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      JASMINE FLAMESWORTH

      Drip…drip…drip…

      I'll need to speak to Dalmore about that leak, I thought through the dull ache in my skull. I attempted to roll over and pull my pillow over my head to muffle the constant drizzling, but instead of my pillow, I came away with a handful of damp straw.

      Sitting up caused the inside of my head to slosh, which made it even harder to focus on my surroundings.

      My bleary eyes scanned the room through a bottle-glass blur that suggested a night of significant over-indulgence on my part. I recognized the room. It was a cold, wet stone enclosure about ten feet square. A single barred door led into and out of the jail cell. There wasn't even a window, because the cells were in the base of the Wall itself.

      Despite the lack of windows, the cells were always damp. I glared grumpily up at the steady dripping from between the stones above my head. This sent a sharp, stabbing pain up my neck and into my skull, and my eyes snapped shut.

      I rubbed a dirty palm into one eye socket, trying to push away the pain. It helped, a little.

      I couldn't remember enough to be sure what I was in for this time. I'd been at the Underwall Inn, keeping an eye on the other patrons to earn my keep, I remembered that much. There were never more than a handful of people at the inn at once, but since the Council had fallen, tensions always ran high.

      The few soldiers who even stayed at the Wall—mostly because there was nowhere else for them to go—were just as angry and afraid as everyone else. When one of them had a rough day and a few too many drinks, things were likely to get violent. I'd tossed more than a few soldiers out on their heads since the rest of the Twin Horns went underground and I…well, I didn't.

      Then, something clicked into place. I half-remembered the face of a big, loud-mouthed, gorilla-armed soldier.

      I leaned back against the cold wall of the cell as I puzzled through the prior evening's events. It'd been another dreary day, and I'd had a few too many drinks. The soldier had been boasting endlessly about how tough he was.

      What was it that he had said? Something about his sword, I was sure. I dug the tip of my finger into my temple, the pressure giving me some relief from my hangover.

      Things started to come back into focus, and the goon’s rumbled bragging resounded in my aching skull. He’d been going on and on about the Alacryans, and then he’d said, "Let's just see them Alacryan scum try an' take the Wall, aye lads? I'd beat the life out of 'em one by one, an' wouldn't even need to take ol' Mankiller from its sheath, aye?"

      Mankiller? I thought, scoffing and causing a jolt of pain to arc through my head. I pressed the heel of my hand back into my closed eye. "How limited was his vocabulary to name his sword by its designed purpose?" I asked myself, sneering despite the hangover. My voice was raw and weak.

      I had cracked up drunkenly into my beer when he talked about his oversized kitchen knife, and the big brute had turned to ask me what was so funny. I could have just waved him off, but instead, I had told him exactly how ridiculous his sword's name was. To make sure he'd understood the insult, I then said he couldn't beat the life out of a three-legged dog with his hunk of rot-iron, much less an Alacryan mage.

      An image of the big man, easily twice my size, lying unconscious on the floor oozed into my sluggish mind. He'd been missing a few teeth.

      That's the problem with fighting soldiers though. There are always other soldiers.

      One was currently looking at me through the barred door of the cell, I realized dully. He was a pimply young man, around my age, with shaggy reddish hair. "Can I help you?" I asked, then wished I hadn't when my insides roiled dangerously.

      "Senior Captain has given the order to release you, Flamesworth," the soldier said, emphasizing my name. He grinned at me. "The senior captain has also asked that I inform you that this will be the last time. Any more…altercations…and he'll chuck you out. Not enough resources to keep riff-raff like you in jail."

      No, I thought bitterly, just scheming, treasonous nobility like my father.

      "Understand?" the soldier asked, squinting through the bars. I nodded, which wasn't any better than speaking.

      A key rattled in the lock and the hinges wailed as the door was pulled outward. The soldier stood to the side and jerked his head. "Come on then, I can't babysit you all day."

      I slid up the filthy wall until I was on my feet and stumbled out of the door. The soldier led me down a long hallway filled with identical cells, almost all of them empty, then up a narrow, winding stone stair, then practically pushed me out a thick wooden door that opened into an alley at the base of the Wall.

      "Like I said, this was the last time. Pull yourself together, or get the hell out of town, yeah?" With those final supportive words, he slammed the door shut, and I heard the bar fall into place on the other side.

      I leaned against the rough wooden planks of the building making up the other wall of the alley, resting for a moment before beginning the slow slog back to the Underwall Inn, where I was staying.

      I passed a few people on the way, but the Underwall wasn't far, and there weren’t many of us left at the Wall. A couple of soldiers gave me cold stares, but it was hard to tell if it was because of the fight, because of my bad reputation, or because they were just sick of working for free and waiting to die every damned day.

      That's what life was like at the Wall, after all. Etistin, Blackbend, and Xyrus had all fallen. The other major cities, too, most likely. Elenoir was fully under control of the Alacryans. Darv, from what I'd heard, had broken into all out civil war.

      All around the Wall, the Alacryans had seized control. We'd only been spared for so long because the Wall no longer held any strategic value. They didn't need to get past it to take anywhere else, unless they planned on marching into the Beast Glades, and they'd already proven that they could get in there easily enough.

      No one, including me, expected our reprieve to last forever. Eventually, a force would march on the Wall, or even worse, one of their retainers would arrive to lay waste to the soldiers here. Most of the garrison had already been emptied, sent to Etistin to die, and many others fled, stripping off their uniforms and throwing down their weapons so they could go home and hope to make the best of life under Vritra rule.

      Not everyone had somewhere to go, though.

      The door screeched as I pushed my way into the Underwall. Dalmore looked over from his place behind the bar. He set down the mug he'd been cleaning—he was meticulous about those mugs, cleaning them constantly, over and over again—and pointed back at the door.

      "Oh no, not this time. You're done." Dalmore was a stocky man in his middle years. He had clay colored skin, slightly wrinkled, and short, dark hair that was quickly receding away from his forehead. "Sorry to say it, Jasmine, but you've been more trouble than you're worth."

      I rolled my eyes and kicked my leg over a wobbly stool right in front of him. A row of freshly cleaned mugs sat on the bar, so I grabbed one and turned it upright, then looked at Dalmore expectantly. His eyebrows rose and his frown deepened simultaneously, but he didn't move to pour me a drink.

      "Be reasonable, Dal. If you didn't have me around, who would keep those soldiers from cutting your throat and stealing your beer?"

      He scoffed. "You'll be the reason they slit my throat. I was damned happy to have a member of the Twin Horns sticking 'round here to keep an eye on things, but you've cost me three times what you've saved. No, we're done, Jasmine. I want you out. Now."

      I met the innkeeper's hard gaze. "Can I at least have something to dull this hangover before I go?"
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, I was climbing up the cliff face next to the wall and regretting it. My foot slipped from a rock, sending a jolt through my body that nearly made me vomit, but I gritted my teeth and got my footing.

      Putting one hand over another, and occasionally throwing out a blast of air to correct myself if I lost my balance, I made my slow, nauseating way to the ledge where Arthur and I had sat and talked after he fought with Reynolds.

      We'd both wallowed in the muck of the worst of our impulses regarding our families. At least we'd had families back then. It hadn't been long after that conversation when Reynolds died and Arthur placed my own father under arrest.

      Angry, unwelcome tears built up in the corners of my eyes, but I bit them back, then hissed in pain and wiped at my lip with the back of my hand. It came away bloody.

      I threw my head back to shout out a curse, but all that came out was a shuddering breath.

      "If only we'd known how much worse it could get, right Arthur?" The wind grabbed my words and carried them over the Wall and off into the Beast Glades.

      Somewhere below me, in the Wall's finest prison cell, my father sat and nursed his wounded pride. I don't think the lisp from his burned tongue bothered him nearly as much as the knowledge that the Flamesworths had been stripped of their station and holdings, even if it didn't mean a thing now.

      I'd been to visit him just once, after news of the fall of Etistin and the Council. He hadn't wanted to see me, of course, so I satisfied myself by shooting barbed comments through the barred doors, telling him how Senyir had left the Wall the day after he was arrested, unable to stand the shame, and how suddenly Aunt Hester and I, instead of being outcasts, were the only Flamesworths who hadn't lost everything because of his selfishness.

      I hadn't been back since. If the Council hadn't fallen, he probably would have been executed already. As it was, though, the new senior captain, Albanth Kelris, didn't have the stomach to take my father's head himself.

      The cold wind conjured goosebumps along my exposed arms and neck, and I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. There was no Arthur to create a barrier with fire mana, just like there was no Arthur to stand between us and the Alacryan army anymore. I conjured a current of air to swirl invisibly around me to keep my own body heat in.

      "Sorry," I said softly, picturing Arthur not as he was when he flew around over our heads, raining deadly magic down on thousands of mana beasts, but rather how he had been when I mentored him, adventuring together in the Beast Glades, a ten-year-old boy who had somehow made me feel like a child.

      I couldn't keep myself from wondering what would happen to Dicathen without Arthur. The Alacryans had outplayed us at every turn, defeating our strongest warriors and executing our leaders before most of us even knew we'd lost the war. Without him, what hope was there of retaking our continent?

      That was exactly why I'd stayed behind when the others ran off to join in the underground rebellion. Helen, somehow, seemed to find hope that the Alacryans could be thrown from our shores. I shook my head and pulled my knees tighter against my chest. Helen had been like a mother to me, but I just couldn't share her eternal optimism.

      Hope had died with Arthur.

      With this dour thought fogging my tired mind, I drew a flask from my dimension ring, poured a splash on the ground for Arthur, and took a long, thirsty swig.
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      LILIA HELSTEA

      The heels of my shoes clacked on the stone slabs of the street and echoed back at me from the tall walls of the surrounding houses, making it sound like I was being followed. I kept looking behind me just to make sure, but I was the only one in the street, and for good reason. It was past curfew, which meant trouble if an Alacryan patrol caught me, but I'd been kept late at Xyrus Academy, again.

      The Testers must have found it humorous to let us out so late that we had to scurry home in the gloom of twilight, like mice rushing for our dens. Damned these Alacryans, I thought bitterly. It'd been less than a month since they'd occupied Xyrus, but already it felt like a lifetime, or maybe like they had arrived only yesterday.

      Time had taken on the uncertain quality of a dream, where it seemed to move fast or slow on a whim, and generally in opposition to my needs.

      This felt inextricably connected with the presence of our new overlords. The Vritra, I thought, the word ringing in my mind like a curse.

      The Vritra, who had defeated our Lances. They had even killed Arthur. When I thought of the strange, otherworldly boy who had moved in with us when we were just children, I grew melancholy. Arthur was the reason I'd become a mage; without his training, I wouldn't have awakened. He was also, I remembered with some embarrassment, my first love.

      Love? I asked myself. Yes, I think so. Young and foolish, perhaps, but love.

      I'd never had a chance with him, of course, not when I was competing against the likes of an actual princess…

      I shook away the thought and actually laughed out loud at myself. How long ago had that been? It seemed like a different lifetime.

      Movement ahead caught my attention and I stopped, immediately tense, my heart beating in my throat and all thoughts of anything but my own safety rushing out of my head. A figure had walked from the alley and stopped in the middle of the street, watching me. The figure was wearing a hooded cloak with the hood pulled down, but there was something familiar about the build, the way the figure stood…

      "You're out late," he said. The voice was cold and angry, grinding through his teeth in a way that scraped off the kindness and self-assuredness that I had always heard in it before.

      "J-Jarrod? Jarrod Redner?" I took a step forward, peering into the shadows of his hood. "Is that you?"

      Jarrod threw off his hood and glared at me. The handsome boy who had served with me on the student council at Xyrus Academy was almost entirely gone. A gaunt scarecrow, made loosely in Jarrod's likeness, glared back at me, his face twisted with malice.

      The ferocity of his glare made me flinch back, and I nearly lost my footing as I stepped on a loose stone.

      "Scared, Lilia?" He sneered. "You should be. I can't believe you of all people turned dog for the Alacryans, but I'm going to make you pay. I'm going to make your whole family pay!"

      I fixed my frightened gaze on the boy who had been my friend, at once confused, angry, and very afraid. "What the hell are you talking about, Jarrod? What's wrong with you?"

      "What's wrong with me, Lilia?" he asked through gritted teeth. Jarrod took a threatening step forward, giving me a clearer view of his gaunt cheeks, sunken eyes, and yellowing bruises. "You Helsteas are all a bunch of filthy traitors, that's what!"

      Mana built up in his right hand, but he hesitated, his eyes softening as he stared at me.

      I raised my own hands in a placating gesture. I couldn't imagine what had been done to him, and I certainly didn't want to fight him.

      Unfortunately, he didn't give me a choice.

      With a grunt, Jarrod sent a disk of condensed air toward me. I waved my hands, conjuring a sheet of water in front of me to quietly absorb the force of his spell.

      A face momentarily appeared in the window of the house adjacent to me: a wide-eyed, frightened old man. He disappeared almost as quickly.

      "We're not traitors!" I shouted, my voice shaking. "Just give me a chance to—"

      "Stop, Lilia," Jarrod hissed, cutting me off. "I know your dad made a deal with the Alacryans so you would be spared the worst of their experimentation." Mana condensed in his hand as he prepared another spell.

      I matched him, conjuring five floating balls of pure mana, each the size of my fist. They orbited around me, waiting for his attack.

      Jarrod formed the wind-attribute mana into a spear and hurled it at me, then threw two crescents of condensed air behind it. Three of my little white moons shot outwards, intersecting his spells and deflecting them or breaking them apart.

      The last two I fired directly at him, forcing him to expend mana to conjure his own shield.

      "Jarrod, this is stupid. We shouldn't—"

      Jarrod leaned forward and pressed out with both hands, creating a tunnel of wind that blew my words back into my face. I conjured a liquid panel of water to dampen the full force of the spell, but the wind tunnel began to break apart into spinning disks and cutting crescents that curved around the barrier.

      A wind-crescent nicked my arm as I tried to dodge a disk, and I realized I would be cut to ribbons if I didn't do something. Working quickly, I cast Sunken Tomb, a difficult spell I'd never had to use before. A thick barrier of dense water-attribute mana formed around me, entirely encasing me, but also pressing down on me so that I couldn't move.

      Attack after attack sunk into the barrier, but nothing got through, and after several more seconds the gale subsided and the attacks stopped.

      I released my concentration on the spell, letting the water splash down to the ground at my feet.

      Jarrod was panting, his shoulders drooping, his hands clenched into tight fists. He looked more like a wild mana beast than the boy I'd gone to school with.

      Clearly, something horrible had happened to him. I wasn't angry with him anymore. I felt bad for him…I felt bad that my family had escaped the worst of the Alacryan occupation, while so many others suffered horribly at their hands.

      "Jarrod…" I took a careful step toward him. "Talk to me, Jarrod. What happened?"

      A shiver ran through him and Jarrod deflated, sinking down onto his knees, his hands pulling at his dirty blond hair.

      "They—they took—took my family!" he said, his words choked out through a constricted throat. "They took everyone, and—and now they're l-looking for me…" He looked up to meet my eyes. "I'm sorry, Lilia. I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have…I don't know what to do."

      I heard a shout in the distance. Guards.

      Forcing myself to be brave, I rushed to Jarrod and kneeled down in front of him, resting my hand on his trembling shoulder.

      "Listen to me very carefully, Jarrod Redner. I'm not the enemy. I bear you no ill will whatsoever, and I'll help you if I can, but the guards are coming." The sound of armor-clad boots on stone emphasized my warning. "Go. Quickly! Meet me at my house in a few hours. Wait until after midnight."

      Jarrod's tired, dirty face turned up to me, confusion clear in his shining eyes.

      I reached under his arm and hoisted him to his feet. "Or would you rather get caught!" I hissed.

      My gaze flicked back down the road, where the sound of running steps was quickly growing louder, and I felt Jarrod stiffen.

      Finally, my old friend stumbled weakly toward the alley and disappeared into the darkness—and not an instant too soon. Four Alacryan soldiers came around a corner about forty feet away, weapons and spells ready.

      I glanced quickly around at the windows, hoping no one had watched our altercation too closely, then threw my hands up and yelled, "Oh, thank goodness you're here!" and began jogging toward the soldiers.

      "Stop!" one yelled as another pointed a glowing spear at me. I did.

      "Please," I said, effecting my most damsel-in-distress voice, "I was just attacked."

      The front guard's eyes darted from me to the puddle of water still soaking the ground, then to the buildings around us, where a few of Jarrod's spells had chipped away bits of brick and wood.

      "Why are you out after curfew?" he asked, his gravelly voice laced with suspicion.

      "I'm coming from the Academy. My name is Lilia Helstea, daughter of Vincent Helstea. He's a merchant, licensed to continue working by the new governor. Please, the man who attacked me went that way!" I pointed down the street, away from the alley where Jarrod had disappeared.

      The mage with the glowing spear still had it trained on me, but one of the others had walked up to the closest building. He ran his fingers along a deep cut in the stone. "Definitely spell damage, sir."

      The patrol leader nodded at his comrade and waved a hand at the others. His features softened and he took several steps toward me. "Not the first report we've had of natives attacking upstanding citizens. What did this attacker look like?"

      My mind raced as I invented a description for my imaginary attacker. "He was cloaked and hooded, but he was older, maybe in his forties…reddish beard…dirty, like he'd been living in the streets."

      The patrol leader nodded seriously. "We'll find him. You get home now. Don't want anyone to think you're up to something. It wouldn't be good for your family's status."

      I looked at the man's boots and gave him a deep bow, hoping he couldn't hear the grinding of my teeth as I did so. "Thank you for your kindness and generosity, sir."

      I didn't look up until the four Alacryans had rushed off in the wrong direction to search for my attacker.
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        * * *

      

      "You did what, exactly?" Father asked, his eyes wide with surprise.

      He leaned forward and rested his face in his hands. I had never thought of him as old, but he seemed to have aged considerably since the war with the Alacryans had started. His dark hair was going gray and receding back from his temples. He'd gained weight, too, so that his usually fashionable suits clung to him too tightly.

      "I couldn't just—"

      "He attacked you, Lilia!" Father snapped, standing so suddenly his chair toppled over. "And in return you invite him into our home! What were you thinking?"

      My heart was racing; I couldn't remember the last time my father had yelled at me.

      "We could lose everything, Lilia. Don't you understand?"

      "I understand that too many others have lost everything already!" I returned, my own temper flaring. "I'm not a child, Father. I know what you've done to protect me—"

      "Not just you, Lilia," he said fiercely. "What about your mother? Or the dozens of men and women who are still able to support themselves because we've stayed in business—who are protected by my agreement with the Alacryans? This could jeopardize everything I've worked for."

      "You didn't see him."

