought the sun was glorious in the blighted lands, but this is so much better,” Olyva said.  “The sunlight is so pure, so rich.”
“And you are so exposed, my love.  Do you even know where we are?”
“No,” Olyva said, obviously unconcerned.  “Where are we?”
“We’re in Hamill Keep,” Rafe said.
Olyva’s hands, which she had held out from her body, suddenly dropped.  Her face, radiant and smiling, turned suddenly serious, and she looked around the small room.  Her gaze came to rest on her sister.
“You haven’t been well,” Rafe said, finally letting the relief he felt seeing Olyva awake and recovering wash over him.  He went to her and embraced her.  “I thought we might lose you.”
“How long was I asleep?” she asked.
“Several days. I forget how many exactly.”
“How did we get here?”
“I carried you,” he said simply.  “Tiberius is with us. Lexi stayed below with the horses.”
Olyva wrapped the blanket around her body, and Rafe thought she looked like an exotic queen, tall and proud.  He began to wonder why he’d been so worried about the change she was experiencing from the Hosscum grove.  She looked more beautiful than he even thought possible as the sun lit the edges of her dark hair so that they looked golden in the morning light.
“Why is Desyra with us?” Olyva asked.
“She stayed with you last night,” Rafe explained.  “Your mother sat with you all afternoon.  They’re worried about you.”
“My mother was here?” Olyva said.  “Something must be wrong.”
“Look, I explained what happened.  They seemed understanding to me.”
“No Rafe, you don’t get it.  My mother has never nursed one of her own children.  I would be willing to bet yesterday was the first time my mother has ever stepped foot in this room.”
“Seeing your child sick is difficult for anyone,” Rafe said.  “Perhaps your mother—”
She cut him off.  “You don’t understand.  When I was Desyra’s age, I came down with spotted fever.  I almost died, and my mother never came near me.”
“Spotted fever is contagious,” Rafe tried to explain.
“Unless you’ve had it before.  My mother has, she just didn’t care.”
“I’m sure that’s not true,” Rafe said.  “Some people just have trouble showing affection.”
“Trust me, I know my family.  My mother wouldn’t be here just for me.”
Rafe wasn’t sure what to say.  He didn’t want to alarm Olyva and he didn’t know why Tiberius had warned him of danger, but he didn’t want to keep things from her.
“Well, I don’t know what is going on, but Tiberius warned me of danger.”
“What did he say?”
“That’s just it — he didn’t say anything.  Yesterday was crazy.  All your sisters showed up.  And then your father sent for your mother, and she said nothing would happen to us last night.  I don’t know what to think.”
“Why did you say that Tiberius warned you of danger?”
“He did.  He flashed me a sign, sort of a gesture,” Rafe showed Olyva what he meant, making the sign with his hand.  “When we were kids we made up secret signs so that we could communicate even when we were supposed to be seen and not heard.  We haven’t used the signs in years.  But he was gone yesterday — I’m not sure where.  I was preoccupied with you and answering your mother’s questions.  He didn’t stay here with us, but I’m not sure why.”
“Is he in trouble?”
That thought hadn’t even crossed Rafe’s mind.  If the earl found out that Ti was a wizard, they could be in serious trouble.  But Tiberius had brought Rafe his sword.  He wasn’t under duress.  It was more of a warning than a cry for help.
“I don’t think so,” Rafe said.
“We need to be ready for anything,” Olyva said.  “Including getting out of the city.  Where are my clothes?”
“The servants took them.  It rained on us, and your clothes were wet.  I undressed you and covered you with blankets.  The servants said they would return them.”
Olyva went over to Desyra and shook her sister gently.  Desyra’s eyes opened, and for a moment she just looked annoyed.  Then she realized that it was Olyva who was waking her up.  The young girl squealed and hugged her sister.
“You’re better!”
“Of course I am,” Olyva said.  “Rafe knew exactly how to help me.  But I don’t have any clothes.  Can you see if any of my old dresses are still around?”
“Cassandra took your clothes.  She had them tailored, but you can probably still wear some.  You’re taller now — you could even wear Mother’s gowns.”
“Don’t bother Mother right now,” Olyva said.  “I want her to be surprised.  But I need something to wear until she can see me.”
“Okay, I can get you something.  Cassandra will still be sleeping anyway.”
Desyra hopped out of the bed and hurried to the door, where Rafe was picking up his bedding.  Once he was out of the way, Desyra slipped out.
“Let’s hope she can find something without my sisters knowing I’m well.”
“Why?” Rafe asked.
“You didn’t have siblings, Rafe.  You don’t know how hateful and competitive they can be.  My sisters would be overjoyed to taunt the fact that I was exiled.  And they wouldn’t think twice about reporting every move we make to my father in hopes that I might get into more trouble.”
Rafe sighed and looked down.  He didn’t know what to do.  They had come to Hamill Keep in hopes of finding help for Olyva, but now she no longer needed help.  And they had planned to go to Sparlan Citadel in hopes of getting a pardon, but with Leonosis wearing the crown there was little chance of that.  And, if Rafe was being honest, he didn’t know that he wanted a pardon.  He couldn’t imagine going back to Avondale and standing watch on the walls day after day.  He wanted more than that now.  He just wasn’t sure what he really wanted in life, but he knew there was more to the world that just nine cities hidden behind tall walls.
“There’s more you need to know,” Rafe said, then went on to explain about Leonosis, Princess Ariel, and the king’s death.
“We can’t go to Sparlan Citadel now,” Olyva said.  “I don’t think I ever really wanted to.”
“So where does that leave us?”
Before Olyva could answer, there was a loud pounding on the door.  Rafe placed one hand on the hilt of his sword.  The door wasn’t locked, and the people outside were impatient, but they didn’t barge in.
Then Rafe heard a high-pitched voice angrily chastising whoever was knocking.  The door finally opened, and Desyra slipped in with a dress.
“It’s Father’s men,” she said, looking frightened.  “He’s ready to see you.”