      Father slammed his hand on his desk, making me jump. "Are you going to save them all, Lilia? Are you going to throw the Alacryans out of Dicathen, return the dead to life, restore everything to the way it used to be? Tell me, did Arthur Leywin give you these amazing powers when he trained you to be a mage? Because, if he did, I'll be happy to see it."

      Father was breathing hard, but I returned his angry glare with a look of forced calm. Inside, I was trembling, but I didn't let my surprise and fear into my voice. "No, Father. I'd be happy if I could save just this one."

      His mouth opened to respond, then slowly closed again as he regarded me. "My wise, kind daughter…"

      He fidgeted around for a moment, righting his chair and adjusted a few items on his desk that had been moved when he hit it. Finally, he sat back down. "I'm sorry, Lilia. One boy is not worth the risk."

      "What if it was Arthur?" I snapped, my own frustration boiling over in the face of his calm. "What if it was Ellie? What lengths would you go to if it was the child of your best friend? To what lengths"—my voice rose to a shout—"would Reynolds and Alice have gone if it was me?"

      Father leaned back in his chair and rubbed a hand down his face. A light knock on the office door interrupted the tension.

      To me, he said, "It's just not the same, Lilia. Alice and Reynolds were family." Father's eyes lost focus as he stared into the middle distance. "Go get some dinner. It's late." Then, louder, he said, "Come in."

      Mother eased the office door open and gave me a kindly, worried smile. I squeezed her hand as I walked out of the room, but couldn't meet her eyes.

      My feet carried me automatically to the dining room, where cold leftovers were still sitting on the table. I picked at the ham and olives just to give my hands something to do as I thought.

      Logically speaking, Father was right. Involving ourselves in any effort to work against the Alacryans, were it discovered, would end with us dead and all our assets given away to some other household. It was a foolish risk to take for someone who had just tried to kill me.

      And yet…

      Wasn't this fear exactly what the invaders relied on to keep us in line?

      The Alacryans hadn't won Xyrus City by force. In fact, there had been hardly any resistance at all. With most of the Tri-Union's forces concentrated at Etistin, Xyrus City had been caught entirely off guard when Alacryan soldiers began marching out of the teleportation gates and announcing the Council's destruction.

      In the face of defeat, most of the citizens of Xyrus had simply laid low, stayed out of the way, and hoped for the best. Once the Alacryans controlled the entire continent, there didn't seem any reason to continue hiding. Father thought the only way to protect ourselves was to operate out in the open.

      But I wanted to do something. If I could help just one person…

      Standing, I decided to march straight back to my father's office and make my case again, better this time.

      I was up the stairs and halfway along the hall before I noticed heavy sobs and whispered conversation coming from the slightly open office door. With my body nearly pressed against the wall, I crept closer until I could just see into the office.

      My mother was leaning against the desk and cradling my father's head against her stomach. Her hands feathered through his hair, and she was making gentle shushing noises, like she'd done for me so many times before.

      He was sobbing into her shirt, his shoulders shaking.

      "Alice and Reynolds were adventurers, dear," my mother said softly. "They weren't meant for a safe life. You don't have to compare yourself to them."

      Father tried to speak but couldn't get the words out.

      Tears welled up behind my own eyes. I'd seen my father cry before, of course, but this outpouring of emotion seemed so…hopeless.

      Feeling suddenly guilty for listening in from the outside, I pushed my way into the office and ran to my parents. Father's shoulders only shook harder when I wrapped my arms around him and Mother. We stayed like that for awhile, exhausting ourselves of tears.

      When I felt like I could speak without choking up again, I looked my father in the eyes. "Just living safely isn't enough anymore."

      He nodded and wiped his tears away with his sleeve. "I know, Lilia. I know. We'll figure something out, okay? Together."
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        * * *

      

      Two men in fine robes strolled past the mouth of the alley. From their dress, the way they spoke, and the fact that they moved so casually after dark, it was obvious they were Alacryan mages.

      I motioned for Jarrod to keep his head down until they'd disappeared around a distant corner.

      Once the way was clear, we darted out of the alley and down the street, keeping close to the buildings in case we needed to quickly hide again.

      We were heading toward the eastern edge of the floating city, where—hopefully—one of my father's contacts would be waiting for us.

      Despite Father's hesitation, he'd been incredibly quick to organize everything once he set his mind to it. Jarrod had arrived at our house just after midnight, as I'd directed. He had hidden in our home for the last two days while the rest of us went on with our normal duties.

      It was really exciting. I hadn't expected it to feel so good to do something to fight back—to resist.

      We twisted and turned through the alleys, avoiding main streets wherever possible and listening carefully for any other night-time travelers, most of whom would certainly be Alacryan guards. If we were caught then it would all be over.

      A scream pierced the chill night air, causing my heart to jump into my throat, and Jarrod flinched so bad he nearly toppled over. Our wide eyes met, and we waited. The rumble of low voices somewhere nearby followed the scream.

      Signaling to Jarrod, I led us to the end of the alley we were crossing through, ducked behind a stack of weathered crates, and peered out into the road.

      "—punishment for engaging in trade without a license is quite severe, you realize?"

      The speaker was a stocky guard. His back was to us, so I couldn't make out his features, but he was obviously someone of authority. Three other guards ringed a thin woman who looked about fifty. She was on her hands and knees on the hard stone. Her entire body trembled.

      A deep bark came from an open doorway nearby, and a large, gray mana beast—a shadow wolf, I thought—burst out, causing the door to slam against the side of the building. It snarled at the guards and lunged forward in defense of the woman, but four spells hit it at the same time.

      The shadow wolf flipped in the air and struck the ground with a whimper, pierced by ice and burned by lightning. I could just see the broad chest heave once, then again, more slowly, and then the mana beast was entirely still.

      The kneeling woman wailed, her tortured voice echoing through the city around us. She tried to claw her way past the guards to the dead wolf, but the man in charge grabbed her by the neck of her old robes and yanked her upright.

      "Trading without a license and assault on a soldier of the Alacryan army? I'm authorized to execute you here and now…but I've heard the Testers at the academy need subjects for the live fire drills." He half-turned so I could see his profile, glowering at her as if he was holding up a particularly disgusting insect, not a human woman.

      Then, he smiled. "Might as well be of some use before you go."

      I met Jarrod's eye and mouthed, "Is the artifact active?" I knew it was—it had been since before we even walked out my front door—but felt an anxious drive to check anyway.

      He held it up and nodded.

      I wanted to help the woman more than I'd wanted to do anything in my life. Images of Jarrod and I rushing into the street in a blaze of spells played over in my mind, and for a moment I thought maybe we could even do it. If we took them by surprise, hit them with our strongest spells before they could bring up their defenses…but fear kept me where I was.

      We looked on helplessly, our mana signatures hidden by the artifact Jarrod carried—another gift from my father—while the Alacryan soldiers marched the sobbing woman away. They didn't even bother to dispose of her bond.

      I didn't move even after they'd gone well out of sight. I didn't move until Jarrod's hand on my shoulder caused me to nearly jump out of my skin.

      "Sorry," he said quickly, his hand jerking away from me as if I had burned him.

      I shook my head and pulled the hood of my cloak more closely around my face, hiding the tears streaming down my cheeks. "Let's go."

      We met no one else until we reached our destination: a small storage facility that had been built right at the edge of the city. It was unused, belonging to a family that had been taken by the Alacryans early on, and it was also located in one of the poorer parts of Xyrus, meaning fewer patrols.

      Something shuffled on the flat roof of the building. I had to push mana into my eyes and squint to see it in the gloom: a large, winged mana beast. It was lying flat, hiding as effectively as it could.

      "What is that?" Jarrod asked quietly.

      A voice answered from the shadows next to the building. "A blade wing."

      The blade wing rider stepped out so we could see him, though his features were mostly hidden in the poor light. Despite the danger, he was grinning. "A beauty, isn't she?"

      "If you say so," Jarrod said nervously, his eyes flicking between the mana beast's silhouette and me.

      I took Jarrod's hand and led him forward. "You'll be fine. Father says Tanner was top of his class at Lanceler Academy."

      The rider snorted, then quickly covered his mouth with his hand and gave us an apologetic look.

      "The truth is," he said once we were standing right next to him, "if it weren't for the war, I'd still be at the academy and never would have been allowed near a blade wing. Despite everything that's happened, I can't imagine never having met Velkon up there and learning to ride…"

      "And it's…safe?" Jarrod ask, his hand gripping mine so tightly it ached.

      Tanner shrugged. "If you're talking about Velkon, yes, he's safe…so long as you don't do anything aggressive toward him—or startle him—or irritate him too badly. But if you mean our escape—the flight out of here—well…" He shrugged again.

      I pulled my hand out of Jarrod's and pushed him toward the building. "Get going. A patrol could come by any time."

      Tanner gave me a nod, then guided Jarrod—who kept glancing fearfully over his shoulder at me—toward a ladder that went up the side of the storage facility. My once-classmate's face was so pale it practically glowed in the dim starlight.

      I stayed to watch them both mount the big blade wing. Its long, stony beak nipped at Jarrod when he first approached, but a few soft words from Tanner settled the creature down. When they were both on and strapped to the wide saddle, Velkon twisted around so it was facing away from me, then dove off the roof and flew straight down into the clouds below, soundless except for Jarrod's frightened yelp.

      I glanced around nervously, but there didn't seem to be anyone nearby.

      The thrill of success hummed through me. I'd done it.

      Jarrod would be flown to a small village in the east of Sapin, near the Wall. With the mana-suppression artifact as cover, he would begin life as an orphan boy of no import, under the guardianship of a close friend of my father's.

      Thank you, Father, I thought wistfully.

      Without Father's aid, this wouldn't have been possible. He had found Tanner, the blade wing rider, and he'd called in a favor with the retired merchant who was to watch over Jarrod. He'd also pulled the artifact out of the auction house and gifted it to Jarrod without any expectation of reward or payment.

      It had been easy. So easy, in fact, that I couldn't help but wonder if, with our privilege and wealth, we could do it again. How many mages suffered like Jarrod? How many could we help flee the city?

      It would be our way of fighting back.
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      JASMINE FLAMESWORTH

      I moved forward on the wooden bench and leaned my shoulders and head back against the side of the tent, struggling to find a more comfortable position while I waited for the senior captain. The canvas was cool, and the gentle drumming of cold rain on the tent made me want to close my eyes.

      The instant I did, however, unpleasant memories surfaced in my mind.

      We had still been on the road when news reached us of Dicathen's fall, by way of a force of Alacryan soldiers that had blocked the road to Etistin. The Twin Horns and two other adventuring groups had signed on to guard wagons of weapons and goods heading from the Wall to Etistin. Some of the supplies probably even made it there, though not in our hands.

      A boorish Alacryan mage had informed us that the war was over, that the Council members had been executed, and that anyone who laid down arms and returned to their homes would be allowed to do so. It was Helen who convinced us to do as they said.

      I could feel my frown deepen as I thought of that moment.

      Durden had been ready to go down fighting, his normally even temper having run away with him after Reynolds's death. Angela had been afraid, but she'd have followed Helen anywhere. Helen, though…our leader was always the voice of wisdom. She'd talked us back from the edge when Adam died, and again when Reynolds fell at the Wall, and she saved all our lives there on the road to Etistin.

      But what the hell for? I asked myself for the dozenth time.

      When the elf Albold later arrived at the Wall in the dead of night, looking for warriors willing to fight back against the Alacryans, the others had been more than happy to go with him.

      But I couldn't.

      There was a light scuffling as the tent flap was pushed aside. A young, severe woman poked her head in and said, "The senior captain will see you now."

      I pushed myself up and adjusted my armor before stepping out into the rain.

      The guard led me toward the large tent where the senior captain met with the Wall's other commanders. A thin, balding dwarf was just leaving. He flashed me a sad smile from under his wiry beard as he walked past. Jerimiah Poor, the Wall's almoner. He smiled often, but it was always a weary expression. I imagined that being in charge of hand-outs to the needy was a rather thankless job when everyone around you needed something and you had next to nothing to give.

      The rain, though gentle, was bitingly cold, and it quickly distracted me from the dwarf. At least they let me wait in a tent, even if the bench was harder than Durden's head. A thin, humorless smile crept onto my lips at the thought. I'd have to tell him that, if I ever saw the big conjurer again.

      The guard eyed me skeptically as she held the tent flap aside. "Jasmine Flamesworth to see the senior captain, sir," she said. I raised my eyebrows at her and smiled wryly, more of a sneer, really. Her gaze focused just over my shoulder as she waited for me to enter, and she let the flap fall behind me after I did, cutting out the misty gray light and forcing my eyes to adjust.

      The big round table still dominated the space. In fact, the tent looked almost identical to when my father had occupied it, although the map on the table was gone, as were the neat stacks of paper. Senior Captain Albanth was sitting behind my father's ornate old desk. It was a cumbersome, unwieldy thing to have in a tent, but that was Trodius Flamesworth…

      The senior captain was glowering down at a scroll. He groaned and shook his head as he rolled the scroll up, his eyes flicking to me as he did so.

      I stood, waiting to be addressed, or perhaps invited to sit. I knew Albanth wasn't as slavish to military decorum as my father had been, but I also knew better than to assume he'd be welcoming of purposeful disrespect.

      The senior captain grunted at his scroll. "We're experiencing shortages on everything except mouths to feed." The barrel-chested soldier stood up and made his way around the desk so he was standing in front of me. He leaned back on the desk and let out a deep breath, almost a sigh. "Which means I have plenty on my plate at the moment, and little enough time for friendly chit chat. What do you need, Flamesworth?"

      "Work."

      He frowned at me and crossed his arms.

      "Work, Senior Captain," I repeated, careful to keep my tone respectful.

      Senior Captain Albanth gave me an appraising look before shaking his head. "Plenty of work, Jasmine, but no coin to be had anywhere. If you just need to keep busy, maybe I can find something—"

      "I need to eat," I said, more harshly than I intended. I clenched my jaw to keep from saying anything else as I waited for Albanth's rebuke.

      The senior captain frowned, but he didn't reply right away. When he spoke again, his deep voice was soft. "I heard you once mentored the young General Leywin. Any truth to that, Flamesworth?"

      I returned Albanth's frown but said nothing, unsure what he was getting at.

      His lips quirked up into a wry smile beneath his beard. "I have an exceedingly hard time picturing that."

      I felt my own frown deepen. "Why's that?"

      "No doubt you are quite capable," Albanth replied, relaxing back against his desk and looking and me appraisingly. "It's just that I can't seem to picture General Leywin as a child. Something about that much power makes you think he must have sprung out of the earth as a full-grown man."

      Then I realized why the senior captain had brought up Arthur.

      His disappearance and probable death was a greater blow than the loss of any single battle, even the destruction of the Council's flying castle. He was the only Dicathian individually powerful enough to make a difference in the war, even more so than the other Lances. It was natural that people who understood this would want to talk about his loss, to mourn him in whatever way they could

      When I didn't jump right into the story of my time adventuring with Arthur, Albanth continued. "I've never fought alongside anyone with a mind like his. I swear, he had the tactical prowess of a general five times his age. I heard…" Albanth trailed off and cleared his throat, as if he was about to share an unsavory rumor. "I heard he awakened at only three years old?"

      I suddenly remembered Arthur providing me with an in-depth explanation of his sword-fighting technique when he was just three, shortly after having embarrassed Adam in a training bout.

      My gaze fell to Albanth's feet and I adjusted my armor uncomfortably. "He was a strange child."

      Albanth was watching me expectantly, but I didn't elaborate. What did he want me to tell him?

      Silence lingered for several increasingly awkward seconds before I said, "Anyway, he was about what you'd expect. Was there some reason you wanted to know about him?"

      Albanth seemed caught off guard by the pointedness of my question. He cleared his throat and pulled the curling scroll from his desk. "Just curious, I suppose. It's a shame, a damned shame he's gone." His eyes flicked from the scroll to me, then back. "Anyway, you say you want to help? There is one way. The Wall needs food. Without hope of continued supplies from Xyrus or Blackbend, or any of the little farming villages nearby, our only real source of food is the Beast Glades."

      "And you want me to go hunting."

      Albanth gave me something between a nod and a shrug. "It's more dangerous out there than it used to be, what with the mana beasts that survived the horde's attack lingering around, and others that came in to feed off the dead. It makes hunting difficult, and dangerous. But if you can bring in some edible mana beasts, I'll find you somewhere dry to rest your head at night. Deal?"

      I turned around and lifted the flap of the tent before answering. "It better be somewhere I can get a hot bath.”
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      MICA EARTHBORN

      "Mica is tired of the Beast Glades," I said, knowing my complaining would irritate the elven Lance. "Mica is bored. B-O-R-E-D, bored."

      Aya, who was meditating and refining her core, did not respond.

      "Mica and her sisters wouldn't be here if it weren't for that awful boy," I grumbled, picturing the dark-haired Alacryan whose arrival had sealed our fate in Etistin, "with his dark fire and black metal…"

      Aya twitched at my reference to her and Varay as my sisters, but didn't respond otherwise.

      "Mica was just thinking about when Varay launched an entire glacier at the Scythe. Remember how it lifted up from the bay like it'd been thrown from a giant catapult?" I plucked one of the stone dolls I'd made from my bunk and mimed the glacier crashing into it, breaking the doll in half with my fist. "Mica thought that might do it, but the cursed black flames ate through the glacier like—"

      "Like fire through ice?" Aya asked, her eyes still closed.

      I fused the two halves of the doll back together. It was an angry, ugly little thing, modeled after one of my teachers at the Earthborn Institute. At least, that's what I'd been trying to mold. It looked more like a frowning, bearded potato.

      I tossed the doll back onto my bunk where it rattled against the others, then ignited my core and reversed gravity on myself, causing me to float slowly into the air and hover a couple feet above the ground.

      "You elves always have such a way with words. Mica thinks this is perhaps why you were so late in getting to Etistin. Writing poetry, maybe?"

      Aya opened one eye to glare at me, then closed it again, shuffling on her behind and returning to her meditation. I drifted a little closer so that the edge of my gravity bubble made her hair float around her head.

      "Mica and Varay had the saw-horned Scythe on the ropes until the heartless boy arrived. Had Lance Aya been slightly quicker to reach Etistin, perhaps—"

      Aya's normally gentle eyes were cold as ice when they snapped open to glare at me. "If you think I'm going to sit here and listen to this again…Had I not arrived to aid in your escape from Etistin, you would be dead, you daft dwarf."

      I raised one eyebrow—or lowered it, maybe, since I had rotated until I was floating upside down—and gave Aya a satisfied smile. "See? Mica said you elves have such a way with words." The purposefully irritating smile slid from my face as I thought of something else. "Hard to believe that Lance Arthur fought off both the Scythe and the dark boy at once."

      "Supposedly," Aya replied, her eyes closed again. "Besides, he had a dragon at his side. Perhaps if Arthur and Sylvie had stayed at Etistin like they were supposed to, then things might have ended differently. He might not have died fighting by himself, for one."

      I watched Aya carefully. Despite her meditation, the lines of her thin face were tense, her lips pursed so tightly they were white around the edges. Gone was the seductive pout the elven Lance used to distract the world from her strength, replaced by a constant frown. The betrayal of King Eralith and disappearance of Tessia and Virion had been hard on her.

      But who would know better of what she'd been through than me?

      Reaching out slowly, I poked Aya's nose with the tip of my finger, causing the elf's eyes to flash open. She attempted to unfold from her cross-legged sitting position and recoil simultaneously, resulting in her falling backwards with a grunt.

      "What the hell are you doing?" Aya's eyes were wide, her mouth slack with shock.

      Shaking my head in exasperation, I said, "Mica is surprised that an elf as pretty as Lance Aya is so unaccustomed to the physical touch of another. Surely Aya has had her share of—"

      "Oh shut up," Aya snapped. "Don't be vulgar, Mica. Can't you just leave me alone so I can meditate?"

      I only shrugged. "Mica is bored."

      Aya turned thunderous as a buildup of angry mana flickered across her pale skin, but the far end of our little cave began to grind and shake, sending down trickles of loose earth from above and distracting us both.

      We turned to watch as the dirt-and-rock wall separated and lifted up, revealing Varay against the backdrop of vibrant greens. The human Lance didn't even wait for the door to fully rise before she slipped beneath it so it would reverse course and grind closed again.

      When closed, the door was invisible from the outside, and it would only open in the presence of a Lance, a precaution Varay had insisted on. It seemed like overkill to me, considering that we were deep in the Beast Glades, surrounded by vast tracks of unexplored forest full of S- and SS-class mana beasts.

      Aya and I were silent as we waited for Varay to report on her scouting excursion, but the human Lance didn't address us immediately. She made her way across our small hideaway and rinsed her hands and face in the narrow spring than ran down the back wall.

      The cave was also my creation. Three bunks molded from soft earth lined one wall, while a stone table covered with a rough map of Dicathen occupied the middle of the room. A counter with a sort of natural oven and a stone slab for meal preparation grew out of the far wall.

      I'd carved into a natural spring in the back wall, allowing it to fall freely into a shallow basin for collecting drinking water and taking the occasional—very cold—shower. Varay didn't seem to mind this, as an ice-attribute mage, and Aya never complained about it either, but I was a refined dwarven lady and missed the hot mineral baths of Darv.

      Throughout the tedious days after Dicathen's fall, building and refining our little hideaway in the Beast Glades had become my hobby. When it wasn't my turn to scout, I spent my time playing with the shapes of our beds, the type of stone for our tables, and the design of the oven. I carefully molded shelves into the walls, smoothed out the floors, and even grew cute little columns and arches that went up the walls and across the ceiling.

      When remodeling grew boring, I turned to molding and shaping other things. I started with a bust of Aya, but it ended up looking more like my cousin Hornfels if someone shaved off his beard. Artistry wasn't really my thing.

      After that, though, I tried making simpler shapes in the form of little dolls, which were now scattered across my bunk. The closest thing to a doll I'd had as a child was a target dummy for my spells, and I'd never seen the point of creating golems or simulacrum in combat, like my old partner Olfred had, but there was something meditative about molding and shaping them.

      They seemed to annoy Aya as well, so I'd crafted dozens of increasing strange or creepy dolls, and regularly left them around the cave for her to find.

      As we waited for Varay, I released my gravity spell and picked one up. Giving Aya an apologetic smile, I held the doll out to her. "Mica is sorry for interrupting your meditation. Please accept this peace offering."

      The elven Lance glowered down at the doll. It was a particularly ugly one with a bulbous and misshapen head, a missing eye from a crack that ran from the top of its head down through its face, and a plump, lumpy body. It too, I realized, looked a little like an angry potato.

      Aya put her fingertip against the top of its head and conjured an inaudible, vibrating sound into the crack, causing the doll to break in half with a loud snap.

      Varay turned back to us and I gave her a scandalized look. "Varay, Aya broke my doll!"

      The human Lance rubbed at her eyes and made a visible effort to ignore me before launching into her debriefing. "I have good news. The Wall still stands and is held by Dicathian soldiers, for now. I believe that its lack of strategic value has provided limited incentive for the Alacryans to take it. Additionally, they seem to have abandoned their presence in the Beast Glades, which bodes well for us."

      "And?" I asked, impatient for actionable news.

      One of Varay's thin eyebrows rose as she regarded me. "And I have found a target for you to vent your frustrations on, Mica."

      Knocking the broken doll's hands together in a high five, I plopped down on my bed like a kid waiting for a bedtime story.

      "There is a powerful Alacryan, perhaps a retainer, who is moving from city to city acting as a mouthpiece for the Vritra, announcing the Alacryans' victory and execution of our Council, and informing people that they are now subjects of the High Sovereign, Agrona. Their forces are still disseminating throughout Dicathen, and they have yet to reach many of the smaller, more rural settlements. This speaker's name is Lyra Dreide, and I've tracked the pattern of her movements. I believe her next stop will be a moderate sized trading village between Xyrus City and Blackbend named Greengate.

      "My suggestion is that we go to Greengate and capture this Lyra Dreide. We can interrogate her to learn more about what the Alacryans are doing and how to best disrupt them."

      "Yes," I replied immediately. Aside from a handful of small skirmishes, we'd avoided exposing ourselves since the loss at Etistin. I was tired of sulking in the Beast Glades, and more than ready to show the Alacryans that this war wasn't over.

      Aya, on the other hand, was shaking her head. "It's a trap, right? Why else would this person make their movements so obvious? With their personal teleportation artifacts, the Alacryans could just teleport from town to town randomly to avoid an ambush."

      "They think they've won," I said quickly, not wanting the elven Lance to change Varay's mind. "They think Dicathen is defeated, that there is no one left to challenge them. Mica wonders why they would go to the trouble of hiding their movements if there is no threat left to them."

      Aya ignored me, meeting Varay's eye as she continued. "Do the Alacryans strike you as reckless? They've been three steps ahead of us at every turn. They've outplanned us and outfought us, which is why they won."

      I opened my mouth to reply, but Varay held up a hand to stop me, then gestured for Aya to continue.

      "We can't just throw ourselves into the first opportunity for battle we see. If they know we're still out here, then why wouldn't they try to lure us into the open? If they've foreseen we might try to interfere with the fledgling government they're installing, then dangling this woman in front of us like bait makes perfect sense."

      Varay, who had become our de facto leader since the Council's fall, had listened thoughtful and carefully to the elven Lance, then was quiet for several frustratingly long seconds afterwards.

      "I agree with you, Aya"—the elven Lance flashed me a victorious smile—"but there will be danger in any action, and inaction isn't something I'm capable of any longer."

      Aya's eyes snapped back to Varay and her face fell. I smirked at the side of her head.

      "Although this could be a trap, this is also our first opportunity to strike at a high-value Alacryan target. If we were ever worthy of the title of Lance, we can no longer hide here in the Beast Glades. It is time to act."

      Varay's sharp eyes darted from Aya to me. I nodded. Aya followed suit a moment later.

      "Good. There's no time to waste then. I think we should head for Greengate immediately and set up a base of operations."
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      EMILY WATSKEN

      The metallic ringing of my door's bolt being thrown shocked me out of my morning doze. I'd woke up so many times throughout the night that it was hard to tell whether I was asleep or awake, but the moment Oleander Brone pushed my door open on its squawking hinges, I was as wide awake as if someone had thrown a bucket of electrified ice water on me.

      A shiver ran through my body when I rolled over to find the Alacryan Instiller, Oleander Brone, staring down at me. Instinctively, my hands grabbed at the top of the thin blanket—my only source of warmth in the cool tunnels of Vildorial—and pulled it up to my chin. This caused it to uncover my bare feet, exposing them to the chill air, and was almost entirely pointless anyway since I was still wearing my clothes from the day before.

      Brone sneered. His thin, pointed face made him look like a rat wearing a black toupee. My cheek twitched as I suppressed a smile at the image, causing Brone's eyes to narrow.

      One of his thin, clawlike hands reached out and tore the blanket away. He threw it on the ground and turned back to the door. "Get up, girl. It's time to see to the day's work. If you seek escape, or work against our efforts in any way, you will be—"

      Tried for high crimes and executed, I echoed in my head.

      In a higher, thinner voice, almost a whisper, he said to himself, "Why that madman Gideon continues to insist upon this child's usefulness, I will never understand. By the Vritra…"

      Groaning, I rolled out of my bed and set my bare feet on the cold stone floor. My head ached from the lack of sleep and my body creaked like I was a hundred years old, likely from weeks of sleeping on the crummy little bed they'd given me.

      Brone waited impatiently outside my room while I slipped into my thin turnshoes. They hadn't given me socks, and there was a two-inch gap between the top of the shoes and where my rough cloth pants ended, allowing the cold air to bite at my ankles.

      I don't think I'll ever be warm again, I grumbled internally as I made unnecessary motions around my tiny room, pretending to be looking for something. Really, I was just delaying the inevitable start of another day spent studying fire salts with Gideon while Brone followed us around, sneering and talking to himself.

      Eventually, though, the impatient Instiller huffed and I was forced to follow him out of my room and down the carved halls of the Earthborn Institute toward Gideon's lab. My stomach growled on the way, but I knew we wouldn't get anything to eat for a few hours.

      Gas-burning torches lined the halls, so I walked close enough to the wall to enjoy the intermittent bursts of warmth they provided, but it was only a short walk to the laboratory. Still, I found my eyelids growing heavy before we got there, despite the cold and hunger.

      I rubbed my knuckles into my bleary eyes as Brone jerked open the lab door to the sound of an explosion that caused him to jump back and me to accidentally punch myself in the eye. A cloud of black, acrid smoke puffed out of the doorway, obscuring the Instiller and causing my eyes to burn even more.

      "In the name of the High Sovereign…what is that foul stench?" Brone snarled, wheezing for breath.

      "Oleander, is that you?" Gideon shouted excitedly from somewhere inside. "Come in then. I hope you've brought my assistant with you."

      Pressing one hand to the side of my face, which was throbbing painfully, I held my breath and ducked past Brone into the lab, squinting against the burning haze and the tears streaming down my cheeks. A moment later, the smoke rushed past me as a gust of wind pushed it out of the door and into the hallway, and Brone, now caught again in the middle of the cloud, stumbled into the lab and slammed the door behind him.

      Brone tried to choke out a few threats, but couldn't manage it through a fit of coughing.

      Gideon's wrinkled face was smudged with soot, and his frizzy hair had been darkened around the tips. The heavy bags under his eyes had only grown more prominent during our time as indentured servants to the Alacryans, though his eyebrows hadn't managed to grow back. This morning he was wide-eyed and awake, and was grinning madly, staring at the choking Brone.

      "I don't think it'll be much good against the asuras, but these fire salts make a heck of a smoke bomb, eh?" Gideon winked at me.

      "More like a stink bomb," I groaned.

      A disorganized mess of tools had been scattered around on the workbench to either side of a salt-tray—just a thick slab of metal, really, that was bent up around the edges. A single glowing ember of fire salt rested in the middle of the tray. Occasionally, a little spark would jump off the ember.

      Movement from the corner of the room drew my eye to a scowling Alacryan mage. The man's bright blond hair was stained dark from the toxic cloud that had just been sent out to choke the dwarven halls. I didn't recognize this one, but there was always a mage with a fire- or wind-attribute mark or crest to help us with our experimentation.

      Gideon's gaze followed mine, and he shook his head. "Useless! I swear, these Alacryans are just torturing me. I don't think they even care about the fire salts. Otherwise, why would they send me their worst? It's a wonder, really, they ever managed to recreate my Dicatheous."

      The mage glowered at Gideon, but the old inventor was unfazed, as always.

      "Wasn't the steam ship Arthur Leywin's design, though?" I asked my mentor, genuinely curious. The Dicatheous had been designed before I'd started working with Gideon, but I'd seen the completed ship and the blueprints it was based on.

      He gave an exaggerated roll of his eyes. "The basics, perhaps, but I'm the one that made it work. Perhaps Arthur could have effected some real change if he'd focused on generating more such ideas—fighting back against Agrona with his head instead of prancing around pissing fancy spells everywhere he went, but there you have it."

      I wanted to talk more about Arthur, but Brone had recovered from his coughing fit and had walked up to us, his beady eyes bloodshot and a trail of snot running from his hooked nose to his lips. He wiped his face on his sleeve and glared at Gideon.

      "You did that on purpose," he choked out before coughing again.

      Gideon's eyes went wide. "Dear Oleander, each and every day is one of experimentation, of trial and error! You, as an inventor yourself, should understand that as well as I. You've asked me to unlock the mysteries of the dwarven fire salts," Gideon said, practically shouting as he lifted the hot ember from the salt-tray with a heavy pair of pliers, "and to help you find a way to utilize the incredible latent energy locked within each of these little grains"—Gideon waved the fire salt ember in Brone's face, causing the Instiller to flinch and hop backwards—"and I've done just that!"

      The pliers and ember clanked back down into the tray, and Gideon turned away from Brone. "Besides, I told this buffoon to create a current moving precisely five meters per second across the ember, but clearly such careful casting is beyond him!"

      The glowering mage took a step away from the wall and pointed toward my mentor. "Now listen here you old loon—"

      Brone waved the mage to silence. "Don't rise to his bait, Albin. Gideon specializes in being terribly frustrating, don't you, Gideon?"

      "I strive to be on the level of maddening some day, but for now, yes," Gideon snapped. "Now, I have prepared several more experiments today, most of which are likely to get us all killed with this sledgehammer of a Caster working beside us, so there's no reason to chit chat anymore."

      The Alacryan mage, Albin, turned his frown on Brone. "Sir, a word, please?"

      Brone's face twitched, but he waved the man outside. A thin trickle of smoke leaked back into the room as they left, and I could hear Brone coughing through the door.

      I sighed and rubbed at my sore eye again. "Gideon, why are we doing this? You know they're—"

      "We've been over this," Gideon grumbled. "If we don't make ourselves useful, eventually my genius won't be enough to shield us, and we'll both be executed for—"

      "—high crimes," I finished.

      "Exactly," he said, nodding so that his frizzy hair bobbed around his head.

      "But anything we create for the Alacryans will only be used against our own people—"

      "My inventions have already been turned against us!" He was talking about the Dicatheous, I knew. He had been incredibly shaken when we found the Alacryans' crashed steam ship, a near-perfect replica of his own design, on our eastern shores… "But that hardly matters. The war is lost. Our deaths can't serve Dicathen now. The only way to survive is to go along."

      I said nothing as I watched my mentor bustle around, picking up a tool then setting it down somewhere else, shuffling through hastily scrawled notes only to throw them back into the clutter and move on to something else.

      "Besides," he muttered so that I could barely hear him, "at least I'm finally getting to investigate these fire salts." He turned back to me suddenly, his finger wagging. "The real problem, you know, is these Alacryan middle men! They're not giving us the resources we need."

      "I don't think Brone likes you very much," I said with just a hint of sarcasm.

      Despite Gideon's words, I was certain that his work on the fire salts was a ruse, some way to trick the Alacryans into giving him exactly what he needed to escape. It was just such a Gideon thing to do. He hadn't confirmed anything about his plan, but I knew the old inventor wouldn't just give up.

      Gideon swept a handful heavy iron tools off a secondary workbench with a crash before spreading out several pieces of soot-stained parchment, ignoring my question.

      The lab door burst open and Brone glared around the room before noticing the mess. His eyes rolled up to the ceiling and he took a deep breath, coughed weakly, then stalked over to me.

      "Pick those up, girl, and sort them on that rack over there."

      I made myself busy, doing as Brone requested and then moving on to organizing Gideon's clutter where possible, and keeping my distance from the Instiller.

      I'd reorganized the tool shelf three times before the lab door opened again. My stomach rumbled expectantly, but it wasn't our breakfast.

      Two manacled dwarves carried in a thick metal box. The dwarves wore stained leather aprons, heavy leather gloves, and a sort of coif that protected their beards. Each one held a handle at one end of the box, which was glowing with a subtle orange light.

      "This delivery is ten minutes late," Brone said matter-of-factly as the dwarves shuffled across the lab to set the box into a specially designed furnace array, where the fire salts would be kept at a natural temperature until we were ready for them.

      Gideon was right behind the dwarves, already wearing a thick glove himself in order to lift the lid from the iron box. He peered into it, then slammed the lid shut and snorted in disgust.

      "Oleander, can you tell me how I'm supposed to do what you've asked when you only give me half of what I need!" Gideon's forehead wrinkled as his non-existent eyebrows rose. "Five grains, Oleander! I asked for twelve. Do you think that I—"

      Gideon's tantrum cut off as the two workers both choked out pained yells and collapsed to the floor. Runes along their manacles glowed violently red. The dwarves' eyes rolled back in their heads as their limbs twitched in agony.

      I had to look away, my eyes darting around the room in an effort to avoid watching the dwarves' be tortured. My gaze landed on Gideon's face, which was blank and detached, displaying none of the squeamishness and anxiety I felt.

      I knew my own feelings were written plainly across my face, but I was equally aware that Brone would only derive pleasure from seeing me squirm.

      After letting this go on for several seconds, Brone fiddled with something in his pocket and the runes went out. Both dwarves were gasping for breath, tears and snot streaming down their faces, but they stood shakily and gave Oleander deep bows, their noses practically touching the floor.

      "You heard Gideon. The delivery is not only late, it is light as well. Perhaps Clan Lastfire's expertise in the art of fire salt mining is less than was promised." The Instiller gave Gideon a cruel smile. "Not to worry. I'm sure we can find other ways to make use of your clan, should you prove inadequate for your current assignment."

      The dwarves both bowed again, mumbling their apologies before grabbing the empty iron box that had contained yesterday's fire salts and hurrying out the door.

      Brone gave Gideon a satisfied look, his thin-lipped smile still plastered on his smug face. "So, what will we be working on today?"
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      JASMINE FLAMESWORTH

      I peered up at the sun, little more than a bright patch behind the clouds, to gauge the time of day. It was well after noon, which meant I'd been trudging through the Beast Glades for several hours without seeing a single edible creature.

      Mana beasts were plentiful, but I couldn't just kill and butcher the first thing I saw, especially the more dangerous ones. Many were poisonous, like the giant, toad-like sludge hopper, while some weren't made of meat at all.

      Others were simply unpalatable.

      Twenty feet ahead, something darted toward me. With a quick flick of my wrist, one of my daggers whirled through the air and struck with a wet thud.