Chapter 29



Tiberius
The room he was given was exactly like the one Rafe shared with Olyva.  A servant came and lit the fire in the fireplace.  Another came with food.  Tiberius wanted to sneak next door and talk about what was happening with Rafe, but he was afraid they were being watched, perhaps even spied on.  Tiberius knew his father had rooms with hidden spaces where spies could hide to listen and even see everything that took place in the rooms.  Each earl had absolute power in his city; that meant there was no protection against any heinous thing that Earl Marcus might do.  And the more Tiberius thought about things, the more he realized that his concerns about the earl were valid.  There was something wrong with Earl Marcus, perhaps even with all the earls.  How else could Leonosis explain why the earls all agreed to make him king?
Tiberius lay on his cot until the fire was nothing but embers.  He tried desperately to predict what might happen.  The earl wanted to send Tiberius to Sparlan Citadel, but Ti was convinced that the last place he wanted to go was where Ariel — now Queen Ariel — could do as she wanted with him.  Even if Leonosis offered to make him earl in Avondale, Tiberius wouldn’t go, because ultimately his brother wanted what every man with power wants: more power.
He slept little, and the next morning he sat on the bed waiting for his next move.  He had almost decided to flee, but he knew Rafe would never leave Olyva.  He began to pace, trying to make up his mind, when suddenly there was a pounding on the door that made him jump.
“Who is it?” Tiberius asked.
“The earl’s guard,” came a gruff voice.  “Your presence is required.”
“Okay,” Tiberius said.
He straightened his clothes and picked up his staff.  When he opened the door, he was met by four angry-looking soldiers.  Tiberius stepped out of his room and closed the door.  There were four more men waiting for Rafe.  Tiberius was tempted to shout to his friend that they should fight their way out, but he kept his mouth shut.  He had to remind himself that the earl hadn’t threatened them or made any sort of aggressive display of power.  He was a strange man, maybe under Queen Ariel’s magical control, but so far there had been no reason to believe they were in immediate danger.
“Let’s go,” said the guard.
“Shouldn’t we wait for Rafe?”
“They’ll be along,” the man said, waving for Tiberius to move on.
The walk to the king’s feasting hall was much shorter than the trip to his private audience chamber.  The feasting hall was where Earl Marcus dealt with the business of running his city, even mediating disputes and sitting in judgement, when it was necessary.  The day before the feasting hall had been busy with people waiting in groups to be seen.  But, as the soldiers marched Tiberius into the hall, he found there was no one there, not even the earl.  The soldiers took Tiberius down to the far end of the room, where a fire was burning in a nearby hearth.  A throne sat empty on a raised dais.  Tiberius noticed that the dais looked like it had been recently and hastily constructed.
“Hamill Keep is a fine city,” Tiberius said to the soldiers.
“It’s a cold, dreary place,” said one of the guards.
“But it’s home,” said another.
“You really from Avondale?” asked the guard with the gruff voice.
“Yes,” Tiberius said.
“Is it true you crossed the blighted lands?” asked the youngest of the guards.
“I did, with Rafe and Ladies Olyva and Lexi,” Tiberius said, hoping no one would know that Lexi wasn’t a noble-born lady.
“What happened to the other girl?” asked the soldier.
“Nothing, she stayed below with our horses,” Tiberius explained.
“Why would anyone want to stay in the blighted lands?” the young soldier asked.
“It’s a beautiful place,” Tiberius explained.  “Probably nothing like you think.  Here the land is rugged, much like this mountain, but there are fertile places.  And to the south there are green fields as far as the eye can see.  You can travel for days without seeing a hill or tree.”
“I thought the cataclysm ruined the blighted lands,” said one of the soldiers.  “How can anything grow down there?”
“There are places where evidence of a battle took place.  We saw the ruins of a huge city.  The buildings were strange, and the sky overhead was dark.  Nothing grew there, and the only living creatures were horrible monsters.”
“You’re making this up,” said the young soldier.
“What are you lot yapping about!?” came an angry voice from the far end of the hall.
The soldiers all stood up a little straighter, but none of them answered.  Tiberius turned and saw the other set of guards escorting Rafe into the feasting hall.  Tiberius was surprised and relieved to see Olyva with Rafe.  She had on a dress that was too short, and her feet were bare, but she didn’t seem to mind.  Olyva’s youngest sister was with them, too, and Tiberius noticed with relief that Rafe had his sword with him.
“I was just telling them about the blighted lands,” Tiberius said.
“You’re all fools if you believe these three crossed the blighted lands,” said the angry soldier.
“That’s Lady Olyva,” said the youngest soldier, taking courage from Tiberius’ example.  “How do you explain how she got here?”
“You snotty-nose little bastard,” said the man.  “You don’t know the earl’s family.  You weren’t even on this detail when Lady Olyva was sent away.  This thing isn’t her, I can tell you that much.”
“Orryn Thelderson,” Olyva said.  “What has made you such a foul-hearted lout?”
“See!  She knows who you are!” the young soldier crowed.  “How could she know that if she wasn’t the earl’s daughter?”
“Don’t you see little Desyra there?” the angry man named Orryn said.  “Don’t you think that perhaps she might have told them all about us?  This creature is some foul bit of magic if you ask me.”
“We didn’t,” Rafe said coldly.
Tiberius could see that Rafe was getting angry, even though Olyva put her hand on his arm to calm him down.
“Well, I believe them,” said the younger soldier.
“You’d believe anything then,” Orryn continued.  “No one can cross the blighted lands.  No one can live below the mists.”
A door opened near the throne, and Earl Marcus walked in.  He sat down without the slightest hint of emotion, not even at seeing his daughter up and well.
“You may leave us,” the earl said, waving the guards away.
The soldiers left quickly, and the earl focused on Desyra.
“That includes you, child,” he said.
“I want to stay, Father, please.”
“Go to your mother,” he said.  “She isn’t well.”
Desyra looked distressed for a moment, and Olyva nodded reassuringly to her.  Then the young girl hurried away.  When she left the room, Tiberius, Rafe, and Olyva were alone with the earl.
“The sky ship for Sparlan Citadel is being readied now, but I’m concerned about your other companion.  Weren’t four of you banished from Avondale?” Earl Marcus asked.
“Yes, my lord,” Tiberius said.  “Lexi is waiting for us in a valley not far from here.  She stayed behind with our horses.”
“Why did you leave her behind?” the earl asked.
“The horses couldn’t make the climb, and we didn’t know what type of reception we might receive here,” Tiberius explained.
The earl shrugged, as if their reasons made no difference to him.  He turned to Olvya and was about to say something when he suddenly turned back to Tiberius.
“Where are your belongings?” he asked.
“Mostly with Lexi,” Tiberius explained.
The earl’s head tilted to the side a little, and his glassy eyes seemed to stare directly into Tiberius’ soul.  He felt extremely uncomfortable.
“And the Balestone?” he asked.
Tiberius’ eyes opened wide with surprise.  He hadn’t mentioned the stone to anyone, not even Rafe or Lexi.  He had no idea how the earl even knew about it, and he felt a cold tremor of fear as he realized that Lexi had the Balestone.  It was hidden in one of his saddle bags, wrapped in a scrap of cloth that had once been wrapped around a wedge of cheese.  Tiberius had stashed it there the first night after leaving the city.  He was curious about the stone but a little frightened of it, too.
“I … I … I don’t know what a balestone is,” Tiberius managed to say.
“Father,” Olyva said, her voice sounding strange as she spoke, “aren’t you glad to see me?”
“You are dead to me, child.  And from the looks of you, you’re no longer a child of mine in any regard.”
“Rafe, that isn’t my father,” Olyva said.
The earl stood up from his chair and stepped to the end of the dais.
“What?” Rafe said.
“That’s his body, but he’s dead.  Something is controlling him.”
The earl stepped down from the platform and started toward his daughter.  Rafe stepped between them, his hands up.
“Let’s talk about this like—”
The earl struck Rafe hard, and Tiberius saw his friend fly several paces and then land in a heap on the polished stone floor.  Olyva screamed, but the earl was raising his hand to strike her, and Tiberius didn’t have time to think.  He swung his staff hard at the earl’s upraised hand.  The knobby end of the staff struck hard, and Tiberius heard bones snap, but the earl seemed oblivious to the pain.  He swung the wounded hand at his daughter, who raised her own arms up to cover her head.  The blow rocked Olyva, but it would have struck her down if the earl’s arm didn’t snap sideways, the bones between the elbow and wrist having broken cleanly in two.
Rafe was trying to get back to his feet, as Olyva scrambled backward.  Tiberius stood with his mouth gapping open.  The earl’s face twisted into a snarl.
“Guards!” he shouted, his voice echoing off the stone walls of the large room.
Rafe was back on his feet as the eight soldiers rushed back into the room.  They all looked terrified.  Earl Marcus stood perfectly still, with absolutely no indication that he had hurt his arm in the slightest.  He waved toward his daughter with his good hand.
“She is an imposter.  Throw her over the walls.”
“Wait!” Olyva shouted, as Rafe drew his sword.
The soldiers hesitated, and Olyva looked at Rafe.  Tiberius saw something pass between them, a look only two people who are deeply in love can share.  Rafe turned back toward the earl.
“He isn’t alive,” Olyva said, her voice breaking with a sob as she said it.
Rafe took two steps toward the earl, his action galvanizing the soldiers who started forward again, but before they could reach Olyva, Rafe struck.  He thrust his sword forward, ramming the blade hard into Earl Marcus’s side.  The blade sank into the soft flesh above his left hip, but no blood appeared, and the earl didn’t make a sound.
For an instant every person in the room stood dumbfounded; no one moved, not even to breathe.  Then the earl sidestepped toward Rafe, who stood holding his sword, completely shocked at what he just saw.  The blade sprang completely through the earl — the tip came slicing through his tunic with traces of black blood and gore dripping from the blade.
“Scuti Incantatio,” Tiberius shouted.
The shielding spell sprang into existence, and Tiberius flung it over Rafe, just as the earl’s good hand swung toward Rafe.  Tiberius felt the power of the blow, and it knocked him off his feet, but the earl’s fist didn’t touch Rafe.  It was held a few inches from the side of his head by the spell.
“I can’t hold it,” Tiberius shouted, and Rafe launched himself into action.
Dropping to one knee, he yanked his sword free.  Tiberius let the spell go, and Rafe threw himself away from the earl.  The soldiers just stood and watched, their weapons held ready but their duty forgotten.
Earl Marcus moved with steady determination.  He was pursuing Rafe, who was readying himself for his next attack.  Olyva was crying, and Tiberius stood back up just as Rafe swung his sword toward the earl’s neck.  The earl swayed back to avoid the blow, but Rafe’s rapier was too long.  The tip of the sword sliced cleanly through the earl’s neck and vocal cords.  Bits of flesh flung out from the end of the sword, but no blood gushed from the wound, and the earl didn’t stop.
His hand shot out so fast not even Rafe could avoid the blow.  Rafe was spun around and fell senseless to the floor.  Olyva rushed toward him, but the angry guard grabbed both her arms and pulled her away.  Tiberius thought the soldier named Orryn was going to hurt Olyva, but instead he turned her around and put himself between the earl and Olyva.
Earl Marcus tried to speak, but his voice was ruined.  Dark bubbles foamed from the neck wound when he tried to speak.  The youngest guard, who had been so enthralled with Ti’s story of the blighted lands, screamed in horror.
“No, my lord,” Orryn said, shaking his head.
He had a spear held in a defensive position across his body as the earl approached him.  The soldier refused to make eye contact.  Tiberius ran forward, shouting.
“Surround him!” he ordered the guards.  “Don’t let him go.”
The other guards moved forward, but they were clearly afraid.  Tiberius knew he needed to do something, but he wasn’t sure what he could do.  He was facing a being who felt no pain and couldn’t be stopped as long as his body was intact.  Tiberius had no way of driving out whatever was controlling the earl’s corpse.  He was fascinated and horrified at the same time.
The guards held their spears out to keep the earl away from them.  Tiberius wasn’t sure if the conjuring fire spell was the right thing to do, but it was the only spell that had a chance of stopping the earl.  Still, Tiberius was afraid of working magic in front of the guards.  They were in shock at the turn of events, but once the earl was defeated, they might turn on Tiberius.
The earl approached Orryn, grabbing the soldier’s spear away from him with just one hand.  Orryn backed up, keeping Olyva behind him.  The earl turned the spear, and Tiberius knew he had to do something or the soldier would be killed.
“Accendo,” Tiberius said softly.
Immediately he felt the portal opening.  To Tiberius’ surprise the earl looked up as if he could see the magical portal.  Tiberius held the fire back as he moved the portal closer to his target, but then he felt a cold wave of power pushing the portal back toward him.  At first Tiberius didn’t know what was happening, and then he realized that whatever was controlling the earl was now using magic to fight against Tiberius’ spell.
“Accendo, accendo, accendo,” Tiberius chanted, focusing his mind on the magic that swirled around him.
The counter spell was so cold that Tiberius wanted to recoil from it, but doing so only gave the invisible power an edge over Tiberius’ own magic.  He thrust the portal forward, and the cold magic seemed to invade his mind.  To Ti it felt like he had suddenly broken through thin ice and plunged into an icy river.  The portal froze, the magical fire raged just inside the portal, but no heat reached Tiberius.  He leaned on his staff and did his best to keep control of the powerful spell.
He pushed forward again, and the icy power struggled against him.  It was a contest of wills, and Tiberius knew that everything he cared about was at stake.  He pressed hard, even when his mind began to ache and the room dimmed in his vision.  A long terrible moment lingered, and Tiberius wasn’t sure what was going to happen.  He was pushing hard, but the icy power was just as strong.  Then at last Tiberius felt his opponent’s will weaken.  Ti didn’t know if it was a moment of doubt or a lack of strength, but he rushed forward, pressing with renewed effort.  And then the resistance was gone.  Earl Marcus raised his spear defiantly just before a torrent of fire spewed from the portal.
To the guards watching, it must have seemed like the fire just appeared from nowhere.  They all fell back from the raging heat.  Tiberius shifted his focus to containing the inferno.  He knew the fire could spread across the polished stone floor consuming the guards, Rafe, Olyva, and even himself, so he held it at bay, only allowing it to rage around the earl.
There was no scream of pain, no attempt to flee.  The earl’s body just fell and burned.  The stench of burning flesh was repulsive, and one of the guards retched.  Then Tiberius recalled the fire and closed the portal.  A charred lump was all that remained of the earl.
Orryn stood staring in disbelief, and Olyva ran to Rafe, who was just coming around.  Tiberius sagged onto his staff, trying to catch his breath.  The soldiers moved around Orryn, who was staring at the earl’s remains.  Tiberius heard people rushing to the feasting hall, and there were cries of alarm.  Tiberius realized that he needed to get Rafe and Olyva out of Hamill Keep as soon as possible.  He had no idea what had taken possession of the earl’s body, but there was a possibility that it might return.
Tiberius’ mind was filled with fears.  What if the entity returned?  Would he be able to recognize it?  What if it attacked Lexi before he could get to her and protect her?  What would the people of Hamill Keep do once they realized he was a wizard?  The last question was the first to be answered.
“Sorcerer!” someone shouted.  “They’ve killed the earl!”
Tiberius hurried over to Rafe, who was slowly getting to his feet.
“Are you okay?” Tiberius asked.
“Think jaw’s broken,” Rafe said through clenched teeth.  “Hurts like hell.”
“Okay,” Tiberius said.  “I can fix that.  But we don’t have time now.”
“Why not?” Olyva said.  “You stopped whatever that thing was that controlled my father’s body.”
“It’s her!” someone cried.
A crowd had gathered in the entrance to the feasting hall.  There were servants and citizens, and they all looked horrified.  One of them was pointing at Olyva and shouting to the others.
“She’s a witch!”
“Let’s go!” Tiberius said.
“This way,” Olyva said calmly.  “Follow me.”
The crowd was surging toward them.  The earl’s guards stood up, but they didn’t level their spears or try to stop the mob of people rushing toward Tiberius and his friends.  Olyva took Rafe’s hand and pulled him toward the back of the hall, near the dais.  Tiberius stopped only long enough to snatch up Rafe’s sword.  Then he was running to catch up and stay ahead of the throng of people sprinting across the empty room to catch them.
Olyva led them through the door the earl had come through when he came into the feasting hall.  There was a small anteroom and a staircase that led upward.  Tiberius ran to catch up, his boots slapping hard on the stone floor.  They climbed the stairs and then ran down a hall and into a large room that was obviously the earl’s bedchamber.
“What is happening?” Olyva’s mother asked.
She hurried to wrap her body in a fur-lined robe, but Tiberius saw the bandages around her fragile-looking body.  There were dark bruises on her thighs, and she moved stiffly, as if every step caused her pain.  Desyra was there, standing behind her mother looking frightened, and the old healer was in a sturdy-looking wooden chair near the bed.  They could hear the throng of people coming down the hallway.  Many had hesitated to follow the trio up the stairs to the earl’s quarters, but some didn’t.  Tiberius threw the door closed and slid the small wooden locking mechanism into place.  The lock wasn’t meant to keep people out but rather to hold the door closed during intimate moments.
“That lock won’t hold,” Tiberius said.
“We have to get out of the city,” Olyva said.
“Are you mad?” the healer said.
“Mother, I’m sorry.  Father is dead.  He was dead before we arrived.”
“Dead?” Desyra said softly.
“It’s okay, darling,” Olyva’s mother said, putting an arm around Desyra’s narrow shoulders.  “I guess I knew that.  Your father would have never treated me this way.”
“What will happen now?” Tiberius asked.
There was a crash against the wooden door, which creaked but somehow held.  Tiberius looked worried.  He had never used his shield spell to protect an inanimate object before, but he knew there was nothing to lose at that point.
“Scuti Incantatio,” he said, moving the magic to the far side of the door and immediately feeling the blows of hands and feet pounding on his invisible shield.
“I don’t know,” the countess said.  “We thought we had more time.”
Olyva’s other two sisters came in through a side door, looking frightened.
“What’s happening?” asked one of them.
“It’s a long story,” Olyva said.  “But the point is we aren’t safe here.  None of us.  We have to get out of the city.”
“Why?” asked the other sister.
“Your father is dead,” Tiberius said suddenly, his words tumbling out of his mouth in rush.  “He was dead before he returned from Sparlan Citadel.  I’m a wizard.  The city is rioting, and Leonosis will probably send someone here to replace your father.  Whoever he sends won’t be your friend.”
“Who are you, exactly?” asked one of the sisters.
“There’s no time!” Tiberius said loudly.
There was a crash in the next room, and Olyva’s mother waved them toward the opposite side of the room.  She almost cried out in pain as she walked.  Desyra held her mother’s hand, and the old healer didn’t leave his seat.
“Through this door we can go up to the roof,” the countess said.  “From there we can take the sky ship where we need to go.”
“There is nowhere in the nine kingdoms where you’ll be safe,” Tiberius said.  “We’ll have to go down to the blighted lands.”
“No,” said Olyva’s sisters in unison.
“Look, there’s no time,” Tiberius said, sagging against the wall as his shield spell broke.  The pounding on the wooden door sounded louder.  “Rafe, get them all up to the sky ship.  I’ll distract the mob.”
“Let’s go,” Olyva said, moving to help her mother.
“Stay with you,” Rafe said through clenched teeth.
He was sweating, his face pale, and his eyes looked glassy.
“No,” Tiberius said.  “Keep Olyva’s family safe.  If I’m not back soon, leave without me.  I’ll use the cloaking spell and climb back down to Lexi.”
Rafe wanted to argue, but the door sagged, and one hinge broke with a loud pop.  Olyva’s sisters screamed, and Rafe nodded.  He turned and followed the noble family through the door.  Tiberius ran to the window and flung open the shutters.  The roof below him angled down.
“Tell them I went this way,” Tiberius told the healer, who grinned and nodded.
Tiberius leaned his staff against the window frame and climbed out the window.  He scooted down to the edge of the roof on his backside.  Then he rolled over onto his stomach, swung his legs out, and lowered himself slowly.
“There he is!” someone shouted from the window.
Tiberius let his body slip over the edge of the roof, and he caught a glimpse of someone climbing out the window after him, but then he was dangling in space.  He tried to look down but couldn’t see what was below him.  He felt the roof swaying as people scrambled out onto the slope after him and he realized he was out of time.  The only thing he could do was let go, so he did.