      Stepping carefully up to it, I tugged my blade out of the tough hide of a fanged musk, a stinking mana beast that looked like a hairy brown ball, but was mostly teeth and jaws. No one would eat such a thing; they tasted as bad as they smelled.

      "Starving," I muttered, nudging the small corpse with my boot. Fanged musks were incredibly aggressive, but wouldn't normally hunt creatures larger than themselves.

      Just ahead, two more burst from under a bush and tore away into the forest.

      As I prepared to launch my dagger after the fleeing beasts—their cores were still worth a little something—a branch creaked above me. Keeping still as a statue, I pushed mana to my ears and listened carefully. Chitinous scraping and sharp claws cutting into the bark suggested some kind of buglike mana beast.

      Slowly, I slipped my second dagger from its sheath, holding a blade lightly in each hand.

      A branch cracked as something heavy lunged toward me. I sidestepped the attack and spun to find a huge, hairy spider with razor-sharp blades where its legs should have been.

      The spider ripped its sharp appendages from the ground and swiped at me, but I took two quick steps back, avoiding the cut, then darted forward myself, driving one dagger into the center of its eye cluster and the other up into the joint where its head connected to the rest of the bulbous body.

      The sharp legs flailed as the creature lost control of its movements, but it was already dead. It just didn't realize it yet.

      Ripping both daggers free, I leapt up onto the sword-legged spider's back, causing it to collapse. After a moment, the twitching stopped.

      I slid down from the back and walked around to its bloody face, kneeling down to get a better look. Its mandibles were each about as long as my hand from wrist to fingertip.

      "Ugly, aren't you?" I said before breaking off both large fangs and storing them away. I would have taken the legs and core, too, but movement through the trees nearby distracted me from my kill.

      Something was sprinting away through the underbrush, making a whole lot of noise. It wasn't large, from the sound of it, but only prey animals made that much noise.

      Three round, eight-legged shapes skittered away through the treetops, probably sensing an easier meal.

      Not wanting to lose potential prey to the mana beasts, I sprinted after it, cutting through the trees much more quickly and quietly than it was.

      The spiders had a head start. One of them dropped from the trees thirty feet ahead of me, but it was met with both daggers, spinning within a disc of wind-attribute mana that caused them to sheer through three of the sharp legs then return to my hands.

      I ran past the screeching mana beast without a second glance, sure that it wouldn't survive long missing three legs.

      The others must have realized that they had competition, because one of the remaining mana beasts slung a spray of sticky web into my path.

      I wrapped my body in wind mana and plowed into the webbing, expecting to burst through. I did, but what I hadn't expected was for the fine fibers to cut through my protective barrier and leave a dozen shallow lacerations on my exposed skin.

      The little cuts burned painfully, though this subsided to a raw itch as my mana began to heal the tiny wounds.

      Grunting in annoyance, I took up the chase again. The undergrowth cleared somewhat, and suddenly I could see what I was chasing.

      Instead of the prey beast I had assumed, it was a young girl. An elf. She was fifty feet ahead of me, and the quickest spider was nearly right above her.

      Wind condensed around my legs and beneath my feet and I sprang off it, flying up into the air. Using the tree branches like springboards, I jumped up higher and higher, until I was on the same level as the mana beasts and had closed the distance to the closer of the two.

      Letting out a piercing whistle to draw their attention, I launched myself off a tree trunk.

      The sword-legged spider twisted nimbly around, its long legs supported on a handful of different branches. The bulbous body swelled and a stream of spider silk splashed through the canopy around us, creating a tangled web between me and it.

      Just as quickly, my daggers cut a gap in the sharp filaments, and my momentum carried me through so that I was face to face with the mana beast.

      Two of the razor-sharp legs slashed out, ringing off my daggers. The impact threw me off course, however, and I spun awkwardly over the spider's head and landed on its broad, hairy back.

      Its legs were surprisingly limber, bending up and around its own body to continue thrusting and cutting at me. I parried with one dagger as the other plunged into the mana beast, punching several holes through the thick hide.

      A piercing wail resounded through the forest before the creature went limp and tumbled from its perch.

      My stomach did a little flip as I found myself plunging downward, but I was able to push off the spider's descending body and land on a nearby branch. Below me, the heavy mana beast hit the ground with a wet crunch.

      A thin, high-pitched scream came from nearby, then cut off.

      The third sword-legged spider was no longer in the trees, I realized, and my stomach did another flip. My gaze tracked swiftly across the forest floor, but I didn't see the mana beast or the elf girl.

      Harnessing my wind mana, I leapt from branch to branch, moving in the direction she'd been running.

      The high perspective increased my visibility through the undergrowth, but I still nearly missed it: in a hollow between three fallen trees, there was a dark, web-choked hole, largely covered with leaves and broken branches.

      Something was moving within the shadows inside the mouth of the hole.

      Without time to think things through, I jumped from the trees, aiming directly into the cave opening.

      Wind whipped past, causing my hair to flutter behind me like a flag. I used the mana imbued around my legs to push down and out to better control my fall. Both daggers were held in a reverse grip, poised to strike.

      The sword-legged spider didn't even have time to sense my presence before I crashed into it, the force of our collision cracking its hardened carapace and knocking us both through a dense wall of webs. At the same time, my daggers bit down into its back, between where the legs all connected.

      We bounced off the wall of the cave—which, it turned out, was actually a deep hole that plunged nearly straight down into darkness—before coming to rest, suspended in the sticky, ropelike webs.

      Below me, the sword-legged spider twitched feebly, its bladed legs sawing at the webbing, its insides oozing out through the crack in its abdomen and the holes in its back.

      Wheezing, terrified gasps came from above.

      Stuck like...well, like a fly in a spider's web, the elven girl was pulling and tugging at the trap, but made no headway in freeing herself. Her eyes, colorless in the dark cave, were wide with terror, and her entire body was expanding and contracting with quick, shallow breaths.

      "Easy, the spiders are—"

      I was cut off by her screaming as something lunged up from below and ripped the dying sword-legged spider from the web. The strike was so fast that the creature had already disappeared with its catch before I could get a look at it.

      The appearance of this even larger, more dangerous mana beast sent the girl into spasms of terror. She twisted and turned in the sticky strands, only catching herself more thoroughly with every movement.

      "Damn it, stop moving!” It was no use though. My words fell on deaf ears, and the girl's thrashing was sure to draw the mana beast back to us once it had finished with the sword-legged spider.

      Using my daggers, I began to cut through the ropes of spider's silk, careful to make sure I was still supported and wouldn't plummet down into the waiting jaws of whatever subterranean horror lived in this cave.

      Once I was free and crouching safely on a rough ledge worn into the cave wall, I focused mana into my eyes and ears and peered down into the dark.

      I could just make out part of a coiled, segmented form in a cavern below. It twitched as it devoured the sword-legged spider, the ensuing clacking and crunching noises resounding through the cavern entrance.

      Although I could only see part of the beast's body, I could tell it was huge—thirty feet long at least, perhaps more.

      It was made up of segmented parts, each supported by several legs, and reminded me of a giant centipede. What little light reached the bottom of the drop shaft reflected off thick plates of chitinous armor.

      I didn't recognize the beast, or know its classification, but I was sure it was powerful.

      The elf girl was still thrashing wildly against the webbing, sending tremors through it, like ringing a dinner bell for the creature below.

      I knew I could get myself out easily enough, but reaching the girl would require I throw myself back into the middle of the web, putting me in a very poor position to defend against another attack.

      It would be a lie to say I didn't consider just getting out and leaving the elf to her fate.

      Instead of jumping up and out of the cave, though, I went farther down. As carefully and quietly as I could, using wind mana to buffer the noise, I hopped from ledge to ledge until I was just under the lip of the cavern roof that opened off of the drop shaft.

      The cavern wasn't as large as I had expected, though I could just barely make out a handful of dark holes where other tunnels exited the mana beast's lair, perhaps extending into a larger network of burrows.

      It was twenty feet from the roof of the cavern to the rough floor, and perhaps thirty or forty feet in diameter.

      The huge mana beast was right below me.

      As I'd thought from above, it looked a lot like a giant centipede covered in thick plating. It was larger than I'd guessed, though. Much larger.

      It had two long antennae that sprouted from the top of its flat head, constantly probing all around it, and two curved mandibles, each as long as I was tall. The thing could snap me in half with a single bite.

      Its back end split and narrowed, curling up into two barbed, scorpionlike tails.

      Then I realized what it was. A ravager…

      The S-class mana beast shifted, unwinding from around its short-lived meal. Now that I was closer, I was sure it was at least fifty feet long, but the way it coiled around itself disguised its true size.

      Ravagers were burrowing creatures that generally lived deep in the wildest parts of the Beast Glades. They hunted other S-class mana beasts, like the iron hydrax and midnight grizzly, setting traps like this drop shaft and baiting them with other, weaker beasts.

      Or little elven girls, I thought bitterly to myself.

      Little tremors were running along the network of webs, which continued down to the cavern floor. The ravager already knew it had more prey in its trap, I was sure, but the sword-legged spider had taken the edge off its hunger, and so it was taking its time getting around to its next snack.

      Maybe I'd have enough time to get myself out of the tunnel—if I was willing to leave the girl behind. Even then, it was a maybe.

      And the creature would still be here, much too close to the Wall for comfort.

      Scrambling back up, I crawled around the edge of the vertical tunnel, clinging tight to the earthen wall just above where it opened into the wider cavern.

      I could hear the ravager moving, its hundreds of legs churning up the dirt with a deceptively quiet scraping sound.

      Its head appeared below me, the antennae feeling along in front of it, prodding at the webs and running up the walls. They reminded me of a couple of giant worms crawling through the dirt.

      A ragged scream came from above.

      The ravager stopped, its entire body quivering as it prepared to lunge up the tunnel and devour the girl.

      Out of options, I dropped straight down, landing on the S-class mana beast's back just behind the head, and drove both blades toward a gap between two of the bulky plates that made up its exoskeleton.

      Suddenly the ravager was moving, the body retracting backwards out of the entrance tunnel with surprising speed. I stumbled and fell to my stomach, my blades missing their mark, scraping across the hard shell instead. The ravager continued moving, twisting away from the tunnel to spin inward into the cavern, bringing me closer to the twin scorpion tails curling up from its other end.

      My body slid across the smooth armored plating until I was rolling down the ravager's side.

      Not wanting to fall into the path of the churning legs, I shoved outward, throwing myself away from the mana beast, then sent out a quick burst of wind mana to right myself and land on my feet.

      The ravager encircled me like a living wall, its legs stomping through the soft soil while the wide, flat head floated back and forth, the long antennae feeling the roof, floor, and along its own back.

      The barbed tails hovered above it, poised to strike. I expected them to fall down on me at any moment, but the ravager held back.

      I kept my place, crouched on the ground in the midst of the writhing mass of legs and armored segments. The ravager was slowing down, and after a few more seconds, it stopped moving entirely, except for the feelers.

      The whole massive body lowered down, pressing to the earth. The antennae ran across the floor of the cave, very slowly. The head—and mandibles—were pointed directly at me.

      The ravager didn't have any eyes.

      This mana beast was entirely subterranean, and, I realized, blind. It hunted large, powerful prey by the vibrations they made as they moved across the surface. It wasn't used to fighting things so much smaller than it, which normally wouldn't pose any threat.

      But how sensitive were those antennae?

      Carefully condensing a marble-sized bullet of wind-attribute mana in my hand, I fired it at the back wall of the cave, where it impacted with a dull thud.

      The ravager twisted with horrible speed and its twin tails lashed out, gouging deep furrows into the dirt. The body unwound around me as it moved to inspect the spot, the antennae feeling for its kill.

      I examined what I could see of the cave again, looking for a way out of the situation. It didn't look good.

      I had no way to know where any of the other tunnels went, and I couldn't make it to any of them without drawing the ravager's attention. It could move faster than I could, and a killing strike could come from either end.

      If I ran for the cave mouth, could I climb up and out quickly enough to escape the mana beast's mandibles? Perhaps, if the ravager could be distracted.

      Earlier, it hadn't immediately found me after I fell off its back, which made me think that my movements weren't detectable over its own. If I could get it moving…

      Condensing another bullet of mana between my fingers, I shot it over the ravager's wide back and into the mouth of one of the connecting tunnels. By the time it impacted the tunnel wall, however, it was so indistinct that even my mana-enhanced ears didn't hear it.

      Since the mana beast didn't immediately lunge down the tunnel, I could only assume it hadn't noticed either.

      The tunnel was too far away. As an augmenter, I could only send my mana so far out from me. The bullets just didn't have the energy to cause enough noise to draw the beast's attention.

      A whimpering cry came from the vertical tunnel behind me, causing the ravager's head and antennae to turn in that direction.

      The tunnel I had chosen for my distraction was directly across the cavern from the entrance, as far away as possible. I had wanted to lead it farther from where I needed to make my escape, but there were other, closer tunnels.

      Before the ravager could decide to return to its trap and have the elf girl for a snack, I sent three quick bullets of air at the closest side tunnel.

      The first hit the ground just in front of the tunnel mouth, sending up a spray of loose dirt. The second hit the wall of the tunnel a moment later, and the third thumped against the roof about twenty feet in.

      The ravager was moving before the third bullet even impacted, unwinding its long body and filling the cavern with the sound of hundreds of rapid footfalls.

      Disguised by the noise, I sprinted toward the exit and began leaping up the tunnel, each jump empowered by mana swirling around my legs.

      The girl was still stuck in the webs, but I was amazed to see four vines winding their way down from the forest above, snaking through the webbing to wrap around her, trying to pull her free.

      I shot past her and out of the mouth of the cave. Grabbing the thickest vine, which was wrapped around her waist, I heaved.

      Sticky ropes of ravager's web clung to her even as she was lifted free from the cave and set gently on one of the large logs that obscured the trap. As soon as she was safe, the vines twisted toward me, becoming a barricade separating me from the girl.

      She was looking at me with wide, fearful eyes the color of fresh mint. Her thin, angular face was smudged with dirt and blood, and her bright blonde hair was a tangle of leaves, twigs, and webs.

      Very quietly, I said, "No time. We need to go," and gestured for her to follow me.

      She didn't move.

      I took a step toward her, but one of the vines snapped out at me like a whip. My forearm came up to block it, and when it coiled around me, I gave a sharp tug that snapped the vine in half.

      The girl flinched and tried to scoot away from me, but her palm slipped against the slick moss covering the log and she tumbled backwards off it with a short, sharp yell.

      An instant later, the rumbling sound of a couple hundred legs pulling a fifty-foot long, armor plated body up an earthen tunnel drowned out everything else.

      I barely had time to spring up into the branches leaning out over the cave opening before the ravager burst out of its hole. I wasn't careful, going out of my way to break some of the thin limbs as I scrambled up the tree, making as much noise as possible.

      The ravager was quick to follow, its long body rising up higher and higher out of the hole, then leaning into the tree with the crash of snapping limbs. The scythelike mandibles closed with a resounding crack just a few feet below me.

      On the forest floor, the girl was scurrying away, putting distance between herself and the battle.

      Planting my feet firmly at the base of a thick branch, I made a mana enhanced leap that took me nearly twenty feet up the tree, giving myself a second to breathe.

      The ravager had pulled itself entirely out of the tunnel now, and had wound itself around the tree's trunk in order to continue climbing after me. There was a groan as the roots ripped free of the ground and the tree listed dangerously to the side, unable to support the massive mana beast's bulk.

      Would it follow us if I jumped and made a break for it? Even if it didn't, how long before the ravager found the Wall? It could burrow right under the outer barrier and straight into town.

      It would be a massacre.

      The antennae were nearly at my level, wriggling back and forth as they sensed for me—and without which the eyeless ravager would be crippled.

      I felt my face twist into a snarl of concentration as I dropped from the branch on which I stood, daggers ready. As I passed by the mana beast's head, I swept the twin daggers outward, each one moving in a smooth arc that bisected one of the long feelers.

      The rubbery flesh parted easily, but the mandibles snapped shut like a spring-loaded trap, catching a few strands of my hair and ripping them out of my head as I fell past. Letting out an angry yell, I flipped both daggers around and drove them into the ravager's underside, which wasn't thickly armored like the plates on its back.

      A shrieking noise like a giant cicada put my teeth on edge, but I held firmly to the handles of my daggers as I continued to slide down the length of the ravager's body, ripping two long gashes in its belly.

      Yellow, slimy blood fell around me like rain. The noise grew so loud and so terrible that I worried I might pass out. Suddenly I was crushed between the mana beast and the tree, pinned there, stunning me.

      Then I was falling again, surrounded by splintering wood and the deep red flesh of the ravager.

      The mana beast's scream had flushed all thought from my head. I couldn't even focus enough to use mana, and so fell freely until I hit the ground with a bone-jarring thump. A distant pain tugged at my left side, and I wondered idly how many ribs I'd broken. The crashing of the ravager's plated, segmented body striking the ground around me seemed to last for a very long time.

      Lying on the forest floor, my eyes closed and ears ringing, I wondered idly if the elf girl had survived. Beneath the insistent buzzing left behind by the ravager's scream attack, the forest seemed silent. No noise from the mana beast was a good sign, at least.

      Finally, after what might have been a few seconds or a few minutes, I attempted to roll onto my side and push myself into a sitting position. A deep, dull pain below my ribs took my breath away, forcing me to lie back.

      I let out a hissing breath and tentatively moved one hand to the spot: something was sticking out of my side.

      With effort, I forced my eyes open and looked down at myself.

      The barbed stinger of one of the scorpionlike tails had stabbed into my lower back, piercing all the way through me to jut out my front.

      "Shit."

      I knew I needed to pull myself free of the stinger, but that was easier said than done.

      Scanning the ground around me, I spotted one of my daggers half stuck in the dirt several feet away. Too far for me to reach.

      I grabbed the barbed tip of the tail and attempted to break it off by hand, infusing my arms with mana to give myself strength, but I couldn't get any leverage on it lying flat on my back.

      "H-hello?"

      The light, frightened voice came from the other side of the mountain of ravager meat.

      "You're alive," I said, the movement of my muscles around the mana beast's stinger causing a fresh wave of agony to ripple out through the rest of my body. "That's nice."

      "Y-you sound…are you hurt?"

      "I'll be fine," I groaned, not sure if it was true. "Can you get to me?"

      I heard creaking, like trees blowing in the wind, then felt the girl's footsteps approaching.

      "Oh my—"

      Wordlessly, I pointed to where the dagger was sticking up from the soft ground.

      The girl ran to it, then returned, holding it out gingerly.

      Taking it, I began to saw on the stone-hard stinger, trying to remove the barb so I could lift myself free. After a few seconds, I realized my muscles were fatigued, so tired I was having a hard time gripping the blade.

      My breathing was shallow, and I could feel the heat radiating from my chest and neck.

      "Venom," I said softly, letting my arms go limp for just a second.

      The girl's wide eyes somehow grew even wider, and she held out a shaking hand toward the dagger. "I can t-try…"

      Snorting, I went back to sawing at the stinger as best I could. It was about as thick as my wrist, and as hard as a horn. Under different circumstances, I probably could have done it without too much trouble, but as things were, I knew there was a real chance I would die of the venom before I could free myself.

      The girl watched for a while, her huge mint colored eyes staring down at me, tears making them shine even in the dim light. I resisted the urge to snap at her, saving my strength for the work. After a minute, she seemed to shake out of a stupor and began to run around, staring at the forest floor.

      "What are you doing?" I snapped, unable to hide my irritation. Couldn't I even die in peace?

      "Looking," she shot back over her shoulder, then I lost sight of her.

      My tired, poisoned brain couldn't think of anything else waspish to say, but a crack from the ravager's stinger refocused me. I'd carved a little over halfway through.

      With the blade still lodged in the black stinger for leverage, I grabbed the partially-sheered tip and heaved. It twisted, snapping and cracking, and then finally broke free.

      Several drops of thick, black goo pulsed from the severed end.

      Not wanting to poison myself any further, I tore free a piece of my shirt and wiped away as much of the venom as I could, then began to slide myself up the stinger until I felt it slip out of my back.

      My legs shook and everything hurt like hell, so I sat back down, one hand over the hole in my stomach. Blood was running freely through my fingers.

      "Listen," I said when I heard hurried footsteps approaching. "There is a place you can go. The Wall. Not too far." My words were slightly slurred.

      The girl's bright hair bounced as she kneeled down in front of me and began stuffing something into the wound. "Twist around a bit so I can get the back too."

      I did so, though I couldn't process what she was doing, and so continued giving her directions. "Straight west, then follow the mountains south. Just a few hours away."

      After she'd finished with my back, the girl moved around to sit in front of me and handed me three small green pods. "Here, chew these. Quickly."

      I raised an eyebrow and looked at the pods, each one about the size of my thumb.

      "Til seeds. They're a natural anti-venom—and the ocimum leaves will stop the bleeding."

      With a shrug, I popped the three seed pods into my mouth and chewed quickly. Each one contained dozens of tiny seeds that had a slightly sweet, nutty flavor.

      The girl put one hand on my shoulder and pushed lightly. "Lie back and rest. Let your mana heal you. I'll—I'll stand guard, okay?"

      The tremor in her small voice didn't exactly inspire confidence, but if her remedy didn't work, I was going to die anyway, so I eased myself down onto the ground and closed my eyes again.

      "I'm Camellia, by the way. Thanks. Thank you for saving me, I mean."

      "Jasmine," I mumbled tiredly.
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      MICA EARTHBORN

      "Mica looks ridiculous," I grumped, gazing into the mirror as I twisted and turned to see myself from multiple angles.

      We had flown from the Beast Glades to Greengate under the cover of night, sneaking into the town in the early hours of morning. There was no sign of the Alacryans, so we stole into an abandoned house to wait.

      At least, we'd thought it was abandoned until we found a young woman's corpse hanging from an exposed beam in the kitchen. Varay had cut her down, and we'd put her in the home's single bed and covered her with a blanket. After I sang a dwarven death song, we left her to rest.

      It was a gloomy start to our mission.

      We hid within the dead woman's house for two days before the Alacryans arrived. It was a quiet, reflective two days. Varay had paced endless, restless circles around the house while Aya sat and watched through a crack in the shuttered window. I told her this was unnecessary, as we would feel it the moment a retainer appeared in town, but surprisingly she didn't listen to me.

      I spent the time in thought. It was a shame to waste quality time I could have spent tormenting the other Lances, but the discovery of the woman's body had been a slap-in-the-face kind of reminder of the cost of this war. As a general, I'd become used to the sight of soldiers' bodies littering the battlefield, but those were never the only casualties.

      Who did she lose in the war? I wondered. Who did she lose that she couldn't live without?

      The names of the dead thrummed in my head like barrel drums. Olfred. Dawsid Greysunders. Glaundera Greysunders. Rahdeas. Alea Triscan. Bairon Wykes. Virion Eralith. Arthur Leywin. My charges, my companions…and how many others from Darv by now? Dwarves I'd known from Vildorial or the Earthborn Institute? My family? There were so many faces I would never see again, voices I would never hear.

      I had been in danger of becoming rather depressed when we finally felt the telltale surge of mana announcing the arrival of the retainer.

      "Why does Mica have to wear this dead woman's clothes, again?" I asked, still examining myself in the mirror.

      "I want to see what we're up against before we risk attacking," Varay answered. "If we march out there dressed like Lances, they'll either attack immediately or flee, and we don't want either of those things to happen."

      Varay and Aya had also exchanged their armor for simple clothes and hooded cloaks. They were both closer to the size of the previous owner, and managed to avoid looking completely stupid. Aya's tunic was perhaps a little strained, and Varay's pants ended above her ankle, but the only thing in the house that fit me was a man's tunic that we'd found crumpled up at the back of the wardrobe.

      "It looks like a potato sack," I said, keeping up my steady stream of complaints. "Mica is supposed to be the cute one, not the frumpy, dumpy one."

      Aya scoffed. "No one is going to remember what we're wearing. Now let's—"

      She went silent as something set the mana particles all around us to vibrating subtly. A honeyed voice oozed out of the air. "People of Greengate. Your attendance is required at the village square. You have ten minutes."

      The three of us shared a look, everything forgotten except for the mission.

      "Suppress your mana signatures. Let's go."

      Aya and I followed Varay outside and down the street. The dead woman's house was near the west edge of the village, so it was easy to blend into the crowd of confused townsfolk making their slow way toward the square.

      Their fear was obvious, but I didn't blame them for it. They'd have been stupid not to be afraid, considering what was waiting for them. Still, I knew they were going to be really surprised when the Lances suddenly appeared!

      With our faces hidden under our hoods—I had to hold onto the hem of my borrowed cloak to keep it from dragging on the ground—we streamed along with the pale-faced, silent farmers until we found ourselves standing in a wide plaza.

      The crowd was pressed in close around a column of stone that rose ten feet above the cobbles. A ring of Alacryan mages guarded the column, but everyone's eyes were on the woman standing on top of it.

      She was wearing the gray and red uniform of Alacrya. Her hair was the color of fire, and it seemed to move with a life of its own, like a flickering candle flame. She gazed down at the crowd with a subtle smile, her hands clasped in front of her.

      The retainer was letting her intent press down on the people below her. Not murderous and crushing, but insurmountable. To these humble farmers, if must have felt like she was a deity.

      I've seen better.

      She was pretty, sure, and she was powerful enough, and whatever sound deviant spell she used to project her voice the way she did was neat, but she wasn't scary.

      While the silence lingered, I examined the mages with her, but they were nothing special. Despite being high-ranking soldiers with multiple runes displayed along their backs, they were there more for show than safety. It's not like villagers with pitchforks were a threat to the retainer.

      It feels too easy, I thought, Aya's words about it being a trap coming back to me.

      Closing my eyes, I felt around the town for any other mana signatures, but the only mage I could sense was an old man in the crowd, who looked like a strong gust of wind might blow him all the way to the Wall.

      A sufficiently powerful mage, like another retainer, could hide their mana signature, however, so I didn't entirely reject the possibility of some kind of trap.

      It wouldn't be too bad, I thought idly. Like a two-for-one sale on Alacryan retainers. Two flies, one slap.

      "People of Greengate." The words oozed into my ears like honey. Gross. I stuck a finger into my ear like I could dig the woman's voice out. "You already know that your Council is gone, your armies have broken, and your most powerful warriors have abandoned you. The flying castle is ours. Xyrus, Blackbend, Etistin, Vildorial, Zestier…all of Sapin, Elenoir, and Darv are ours. But do not despair, for we do not come as pillagers.” 

      She gave the crowd a practiced pause, letting this sink in.

      When she spoke again her voice had softened into a warm, welcoming tone. “We come here not for conquest, but as saviors. You know of the asuras, the beings you've long worshiped as deities. You've been told they watch over you, but this is a lie. The asuras abandoned you, they abandoned us all…except for one. One such being does care for you, and it is by the will of our High Sovereign, a true asura, that Alacrya has won this war. We had to win, so we could show you this truth."

      The retainer paused again, as if she'd expected the outburst of muttering that followed her words.

      I met Varay's eye, eager to shut the Alacryan woman up, but she gave me a tiny shake of her head. Teeth grinding, I turned back to the retainer, waiting to see what other lies would spill from her red lips.

      "My name is Lyra Dreide. I have come here to extend to you the good will of the High Sovereign, to express that it is time to move past our conflict and extend to each other the hands of friendship."

      "Is it with 'friendship' that you torture students in Xyrus?"

      A hush fell over the crowd as everyone looked around for whoever had spoken. A small pocket of terrified people were pushing away from a blond young man, leaving him isolated and abandoned under the retainer's steady gaze.

      The speaker seemed less confident now that the retainer's focus had fallen on him, but he forged ahead anyway. "Is it with friendship that you tear our families apart, making anyone who challenges you, who stands up to the horrible things you do, vanish in the night?"

      Lyra Dreide's gaze swept back over the silent crowd, her expression soft. "There will always be those that refuse the peace we offer, but for the good of all, agents of chaos and disruption must be dealt with firmly."

      The ground shook as a pillar of earth lifted up beneath the young man's feet, carrying him into the air and causing a panic. The crowd scrambled to get even farther away.

      "I take no pleasure in this violence," the retainer continued, "but peace may be maintained only through the careful application of force. Watch, everyone, and remember this man's fate."

      I met Varay's eye again and widened my own as if to say, "Can Mica knock this snake-tongued loony off her pedestal now?" The human Lance gave me a sharp nod before launching into the air, placing herself between the retainer's outstretched hand and the blond farm boy.

      The scene froze.

      Terrified villagers stared up at Varay with expressions of confusion and shock. Lyra Dreide's pouting, painted lips turned down in a deep frown. The ring of soldiers activated their runes as they stepped forward with weapons drawn.

      "Every word you speak is heavy with untruth," Varay said coldly. "You are a liar, and a murderer. I am Varay Aurae, and I won't let you hurt another Dicathian."

      Lyra Dreide smoothed out her uniform and stood very straight. "Varay Aurae, code name Zero. You and your associates—Mica Earthborn, Ohmwrecker; Aya Grephin, Phantasm; and Bairon Wykes, Thunderlord—are fugitives sought by the High Sovereign. I will allow you exactly one chance to turn yourself in peacefully."

      I let out a happy laugh before flying up a few feet off the ground. "Well, Liar Dried-up"—I snorted at my own off-the-cuff mispronunciation of her name—"we charge you with being incredibly dumb!"

      She scowled at me before quickly scanning the crowd until she found Aya as well. "Three of the famed Lances all together in one place. It's my lucky day, I guess."

      "It's really not," I replied cheerily.

      The retainer stumbled to one knee and her guards were jerked off their feet to slam against the column she stood on as it became its own source of gravity. A cylindrical shield of ice at least a foot thick condensed around the column and the Alacryans, separating them from the crowd, and then a creeping fog spread from the ground under their feet, climbing up the soldiers' legs and torsos.

      Screams and the crackling of spells echoed out of the frozen tube as the Alacryans attempted to counter our attacks, but their spells only rebounded back on them, and the soldiers quickly turned on each other as Aya's illusions seeped into their minds. The whole town seemed to hold its breath as it watched the carnage that unfolded, but it was short-lived. In moments, the soldiers were all dead.

      On top of the pillar, Lyra Dreide stood slowly back to her feet. I released the gravity spell and tried to push through her control of the stone column and turn it to sand, but she held the structure against me.

      The twin pillar, where she'd detained the young man who'd spoken out against her, crumbled instead, sending him plummeting down into the jagged remnants. I thought he'd be impaled in the rubble, but Aya snagged him by the back of his tunic at the last moment.

      The cylinder of ice exploded outward with a deafening crash, sending razor-sharp shards into the crowd. Varay yelled as she forced the projectiles to burst apart into a flurry of harmless slush, but not before several villagers tumbled to the ground with shouts of pain.

      Too much opportunity for collateral damage. "Run, you lumps of coal!" I shouted, encouraging the crowd to clear out.

      A shimmering blue globe appeared around the retainer as Varay focused on another spell. The air inside grew so cold that the moisture began to condense and flutter down as big snowflakes, but steam was rising from the retainer's skin.

      "She's countering our spells!" I shouted, reaching down and driving my hand into the ground. A huge stone mace formed in my fist. Despite the weapon being half again my height, manipulation of the gravity around it made it feel light as a feather.

      I waited until the surface of the frozen bubble popped before launching myself at the retainer, my giant mace arcing through the air. Before it reached her, however, some sort of vibration pulled my weapon apart, leaving me holding nothing but a handful of sand.

      So I punched her with that instead.

      Her head rocked back as my fist made contact with her nose, but her leg was sweeping toward my knee at the same time. I made myself heavy enough that my feet cracked the column, and when her kick landed it just bounced off again.

      I gave her what I considered my most frustrating smirk just before the pillar beneath me crumbled, sending me plunging toward the ground like a catapult stone due to my weight. Along with a thousand pounds of rock, I crashed into the remains of the Alacryan soldiers, crushing them to red pulp.

      "Ew," I groaned as I pulled a chunk of something wet from my hair.

      Above me, two different ice spells collided with the retainer, who was floating on a current of wind-attribute mana. I was able to see the vibrations, like squiggly black lines written in the air, as they caused the ice to break apart before reaching her.

      Lyra Dreide seemed to have very precise control of mana, directly influencing it to counteract our spells instead of casting spells of her own, which allowed her to subtly counter almost everything we were throwing at her.

      Feeling for the earth-attribute mana in the chunks of stone all round me, I sent them hurling back up into the sky. Instead of disintegrating, a draft of spinning wind caught them and flung them across the town square so that they rained down onto the retreating crowd.

      Oops.

      "Be careful of the villagers!" Varay shouted.

      "No crap," I muttered as I pulled myself out of the rubble.

      Seeing our hesitation, the retainer let out a laugh that resounded throughout the town, rolling back over itself, building into wave after wave of noise that grew until glass shattered and timbers splintered.

      I clapped my hands to my ears, but it sounded like the noise was inside my head. I could feel my bones aching with it, my heartbeat skipping with the rhythm of the laughter, but then it was gone.

      Varay had been equally affected, I was glad to see, but Aya had been able to counter the deviant spell with one of her own. Mica can't be the weakest Lance. That would be humiliating. Unlike the three of us, the villagers left in the town square had no mana to buffer against the attack. Every one of them collapsed to the ground, and I couldn't be sure if they were alive or dead.

      Although the attack was effective, it seemed to have drained our opponent. Lyra Dreide sagged, her wild hair hanging limply around her pouting face, her arms dangling at her sides.

      "Cylrit, you bastard, where in the name of the Vritra are you?" she muttered, her voice carrying through the plaza on her own wind spell.

      "Things not going to plan?" I jeered, sticking my thumbs in the thick belt I'd used to keep my potato sack of an outfit together and looking up at her like I didn't have a care in the world. No reason she needed to know that her spell had left me with a persistent whistling sound in my left ear, which I thought might have a little blood dribbling out of it.

      "Enough talk," Aya snapped from my left. "Let's finish this."

      The retainer snarled, her haughtiness and regal bearing gone. "You'll regret coming out of hiding, Lances. Next time I won't be alone."

      "Next time?" I asked, cocking my head to the side questioningly. "Cute that you think there's going to be a next time."

      The jagged black lines of her protective spell tore through the air around her, forming a solid barrier.

      Aya threw a barrage of round chakram formed from condensed wind that spun, slashed, and whirled around the battlefield, striking Lyra Dreide from every direction, but they dissipated as soon as they passed through the vibrations. Varay conjured a storm of frozen bullets that should have shredded the retainer, but not a single one made it through.

      Lyra Dreide screamed. Unlike the laugh, which was an undulating wave of building, debilitating noise, this was a single sharp note than cut like a knife. I shrouded myself in mana, reinforcing the hard layer that already clung to my skin, and Aya conjured a thick mist that thrummed with a low tone to counter the attack, but it was still enough to knock the breath from my lungs.

      Dizzily, I glanced up at the retainer.

      Inside her cage, Lyra Dreide had pulled some kind of device out of a dimension ring. I couldn't see it clearly through the black ripples in the air, but I experienced a moment of vague recognition before it snapped into place. I'd seen something like it years before, at Xyrus Academy.

      "She's trying to flee!" Varay shouted, coming to the same conclusion as me: the retainer had some kind of teleportation device, and she was trying to buy herself enough time to activate it.

      "How do we break that barrier?" Aya shouted as she redirected the mist to condense around the retainer's magic, but it hissed and popped as it passed through the vibrations, dissipating harmlessly.

      I winked at the elven Lance. "Leave that to Mica."

      Lyra Dreide had easily countered all our spells that utilized ice, wind, or ground, but she had definitely struggled to escape the increased gravity I'd created. It seemed likely that she couldn't counter every type of magic, and I knew just the spell. If it worked against a Scythe…

      Focusing a few feet above the barrier, I began condensing gravity into a single point. My ears rang and sweat ran into my eyes as I focused all of my prodigious capabilities on that one spell, letting mana pour out of my core as fast as possible.

      Within seconds, the gravitational pull from the Singularity spell was strong enough that the retainer took notice. Her flamelike hair was blazing up from her head, and she was being tossed around on the current of air keeping her in flight as she battled to maintain her concentration while also trying to activate the teleportation artifact.

      The visible vibrations all around her began to warp, losing their shape as the barrier collapsed under the pressure of the black hole. The whole barrier was being pulled upward, but Lyra Dreide couldn't let herself drift with it or she would be drawn into the spell and crushed.

      That wasn't exactly what we were trying to achieve, but if it happened…oh well.

      Varay and Aya stood by, spells ready, and when the cage of vibrating mana pealed apart, like the rind being ripped off an orange, they both attacked. A bullet of wind punched through the teleportation artifact only an instant before a rectangular block of transparent ice formed around the retainer, encapsulating her within.

      The block hung in the air for a moment before plummeting down to the ground with a heavy thud. Inside it, Lyra Dreide was held perfectly, unable to move an inch. Her eyes darted around, flighty and wild with fear and frustration.

      I could see her lips moving as she started to beg for mercy—or curse at us, it was hard to tell—but no sound escaped the icy prison.

      "That's nice. What's it called?" I asked Varay casually, hopping up to stand on top of the block of ice and striking an appropriately victorious pose.

      "Frozen Tomb," she said, her gaze sweeping across the destroyed town square.