Chapter 30



Olyva
  The door from the sleeping chamber led to her mother’s dressing room.  It was a large room with ample sitting space.  There were long mirrors and tailoring supplies scattered about.  They crossed the room as quickly as they could, which wasn’t very fast.  Olyva’s mother was in a great deal of pain.  Olyva wanted to break off the stems that grew in small patches on her body.  The little brown, woody growths were edible and effective at blocking pain, but they also made the person who ate them sleepy.  She would have to wait until they got their mother into the sky ship before she could ease her pain.
They were halfway across the room when they heard the door in the bedchamber break.  There was a crowd of people shouting angrily.  Someone was screaming to kill the sorcerer, while others were shouting that they should find the witch.  Olyva was not a witch, and she couldn’t work magic, but she did have abilities.  None of those abilities would save her or her family from a mob of angry citizens.
“I knew Father was going to turn the city against us,” Cassandra said in a pouty voice.
“It wasn’t Father,” Olyva said.  “Something else was using his body.”
“What are you talking about?” Frezya asked.
“Girls, please,” their mother said.
There was only one other way out of the dressing room.  It led to a servant’s room where shoes were polished and gowns were mended.  The room was small and cramped, with supplies stacked all around the tiny space.  Another door led to a narrow hallway.  Olyva recognized the tiny passageway used by the servants.  As a little girl she had explored every inch of the castle.  She knew that down the long hallway she could access her sisters’ rooms and even her old room, but more importantly, they could sneak across the vestibule to the wide staircase that led up to the roof of the palace.
“Is the sky ship ready?” Rafe asked.
“The earl ordered it made ready,” Olyva’s mother said as they walked single-file down the narrow corridor.  “It was supposed to take Tiberius to Sparlan Citadel.”
Rafe was in the lead, followed by Olyva, then her mother and Desyra.  Cassandra and Frezya came last.
“Do I have time to gather a few things?” Cassandra asked.
“No!” Olyva said.
“But I need clothes,” Cassandra argued.
“And we should gather our jewelry,” Frezya added.
“There isn’t time,” Olyva argued.  “We have to get to the roof and leave the city.”
“Who died and made you queen?” Cassandra snarled.  “You were exiled from Avondale.  Mother said you were a disgrace.  And you don’t want to hear what Father said about you.”
Olyva knew that it was only a matter of time before her sisters started in on her.  Banishment had once been her worst fear, but now she saw it as the most liberating thing that ever happened to her.
Rafe waved for everyone to be quiet, then he cracked open the door.  The vestibule was empty, and he held the door open for Olyva and her mother.  They moved slowly up across the lavish space and then up the stairs.  There was shouting and the sound of furniture being smashed.  Olyva had been protected from most of Hamill Keep’s problems.  Growing up she had thought that everyone was happy and prosperous.  But in her later teenage years she was allowed to move about the city, most of which was kept underground.  The one thing that Hamill Keep produced was coal, but it required miners to dig deep into the mountain.  It was a dangerous and filthy job.  Most of the city was built from the tunnels that the first settlers had dug.  It was a dank, poverty-stricken city, and the populace hovered on the verge of rioting most of the time.  Olyva’s father had been a master at placating the populace.  He worked tirelessly to ensure the city had food, clean water, and as safe working conditions as could be obtained in the mines.
Olyva’s eyes filled with tears as she thought of her father.  He had been a busy man, weighted down with many responsibilities, but he had also been compassionate.  When she’d seen his body in the feasting hall, she’d known immediately that something was wrong.  She could never remember a time when he’d looked at her and not smiled.  Even when she’d gotten into trouble as a child, he had struggled to discipline her.  His daughters were the light of his life, and when he appeared in the feasting hall with a blank stare, she knew something was wrong immediately.
Then she has smelled his decaying body.  Whatever was controlling him was holding back the inevitable signs of death, but there was a trace of decay in the air that Olyva had noticed.  She could also tell there was no warmth to his body.  He was fully dressed, and Hamill Keep was a frigid place most of the time, but her enhanced senses made normal body heat stand out to her.  It wasn’t so much felt, as it was different from the rest of the environment.  Olyva’s changes had made her acutely aware of everything around her.  She could hear incredibly well, smell things on the air from miles away, and feel the air pressure in a room or on the open prairie.  These were gifts that the Hosscum had given her, and she appreciated them even as she learned to use them.
When her father had approached, it was almost as if she could see something moving behind his eyes, and the shock of his true condition almost kept her from acting to stop it.  She hated that the last time she had seen her father, he had been nothing more than a puppet.  And now she would always remember the way his glassy eyes stared at her without really seeing and how he raised his hand to her, something he’d rarely done before.
At the top of the stairs was a heavy door.  Rafe opened it, and a strong, cold wind gusted in.  To Olyva it felt bracing and invigorating, but to her mother it only intensified the pain she was struggling with.
“We need to get Mother to the ship quickly,” Olyva told Rafe.
He stepped out and looked up.  The sky ship was hovering just above the castle.  He held the door, and Olyva led her mother onto the rooftop.  Desyra went out and waved her arms to get the attention of the men on the ship.  Many of them were leaning out over the rails of the ship to see what was happening in the city.  Olyva followed their gaze and saw bands of people running around the palace grounds, and several of the homes that were owned by the city’s wealthiest citizens were on fire.
“They’ll destroy the city,” Olyva’s mother said.
“We can’t stop that now,” Olyva said.
“I should stay and try to do something,” her mother continued.
Rafe shook his head.  Olvya saw that his jaw was swelling from the savage blow he’d received from the creature masquerading as her father.  She could help ease his pain, but not until they were safely onboard the ship.
“They’ll lower the stairs now, Mother,” Desyra said.  “It won’t be long.”
Olyva’s sisters huddled around their mother, shivering as Olyva moved to stand beside Rafe.  She knew there were people coming, and although she didn’t have a weapon, she was willing to fight to protect her family.
“Move back,” Rafe said.  “Help them.”
He pointed at her family.
“Are you sure?” Olyva said.
Rafe drew his sword, and Olyva nodded.
“Be careful.”
The stairs were lowered from the sky ship.  There was no time to tie the wooden stairs to the rooftop.  Cassandra and Frezya hurried up the wooden steps while Olyva helped Desyra get their mother onto the shaking stairway.  The wind seemed determined to push them off the stairs.  Olyva felt a wave of panic as she looked down over the edge of the wooden stairs.  She could see the palace roof below her, and the wide courtyard below that, and the city walls, and the mists beyond.  She felt that she was impossibly high.  At that moment she had a strong desire to be back on the plains with the Hoskali, where she could dig her toes into the soft soil and lift her hands to the exquisite sunlight.
Then she heard shouting and looked over her shoulder.  There were soldiers with spears trying to stop them from boarding the ship.  Rafe held them back, his sword slashing and thrusting.  The soldiers were on the stairs that led up to the roof, and the door was hardly wide enough for two men to walk through.  And with their long spears and heavy shields, the soldiers  were bottlenecked in the tiny space.
“We need to hurry, Mother,” Olyva urged.
“I’m…” her mother started to say, and then she suddenly fainted.
Her mother wasn’t a large woman.  She was tall and very thin, but her sudden body weight made Olyva scream as she swayed on the stairs.  Olyva quickly recovered her balance and took hold of her mother.
“Go on, Desyra.  I’ve got Mother,” Olyva said.
She had been strong on the plains where she could root her feet in the rich earth and gain strength.  Even the raiding warriors had been unable to lift her or move her, but now she was far from the ground and recovering from what had been a long period of weakness.  The sun had done much to revive her, but she was still weak.  She could support her mother’s weight, but she couldn’t lift her.
“Rafe!” she shouted.
He sprang up the stairs to help.  His shoulder was bleeding from a ragged cut, and there was blood on his face, too.  He lifted Olyva’s mother in one swift motion and followed Olyva quickly up the stairs.  As soon as they reached the hold, the men who worked the ship tried to raise the wooden stairs, but by that time several soldiers had gained the lower steps.  Rafe handed Olyva’s mother to her sisters then bounded back down with sword held ready.
The girls all stood frozen with shock as the sky ship rose into the air and Rafe fought the two men who had held fast to their positions at the bottom of the stairs.  Spears rose up to stop him, but Rafe battered them away fearlessly.  He seemed oblivious to the swaying stairs or the threat of danger as the ship moved out over the city, leaving the rooftop and nearly two dozen of the city’s guards watching helplessly.
Rafe darted down step after step, using his sword to keep the spears away from him.  The men at the bottom of the stairs were holding onto their wooden perch with one hand and halfheartedly waving their spears with the other.  Olyva realized that Rafe had to get close to the men to fend them off and it wouldn’t take much for Rafe to slip, lose his balance, or be knocked off the stairs.  She could hardly breathe as she watched.  Rafe showed no fear but hurried down and slashed his sword at the soldier on his right.  The man tried to raise his shield, but he was so terrified that he refused to let go of the stairs.  Rafe’s sword skipped off the top edge of the round shield and then sliced into the side of the man’s head.  It wasn’t a mortal blow, but it caused the soldier to drop his spear and lean far out as he tried to instinctively avoid his enemy.  Rafe wasted no time in kicking the man’s shield.  The solid blow was more than the poor man could take, and he toppled off the side of the stairs, falling to his death with a pitiful scream of terror.
Olyva felt a wave of relief followed immediately by a wave of panic as the shift in weight made the stairs sway and Rafe lost his balance.  He had to grab the thick rope that connected the lower portion of the stairs to the ship, the same rope the men had used to try and pull the stairs closed.  Rafe held on and regained his balance.  The other soldier dropped his spear and took hold of the stairs in a death grip.  Rafe stabbed his sword down on the back of the soldier’s exposed neck.  It was a quick, powerful strike, and although deadly, Olyva realized it was a mercy killing.  Rafe didn’t even wait for the man to fall but bounded back up the stairs.
The soldier slid back and then fell silently, already dead, and the men on the sky ship hoisted the stairs back into place.
“Your Highness,” said the captain, who was hurrying down into the hold.  “We weren’t expecting you.”
“She’s hurt,” Olyva said.
“My men will to see to her at once,” the captain said.
“Rafe and I need to get to the deck.  Take my sisters with my mother.”
The captain shouted an order, and four men came forward.  They carried Olyva’s mother carefully up the stairs.  Her sisters followed as the captain looked uncertainly at Olyva and Rafe.
“The city has fallen,” Olyva said.  “The earl is dead.  But we can’t leave yet.”
“We can’t?” the captain asked.
“No, there’s one more person in the city who needs our help, and we won’t leave without him.”




Chapter 31



Tiberius
He fell for only a second, but it felt much longer.  His legs churned, and his arms whirled in the air.  Time seemed to stretch out like honey dripping from the comb, and then he crashed onto the wooden roof of a storage shed.  Had the roof been tiled he might have been hurt, but the wood was old and it bent and cracked, absorbing most of the impact.
Tiberius didn’t have time to think about how lucky he’d been.  He saw heads peering down from the roof where’d just fallen from and legs starting to dangle.  The people chasing him were crazed with anger or just caught up in the chase.  Tiberius shuffled to the edge of the roof and found a small pen below him with goats wandering around in the thick muck.  Once again Tiberius rolled onto his stomach and pushed his legs out over the edge of the roof.
The first pursuer dropped onto the shed not far from Tiberius.  It was an older and heavier man, and the roof broke under his weight.  The man crashed through, and Tiberius was tossed backward.  Luckily, the shed roof was only slightly higher than Tiberius when he stood with his hands extended over his head.  He had meant to drop the foot or so to the ground and race away, but instead he fell unexpectedly, landing on his back in the thick sludge that was mostly goat excrement.  The smell was horrible, but the sludge had saved Tiberius from getting hurt.  He scrambled to his feet just as another person dropped onto a sturdier part of the shed roof.
“He’s getting away!” the man shouted up.  “He’s going to the east market.”
Tiberius knew he should try to hide, but he needed to get back up to the roof.  He tried to circle the large structure that served as the earl’s palace but also housed the city’s officials and guests.  Ti raced around the corner, hoping that he could cast his cloaking spell and sneak away, but he found himself suddenly in the market.  Space in Hamill Keep was hard to come by, and most people lived in small alcoves carved out of the mountain by miners.  Animals had to be kept on the mountaintop proper, so between the animals’ sheds and the earl’s palace, the remaining free space was packed with vendors.  Some sold reworked tools, others hawked clothes patched together with old scraps of garments long since worn threadbare.  It was a maze of tents and lean-to sheds with people everywhere.
The riot had reached the market, and people were either running in fear or wreaking havoc.  Some were even searching for the wizards and witches who had killed the earl.  Tiberius ducked into a small stall and found an elderly man cowering with a small girl.  They looked at Ti with large, terrified eyes.  He nodded as if to say he meant them no harm.  Then he cast his spell.
“Scuti Incantatio,” he murmured.
He felt the magic fall on him softly and saw, by the looks of the old man and young girl, that his spell was working.  They looked even more frightened than before.
“Don’t believe everything you hear,” he said, then dashed back out into the marketplace.
In theory, being invisible should have allowed him to easily return to the palace without being seen, where he could join his friends and escape on the sky ship.  In reality, the throng of people in Hamill Keep made it almost impossible for Tiberius to do anything.  The narrow alleys between the market stalls were packed with people, many of whom had crude weapons that they swung at anything that came close to them.  Tiberius bumped one desperate-looking man who had a small hammer.  The man lashed out without even looking, nearly hitting Tiberius before Ti jumped away to avoid the blow, only to smash into another man.  There was chaos everywhere, and Tiberius soon realized that circling around the palace would not be quickly achieved.
He wanted to look up and see what was happening on the rooftop, but he couldn’t take his eyes away from the crowds of people around him.  The soldiers were herding people like cattle, using their spears and shields to push the crowds away from the palace.  Tiberius decided to try and scale the wall.  If he could get to the wall, he might find a way onto the palace roof, but more likely, he could escape down the other side and make his way back down to Lexi.  It would take much longer than riding down in the sky ship, but it would be safer than staying in the city.
He had to avoid a man with a sword.  The weapon was ancient, covered in rust, and probably as dull as a spoon, but the man was swinging the weapon in a rage.  Tiberius had just dodged around the man and was heading for the wall when he heard a high-pitched scream.  He looked back and saw a young girl, kneeling beside her father, whose head was bleeding.  The father had been knocked unconscious, and the ruffian with the rusty sword was closing in on him.  Tiberius didn’t know if the man intended to strike at the child or her father, but he didn’t wait to find out.  Instead he rushed at the man, lowering his shoulder and slamming into the ruffian’s side just as he raised the old weapon above his head.
Tiberius let his cloaking spell go and knelt beside the injured father.  The girl looked up with tearful eyes, and Tiberius knew he had to help.
“Sano Sarcio Acies Deprimo Abscido,” he chanted, letting his magic flow into the man’s wound.
The father’s skull wasn’t damaged, but the cut ran from his forehead down to his ear, which was hanging at an unnatural angle.  Tiberius felt a searing pain in his own head as he healed the man’s wound.  He could sense the chaos around him and the fact that a crowd was forming, watching Tiberius, who continued to chant his spell.
The ruffian that had been knocked off his feet recovered his sword and turned back to Tiberius.  There were whispers as the people watched Tiberius chanting and saw the wound on the father’s head slowly healing before their eyes.  There was amazement, but also fear.  The ruffian watched for a moment, and then his anger flared back up into a rage.  He rushed forward again, raising the sword above his head.
“Scuti Incantatio,” Tibeirus said, raising a hand.
The shielding spell sprang up around himself, the father who was struggling to sit up, and the little girl.  The ruffian brought the sword down, and even as old and dull as it was, it should have smashed through the futile defense Tiberius seemed to have with his upraised hand. But the sword hit the magical shield and bounced off.  To Tiberius, the blow felt like a sword on a wooden shield, just the way he’d practiced it so many time in Avondale.  The ruffian staggered back, his eyes wide with shock as Tiberius stood up unharmed.
“He’s the wizard!” someone shouted.
“Sorcery!” screamed another.
“He healed that man,” said a calm voice, but then another maniacal scream sounded, and someone cried, “Get him!”  The crowd rushed forward.
Tiberius turned to run, but was met by a crowd from the other direction.  A large group had gathered while he healed the little girl’s father and now, worked into a frenzy by fear and the destruction of the riot, they turned all their anger and frustration on him.  Before Tiberius knew what was happening, someone grabbed his arm.  Someone else punched him; the blow knocked his head back, and then a punch to his stomach doubled him over.  Fists began to rain down on Tiberius, and when he fell to the ground, the crowd began to kick.
Scuti Incantatio, Tiberius thought.  Even though his bloody lips didn’t pronounce the words, a barrier still formed around Ti, saving his life as the crowd punched and kicked and even began pounding him with clubs.  The mob was in a fury, and although Tiberius didn’t feel the force of every blow, he felt the concussive force through his shield, and it took all the concentration his foggy brain could muster to hold the spell in place.
He would have been beaten to death many times over if not for the shielding spell.  Eventually the soldiers arrived and broke through the crowd.
“He’s the wizard!” someone shouted at the soldiers.
“He started this.”
“He killed the earl.”
“His friends are all devils.”
“He’s a sorcerer.”
The accusations continued, but Tiberius didn’t bother listening.  The soldiers didn’t, either, but only pushed the crowd back and threatened deadly force to those who resisted them.  The officer in charge must have realized that Tiberius was his chance to reestablish control of the city.
“Pick up the wizard,” he said, spitting the last word as if it were the worst insult he knew.
Tiberius rolled onto his back and let the spell fade.  He was focused only on breathing now.  There was a blinding pain in his stomach, and every breath sent fiery barbs of agony shooting through his chest.  One eye was already swollen shut, and his lips were bleeding.  His nose was broken, and several of his teeth had been knocked loose, and that was all before he managed to cast his magical shield spell.
Two soldiers, one on either side of Tiberius, yanked him upright.  The sudden change made Tiberius so dizzy that he retched.  The soldiers jumped back, and Tiberius fell forward to land in his own vomit.  His head smacked hard against the stone of the pathway, opening a nasty gash along his forehead.
“I said pick him up!” the officer shouted.
The soldiers jerked Tiberius upright again.  He was only semi-conscious and barely even registered the angry mob as the soldiers dragged him back toward the palace.  Some shouted curses, while others threw mud or dung from the animal pens.  Occasionally someone rushed forward to hit or kick at Tiberius, but the soldiers dragged them away.  News of the wizard’s capture settled the crowd and drew everyone to the open space at the front of the earl’s palace.  Tiberius was dropped on the wide steps, and the crowd waited, murmuring.
The soldiers regrouped, and then the ranking officer stepped forward.  He was a big man with a thick brow above his wide-set eyes.  He bellowed to the crowd.
“Did anyone witness this man working magic?” he shouted.
Several people shouted that they had seen him.  They didn’t bother to say that they saw him healing a wounded man or saving the little girl.  Tiberius was slowly coming around as the officer turned back to his men.
“Stand him up!” he ordered.
“He can’t stand, sir.”
“Then tie him to something,” the officer continued.  “And get me the earl’s guard.  I want to know exactly what happened.”
Tiberius almost passed out from the pain as the soldiers roughly snatched him up.  There was a wooden railing along a portion of the steps leading into the palace, and Tiberius was leaned against the railing and tied fast with rough rope.  They stretched out his arms and tied them down, then ran a loop of the rope around his chest and tied it to the railing.  His head drooped forward, and Tiberius saw through his good eye the blood dripping off his face.
Acies Penetralis Deprimo Sano Crudus Viscus, he thought.  His focus went inward, and he felt his body rushing to heal the damage caused by his beating.  Healing spells required the wizard to feel their patient’s pain; it was a magical condition called Corporeus Adfectus.  When Tiberius healed the father in the street, he’d felt the pain of the man’s head wound.  The shared pain allowed Tiberius to ensure that his spell was working and that the healing wasn’t just superficial but that the wound or sickness was being completely dealt with.  When Tiberius tried to heal himself, the pain was suddenly doubled, causing him to moan in agony.
He kept repeating the spell over and over, feeding the healing magic into his stomach, where the pain was so intense he thought he might die.  But slowly the pain began to ease and then finally it ended.
Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis, Tiberius thought, focusing on his ribs.  The fiery pain intensified and then ebbed.  He had just finished when four of the earl’s guards were pushed into the clearing where the ranking officer waited.
“It’s about time,” the officer said.  “I take it you four were with the earl this morning?”
The men looked sheepish as Tiberius raised his head a little.  He felt much better, but he didn’t want it to show.  He recognized two of the guards.  One was the young man so eager to know about the blighted lands, and the other was the angry soldier that Olyva had called Orryn.
“Tell us exactly what happened,” the officer said.
The men told their story, and Tiberius knew it sounded bad.  The earl had not been alive, he had not responded to pain, and his body did not bleed or break, but all of that would be blamed on Tiberius.  He was a wizard.  There were witnesses to his magic, and the law forbade magic of any kind.  No one could explain what happened to the earl or why he’d seemed so different since his return from Sparlan Citadel, but Tiberius was the scapegoat.  His crime would be the way people rationalized what happened to their leader and why they had rioted.  Once he was punished, their fury would be satisfied, for a while at least.
“I want witnesses to this man’s crimes!” the officer shouted.
Several people came forward and told how Tiberius had healed the man in the street.  They told about his chanting and of the fight with the ruffian.  Then the old man who’d seen Tiberius cast his cloaking spell stepped forward and told his story.  The crowd grew more vocal with each testimony.  By the time the old man finished, they were howling for blood.
“There is no doubt that this man is a wizard and that he played some role in the death of Earl Marcus.  His punishment is death.”
The crowd roared their approval, and Tiberius felt a little bit of hope fade.  He wasn’t defeated, but he had hoped that the earl’s guards would have argued for his release or at least a lesser punishment.
“Can I not speak in my own defense?” Tiberius asked.
The crowd hooted and screamed for the soldiers to silence him.  The officer in charge had to move his troops in front of the crowd.
“We will have order,” he bellowed.  “We will have order.”
Tiberius didn’t know if his calm minds spell would work on so many people, and he didn’t want to risk wasting time with the sleep spell. He needed to do something dramatic, something that would cow the crowd and allow him to escape.  But first he needed to be freed from the ropes that held him tied down.
“We shall behead him,” the officer in charge said.  “Bring the chopping block and fetch an axe.”
Tiberius focused on breathing.  His face hurt, and he couldn’t breath out of his nose.  He decided to focus on repairing as much of the damage to his face as possible.  He would leave his lips bloody and the cut on his forehead open.  He would need to leave his eye swollen, too, but he could repair his teeth and heal his nose.
Acies Intrinsecus Accipio Ceptum Sarcio Adiflictus Ossis, he thought, directing the magic into his ruined face.  He was wondering if Lexi would still be attracted to him with his face so mangled when the pain of the Corporeus Adfectus flared to life and he had to shut his eye to keep the tears at bay.  He felt a hot tear squeezing out of the swollen eye, but his teeth began to hurt less, and he felt his nose mending.
The soldiers untied the rope and began to drag Tiberius to the chopping block.  The crowd was murmuring with excitement.  Tiberius was forced to his knees by the large square block of wood.  His arms were wrenched behind his back by a very strong man, who then put his knee on Ti’s spine, just between the shoulder blades, forcing Tiberius to bend at the waist until his face was pressed hard onto the wood.
“This man has been found guilty of sorcery, treason, and murder,” the commanding officer bellowed.  “He has been sentenced to die.  You may carry out the verdict.”
Tiberius couldn’t see the soldier with the axe, but he guessed that man was raising his weapon to carry out the execution.  Scuti Incantatio, Tiberius thought, feeling the reassuring touch of his shield spell.  The axe fell hard, and the blow knocked the breath out of Tiberius’ lungs and jarred him so hard that his face ground against the rough surface of the chopping block.  The solder holding Ti down suddenly let go, and there were screams of panic as Tiberius sat up, his head still intact and without so much as a scratch where the axe had fallen.
“Restrain the prisoner!” bellowed the commanding officer.
But this time Tiberius was ready for them.
“Accendo,” he whispered and fire swirled around him.
The crowd roared in panic, and Tiberius got to his feet.  Through the swirling flames he could see the soldiers hurrying down the steps of the palace and toward the crowd.  The heat around the flames was high, and inside the ring of fire, Tiberius could barely stay on his feet.
“Abdidi Incantatio,” he said and simultaneously clamped down hard on the fire spell.  The flames fluttered and then disappeared in a puff of black smoke.  When the smoke cleared, Tiberius was gone.