      "That's not very good, is it?" I asked. "Mica invented this spell called Black Diamond Vault. Now that's a good spell name. It—"

      "Mica?"

      "M'hm?"

      "Go help Aya check on the villagers."

      I ignored the frosty tone in Varay's voice and flashed her a grin as I flew toward the closest prone body. When I poked him, he groaned and struggled to sit upright. It was the young man who'd been brave—or stupid—enough to call out the retainer's lies.

      Seeing that he wasn't dead, I gave him a friendly pat on the back. "I'm not sure if you can hear me, considering the blood coming out of your ears, but you're alive. Congratulations!"

      I left him with a wink and headed for the next one, whistling merrily.
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      JASMINE FLAMESWORTH

      I pulled the door to the Underwall Inn open and pushed the elf girl through in front of me, hoping the sight of her might stave off any complaints from Dalmore.

      The innkeeper squinted at us, then his face fell into a deep frown and he rolled his eyes. "No Jasmine, we've already…" The stocky barman's voice trailed off as he stared at the half-starved elf. "Don't tell me you've kidnapped a child!"

      I couldn't help my snort of disgust as the girl looked up at me in alarm.

      "You old fool, Dalmore. She was lost, alone in the woods." When he just kept staring, I snapped my fingers. "She needs hot food. A drink."

      Dalmore flinched as if I'd threatened to hit him, then vanished into the small kitchen behind the bar. The other two patrons in the inn watched us curiously, but they quickly turned away when I glared at them.

      Shaking my head, I led the girl to the closest table and gestured for her to take a seat, then sat down across from her.

      Our walk back from the Beast Glades had been quick and quiet out of necessity; I was weak, in no shape to protect a child from the mana beasts if we drew attention to ourselves.

      The girl's remedies had kept me from bleeding to death or going into organ failure from the venom, and once I'd recovered enough to get back on my feet, I'd harvested the ravager's mandibles, a fair amount of venom, two heavy plates from its back, and it's beast core, which was all I could fit in my dimension ring.

      I'd hoped the ravager might be edible, but the thick walls of soft meat under the carapace had stunk, and I was worried the flesh was poisonous, so we'd left it for the other mana beasts to devour.

      Angry fatigue had settled into every muscle in my body, and all I wanted was a stiff drink, a hot bath, and several days' well-deserved rest.

      "Jasmine?"

      Realizing I had been staring at the table for at least a couple of minutes, I looked up and met those pale green eyes. "Hm?"

      "Are…are there any other elves here?" Her voice was barely a whisper, and thick with anxiety.

      I shook my head. The elf girl's bottom lip trembled.

      Dalmore appeared from the kitchen with a large, steaming bowl and a mug. He set them down carefully at the table, then sat himself, his worried gaze on the girl.

      She looked at me for confirmation before taking a careful sip from the bowl. A little frown crossed her dirty face, but she kept eating.

      "So," Dalmore began, shooting me a look from the corner of his eye, "what happened? Who are you?"

      "My name is Camellia Lehtinen," the girl replied between spoonfuls of broth. "Thank you for the food, sir."

      Dalmore's tired old face brightened. "Sir? Please, call me Dal."

      The girl only smiled and kept sipping at her broth. When she took a drink from the mug, her eyes widened. "Honeyed milk!" She took another long draw, then grinned at Dalmore. "Thank you, sir—Dal. It's my favorite. Mama used to…"

      The momentary brightness faded from the girl's expression, and she set the mug down.

      Dalmore gave her a sad smile. "Go on then, little one. Tell us about it. It helps."

      She wiped away tears. "I—I'm from a little village, near where…they first attacked. My Papa and brothers stayed to fight, with a group led by Princess Tessia, and Mama and I…we went with the others, evacuating farther north, toward Zestier.

      "But we were attacked by soldiers that had made it around the princess's group, and Mama and I got separated from the others. We ran and ran, and it was hours and hours later that Mama realized she'd gotten turned around and had taken us back south.

      "We tried to find our village, but we found them first. They chased us. Mama told me to keep running, and then she—she…"

      How long had it been since that assault on Elenoir? Had this stick-thin little girl been out there, surviving on her own, this entire time?

      Dalmore was making soft cooing noises, apparently doing his best to be calming. "That's all right, little one. You're safe now. Jasmine here may seem like the rough sort, but she's going to take good care of you."

      I shot him a startled look, suddenly wide awake.

      Me? Take care of a child? I held back a derisive scoff.

      Clearing my throat, I said, "Someone needs to help her find some of her own kind…"

      "A fine idea," Dalmore said chipperly. "But first, why don't we get Camellia here a hot bath, some new clothes, and a bed to rest in, aye?"

      I nodded slowly. "I can't pay—"

      The innkeeper waved my words away. "Why don't you see to getting some new clothes for our new friend here, and I'll go light a fire under the tub."

      "Yeah, fine," I muttered, glad for a chance to be alone with my thoughts, even if I'd rather be lying in a warm bed.

      The girl looked at me nervously. "Maybe I should come with you instead?"

      I shook my head firmly. "No, you stay here with Dal. Don't worry, he's a good man, and you'll be safe here." I shot him a look that told him he'd better be as good as my word. "I won't be gone long."

      Ignoring the girl's gaze burning into my back, I quickly left the Underwall and headed for another tavern close by. Before anything else, I needed a drink.

      It, too, was quiet. I sucked down two quick mugs of beer before laying a five-foot-long, blood-stained mandible on the bar as payment—much to the displeasure of the barkeep—and then walked back out into the cold night air, feeling a little better.

      From there, I meandered through the town, taking my time. The market was almost entirely shut down. The few merchants and tradesmen who stayed at the Wall had little to sell, and they didn't bother setting up shops, instead working and selling directly out of their homes.

      One such woman, whose husband was a soldier still stationed here, had been a seamstress. I knew she still helped to mend clothes, so I headed for her house first.

      I hadn't been to her home before, so it took me wandering around the residential area and knocking on the wrong door twice to find the house.

      The woman who answered was young, but the life of a soldier's wife had aged her prematurely. She looked me up and down, then said, "Sorry, miss. Not much I can do for that lot. You'd be better off buying new clothes."

      I suppressed a scowl and fidgeted with my bloody, ruined clothing and armor. "I'm looking for clothes for a girl, about this tall"—I held my hand up around the height of my shoulder—"and thin as a sapling."

      The woman gave me an appraising look. "You got coin? Or barter, maybe? Finding decent cloth for new clothes isn't easy, mind."

      My scowl slipped through, despite my best efforts. "I'm a strong mage. Perhaps there is something I can—"

      She was already shaking her head and inching the door closed. "No need of favors. If you don't have anything to trade, I'm afraid I can't be bothered. Now good night, miss."

      The door shut in my face before I could respond. I considered kicking it down and giving the miserly woman a smack upside the head, but that would only land me back in jail.

      Instead, I took a step back from the door and just stood there for a minute.

      The croaking of a sludge hopper rose up out of the Beast Glades beyond the Wall. The smell of meat being roasted over an open fire drifted through the streets from one of the nearby houses. Someone was drunkenly singing a sad, slow song that I couldn't hear properly.

      My mind flashed back to my conversation with the senior captain. More specifically, to the man he'd met with just before me: the almoner, Jeremiah Poor.

      I'd never visited the dwarf in an official capacity. Perhaps it was the Flamesworth in me coming through, but I couldn't stand the thought of taking charity. But then, this wasn't for me.

      This should have made me feel at ease, but I couldn't help asking myself what I was doing this for. The little elf girl didn't mean anything to me. I'd already nearly died to save her. Wasn't that enough? I hadn't intended to become her guardian when I brought her back to the Wall.

      Despite myself, I turned away from the seamstress's home and headed toward the Wall. I knew the almoner had an office in there somewhere. It didn't take me long to find, since the first guard I met accosted me and demanded to know what I was doing climbing the stairs up into the interior of the Wall itself.

      The young man, hardly more than a boy, led me to Jeremiah Poor's office himself, watching me suspiciously the entire way.

      We found Jeremiah still hard at work, reviewing lists of items written out on long, curling scrolls of parchment. He looked up immediately when we entered and smiled kindly. "Ah, Wendel. And the young Miss Flamesworth, as well." The dwarf hopped up from his seat and gave a small bow. "What can I do for you?"

      "I found this one poking around," the young guard—Wendel—grunted, jerking his head in my direction. "Said she was looking for you."

      I gave the guard a dismissive wave before focusing on Jeremiah. "I need some clothes."

      He looked over my ruined outfit and armor. "I can see that."

      "For a girl, this tall, very thin."

      The almoner frowned and looked down at his list. "Plenty of children's clothes left by the people that evacuated, but do you mind my asking why you're in need of such things?"

      I chafed at the blatant distrust, but couldn't really blame him for his suspicion. "I found an elven refugee in the Beast Glades."

      The dwarf ran a hand through his wiry beard, frowning in concern, but it was Wendel who spoke. "And have you informed Senior Captain Albanth about this? There could be others, we should—"

      "There aren't any others, but Albanth should be told." I gave him a cool look. "Why don't you run along and see to it, Wendel? Let the senior captain know that I've brought him another mouth to feed, and that someone needs to look after her. She's at the Underwall Inn."

      The young soldier glanced from me to the almoner. It looked like he was thinking very hard. Finally, he nodded sharply, waved to Jeremiah, and marched quickly away.

      I shook my head, and the almoner chuckled.

      "Good lad. One of seven brothers who served at the Wall." Jeremiah paused, then added, "And the only one to survive the beast horde's assault."

      The pain from my wound and the bone-aching tiredness were started to get to me. I met the dwarf's eye and shrugged. "Plenty of good people died. Now, do you have some clothes for the girl or not?"
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      LILIA HELSTEA

      Where are they? I asked myself for what must have been the tenth time.

      I was standing in the shadows outside of the Helstea Auction House, watching the streets impatiently. Had I been wrong to trust them to make it to me? Suddenly my plan seemed unnecessarily risky.

      This all would have been a lot easier if their parents had been willing to go along with it.

      I heard light, running footsteps from down the road and tucked myself more deeply into the shadows. Two children, both blonde and about the same height, came into view, and I let out a sigh of relief.

      Then three more children appeared behind them.

      I leaned out into the street and waved to them. The blonde twins, one boy and one girl, whispered something to the others, and the five children ran—much too loudly—in my direction.

      I had the door open and was waving them in by the time they got there. With one last look around, I closed the door and turned to face my latest group of refugees.

      The twins burst into an explanation before I could even ask.

      "Miss Helstea, we're so sorry—"

      "—friends were being treated horribly at the academy—"

      "—worried they wouldn't be okay without us—"

      "—parents have been standing up against—"

      I held up my hands in a gesture of surrender. "Okay, okay, I get it!"

      The three newcomers were all slightly younger than the twins, with the oldest looking to be around ten, while the youngest was only six or seven at the most. "Names?"

      The youngest, a dark-haired, dark-eyed little girl, hid behind her older brother. It was the middle child who spoke. "I'm Miah. My little sister's name is Mara, and this is Holden."

      I bent down so I was eye to eye with Mara. "And what house are you from, Mara?" She turned and hid her face in Holden's back.

      "We're members of House Havenhurst," Miah, a taller version of her little sister, said haltingly.

      Taking a deep breath to steady my nerves, I turned back to the twins.

      Clara and Cleo Ravenpoor had come to my attention almost entirely by chance. Their parents had been quick enough to support the Alacryans after Xyrus was taken, and so the twins had avoided the worst that the Testers had to offer at Xyrus Academy. It was hardly surprising, considering that their older brother, Charles, had been a part of the attack on the academy back in my second year.

      What did surprise me was finding the two twelve-year-olds standing in front of the gates leading into Xyrus Academy and arguing about running away.

      After scolding them for having their conversation out in the open where anyone could overhear, I walked the twins to their class and bid them farewell, but their words stayed with me the rest of that day and the next.

      After that, I invented reasons to run across them at the Academy, to spend time with them and speak to them. In just a few days, I managed to foster some kinship between us, something encouraged by the Testers, as it helped to indoctrinate the younger students.

      They say desperation breeds trust, and I think it was this more than anything that drove the twins to finally tell me that they hated what they were being asked to do at the academy. They wanted to run away, to escape their family and their house, but they were afraid.

      And so I repaid their trust with my own, and told them I could help. Not the specifics, just that I could get them to safety, and a time and a place to meet.

      I guess I should have been a little more specific, especially about not bringing anyone else along, but it was too late for that now.

      Clara wrung her hands as she waited for me to say something. "They were being tortured…" she said finally.

      I gave the young girl's shoulder a faint squeeze. "I understand. I've only made preparations for you two, but…I'm sure I can figure something out, okay? For now, we need to—"

      Three sharp knocks at the same side door we'd entered through made all six of us jump.

      Breath held, I stared at the door. After a few seconds, whoever it was knocked again, louder.

      I waved to get the children's attention and held one finger to my lips, then led them quickly through the warehouse to a huge mound of crates fronted by a rolling display of magical artifacts. When the rack was moved, it revealed a small empty space within, complete with a thick floor of blankets and pillows, a simple lighting artifact, a couple of adventure stories, and a few snacks.

      It would be cramped with all five of them in there, but I couldn't help that.

      The wide-eyed children all shuffled into the hideaway and sat on the blankets, shoulder to shoulder.

      "Don't make a sound," I ordered before moving the display back into place. "And keep that light doused!"

      Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang bang.

      I examined the hidden alcove to make sure I had reset the display properly, then, at the last second, remembered to lock both sets of wheels. When I was comfortable that the children were properly hidden, I dashed across the warehouse to the door. Before I opened it, I took a second to muss up my hair and rub hard at my eyes, adopting a slightly bleary, I-just-woke-up sort of expression.

      Bang.

      Bang.

      Bang.

      On the third knock, I jerked the door open on a soldier in the uniform of an Alacryan battlemage.

      The man had muddy brown eyes that glared down his stumpy nose at me. He did not look pleased. "Took you long enough," he snarled. "Sleeping on the job, were you?"

      I ran my fingers through my hair and tried to look startled—which wasn't too difficult under the circumstances.

      "I don't imagine the master of this auction house is in, is he?" He watched me closely as I shook my head. "I've heard of this Victor Helstea. I'm surprised he can't find better help, considering the allowances he's been given."

      I didn't dare inform this Alacryan that my father's name was Vincent Helstea, or that there would normally be a pair of night guards stationed at the Helstea Auction House to protect the artifacts. Father had "accidentally" left an opening in the schedule, which was easier than explaining to his guards why I would be spending the night there with a pair of runaway noble children.

      "Can I—"

      "I am Sanborn Troel, and I'm going to need you to step aside so I can take a look around."

      "And why is that, exactly?" I asked, keeping my voice steady despite my racing heart.

      His eyes narrowed. "I do not need to explain myself to you, Dicathian scum. Suffice it to say that I am an emblem-bearing Sentry in service to the Vritra, and as such have all the authority I need to move you by force if necessary."

      I swallowed heavily, but kept my chin up and didn't break eye contact with the man. "And I am Lilia Helstea, daughter of Vincent Helstea, owner of this establishment. My family has received authorization to continue the operation of this auction house—catering largely to the Alacryans now residing in this city, I might add—as well as expanding our trading network.

      "We have done everything that has been asked of us by your leadership, so perhaps you should not speak so boldly about Dicathian scum."

      My jaw was set, my stance firm, and my gaze unblinking. Inside, though, it suddenly felt like my guts had turned into eels and my blood to ice water.

      Perhaps demure supplication would have been wiser, but from what I had seen, these Alacryans ruled with a firm hand, and my hope was that standing up for myself and my family would draw the man's attention away from whatever business he had here.

      Sanborn Troel leaned forward, smirking. "Even the lowliest Alacryan unad commoner is better than you, Dicathian scum. Speak to me like this again and I will have your blood's licenses revoked and every one of you thrown from the edge of the city. Clear enough for you?"

      My prideful façade cracked and I felt the blood draining from my face. Looking at his feet, I nodded.

      "Now. Move."

      I hesitated just an instant before moving aside, allowing the Alacryan to step into the warehouse. He glanced around, then began stalking through the aisles, his sharp gaze investigating every nook and cranny.

      "Have you seen anything unusual tonight?"

      "No," I said, a little too quickly. "As you said, I was sleeping when you knocked."

      He scoffed. "So it is possible someone could have entered this building without you being aware?"

      I blanched, grateful that he wasn't looking in my direction. "The—the doors were locked, so—unless you're searching for a powerful mage, someone who could bypass the wards—I don't think it would be possible for anyone to have entered, no."

      He kept walking, speaking without looking at me, his head always moving as he scanned the warehouse. "Some Dicathian children have gone missing. Their blood, who have been very helpful in our effort to settle this city, believe they were manipulated into running away. A guard patrol saw a group of five children out after curfew not five minutes' walk from here."

      I rearranged my face into passive curiosity, just in case he glanced at me for a reaction. "Why would the Alacryans care about a couple of missing children? I know plenty of Dicathians who have gone missing since you arrived. Perhaps you'd like a list of names?"

      Sanborn Troel lifted the lid off a barrel, releasing the heavy scent of lamp oil. "I don't care, and neither do my superiors. But if there are Dicathian rebels operating in Xyrus…" He closed the barrel and kept moving.

      "Well, I can assure you that a group of runaway children couldn't have broken into the auction house…"

      "No," he said idly. "I don't suppose they could have."

      Despite his statement, the Alacryan kept up his circuit of the warehouse. I noted with concern that we were headed directly for where the children were hidden. The magic artifacts will hide their mana signatures. We've planned for this, I assured myself. Somehow, the thought didn't make me feel any better.

      Sanborn Troel stopped right in front of the rack displaying the array of minor magical artifacts. Most of them weren't worth much, but my gaze lingered on a round, metallic artifact about the size of an apple.

      "What a shame to see such items hoarded by a lowly Dicathian trader."

      "Our buyers are mostly Alacryans," I said, my voice constricted with nervousness despite my best efforts to keep calm. If the children made even the smallest noise…

      He pulled a fine dagger off the rack and slid it from its sheath. The bright blade gleamed dully in the light. "Perhaps a little something for my trouble…" he said, seemingly to himself.

      "Of course, I'm sure my father wouldn't mind at all," I replied, bowing slightly. The dagger was only a minor artifact: The blade would never grow dull or rust. If it got him to stop snooping around and leave, it was well worth the investment.

      He ignored me as he clipped the dark sheath to his belt. Suddenly a ripple of mana pushed outward from him, tingling as it passed over every inch of my body.

      Before I knew what was happening, the stocky Alacryan grabbed the edge of the rolling display and yanked, causing it to tip over and crash to the ground.