Chapter 32



Lexi
The first day alone had been a welcome respite from the long journey north.  Lexi had lounged, wondering what Tiberius was doing, and played with Dancer.  Late that night she heard the sounds of animals in the distance.  Dancer sat still, the little glider’s body rigid as it listened.  The horses looked up, too, their ears turning toward the sounds.
Eventually, Lexi sent Dancer up for a look, but the animals were on the plains below the mountains, and Lexi felt safe enough in her small valley.  The next morning, however, she searched her surroundings for a more defensible location, just in case something decided Lexi or the horses smelled like a good meal.
She found a small cleft in a nearby hill.  The path leading up to the cleft was just wide enough for the horses to walk up single-file.  Lexi didn’t want to make camp in the cleft in case Tiberius came back to look for her.  The little valley had fresh water and grass for the horses to graze on, but the cleft was barren and rocky.  So Lexi spend the day gathering firewood.  She stacked the wood in the cleft and made sure she had torches ready if the need to flee came.
It came that very night.  Dancer was the first to hear the sounds of the animals moving their way.  She jumped up and down, chattering wildly and sending thoughts of danger straight into Lexi’s mind.  When Dancer flew up to see, the wind glider caught sight of a pack of graypees approaching the valley from the wide plain.  There were six of the deadly creatures; each had a triangular head that was nothing more than a small skull and thickly muscled jaws.  Their snouts were long and pointed, with pointed teeth all along the edges of their long mouths.  Their skins were scaly and their bodies wide.  They had long, thick tails that tapered to a point, with ridges of tough, hide-covered bone running the entire length.  They moved quickly and easily, first across the flat, dusty prairie and then up into the rocky terrain of the foothills.
“We have to move,” Lexi told the horses.
The graypees were still several miles away, but they were heading in Lexi’s direction, and she was wasn’t about to take any chances.  After quickly saddling the horses and loading their supplies onto the mounts, she tied their reins together so that the horses would walk single-file.  She considered leading the horse into the stream so that the water might hide their scent, but then she realized that she had been all around the area collecting firewood.  The graypees would find them, and the horses might crack a hoof on the stones of the stream bed.  She led them further up into the hills, taking the most direct route possible.  She had a flaming torch in one hand, and Dancer circled high over head.
It didn’t take long to reach the cleft, and she led the horses up the narrow trail, then untied their reins.  The hillside around the cleft was steep, but if the horses had to escape, they might survive the descent, and she didn’t want them tied together if the worst happened.  Lexi had lined the edge of the cleft with firewood that she could light to hold off any animal, and once she had the horses settled, she moved more wood onto the trail.  Nothing could reach them now, and if something tried, she would light the firewood and pray that the animals’ natural fear of fire would scare them away.
It was not the greatest of plans, but surely Tiberius and Rafe would be back from the mountain soon.  All she needed to do was stay alive until they returned.  Dancer fluttered back down, and Lexi hid the torch, letting it continue to burn in case she needed the fire to ignite her barricade.  They watched the dark valley below them.  Dancer kept the connection with Lexi, so all she had to do was close her eyes to see in the darkness.  The valley was still and empty.  Hours passed, and eventually Lexi fell asleep.  It was dawn when Dancer chattered in her ear.
Lexi sat up, rubbing her eyes and listening.  She heard a rock fall, and she knew the graypees were close.  Dancer trilled mournfully.
“Maybe it’s Tiberius,” Lexi said, trying to remain positive, but she was almost certain it wasn’t him.
Dancer’s eyes looked sad, and Lexi couldn’t help but wonder what the little creature knew that she didn’t.  Lexi picked up a long stick she’d found.  It was sturdy, not very straight, but usable for her purpose.  Using her Wangorian dagger, Lexi whittled down the end of the stick into a sharp point.  She still had the long spears, but they were heavy and hard for her to manage.   She felt like the spears would be more of a hindrance than help when it came to holding off the graypees.  Lexi had no illusions about her makeshift weapon.  It would never penetrate the incredibly tough graypee hide, but she determined that she would shove it down any creature’s throat that tried to eat her or Dancer.
When the first graypee came into view, Lexi felt a knot form in her stomach, and her head began to buzz.  Dancer wanted to flee.  Lexi guessed that she could take one of the horses and ride hard, hoping to outpace the ravenous animals.  She remembered being attacked on the wagon on the night she had gone to get water for the ailing Hoskali tribe.  The horses had run hard, but so had the pack of animals chasing them.  Lexi could hope that by leaving three horses behind, the graypees would take the easy meal and leave her alone, but she doubted that rational thought played much of a role in the lizard-like graypees’ lives.
“We can’t run,” Lexi whispered.  “But you shouldn’t stay.”
Lexi stood up and took Dancer in both hands, holding the little animal as its furry tail wrapped around her wrist.
“If I don’t make it,” she said softly, “you find Tiberius and tell him what happened to me, okay?”
Dancer trilled sadly, and Lexi felt tears stinging her eyes.  She held the little animal close for a moment, remembering the way Dancer had risked her life to free Lexi from the vile old wizard.
“Don’t try to save me,” Lexi whispered.  “Just find Tiberius.”
She didn’t wait for an answer but flung the glider out of the small cleft in the hillside.  She watched in the gray light of morning as Dancer rose up into the air.  It was almost magical, Lexi thought, and she longed for Tiberius.  Then a pang of guilt stabbed at her conscience.  She couldn’t help but feel that she was getting what she deserved for betraying Tiberius.  Tears filled her eyes, but she refused to give in to the feeling of hopelessness.  She determined that she would do everything she could to survive.
The graypees took their time approaching.  Lexi’s torch had gone out in the night, but she had plenty of kindling.  After an hour, there was no doubt that the pack was closing in.  The reptilian predators yapped and growled to one another as they swept up the valley toward her hiding place.  Lexi used flint and the steel blade of her dagger to start a fire.  She moved from place to place along the barricade of firewood, carefully starting fires that would hold the animals at bay.  Soon the wood was burning brightly, making the valley shimmer until it was almost like a dream.
Lexi moved to the back of the cleft, holding her makeshift spear and waiting.  She could hear the growls of the graypees above the crackling of the fire and the sounds of the nervous horses.  She gripped her stick and said a prayer to Addoni that Tiberius would find her soon; otherwise, there would probably be nothing left to find.




Chapter 33



Olyva
The captain barked orders at his men.  Olyva and Rafe were on the main deck of the large sky ship.  The Hamill Keep vessel was different than those of the other cities.  The hull was long and boxy, built to carry a large quantity of heavy cargo.  The ships from Avondale and Sparlan Citadel were sleek vessels that spoke of wealth and luxury.  The Hamill Keep sky ship was a workhorse, nothing more.  Its crew slept in long, low-roofed cabins that ran the length of the ship’s main deck center section.  The sides of the main deck were clear, and a short railing ran around the entire deck.  The captain had a small cabin at the stern, and the guest quarters were at the bow.  Olyva and Rafe stood looking over the starboard side railing at the city on the mountaintop below.
“Can you see him?” Rafe asked through clenched teeth.
Olyva knew that Rafe’s broken jaw was surely excruciating, but his worry over Tiberius seemed to cause him the most pain.  Olyva wished that she could do something for him, but all she could offer was relief from his physical pain, and she knew that Rafe would not accept it, not while Tiberius risked his life for them.
“I can’t,” she said softly.  “I’m sorry.”
“We can’t leave him,” Rafe said.
“We won’t, I promise.  I’ll speak to the captain right now.”
Olyva hurried away.  She was relieved to be out of the city and relatively safe, but she hated being so far from the ground.  The sun felt exquisite, but she longed to root her toes into soft soil again.  She had to climb the stairs up onto the command deck, which was over the captain’s cabin.
He looked at her with a frown and said, “I expect you’ll tell me what’s happening now.”
“Captain, there are many things happening, and there will be time enough to explain it all, but for now, the city is rioting, Earl Marcus is dead, and a man down there needs our help.”
“You want me to go back down?”
“I want you to stay close to the city.  Can you do that?” she asked.
She knew it was a risk.  If the captain ordered his crew to take Olyva and her family hostage, they could dock at the palace again, and the captain could turn his prisoners over to the rioters.  The better bet would be to sail away from the city immediately and remove the temptation for the sky ship’s crew to join the rioting city, but then they might lose Tiberius forever.
“Of course I can, but it makes no sense to risk the earl’s family and this entire ship for just one man,” the captain said irritably.
“Tiberius Aegusson is the Earl of Avondale’s son.  Would you really have us simply leave him behind?”
“Perhaps,” the captain said.  “Is it true you and your friends crossed the blighted lands?”
“How else would we have gotten here?” Olyva said.
“Magic, perhaps,” the captain replied, looking pointedly down at Olyva’s feet.
“Magic has been unleashed on the nine cities of Valana, but not by us.  You were with my father in Sparlan Citadel.  How did he behave on the return voyage?”
“I don’t know,” the captain said.  “He stayed in his cabin the entire time.”
“Is that normal?”
“No,” the captain said with a sigh.  “Your father loved this ship.  He spent the entire voyage to the capital here on the command deck with me.”
“And what happened to the servants who accompanied my father into the city?”
“I don’t know,” growled the captain.
“They didn’t return with the earl?” Olyva asked, already knowing the answer.
“No.”
“Well,” Olyva said, “for now, we require your ship and your help.  Keep an open mind, Captain, and I assure you that your ship and crew will be safe.”
“If you say so, my lady.”
Olyva left the captain and returned to Rafe’s side.  She could see a massive group of people in the marketplace, but she couldn’t tell what was happening.
“What’s going on down there?” she asked.
Rafe looked up with tears in his eyes, and suddenly Olyva realized what was happening.  The crowds had found Tiberius and were attacking.  Olyva looked back over the railing, noticing Rafe’s hands on the ships railing.  He was squeezing the wood so tightly that his knuckles were white.
“They can’t kill him,” she said.  “Surely he would use magic to stop them.”
Rafe was silent beside her.  She glanced over and saw the tears streaking down his face.  She had never had anyone she loved as much as Rafe loved Tiberius.  They had had been friends since they were children and had saved each others lives so many times she had lost count.  She had hoped that Rafe would love her the same way, but since the Hosscum had changed her, Rafe had been distant.  She had thought she could be okay with that, that she could embrace the gifts that had been given to her and live her life happily, but now she realized that she wanted Rafe’s love more than ever.  He was her hero.  He had saved her family, freeing her father from whatever heinous thing had taken over his body and then rescuing her mother and sisters from the rioting mob.  She wanted to comfort him, to ease his pain, but nothing she possessed could stop his heart from breaking for Tiberius.
“They’re moving him,” Rafe said.
Olyva looked back down.  She could see the soldiers as the captain brought the sky ship closer to the city.  The wind was blowing, but they could still hear the taunts occasionally rising up from the mob below.
Olyva pulled herself away; she didn’t want to see what they would do to Tiberius.  He had proven himself capable and kind.  His sacrifice for their safety made her weep.  She went across the ship to the guest cabins.  There were several small rooms and one larger one that was used by her father whenever he traveled.  Olyva found her mother and sisters inside.
“What’s wrong?” Desyra asked when she saw Olyva.
“Nothing.  Everything is fine.”
“Well, your triumphant return wasn’t so grand, was it?” Cassandra taunted her.  “And you’ve ruined all of our lives in the process.”
“What happened to Father?” Frezya asked angrily.  “Did your friends really kill him?”
“He was already dead,” Olyva said.  “Ask Mother, she’ll tell you.”
“Ask me what?” their mother managed to say from the bed where she lay, her body racked with pain.
“Mother, are you all right?” Olyva asked, moving to her mother’s side.
“Ulbert said her ribs are cracked,” Desyra said.
“I’ll be fine,” their mother said in a strained voice.  “I just need a little rest, that’s all.”
“Here,” Olyva said, raising her sleeve and plucking some of the furry stems from her upper arm.  “Chew on these — it will ease the pain.”
She put them to her mother’s lips.
“Oh my God!” Cassandra said.  “What are you doing?”
“I’m helping.”
“By giving her your hair?” Frezya said.
“What happened to you?” Cassandra said.
“I will explain everything to you later,” Olyva said firmly.  “Mother, take this.”
“Don’t!” Cassandra said, grabbing Olyva’s wrist.  “She’s trying to bewitch you, Mother.”
Frezya grabbed Olyva from behind, pinning her arms to her sides.
“Girls!” their mother said, but her face contorted in pain.
“Let me help her,” Olyva said.
“You’ve helped enough!” Cassandra said angrily.
“If we give her to them, we can go home,” Frezya said to her sister.
Olyva looked at Cassandra, who smiled wickedly back.
“But I doubt they’ll mind if they don’t get her back in one piece,” Cassandra said.
Olyva raised her foot then slammed it down and back onto Frezya’s toes.  The younger girl screamed and let Olyva go.  Without even thinking about it, Olyva punched Cassandra hard in the nose.  Then she stuffed the stems that were still between her fingers into her mother’s mouth.
“You hit me!” Cassandra screamed.
Olyva turned on Frezya, but she was already backing away, hobbling on her heel and crying about her toes.
“That was amazing!” Desyra cried.
“Oh, Olyva, what is this?” her mother asked.  “I feel so much better.”
“Rest, Mother.  All will be well,” Olyva said, before turning to Cassandra again.  “Do not get in my way, sister.  I am not the same girl you knew.”
“You hit me!” Cassandra said again.
Olyva gave her a cynical smile and said, “At least you’re still in one piece.”  Then she  stormed out of the cabin.  She went back to Rafe’s side.  The sky ship was hanging over the palace, and Rafe had moved to the bow where he could see what was happening with Tiberius.
“They’re killing him,” Rafe said.
“Can we stop it?” Olyva asked.
The look of pain on Rafe’s face answered her question.  She knew he would die for his friend, but Tiberius had made the choice to stay.  He had made their escape possible, and now Rafe would stay with Olyva and honor his friend’s sacrifice by keeping her safe.
They watched as the chopping block was brought out and Tiberius was held down for execution.  Olyva couldn’t watch and buried her face in Rafe’s chest.  She could feel him sobbing, and his heartbreak only made her feel worse.  Then suddenly he started jumping up and down.
“What is it?” she asked, looking down.
“Tiberius!” Rafe crowed.
Tiberius was standing up now, the guards backing away, and then fire erupted all around him.  Olyva watched in horror thinking that Tiberius was burning, and then the fire disappeared and Tiberius was simply gone.
“What’s happened?” Olyva asked.  “Where is he?”
“Lower the stairs!” Rafe said, grimacing with pain.  “Do it now!”
Rafe ran for the hatch that led to the stairs, and Olyva ran with him, feeling hopeful for the first time since seeing her father that morning.




Chapter 34



Tiberius
He ran back into the feasting hall and toward the door where the earl had come from earlier that day.  Ti knew that the soldiers would be sent to search for him and he kept the cloaking spell in place, even though his body ached and his mind felt numb.  He raced up the stairs, gasping for breath, his legs on fire.
It took him a few moments to find the vestibule on the opposite end of the wide corridor that led to the earl’s bedchamber.  He hurried up the wide staircase that led to the palace’s roof, and to his utter relief, he saw the stairs of the sky ship lowering.  He let the cloaking spell end and ran out onto the roof.
Tiberius wasn’t the only person to see the sky ship opening the stairwell that served as a gangplank for passengers to board the mighty vessel.  Tiberius heard people all around the palace shouting about the ship and he knew it was only a matter of time before the soldiers caught up with him.
“Hurry!” Tiberius shouted.
Rafe was at the bottom of the stairs as it slowly descended.  The sky ship wasn’t tethered to the palace, and a gust of wind rocked the ship sideways.  Tiberius heard footsteps coming up the stairs from the vestibule and he knew he was out of time.  The ship was shifting to his right, and the stairway, still five feet above the rooftop, was almost out over the edge of the roof.
Tiberius raced toward the ship.  Rafe saw him and took hold of the thick rope that lowered the stairs.  He bent low, reaching out for his friend.  Tiberius didn’t think he could pull himself up into the ship — he had never had much upper body strength.  But he trusted Rafe completely.  If he could just get to Rafe, he knew everything would be okay.
He got to the edge of the roof, and the ship was still slipping away.  Tiberius didn’t stop but stepped up onto the short crenelation that circled the palace roof and jumped.  For a moment he was falling again, and then his hand slapped into Rafe’s, and Tiberius felt a grip-like iron.
“Got you!” Rafe said, using Tiberius’ momentum to swing his friend up onto the stairs.
There was a shaky moment before Tiberius got his balance and his head stopped spinning from fear and fatigue.  The soldiers on the rooftop were looking on in disbelief.  Rafe hauled Tiberius up the stairs, and they collapsed into the hold.  Olyva was squealing like a little girl as she raced up the stairs shouting for the captain to lift off.  Two sailors hoisted the stairwell back into place as Tiberius caught his breath.
“You look like hell,” Rafe said through clenched teeth.
“You sound like it,” Tiberius said.  “That was some catch.”
“Great jump.”
“I just thought, what would Rafe do?”
Both men laughed as Rafe led the way back up to the main deck.  The captain looked angry, and Olyva’s sisters were storming forward demanding to know what was happening.
“We have to go get Lexi,” Tiberius said.
“We are going back for another person?” the captain demanded.
“Not back to the city,” Olyva said with a mischievous grin.  “To the bottom of the mountain.”
“What?” the captain said, aghast at the suggestion that he should take his ship down below the mists.
“Look,” Tiberius said.  “I know you have a lot of questions.  Let me answer one right now.  Yes, I’m a wizard, but I’m a good one.”
The captain and Olyva’s sisters were so stunned they couldn’t speak.
“Let me see your shoulder,” Tiberius said to Rafe.
Rafe’s left shoulder was still bleeding.  Tiberius ripped the shirtsleeve off.
“That was my last shirt,” Rafe said.
“I’ll get you a new one,” Tiberius said.  “Grasilis Abscido.”
The wound knit itself back together, and the captain’s eyes grew wide.
“We came here looking for help,” Tiberius said.  “This was Olyva’s home once.  We thought we might have help getting to Sparlan Citadel.”
“The earl’s orders were to take you there,” the captain said.
“And that’s why we can’t go.  There is some very powerful, very evil magic taking place in Sparlan Citadel.”
“I thought magic was illegal!” the captain snapped.
“It is, and I’m sorry to mix you and your crew up in this.  But the earl was under the influence of a spell or something worse.”
“He was dead,” Olyva said sadly.  “He was dead, and something was using his body like a puppet.”
“So what do we do now?” the captain asked.
“Your first duty should be to get the countess and her daughters to safety.”
“And where exactly would that be?” the captain demanded.
Tiberius looked at Rafe, who nodded encouragingly.  The earls had all agreed on Leonosis becoming the new king, and now Tiberius knew why.  The earls were all dead and being reanimated by some horrible dark magic.  The only earl who hadn’t gone to the capital was Tiberius’ father, so Ti knew where they had to go.
“Avondale,” Tiberius said.  “Take us to Avondale.”




Chapter 35



Lexi
The fire was burning low.  Lexi could see the graypees pacing at the bottom of the hill.  They were waiting for the fire to burn out, and Lexi had used all the wood she had.  The horses were pacing nervously and neighing in terror whenever the graypees hissed or growled.
One had come close to the edge of the cleft, climbing easily up the steep slope, but the fire had kept it at bay.  Seeing the creature up close, Lexi felt silly with her makeshift spear.  It felt like a child’s toy, and her Wangorian dagger would not save her from the predators that were almost as big as her horses.
She picked up a burned-out chunk of wood and went to back wall of the cleft and wrote using the blackened wood.
Tiberius, I love you.  I believe in you.  I will always be with you.  Remember me.
Then she turned to face her fate, but what she saw coming down out of the mists took her breath away.  At first all she could see was the dark wood of the sky ship’s hull as it descended through the mists.  It was easily a mile out from the little green valley where Tiberius had left her, and even further from her own location.  Still, the sight of the massive vessel descending from the heavens made Lexi feel invincible.  She snatched up the stick with the sharpened point, determined to survive until Tiberius could reach her.
The ship was moving toward her, and even though Lexi couldn’t see Dancer, she knew the little glider was making her way toward the ship to show Tiberius where Lexi was.  It was difficult to keep an eye on the graypees who were climbing up toward her, slowly preparing to scramble over the edge of the cleft and pounce on their prey, when all she wanted to do was watch the sky ship descending.  It was moving closer to the foothills, but if Tiberius and Rafe got off the ship too far away, they might not make it to Lexi in time.
The wood was mostly smoking embers, and Lexi kept peering over the edge to see how close the graypees were.  They knew she was trapped and took their time, waiting for the fires to die.  The last of the flames were winking out, so Lexi took a chance.  She rushed forward and kicked the embers over the edge.  The embers were still hot, some even glowing red as they fell.  She shouted as she rushed down the length of the cleft, kicking the embers defiantly.
The graypees fell back from the hot embers but quickly regrouped.  Lexi looked up, but the airship was still a mile away.  She backed slowly away from the edge of the cleft.  She could hear rocks tumbling down the hillside as the graypees crawled back up.  She tightened her grip on the stick and glanced up at the airship.  It was much closer and so large, but it still seemed impossibly slow and far away.  Lexi didn’t know what she’d expected from the ship anyway.  Tiberius couldn’t fly, and he probably didn’t have the weapons to fight off an entire pack of graypees.
Then a savage growl brought her total attention to the creature in front of her.  One of the graypees was crawling over the edge of the cleft.  It had a livid white scar on its snout and it opened its mouth to hiss at her.  She could see the rows of pointed teeth and the bright pink flesh of the creature’s mouth.  The graypee was on the far side of the cleft, and the horses were huddling behind Lexi.  It moved forward with a slow and easy stride, the tail waving behind it.
Suddenly dirt and rocks from above them rained down into the edge of the cleft.  Lexi didn’t think about the graypees attacking from above, but they had scaled the incredibly steep hillside so easily that it was certainly possible.  Lexi tensed, waiting for a chance to strike at the hissing creature approaching her.  Then Tiberius’s body swung down.  He dropped into the cleft, stumbling and falling hard on the unforgiving stone as the graypee dove forward.
“Accendo!” Tiberius cried, and fire engulfed the graypee.
There was a roar, and the graypee flipped backward, rolling on the stone floor of the cleft, trying to escape.  Lexi could smell the foul stench of the creature’s roasting flesh.  Another scrambled up into the cleft, and Tiberius, on his knees now, sent another gout of flame shooting across the space toward the newcomer.  It skittered to the side, then toppled off the cleft, falling down the hill with a howl of pain.
Tiberius got to his feet and stepped to the edge of the cleft.  He let his magical fire pour down on the graypees, which fled from the fiery attack.  Once the danger was past and the fire stopped, Lexi ran to Tiberius.  He turned just as she jumped into his arms.  Their kiss was fierce and passionate.
“You kids okay?” Rafe said, his head peeking down from the steep hillside above.
“We’ve got this,” Tiberius said.
“Yeah, I guess you do.”
Lexi laughed and held Tiberius so tight.
“I’m sorry I almost got here too late,” he said.
“You’re not too late,” she said happily.  “You’re just in time.”