      I jumped aside, only narrowly avoiding being struck. The display rack burst apart, scattering artifacts across the floor. The metallic ball bounced away, rolling under a stack of shelves.

      Through the resounding noise of wood and metal striking the stone floor, I could hear the children's frightened yells.

      The Alacryan wore a victorious expression. "Idiot girl. Did you really think you could deceive an emblem-bearing Sentry?" He reached into the hidden cubby and grabbed Clara by the hair with his free hand.

      Orange light filled the dark space, highlighting each of the children as Cleo's hands became wreathed in claws of fire. He lunged at the Alacryan, but was met by a heavy boot to his chest, dropping him to the ground and dousing his spell.

      Miah, Mara, and Holden crouched in the hidden alcove. Holden had moved in front of his sisters to shield them, but all three were trapped.

      Clara wriggled in Sanborn Troel's grip, her hands clawing at his wrist. I was surprised to see her nails dig into his flesh, then remembered that the Alacryans' spells were very specific, controlled by runic tattoos along their spines, and he likely had no defensive magic.

      I conjured a long whip of water, but was wary of the dagger still clutched in the Alacryan's hand. Before I could attack, another ripple of mana burst out from him, and a high-pitched, painful ringing pierced my mind.

      Clara slumped in his grip, and the others slapped their hands to their ears as they collapsed into a heap, their mouths open in silent screams of pain.

      The whip momentarily lost its form as I struggled to maintain my concentration on the spell through the awful mental noise. I gritted my teeth and focused on the drills they'd put us through at the academy. I'd practiced maintaining my spells through all kinds of distractions, though never anything quite like Sanborn Troel's mental attack.

      Although my whip was still wavering, not fully under my control, I lashed out and caught the Alacryan across the calf. He flinched and jerked Clara's semi-conscious body around, holding her between us like a shield, the tip of the dagger pressed into her side, just under her ribs.

      Cleo's small form appeared out of the hidden alcove again as he threw himself bodily into our attacker, but the boy was much too small to fight physically against the hardened Alacryan. Sanborn Troel laughed and backhanded Cleo across the ear, knocking him to the ground, but this gave me an opening.

      My water-whip lashed across his arm, tearing his tunic and leaving a red welt on his tan skin. Clara slumped to the floor in a daze.

      Not wanting to give him any time to recover, I brought the whip down in a cutting arc, forcing him to dodge away from Clara and Cleo, then slashed sideways, the water-whip curving gracefully around me, aimed at his neck.

      The Alacryan ducked under the whip and released a burst of painful mental noise focused directly at me. Though I knew what to expect now, and condensed a dampening layer of mana around myself to defend against it, the pain was much more intense the second time, hitting me like a physical blow.

      With my mind on the metal ball hidden out of sight beneath the shelves, I spun and let myself fall, sprawling into the clutter of scattered artifacts. Although my head was ringing like a bell and my heart was hammering against my chest, I had a plan.

      I looked back over my shoulder from where I lay face-down on the floor, letting all the real fear I felt show. Sanborn Troel, dagger held point down, growled and took a menacing step toward me.

      I let out a pitiful moan and crawled away from him, inching toward the shelves. He stalked after me like a hunter tracking wounded prey, unhurried and overconfident.

      The timing had to be just right: too soon and I might miss; too late and I'd find out just how sharp the edge of the magical dagger really was.

      His shadow fell over me as my hand darted under the shelves, reaching for the metallic sphere. My fingertips brushed it and it rolled away. Each beat of my heart felt like a punch to my chest as I felt frantically around under the shelf.

      My fist closed on it at the same time as Sanborn Troel's strong hand grabbed my shoulder, flipping me over onto my back and flashing the dagger in front of my face.

      "In the name of the Vritra and the High Sovereign, I sentence you to death—"

      His eyes went wide with surprise and confusion as I pressed the artifact to his chest and pushed mana into it. He tried to pull away, but it was too late.

      The mana trap was designed to instantly drain all the mana from the target's core, absorbing it into the artifact itself and leaving the affected mage defenseless. Unlike everything else that had been on the now-broken display, the mana trap was a rare and expensive artifact, though this one had been designed to look innocuous, mimicking a common artifact for training a mage's mana core.

      Father had placed it here as an added precaution, a trap for anyone poking around the warehouse who shouldn't be.

      Sanborn Troel's mana core was drained with a flash of light. The dagger fell to the floor with a ringing clang as both hands clutched at his sternum.

      I stood as the Alacryan sank to his knees in front of me, his breath ragged and sweat pouring down his forehead. Our eyes met, mine now confident, his panicky and disoriented.

      When his face contorted with concentration, I held up the artifact, now glowing slightly. "Did you really think a mere Sentry could defeat a Dicathian battlemage trained at Xyrus Academy?" I asked, throwing his own words back at him.

      Movement behind him drew my eye: the Ravenpoor twins were struggling to help each other to their feet. "Stay where you are," I ordered.

      Sanborn Troel looked from me to the dagger on the floor, then in the direction of the door. He tried to stand, wobbled, and went back to one knee.

      "Are you going to kill me?" he panted, the physical toll of having his entire core instantly depleted putting him into a state of severe backlash.

      I frowned. I didn't want to kill anyone, but…

      "What would you do?" I asked.

      He took a deep breath, like he was struggling to even keep talking, then shouted at the top of his voice, "Help! Guards! I'm in—"

      Water mana condensed around him in a wide sphere and his shouts cut off, transformed into silent bubbles from his mouth. He kicked wildly, swimming but going nowhere, trapped at the center of the sphere.

      Unsure what else to do, I turned away, walking around him to where the children were staring in horrified fascination. I pulled Clara and Cleo's heads to my body, hiding the sight of Sanborn Troel silently drowning behind me.
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      JASMINE FLAMESWORTH

      One good thing about finding the girl was that Dalmore seemed to have forgotten that he kicked me out. The innkeeper hadn't complained when I spent the night in my old room, and had brought me a bowl of gruel in the morning.

      The hot sludge wasn't exactly my favorite meal, but it was better than nothing.

      "So," I said after swallowing a mouthful, "your mother taught you all that stuff about plants and herbs?"

      The girl nodded vigorously. "Papa was a mage, but Mama's talent was with plants. Not plant magic, like me, but knowing stuff about them. I think she knew the name and purpose of every plant in the Elshire forest."

      The girl paused and picked at a loose sliver of wood poking out from the edge of the table. "She taught me about plants, and Papa taught me about magic. I wasn't born an emitter, but I always wanted to help make people better when they got hurt or got sick." She scoffed in a way that reminded me of myself.

      "What's wrong with that?" I asked uncomfortably. The conversation felt like it was drifting into "heart-to-heart" territory.

      She met my eye for just a second, then looked back down at her sliver. "It just seems a little silly now, doesn't it?"

      "Actually," I said slowly, not exactly sure what I was going to say, "it seems like we need healers now more than ever."

      She looked up, her face hopeful. "Really? Papa always told me that the world needed a lot of looking after, and everyone had to work together to do that. That's…why he and my brothers stayed to fight, even though they weren't soldiers."

      I opened my mouth to say…something, but the girl kept going.

      "We talked a lot. Mama and Papa and my brothers. We would go for walks in the forest, and they would tell us about everything we saw, what it was good for, what it needed from us in return. 'Everything has a purpose,' Papa said." She smiled, childlike and innocent. "And then Mama would add, 'Even if that purpose is just to be beautiful, like your father.'"

      The elf girl giggled, even though she was on the edge of tears.

      "That's…lovely," I said softly, then flinched at how awkward it sounded coming out of my mouth. "Your family sounds very nice."

      She turned her chin up and wiped away a tear. "They were."

      We finished our breakfast in silence before the girl asked, "Jasmine, what are we going to do now?"

      I was about to suggest we go for a walk when I realized that wasn't what she meant. What were we going to do?

      Ideally, some elven family at the Wall could have taken her in and raised her, but there were no elves here. Based on the seamstress's reaction to my simple request for clothes, I doubted anyone would be charitable enough to take on an extra mouth. People had their own problems.

      There was an alternative, but I didn't know how to find them even if I wanted to.

      Before they left, Helen had assured me they'd come back to check on me, and to see if I'd changed my mind. If I kept the girl safe until then, she could go be with others of her kind in the sanctuary. It was safer there than anywhere else in Dicathen, even if they were fighting a losing battle.

      Out loud, I said, "We'll figure something out."

      Before she could pepper me with questions, the inn's door creaked open and four large men came in.

      They were soldiers, dressed for guard duty in the Bulwark Division. The largest of the four was missing a couple of teeth.

      They glanced around the barroom, and, when they noticed me, the other three began chuckling and teasing the man I'd knocked out. He scowled at me, then led the rest to the bar, where Dalmore was looking on nervously.

      "Little early for a drink, isn't it boys?" Dalmore said with a forced chuckle.

      "Cold wind off the mountains," the big man grumbled. "If I'm going to stand watch from the top of the Wall for the next ten hours, you can bet your ass I'm not going to do it sober."

      His cronies all chuckled appreciatively as Dalmore began pouring them mugs of beer.

      Mug in hand, he turned and rested against the bar, watching me as he took a long, gulping drink.

      "Why don't I show you around town," I suggested to the girl, though I didn't take my eyes away from the soldiers.

      This drew the other soldiers' attention. "Look, Fulk, that girl who knocked your teeth out has a pet. That's cute."

      The big man, Fulk, spit on the floor, drained his mug, and then slammed it down on the bar. "Where'd you find this raggedy little thing, Flamesworth?"

      I was mildly surprised to hear him use my name, and it must have showed.

      He grunted out a dull laugh. "Oh, that's right. I found out all about you after the last time we met. From what I hear, you're not quite the motherly type, so what's this all about then? Looking to make a quick buck? Wouldn't put it past a Flamesworth to deal in a little light slavery."

      His eyes traveled up and down Camellia. To the girl's credit, she glared right back.

      "Not much meat on that one, is there? My cousin used to do a bit of trade in elves on the side. Preferred to get 'em a bit younger than this here, I think, but then again, not many elves around no more." His flat face split into a cruel grin. "Tell you what, I'll give you, say, two gold for her."

      The men around him howled with laughter. I took a step toward them, but Camellia was pulling at my arm. "Come on, Jasmine. Let's just go for that walk."

      Fulk pushed away from the bar and crossed the room so that he was standing between us and the door. "What's the matter, pointy ears? I promise I'd be a real good master. I could use someone to clean up after me, knock the mud off my boots, wash my uniform, and you don't look like you eat much, anyway."

      I took a step toward the big man and fingered my daggers. "Move."

      From behind the bar, Dalmore was looking on in a panic. "Now, I won't have another fight in here! Stop or I'll—"

      "What? Call the guards?" said one of the others with a laugh.

      "Careful now, Fulk," said another. "You don't have many more teeth to lose."

      Fulk snarled and clenched his fists. "I heard elves mature a lot quicker than humans. Is that true Flamesworth? I—" The man choked off in a wheezing grunt.

      Three quick steps had brought me right beside him, and my fist had sunk into his ribs before he could even bring his meaty hands up to defend himself. He doubled over, and my knee came up into his nose with a satisfying crunch, sending him toppling onto his back.

      I thought that would be the end of it, but Fulk struggled back to his feet and drew his sword.

      The other soldiers eyed him nervously. "Hey, Fulk, we were just having a little fun, let's not—"

      Their companion wasn't listening. His eyes bulged above a swollen, bloody nose, and he let out a roar as he lunged toward me, his sword blurring through the air in an overhead swing.

      I sidestepped and let the sword crash into the wooden floorboards, then pushed the toe of my boot against the flat of the blade to keep it trapped there. "You're an embarrassment to your uniform," I said mockingly, then drove a mana-shrouded fist into his jaw.

      Fulk tumbled sideways and crashed through one of Dalmore's tables, smashing it to kindling. Distantly, I heard the innkeeper groan.

      The other three soldiers moved away from the bar to stand protectively over Fulk, who was struggling onto his hands and knees. "All right, that's enough. You're under arrest for assaulting a member of the Bulwark Division, Flamesworth."

      "Here now!" blustered Dalmore, but he was thoroughly ignored.

      "He started this," I ground out, doing my best to sound reasonable.

      The soldier was shaking his head. Behind him, the other two were dragging Fulk back to his feet. "Don't care, Flamesworth. Over three-quarters of our unit got wiped out when your dad sent us beyond the Wall. Still, we stay and grind on, no pay, little enough hope. So you of all people don't get to put your hands on one of us. Understand that?" His face had reddened as he spoke.

      The guards had clearly decided to double down on Fulk's idiocy. I didn't entirely believe the senior captain's threat that I'd be chucked out of town for being arrested again, but I couldn't leave Camellia on her own.

      Not with thugs like these around.

      "Now," he said, his hand drifting toward the handle of his sword. "You are under arrest. If you don't come along quietly, we'll cut you down."

      Half turning so I could see Camellia, who had sunk back against the closest wall to stay out of the way of my short fight, I said, "Go get your things. We're leaving."

      One of the soldiers was already moving to intercept her. Hooking a chair with my toe, I kicked it at him as hard as I could, then lunged toward the red-faced guard.

      My hand was on the pummel of his sword before he could unsheathe it, and he rocked backwards and tripped in the pile of broken wood as my forehead connected with the bridge of his nose.

      The dazed Fulk caught him and both men tumbled to the floor hard enough to shake the mugs lining the wall behind the bar.

      The fourth man has his sword out, but hesitated to attack.

      I didn't.

      I released a condensed burst of wind mana that threw him off his feet and into the bar. He crumpled at its base, not moving.

      The guard going after Camellia had recovered from the chair and drawn a shortsword and a long dagger from his belt. The floorboards groaned and cracked as two vines burst up through them and wrapped around the man's legs.

      He began to hack at them, giving me time to move in and pin his sword-arm to his side. I twisted his wrist until he howled in pain and the shortsword clattered to the ground, then drove my elbow up into his chin.

      The soldier took one stumbling step back, got hung up in the vine still clinging to his leg, and went over backwards, his dagger flying. Camellia rushed around the fallen man, heading for the stairs up to our room.

      Fulk and the red-faced guard were both struggling to stand.

      "Enough," I said firmly. "This is over. Take your friends and go."

      The two men regained their feet, and both brandished their swords. Fulk stalked toward me cautiously while the red-faced guard circled around to my left, his blade glowing red hot as he infused it with mana.

      I drew my daggers. "No one needs to die here."

      Fulk bellowed as he took Mankiller in both hands and swung downward toward me. At the same time, the red-faced soldier darted in from the side, thrusting at my hip.

      Instead of dodging right, which would have left me pinned up against the bar, I moved left, into the thrust. One dagger parried the searing blade while the other licked out and made a shallow cut on the back of Fulk's unprotected hand.

      Spinning, I put one foot between the red-faced soldier's legs, letting his own momentum trip him up, then drove the pummel of my dagger into his ear.

      Although the pain of the sharp blow knocked him to his knees, he swept blindly backwards with his glowing sword, forcing me to dodge. The sudden movement sent a searing pain up my side as I twisted my torso, aggravating my still healing wound.

      While the two were collecting themselves, I tried again to put an end to the fight. "Listen, idiots. I'm taking it easy on you, and you know it. Walk away."

      Wordlessly, the two approached again. The red-faced guard's sword grew so hot that it burst into fire, whooshing as it moved.

      I rolled my eyes so hard it hurt.

      Jumping backwards, I threw both daggers, each wrapped in a disk of wind. The men's swords came up to block, and I lunged forward again, building a cyclone of wind-attribute mana around me that threw chairs across the room and overturned the tables.

      Stopping suddenly just a couple feet from Fulk and his companion, almost directly between them, I pushed outward with the cyclone. It grabbed both men and hurled them bodily across the room, twisting and tumbling like ragdolls.

      The red-faced soldier hit the roof, bounced off, and spun through one of the windows with a crash, disappearing into the street. Fulk's head hit the bar, then the rest of him smashed into the back wall, breaking the shelving and sending all of Dalmore's precious mugs plummeting to the ground where they burst into a thousand pieces.

      The ringing noise of shattering ceramic hadn't even stopped before I heard yelling from outside the inn.

      "Shit." Up the stairs I shouted, "Camellia, hurry it up!"

      Dalmore, who had ducked below the bar when my cyclone attack went off, stood up and gazed slack-jawed around his barroom in horror. "Jasmine, what have you—" He went silent as his eyes locked on something behind the bar. "He's dead, Jasmine. You killed him."

      Wrapped in an insulating post-battle calm, I walked slowly to the bar and looked over. Sure enough, the flat-faced guard's neck was twisted unnaturally, and blood was pouring from a gash near his temple. He was definitely dead.

      Light footsteps on the stairs and a stifled gasp announced Camellia's return.

      "Jasmine, you're bleeding…"

      I pressed a hand to my side; sure enough, it came away red with blood. "It's nothing. Just opened my wound."

      Withdrawing the ravager's beast core from my dimension ring, I set it on the bar with a heavy clunk and met Dalmore's eye. "Sorry about this, Dal. Maybe this can cover what I owe you."

      An S-class beast core would have fetched enough gold to rebuild the whole bar back before the Alacryans took over. I wasn't sure of its value in our new world, but I hoped it would set him right. For all his nagging, Dalmore had been kind to me.

      I gestured for Camellia to come on and gave the silent innkeeper one last nod before rushing out the door.

      A small crowd had already gathered around the red-faced soldier, who was lying in a heap on the ground, only half-conscious. A few of them watched carefully as I came out of the Underwall.

      After checking to make sure Camellia was following, I ducked away from the crowd, went down an alley between two buildings, then waited for a pair of rushing guards to pass by before making a beeline toward the west exit.

      The carriage gates were closed, but the guards didn't seem particularly on edge. Camellia and I slowed to a walk as we approached the smaller gate that opened out into the Kingdom of Sapin.

      The bored-looking gate guard hardly glanced up at us as he swung the iron gate out, allowing us to pass.

      We had gone a few hundred feet from town when I heard the large carriage gates rattling open. A dozen armed and armored men, all soldiers of the Bulwark Division, were rushing out.

      "Jasmine, they're—"

      "Never going to catch us," I said firmly, hoisting Camellia onto my back. A burst of wind mana swirled around me, kicking up a cloud of dust that quickly obscured us, and I began to run.
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      EMILY WATSKEN

      The lab was crowded as we prepared for Gideon's latest experiment.

      Two Alacryan mages stood at one end of the central table, on which rested the salt-tray and a large fire salt ember.

      The salt-tray had been set on iron risers so it was a few inches above the table, and a second tray full of coal sat below it. Although we hadn't started yet, the heat radiating down from the fire salt had already caused the top layer of coal to glow a dull red.

      A third mage stood behind us. He would be providing a magical barrier during the test, keeping Gideon, Brone, and me safe from any unexpected results.