Epilogue



Leonosis
Draggah was furious.  Leonosis had caught glimpses of Earl Marcus’ fight with Tiberius and Rafe.  Draggah had left Leonosis during that time, as much as he ever left the young noble.  Leonosis had then felt the intense pain that Draggah felt as the earl’s cadaver was destroyed in Hamill Keep.
The pain wasn’t shared, but Leonosis could tell the demon was hurting.  Of course he then tortured Leonosis for absolutely no reason and then beat a servant to death with Leonosis’ bare fists.  The entire ordeal had left the demon drained and angry.  Leonosis lay on his bed, unsure what to do.  He had control of his body for the moment, but he didn’t want to do anything to draw the demon’s attention back to him.
Queen Ariel had disposed of the servant’s body and spread word that the servant had been sent away.  It was a flimsy lie, and Leonosis doubted that anyone believed it, but it would serve their purposes.  She then returned to the opulent rooms they shared in the highest level of the castle.  Ariel had sent her mother away and then replaced everything in the spacious rooms.  They shared a massive bed that was covered in the softest furs.  Leonosis lay on the bed when Ariel came crawling up the mattress toward him.  She was alluring, and he naturally desired to be with her, but Draggah wouldn’t allow it.  Leonosis guessed that was why she constantly flirted with him, just to torture him a little more.
“What are you doing?” she said softly, curling up beside him on the bed.
“Resting,” Leonosis said.  “And trying not to bother anyone.”
“Why?  That sounds so boring.”
“You know that the earl in Hamill Keep was destroyed,” Leonosis whispered.
“Yes, but how does that have anything to do with us?”
“My brother was involved.”
“Tiberius?” Ariel said as if she were impressed.
“Yes.”
“Interesting.  He must be growing stronger.”
“Obviously,” Leonosis said.  “He also has something we want?”
“He does?” Ariel said, sitting up suddenly excited.
“Something called a Balestone.”
“I know what that is,” Ariel said, scrunching her forehead in thought as she dug through her memory.
“Before the cataclysm there were three jewels imbued with power.  Some of the strongest wizards — well, alchemists really — found a way to store up magical power in certain objects.  The Balestone was one, and the other two were called—”
“Do not speak of them!” shouted Draggah, suddenly taking control of Leonosis’ body.
He slapped her hard and then pounced on top of her lithe body, his face almost touching hers as she squirmed under his weight.
“You babble on about things you do not understand,” Draggah said.  “You primp and flirt, even though you despise this body.  But do not think that because I withhold his advances, I will not crush you if you try me.”
“I’m sorry,” Ariel cried.
“I need a pure vessel for the magic that lies ahead, but I do not need one with a tongue.”
He grabbed her face hard, forcing her mouth open.
“Keep wagging your tongue and I will rip it out.”
He slapped her hard, and Leonosis, helpless to stop the abuse, winced.  Draggah stood up and stalked out of the room, leaving Ariel weeping on their wedding bed.  The demon left the castle and went to the commander in charge of the king’s army.
“Summon your men,” Draggah said.  “I will call on the war bands of the other cities.”
“What do you wish us to fight?” the commander asked dubiously.
“I do not wish you to fight,” Draggah said, emphasizing each word.  “There is a wizard in Valana.  He has slain the earl in Hamill Keep.  We must find him.”
Leonosis’ consciousness quivered in the back of his mind and couldn’t help but think of Tiberius.  His youngest brother, now a wizard, was also a fugitive, sought by an entire army.
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Chapter 1
He pushed her dead body over the side of the boat with one last heave, then fell to his knees and watched his wife sink down into the dark waters. She wasn’t really his wife, not in the traditional sense. No one had time for civil ceremonies once the plague struck, and religion had all but vanished after millions of unanswered prayers. Still, he had loved her and considered her his wife as they struggled to survive. They had been waiting for a cure, and when that didn’t happen, they decided to start a family and make a life for themselves. Then Helen lost the baby. Forty-eight hours later, Todd lost Helen. They didn’t know how to stop the bleeding and even though Todd had amassed an impressive pharmacy over the many months since civilization had ground to a halt, he had nothing that could save her. Instead he was forced to watch her slip away.
He had cleaned her up and sat with her for a few hours. There was no way to embalm her and in the tropical heat, her body deteriorated quickly. He wrapped her in a sheet, then struggled to carry her body out of their cabin and up the narrow stairwell that led to the deck. He had been proud of the fact that she had gained weight with the pregnancy. She’d been frustrated by cravings for food he couldn’t get her, but she had eaten well and the extra weight only made her more beautiful to Todd. Unfortunately, when they lost the baby and Helen was slowly dying, Todd hadn’t eaten. He was weak from hunger and grief, so carrying Helen exhausted him.
He slumped against the smooth fiberglass rail of the yacht panting for breath. He briefly considered throwing himself into the water. It would be a merciful end to his pain, but Helen had made him promise not to kill himself. He had agreed, but he wanted to die anyway. Still, there was a small part of him that kept fighting for survival. He staggered into the galley and opened a can of tamales. They were greasy and spicy. Todd thought they were delicious right out of the can, but they had given Helen indigestion so Todd had been saving them. He ate the entire can and then drank a bottle of water before falling asleep on the leather sofa in the yacht’s opulent living room.
Todd woke to the painful realization that Helen and the baby were gone.  Tears spilled down his cheeks and his grief threatened to paralyze him.  He wanted something, anything to numb the pain, but he couldn’t waste the precious medications he had collected.  He decided instead to make for land and see what he could find that might help him cope.
He opened the tinted glass door that led to the deck. The sun was beating down in a merciless onslaught off the southern tip of Florida. Todd wasn’t sure of his exact location; the yacht had been adrift for nearly a week. He climbed the slightly curved staircase to the upper deck of the ship, where he kept the solar panels and battery compartments. The yacht had been brand new when Todd took possession of it. The billionaire who had built it wanted something small enough that he could pilot by himself.
Todd had worked as assistant harbormaster for over six years; he knew every ship that was kept in the massive complex of ships of the Atlantic City boat yard. When the riots started and it was clear that nothing could stop the plague from turning the world population into insatiable, flesh-eating zombies, Todd took Helen, who had only been his girlfriend for a month, to the boat yard. They filled the yacht with supplies and set sail.
Todd didn’t take them far, just a few miles off the coast. The yacht had excellent radio and satellite communication equipment. Todd and Helen had spent nearly two weeks listening as the world came to a screeching halt. One by one, the radio stations went off the air. Eventually the power grid around Atlantic City fell, and with it went Internet and cell phone service. Todd discovered with the yacht’s onboard equipment he could still receive signals from the GPS and weather satellites overhead. All they needed was power, which came from gasoline generators on the ship. Unfortunately, after two weeks, their fuel supply was running low, as was their ration of food and fresh water.
Todd and Helen had no trouble finding supplies; it was getting those supplies on board the yacht before the undead chased them back out to sea that was the problem. Occasionally they came upon other survivors, usually in small groups that were armed to the teeth. Newcomers were rarely welcomed, and Todd had no desire to stay on the land where he and Helen could be easily overrun by the herds of ravenous zombies. So they stayed at sea, monitoring the airwaves and dreaming of a time when things might return to normal.
Todd was devastated that Helen had died so young, never seeing their baby, never finding the relief from a world that had turned against them. Tears stung his eyes, but he refused to give in to the pain and grief that wanted to overwhelm him. Instead he checked the connections between the solar panels. He had installed them after discovering a warehouse full of green-energy products. The solar panels could keep the yacht’s appliances and communication gear running, as long that they didn’t use the air conditioner. Todd also had a locker full of wave generators, which looked like small buoys connected by a thick, waterproof cable. They generated electricity from the rocking action of the waves. They worked best when the yacht was close to shore, or when bad weather made the seas rough.
The small cockpit was filled with small view screens and video displays to help the pilot control the ship. There were the usual weather monitors, along with satellite feeds and sonic range finders that revealed what was beneath the ship. The yacht had a gas-powered engine and an electric secondary engine. Todd did his best not to use his supply of fuel, which meant that most of the power produced by the solar panels and wave generators went to the secondary engine. There were small water pumps all around the hull that gave Todd a full range of movement. Controlled by a thick joystick that was built into the tall captain’s chair, he could use the secondary engine to turn the ship on a dime and travel 20 nautical miles a day. From the cockpit, Todd could see out of the thick windows in every direction; with the monitors, he could see hundreds of miles around him and even under the ship.
He settled into the big chair, immediately feeling conflicting emotions.  Piloting the yacht which had once cost millions of dollars, gave him a sense of control over his world, which had been cruelly hijacked by the plague. In that moment, he also realized that his Helen was truly gone. He had no idea where he’d dropped her body, and there was no way he could ever find her again. This time he didn’t try to stop the tears. Instead he let his grief pour out in racking sobs until he was exhausted. Then he sat back up in the captain’s chair and turned the yacht toward land.




 
Chapter 2
Miami was never an option. The once booming city was now filled with the living dead. Whenever Todd passed the metropolis that was once home to over five million people, he could see the reanimated bodies searching endlessly for food. He had no idea what caused the plague. The news had called it a bio weapon, a virus, and a judgment from God. No one really knew what caused the dead to rise up and attack the living, but a few things were clear—something in the brains of the zombies reactivated the neural pathways and called the dead muscles and tendons to action. Gaping holes in their flesh or missing limbs couldn’t stop them. The blood-thirsty monsters didn’t even notice the physical wounds unless it impacted their brains. A blow that damaged the brain was the only way to stop the zombies, and Todd’s guess was that it destroyed the nervous system that continued to function after the rest of the body died. Without that control system, the zombies were helpless. How the disease spread was a mystery, as was its origin.
Todd sailed his yacht north, stopping at a small harbor in a tiny town called Foxboro just south of the Miami metroplex. There were, of course, houses all along the coast, but the population of Foxboro was much smaller than many other harbor towns. Todd and Helen had stopped there more than once without incident. The refueling station at the harbor still had gasoline, as well as a reservoir of fresh water. Todd steered the yacht up to the refueling dock and let it glide into the soft rubber of the old tires that lined the wooden structure. He hurried down and tied the yacht down. The large, gleaming ship seemed out of place beside the simple, sun-faded wooden dock with its aging pumps and barnacle-covered pilings. The fuel pumps were simple contraptions from a bygone era. Todd fed the hoses into the fuel receptacles and then used the manual levers to pump the fluid into the nearly empty tanks.
It took several minutes to get the fuel flowing, and Todd  was unnerved by the silence.  Even the small towns had eventually succumbed to the Zompocalypse, and even though Todd hadn’t seen or heard any zombies, he knew they could appear and ruin his plans at any moment.  He always tried to get what he needed as quickly as possible if he was on the mainland.  Being out to sea was the only place he ever felt truly safe.
The handles of the gas pump were rusty and each stroke down or up, made the metal creak and groan. The only other sound were insects humming in the overgrown weeds near the abandoned convenience store that once served the ships in the harbor and the inhabitants of the small town.
Once Todd had the fuel tanks filled, he turned to the fresh water reservoir—a large plastic barrel. The yacht held 250 gallons of fresh water in its internal tanks. Seawater was used for most things, even washing in the glass-walled shower. The fresh water was used for cooking, drinking, and occasionally rinsing the salt off after a shower. Personally, Todd preferred to drink from the five-gallon bottles used by the stainless steel water cooler. He already had three of the refillable containers, but he was always looking for more.
He breathed a sigh of relief once the water tanks were topped off. If worse came to worse, Todd could live off the canned goods in his galley for a few weeks still, but he wouldn’t last long without fuel and water. Even with the green-energy devices, having the fuel tanks full and ready made Todd breathe easier. He almost started to call to Helen and let her know he was going ashore, but then he remembered she wasn’t there. He closed his eyes for a moment and leaned against the sturdy wooden piling. There were moments when he felt like his whole world was flipping upside down, and in those times, it felt good to have something solid to lean on.
He opened his eyes and pulled the big laundry bag off the edge of the yacht. It was a simple mesh bag with a drawstring top, but Todd put it to good use whenever he had to scavenge for supplies.
The convenience store wasn’t far from the dock. It was a simple building of cinder blocks painted bright white. There were signs still in the windows with prices on fresh fruit, meats, and seasonal goods. Todd couldn’t help but wish for fresh meat. It had been ages since he’d eaten meat that didn’t come from a can. The convenience store seemed to be empty. In the bigger cities, looters had cleaned out whole supermarkets even before things got really bad. Todd found that in the smaller communities it was much easier to find food, but he and Helen weren’t the only people to have stocked up on the wide variety of foods in the small town’s only store. There was one other public building in the little town; it served as the city hall, police department, and post office, but it had nothing of interest to Todd.
He pushed open the glass door of the store. It was dark, and dust had settled onto the metal shelves, which were mostly empty. Todd searched the aisles and found pet food, some souvenirs, and a rack of generic potato and corn chips. The chips were all past their expiration date, but Todd took them anyway. There were still cigarettes and chewing tobacco, but Todd had several boxes of cigars from Cuba on the yacht, so he left the smokes behind the counter.
Todd had to use the heavy flashlight he carried on his scouting runs as he moved into the back room. There were two offices, but they didn’t interest Todd, nor did the bulging green bank bag that sat on one of them. Money was worthless once the rioting had begun. For a while, people bartered with gold and silver, but the plague struck so quickly and spread so rapidly that the world seemed to fall into chaos in a matter of days. The storeroom was just as Todd had hoped it would be. There were several pallets of canned goods and a metal cage where the surplus alcohol was kept. Todd had busted the lock on the liquor cage the last time he’d passed through Foxboro, but there were still several cases of rum and bourbon.
Todd finished filling his bag. There was very little that would be considered healthy in his haul, but Todd didn’t care. He had no desire other than getting back to his yacht and out to sea. He wanted to drink and forget all that he had lost. He wanted to disappear in the black void of sleep where nothing mattered and no pain existed.
He was walking toward the dock when the glass bottles in the mesh bag over his shoulder began to clank together. It wasn’t a loud noise, but in the silence of the abandoned town it seemed loud. Todd tried rearranging the bag over his shoulder but the clanking only got worse. There was a moan from behind him, the telltale sign of zombies as they lumbered about in their stiff, uncoordinated lurch. Todd didn’t bother looking behind him; he just broke into a jog, which only made the bottles clash together even more loudly.
Todd knew the zombies couldn’t catch him. They hadn’t overcome the general population by speed or intelligence, but by sheer numbers. Once a person fell to the ravenous frenzy of a zombie, that person soon reanimated—even with most of the flesh ripped from their body. Todd couldn’t tell how many zombies were behind him, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting back to the yacht and casting off.
Once he was aboard the Great Escape, he finally chanced a glance back up the long wooden pier. Todd hadn’t named the yacht, but the finely painted name was clear to see against the ship’s white stern; the irony of the name wasn’t lost on him. He untied one of the thick gang ropes and then glanced up as he hurried to the second. There were three zombies, lurching in formation like a scene from a low-budget horror flick. Todd guessed they were close enough to catch him if he didn’t hurry. Normally Helen would already have the engine running and the ship ready to move back out into deeper water, but Todd was on his own now.
He had tied the boat to the dock with a simple slipknot, and he gave the rope a tug, untying from the wooden pier and setting the boat free. Todd snatched up a long fiberglass pole with a metal hook on the end. It was used for catching rope that had fallen into the water or as in this instance, shoving the yacht away from a pier. Todd set the hook against one of the heavy pilings and pushed with all his strength. The yacht shifted in the water and drifted away from the dock. Todd was still pushing when the zombies got close enough to reach out for him. He was more than an arm’s length from the dock, but he pulled back anyway. The dead smelled horribly; their ruined bodies filled with maggots and worms. Huge flies buzzed around them and ghastly fluid dripped from their open wounds.
Todd poked at the nearest zombie with the pole, stabbing it hard with the metal hook. The pointed hook punched through the filthy scalp and scrapped along the pitiful creature’s skull. The zombie grabbed at the pole, lost its balance on the pier, and toppled into the water. The creature thrashed, sinking into the water and disappearing in a rush of bubbles and discolored water. Todd focused on the other two zombies. They could survive underwater, but they were even slower than normal, and their ruined bodies attracted sharks. Todd waved his pole menacingly, but the other two zombies just paced along the dock, reaching for him in a useless gesture.
Todd hurried up the steps to his cockpit. The door was already open, and he pushed the button to fire up the electric motors. They hummed to life, and Todd pressed the joystick all the way to its limit. The big luxury craft moved slowly away from the pier. Once the depth finder flickered to life, Todd could see the zombie that had fallen in the water thrashing along the sandy bottom, still moving toward the ship. The harbor was deep, and there was no way for the zombie to swim let alone reach his ship and find a way to climb into it, but it still made him nervous. It took all his self-control not to fire up the main engine and race back out to sea. He told himself over and over that he was safe, but convincing himself was difficult. 
Finally, when he was nearly a mile from the harbor, Todd flicked off the engine switch and shut down all the monitors in his cockpit. There were no signs of bad weather, and the seas were calm. Todd went back down to the main deck and pulled the handle that let the anchor down. There was a rattle that reverberated through the yacht as the chain unwound from the stern of the ship. Todd picked up his mesh bag and carried it back inside the large cabin that served as the ship’s main living space.
The yacht had a simple layout. The main deck was wide open, with soft seats running around the perimeter of the stern. There were walkways on either side of the cabin, which took up most of the main deck, leaving only a small open area at the bow of the big craft. Inside the cabin was an opulent living space with a 70-inch television, theater seating, bar, and leather sofa. The floor was hardwood, and the walls were covered with fabric to reduce the noise from the ship’s engines. At the far end of the cabin, a narrow stairwell led down to a small laundry room and the stateroom, the only home Todd had known with Helen. They had shared the king-sized bed and made the yacht their own, even decorating it with small items they found on supply runs to the mainland. But now Todd was alone. Just seeing the knick-knacks that Helen loved so much made his heart heavy, and he couldn’t stand the thought of sleeping in their bed.
Another stairwell led to below-deck storage compartments and the ship’s small kitchen. Todd secured the liquor in the wet bar and then left the dozen or so bags of flavored potato chips in the mesh bag on the floor. He found a heavy, crystal tumbler and opened one of the bottles of bourbon. Todd didn’t even bother to look at the label, he just poured himself a generous glass and then stepped back out onto the deck.
The sun was setting, and the scene along the shoreline was almost sublime. The zombies on the dock had given up and shuffled back in the direction they had come from. The palm trees stood like silent guardians, but the once immaculate houses along the coast looked dark and foreboding. They were like diamonds that had lost their sparkle, reminding Todd of a ghost town. He took a drink of the bourbon and did his best not to cough as the warm liquid scalded its way down his throat. He dropped onto the seat at the side of the deck. It was a long bench seat, bright white and low so that his arms spread out along either side. He watched the sky turn from orange to purple, then black. Stars appeared, and the silence was so great it made Todd afraid.
He drank the entire glass of bourbon, then stumbled into the cabin, locked the sliding glass door, and passed out on the sofa.




 
Chapter 3
The days that followed were much the same—short periods of productive work followed by binge drinking. Todd woke up sick, vomited over the side of the ship, drank some water, forced down a can of food, and then went to the cockpit on top of the ship’s cabin. Todd was losing weight, and he felt sick all the time, but he didn’t care. He was alive and he wanted to be dead, but he couldn’t just kill himself. He had vowed never to let himself succumb to the plague, and he had promised Helen not to drown himself in the ocean. Instead he drowned himself in bourbon.
Each day he sailed a few miles up the coast of Florida, before his grief drove him back to a bottle of whisky. He had to begin each day raising the anchor, which meant cranking the anchor’s manual ratchet. It was hard work, especially for a hung-over, weak man. Still, he did it each day and forced himself to eat. It wasn’t enough food, and he knew he would soon be seriously ill if he didn’t eat better, but his stomach wouldn’t hold much. He had vitamins that he took religiously and canned fruit, which he tried to eat a little of each day. He hated to think of the food he was wasting when his stomach refused to take in any more. The yacht had a decent-sized refrigerator and even a deep freezer, but he had taken them off line due to the high-energy consumption of the appliances.
Sweat was a normal occurrence since Todd couldn’t use the yacht’s air conditioning, only now his sweat stank of booze. He showered occasionally, but mostly he just drank and slept. One night he fell asleep without dropping the anchor, and when he woke up, he found himself dangerously close to shore. The depth finder showed only a few feet between the yacht’s keel and the bottom of the ocean. The waves were pushing the ship toward land, and Todd was forced to fire up the main engine to move the boat farther out to sea.
It was almost two weeks after Helen’s death when Todd finally decided he needed more supplies. He was down to a third of one water container, and his food supplies were dangerously low as well. He still had plenty of whisky, but he knew that wouldn’t sustain him. He began to look for a place to resupply. The coast was filled with houses, and since Todd didn’t need fuel, he began to search for a home that might have what he needed. Almost all the massive homes along the coastline would have some food, but after an hour of searching Todd found one. A sturdy looking house with security shutters over the windows and a small rowboat tied to the dock, which extended out into the ocean from the sandy beach.
Todd found his mesh bag and put his shoes in it, then he hung the life jacket around his neck and set the yacht’s anchor. Finally, he checked the radar to ensure there weren’t any moving boats within a few miles of the Great Escape. Occasionally Todd saw other ships plying the open sea, but they usually steered clear of one another. The world had become a lonely, frightening place, and Todd guessed that it was only going to get more difficult to survive. He tried to convince himself that losing Helen and the baby had been a blessing in disguise, that they were better off not forced to struggle or suffer in the Zompocalypse, but he couldn’t quite believe it. And yet, despite his fear and the pain of his grief, a tiny flicker of hope that things might somehow, someway, get better was beginning to shine in the recesses of Todd’s mind. It was linked to his will to live and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shake it.
He jumped into the cool, clear water. Todd had anchored nearly a mile from the coast. The water beneath him was dark and deep, but he could see his body below the surface. He slung the pull strings of the mesh bag over his shoulder and began swimming toward the shore. He was soon tired, but the life vest kept him afloat and the waves helped push him toward the dock.  	When Todd reached the dock he pulled himself out of the water and laid on the rough wooden platform. It took several minutes before he could catch his breath. His diet and drinking habits had caught up with him and stolen his strength.
Todd checked on the rowboat. It had a small motor and two long oars. Todd thought the little craft seemed sound enough. He would use it to get whatever supplies he could find back to the yacht. He had no idea how deep the water was, or if he could have gotten the Great Escape to the dock. There were no large ships in the area, only small boats and recreational watercrafts. Todd wasn’t ready to take any chances with his ship, so he swam in and would row back out with his supplies.
The walk up the long dock was creepy. He could see houses built almost on top of one another up and down the beach, but there was no sign of any people. Life had ceased to exist in this once happy part of the world. Todd could imagine the families who spent their summers and weekends in the large homes. He could almost smell the barbeque grills charring meat and hear the stereos playing classic songs as he made his way toward the house. It was all a fantasy, but it was a good fantasy—one that made the flickering hope in his mind a little brighter.
The dock was built up the beach and connected to the well-maintained deck of the large home. The house itself looked almost like a fortress. It was large and boxy, not nearly as extravagant as some of the homes on either side. The windows were all battened down, and Todd guessed the doors would be double bolted too. He would have to get lucky just to get inside, but he recognized the type of owners who had been the last occupants. They were Preppers, the kind of people who believed in being prepared for disasters of all kinds. They might still be alive inside and that would present a different set of problems. He didn’t want to get shot before he could get the supplies he needed.
He tried knocking softly at first. He waited patiently and listened, but there was nothing but the sounds of waves rolling onto the sand. Todd knocked more loudly, then when no one responded, he took a chance and banged on the door. Sound attracted the zombies, and Todd guessed there were at least a few lingering around, but he hadn’t spotted any yet. There was still no response from inside the house, so Todd went to the nearest window. It took him nearly ten minutes to pry the security shutters from the window, but once he did, he was able to use a plank of wood to break the glass to get his first look inside the home. It was dark, but the beam from his flashlight revealed exactly what he needed to see. There was a sturdy-looking counter just inside. He heaved himself up and climbed through the window, turning his body onto the counter until he could get back to his feet.
He was in the kitchen, which was large and clean. He made a sweep through the cabinets and found the usual canned foods. There was nothing special in the kitchen, and Todd left most of it in the cabinets, setting out a few things that he would take back. There were two floors above him, but Todd took the wooden stairs down into the home’s basement. The lowest level was not finished out, with concrete floors. There were wooden studs but no sheetrock or paneling to cover the walls or hide the pipes and wires that ran up into the living areas of the home. Still, the basement proved to be a virtual treasure trove of emergency supplies. There were shelves filled with MREs and over a dozen of five-gallon water bottles that would fit on Todd’s water cooler. And in one corner, there was a large gun safe.
Todd checked the door of the safe. To his surprise and delight, it swung open on silent hinges. Inside was a small arsenal. Todd and Helen had taken a hunting rifle in one of their first supply runs, but Helen was afraid of guns and the sound of gunshots attracted zombies as much if not more than anything. Still, Todd was alone now. The weapons represented a sense of safety he was desperate for. He selected what looked like a military rifle. It was heavy, but the weight seemed fitting for such an impressive weapon. He searched for a moment then found the magazine release. The weapon was loaded. Todd popped one of the long, brass bullets from the magazine and shined his flashlight on it. It said .223, and a quick search revealed several large canisters of the same kind of ammunition.
Todd began making a small pile on the floor in the center of the room. He set out all the ammunition he could find and then the gun next to it. Then he went back and found a 9mm and .45 caliber handguns. He tucked one of the guns into his waistband and set the other with the rifle in the middle of the room. He found boxes of ammunition and added them to his haul. Finally, he began filling his mesh bag with the MREs. It took over two hours to carry everything from the Preppers’ home to the rowboat, and Todd guessed he had several hundred pounds of supplies. Still, he hadn’t run into any zombies or any survivalists, so he counted his day a success. 
When he got back to the yacht, he spent another long hour organizing and stowing everything away. He guessed he now had enough food and water for a few months. He was just about to untie the rowboat from the back of the yacht and make his way farther up the coast when he noticed something on the dock.
A man was standing there, watching his boat through binoculars. Todd felt his heart began to race with fear. He had been pleasantly surprised once he finished stowing the supplies that he hadn’t thought about Helen since he first left the ship that day. He didn’t want to forget her, but he didn’t want to be burdened by his grief over her either. Now, those thoughts disappeared as he raced up the steps to the cockpit and snatched up the long binoculars he kept hanging from the captain’s chair. He looked back at the man standing on the dock. The man’s clothes were frayed and stained from hard use. His hair was long, and he wore a heavy coat despite the heat. The man saw Todd looking back at him and lowered the binoculars.
Todd didn’t know what to expect, his hands were sweaty and tight on the contoured grip of his binoculars. He had to constantly readjust the binoculars as the ship swayed with the waves, but one thing was certain, the man was pulling something out of his coat. It was flimsy and white. The desperate-looking man held it over his head. It took Todd a long moment to see what it was, but eventually he focused on the word printed on the sign. Help.
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