      "And you're sure these two can regulate their mana output well enough for the minute adjustments required for this experiment to work?" Gideon asked Brone again, causing the mages to shoot him dirty looks.

      Brone sounded almost haughty as he replied. "Though their crests aren't exceptional in battle, both of these mages have shown incredible control over their mana. I'm more than confident that they can do as you require, though I still don't understand why they can't cast from behind the barrier—"

      "The calculations are too precise!" Gideon snapped. "They will need to output exactly the correct amount of wind and heat, with exactly the correct timing. Are you suggesting they can do this while sheltered behind a barrier of mana that is impacting both their perception and their casting?"

      "No, I suppose they cannot," Brone conceded. His eyes flicked to the third mage.

      Gideon grinned, which just made him look even more like a mad scientist. "Just a precaution, in case the Casters you've provided me aren't as good as you claim."

      One of the mages turned on Gideon, his fists clenched, but a look from Brone kept him quiet.

      "Enough flapping our gums, let's get to the fun stuff," Gideon declared, leaning forward with his hands on his knees to peer at the table. "Ignite the coals and bring them up to a blue flame. As soon as the flame turns blue, cast a tunnel of wind across the fire salts, and I'll give you instructions from there."

      Everyone settled into their positions as the Caster with the fire-aspect crest conjured a flame into the coals. It flickered orange, then quickly went from red to yellowish green, then a light blue.

      "A little more heat, about fourteen degrees, until the flames are just one shade darker…"

      The mage began to sweat as he pushed mana into the flames. The moment the shade of blue changed, Gideon snapped, "There! Hold it there!"

      I fidgeted nervously, picking at the hem of my loose, itchy shirt. The flames were too blue now. We had theorized that adding a certain amount of heat from fire-attribute mana and using wind-attribute mana to feed oxygen to the fire salts would result in a combustion effect, but the fire was several degrees too warm.

      Should I say something?

      Gideon's focus was entirely on the experiment. It was his theory. He had to know what he was doing…

      The second mage pushed a concentrated tunnel of wind across the fire salt ember, causing it to blaze from bright orange to nearly white.

      "Hold the flame!" Gideon yelped as the blue fire flickered. "Bring the wind up to twelve meters per second."

      The mage conjuring the tunnel of wind scrunched his face in concentration as he attempted to both maintain his spell and hold it to Gideon's exact specifications.

      Gideon pulled a pair of tinted goggles down over his eyes as the fire salt ember became too bright to look at directly, and I copied him. Brone shot me a curmudgeonly frown. Apparently Gideon had forgotten to give the Instiller his own pair.

      "Shield, as many layers as you can sustain."

      A translucent panel of mana appeared between us and the experiment, like a thick pane of glass.

      Brone was shielding his eyes with his hand. Gideon had leaned forward so that his nose was practically pressed against the shield. Both Casters were squinting against the glare of the fire salt ember.

      "Now, slowly bring the wind up to fifteen meters per second, and the heat by five degrees."

      Despite the heat in the room, a cold chill ran up my spine, conjuring goose bumps along my arms and neck. With that much heat and wind being forced on the fire salt ember, it was going to—

      The fire salt ember exploded with hot white light, burning my eyes and making my ears ring. The blast sent tremors through the reinforced floor and filled the lab with dust as the ceiling cracked. Even behind the shield, I felt the concussive wave. Although my eyes had snapped shut behind the thick tinted glass of my goggles, colorful dots were still burned into my retina.

      "Vritra save us!" Brone yelped from the ground beside me.

      I tugged the goggles off my face and blinked away tears until I could see again.

      The lab was in shambles. Pieces of the salt-tray and table were stuck in the floor, ceiling, and walls. The tools had been fused to the rack. There were cracks in the stonework, and the door had caved outward slightly. Even the heavy metal furnace had partially collapsed from the force of the combustion. If not for the wards placed around the room, I was pretty sure the entire lab would have collapsed on our heads.

      As for the Casters, there was no sign of them at all. Complete disintegration.

      Brone, who must have stumbled and fell during the explosion, stood up and dusted himself off irritably, but when he stepped out into the room—beyond the clear line separating the blasted ruins of the lab outside our small, shielded corner—a slow, creepy smile spread across his ratty face.

      Gideon cleared his throat. "I must have miscalculated slightly. Nothing a few more tests won't fix, I'm sure."

      "Maybe the investment in this project will be worth it after all," Brone said vaguely, still looking around at the destruction. "Come with me, Gideon. I'd like you to explain the results first hand. Girl, clean this mess up."

      With that, Brone marched out of the lab. Gideon gave me a knowing look and patted my shoulder, then followed Brone, leaving me alone with the pale-faced Shield, who was leaning against the wall in a limp way that suggested he was on the verge of backlash.

      "You okay?" I asked tentatively. Normally I made it a point not to talk to any of the Alacryan mages I saw, but I just couldn't handle the awkwardness of standing in a room where two men had just been obliterated and ignoring the only other occupant.

      The Shield pushed away from the wall and collected himself. "That mad bastard could have killed us all. You should thank the Vritra for my protection, undeserving as you are of it."

      The mage stormed out of the lab, leaving me to stare after him, unsurprised but no less irritated.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned back to the wreckage of the lab. I didn't even know where to begin. Everything was totally ruined.

      "Well, you can't finish something you never start," I mumbled to myself before pulling a heavy-duty set of iron pliers from the tool rack—one of the few items that had survived the blast—and beginning the laborious process of removing shrapnel from the lab walls.
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        * * *

      

      It felt like hours later when the door banged open and Gideon practically trotted into the lab carrying an armful of parchment. I'd made almost no progress, despite working my hands to the point of numbness.

      Gideon didn't even seem to notice the state of the place. He simply brushed the dust and scorch marks off the stone workbench next to the furnace, pulled out a charcoal pencil, and began to scribble away.

      "Well?" I asked, exasperated.

      He turned to me and scratched his forehead, smudging himself with dark soot. "Well what?"

      I just stared at him, sure that he'd get the point eventually.

      "Oh, the meeting? Well, Oleander's patron seems quite enthused with the results, as they should be." He turned back to his writing. "You know, I think these fire salts have some real potential as a power source. The original design for the underground train system Arthur and I were working on relies on a similar steam engine to the Dicatheus, but a combustion engine powered by fire salts could be an order of magnitude more efficient, requiring significantly less bulk and allowing for longer running times without the need to bring on fuel…"

      I blinked at his bent back. "You think your research is going to be used for trains?"

      "Of course," he grumbled. "One day, it certainly will be."

      Walking across the lab, I leaned on the workbench so I could see my mentor's face. "But in the meantime, it'll be used for weapons."

      He set down his pencil and turned to me. "Everyone has their purpose, Miss Watsken, their reason for being. Mine is investigation and invention. Yours is to vex me and fetch the proper tool at the proper time, or occasionally a cup of coffee. There are others who are meant to fight in wars, to lead soldiers, to design stratagem.

      "Most of them are dead, and the war they fought has been lost. So if you'd really like to see the world become a better place, you'll have to still be around to help create it. Understand?"

      I nodded reluctantly, then frowned as I remembered something. "What about the instructions you gave those Casters? The input from both wind and heat was much higher than we'd theorized."

      He raised his soot-stained brow at me. "Experimentation is often dangerous. We can only hope they send us even better mages next time."

      With that, Gideon turned back to his papers.

      Letting out a deep sigh, I took up my pliers and got back to work.
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      LILIA HELSTEA

      "Lilia, I really hope you understand just how lucky you were."

      Father was sitting behind his desk, his fingers steepled in front of him. He wasn't yelling, but I could tell how upset he was by the way his voice trembled.

      Mother was leaning back against the closed door of Father's office, her face pale, her eyes closed as she listened to our conversation.

      "I know, Father, I know!" I said, my own voice sounding thin and whiney to my ears. I leaned forward and hid my face in my hands. "I won't do it again, I promise…"

      When there was no reply, I looked up. Father's dark eyebrows had come together in a frown. "Is that how I raised you?"

      I sat up straight and stared at him, unsure what he meant.

      "Do the Helsteas give up just because of a setback?" His frown deepened. "Were that the case, I promise the Helstea Auction House never would have been successful."

      "What are you saying, Father?"

      Mother walked across the office and put her arm around me, giving me a little squeeze.

      Father smoothed out a rolled parchment I hadn't noticed on his desk. It was a rough map of Xyrus City. Several locations had been marked with little red X's with lines drawn between them. "We just have to be more cautious, that's all. For one thing, directing too much traffic to any one location—whether it's the auction house, our home, or some abandoned warehouse somewhere—will definitely draw attention."

      Was my father strategizing the continuation of our efforts to help people escape the city?

      "We should rotate through several safe houses instead. I’ve marked out some possible properties here, and your mother has charted the safest routes for moving people around the city when necessary." He looked at me expectantly.

      "I'm…not sure what to say," I admitted.

      Up until that moment, I had felt like I was pulling my father along in my efforts to do something, anything, to fight back against the Alacryan occupation. Now I was seeing that, really, he was three steps ahead of me.

      The truth was that my close call in the warehouse had dimmed the flames of my rebellious eagerness. We had planned for the worst, and those plans had saved us, but there were a hundred ways it could have gone wrong.

      I could have died. The children could have died. Sanborn Troel might have followed through on his promise to throw my parents from the edge of the city.

      I'd known it was a risk, of course, but…

      I killed a man.

      My weary mind jumped to Ellie, who had been like my adopted sister. She had gone to war, and she was years younger than me. Had she shaken with fear, standing on top of the Wall fighting Alacryan mages and corrupted mana beasts?

      I suddenly realized my father had been speaking. "I'm sorry, Father. What were you saying?"

      He looked at me with concern, and my mother ran a comforting hand through my hair. "Are you all right, my dear? Isn't this what you wanted?"

      I leaned my head on Mother's shoulder. "Yes, I just…I'm afraid…"

      Father smiled softly. "You are a talented mage, Lilia, but more than that, you are very smart. You're afraid because now you see what it will take to fight back against these invaders. You should be frightened, but we won't let that fear hold us back. Not anymore."

      "But what if I'm not good enough? Without your careful preparations, I—"

      "You were 'good enough' to help your father and I see the truth of what we needed to do," my mother answered. "But none of us needs to be perfect, because we will not do this alone."

      I assumed she was simply being poetic about our sticking together as a family, but at that same moment the bell at the front door rang, and Father's smile grew into an excited grin.

      "Speaking of that, Lilia dear, will you get the door, please?"

      Feeling caught off guard once again, I slipped out of the office and hurried downstairs to the front door. Who would my father trust enough to involve them in our plans? A careless word in the wrong ear…but I shook my concern away. Father had proven himself anything but careless.

      Feeling somewhat silly at my own nervousness, I opened the door. The cloaked figure standing on our step was tall and athletically built. She pulled back her hood, revealing a wide grin on her tanned face.

      "Professor Glory?"

      "Not anymore, am I?" she said, as though that didn't matter to her in the slightest. "But it's probably better to catch up inside, don't you think?"

      I stood aside and waved her in, grinning at her carefree attitude. "So you're my father's secret weapon against the Alacryans?"

      Professor Glory laughed. "More like he is mine. Although, I hear I have you to thank for that."

      I led the way through the house as we continued to chat. "I just reminded him what our friends, the Leywins, did for this continent, I think."

      "Hah, don't sell yourself short, Lilia. You reminded your parents what it's like to have hope."

      I blushed, but was saved from thinking of a response by my parents, who both rushed to greet my old professor.

      "Vanesy, it's so good to see you," my mother said, beaming.

      "Yes, we're glad you've come, though I'm surprised you thought it worth the risk to visit Xyrus in person. How'd you get into the city, anyway?"

      Professor Glory—Vanesy—laughed. "Flew. Never been happier to be bonded with a winged mana beast than since Etistin. It's made moving around Dicathen a heck of a lot easier. Torch isn't particularly stealthy, but I've only met two Alacryans that could fly, and they both found out pretty quickly that you can't fight a flare hawk hand-to-hand in mid-air and live to tell about it."

      "Vanesy here has been establishing a resistance network all throughout Sapin," my father told me, waving at us all to make ourselves more comfortable.

      Vanesy nodded, turning serious. "We've got tens of thousands of soldiers out there just itching to take the fight to the Alacryans. I've been coordinating between the different groups, setting up a network of resistance fighters."

      "What about the Lances?" I asked eagerly, but Vanesy shook her head.

      "No, but I heard a rumor that they were seen in a little farming village to the east. The fact that they've finally revealed themselves is part of the reason I risked this trip in person. I thought it would be a good time to drum up some support, and Xyrus is still home to an above-average number of mages."

      My father was nodding along. "The Alacryans will be on their guard now, however. We'll have to be even more careful."

      Vanesy smirked. "If there has been a silver lining to the loss of the war, it's that the Alacryans are spread pretty thin, and they're not as attentive as they should be. These Vritra seem to think that we don't have any fight left. I'm looking forward to the day when we get to prove them wrong."

      Our conversation continued, and it took me awhile to realize that something had changed within me as I listened. Though the excitement of rebellion had been diminished, something warmer and stronger was growing in its place.

      Just like Vanesy said.

      Hope.
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      MICA EARTHBORN

      "Fighting you was fun, but this is the part Mica has really been looking forward to," I said, my face inches from Lyra Dreide's. I was sitting in her lap and straddling her legs, carefully watching every twitch of her lips, every shift of her eyes.

      This retainer has quite the poker face.

      We had returned to our hideout in the Beast Glades after capturing Lyra Dreide. It was difficult to track mana signatures here because of the S- and SS-class mana beasts everywhere, and we'd been careful to make sure we weren't followed.

      The retainer was bound within a stone chair I'd conjured just for her. Well, it was kind of a chair, just not a very comfortable one. The hard stone wrapped around her legs from ankle to knee and covered her hands entirely. A collar wrapped around her throat, and there was a single spike protruding into her back. If she tried anything, that spike would pierce her mana core in a blink.

      Personally, I had suggested we start with that, but Varay thought disabling her core might break her completely, and we needed information first. So we had to break her a little bit at a time.

      Varay started with a toe.

      She didn't ask any questions first, just slowly removed the retainer's boot, pinched her little toe between two fingers, and froze it solid. Despite our warnings not to fight back, the woman's body shimmered with mana to counteract the spell. It was instinctive, but I forced the spike just a little deeper anyway.

      "Oh, that's really close to your mana core. Careful"—I booped her nose with my finger—"that you don't squirm around too much."

      I heard a crack behind me and turned to see Varay hold up the toe, which she had just broken off.

      I gave our prisoner a pained, sympathetic look. "Ouch. That must have hurt. So, why don't you tell us all about the Alacryans' operation, huh? Then, you can keep the rest of your perfect little toes."

      Lyra Dreide, pale and sweating despite the cool air of the cave, scowled but said nothing.

      "Talking is, like, your thing, right?" I asked, twirling a lock of her red hair around my finger. "So it really shouldn't be so hard."

      The retainer gritted her teeth as Varay started on the next toe. When it broke, Lyra Dreide gasped, her entire body shaking beneath me.

      Varay's armor creaked as she stood, and I could feel her cold glare over my shoulder. "Move, Mica. I'll handle the questioning."

      Shooting her a pout, I hopped off the retainer's lap and walked to my bed. There, I scooped up one of my dolls. It gave me an idea.

      As Varay began the questioning, I focused on rearranging the doll's features. It was one of the few I had really tried to make look nice, and it already had a semi-realistic female face. I just had to change a few little things, and I had a vague likeness of our prisoner.

      "I want the names of the highest ranking officials in Xyrus, Blackbend, and Etistin." Varay was standing over the retainer, arms crossed and radiating a chilly aura. Her tone was all business. She really could be scary sometimes. I was pretty sure that, if I'd been the one in the chair, I'd have spilled my guts in about four seconds.

      Plus, I was really fond of my toes.

      The retainer, on the other hand, seemed to have gone mute all of a sudden. She simply watched as Varay bent down, took a third toe, and froze it solid.

      Behind Varay, I mimicked the action on the doll. I mimed it screaming and shaking in response, then it bobbed around as if speaking quickly. Varay asked again for the names, but the retainer held her tongue.

      "Mica thinks you should move on to the pretty lady's face," I suggested helpfully. At the same time, I pinched the doll's tiny nose and broke it off with a quiet crunch.

      Varay turned to say something but stopped when she saw the doll. The judgment written across her face was pretty obvious, but I didn't care. I was helping.

      Aya stepped forward from where she had been half hidden in the shadows. "Varay, perhaps I should take it from here. This is my specialty, after all."

      Varay met the retainer's eye and paused, her fingers tapping against her thigh. "Fine, but remember, we need her mind whole."

      Moving slowly closer, Aya raised one hand and made a gesture in the air with her hand. Whip-thin tentacles of mist began uncoiling from her fingertips and wrapping around the bound retainer. Lyra Dreide's jaw tightened as unintelligible whispers filled the cave.

      "I think my dwarven companion is right. You seem like someone who cares a great deal about how you're perceived. That's why you're in this position, after all. The adoration, the fear, those moments where entire crowds of people hang on every word you say…"

      Aya rested her hand on the side of the retainer's face. When the woman stiffened, I gave her a little nudge with the stone spike in her back.

      "This is what we will do to you if we don't get the information we need," Aya said, her voice a low purr full of promise and threat. As she spoke, the misty tentacles wrapped around our prisoner's face, and the whispers intensified. "Can you see it? Can you see what becomes of you?"

      Lyra Dreide's face had gone pale and her lips were trembling. She closed her eyes against the mist, but even that wouldn't protect her from Aya's illusions.

      "Listen, Alacryan. Listen to the screams. Do you know what those are?" Aya cooed. "That is the sound you will hear everywhere you go: the horrified keening of women and children, the terrified disgust of the men, unable to stand the sight of you."

      Lyra Dreide's body began to shake. I felt the surge of mana building up within her and prodded with the spike at her back. "Don't try it, lady."

      Varay rested a hand on Aya's shoulder, and the elven Lance withdrew her mists.

      "Trust me when I say I take no pleasure in this," Varay said as she pressed her palm against the retainer's cheek. Lyra Dreide's eyes flew open. "I do not desire to bring you pain, and would much prefer it if you simply gave us the information we need. If you make me, however, I will freeze off your ears, then your nose. I will turn your eyes to ice and scorch your flesh with frost. Mica will constrict these cuffs until your legs crack and your hands are crushed to useless pulp. Finally, if you suffer through all that and still will not talk, I will break out your tongue, pierce your core, and hang what little is left of you over the streets of Etistin for all to see, just as you did to our queens and kings."

      I caught Aya's eye and silently mouthed, "Wow."

      Lyra Dreide seemed to be searching Varay's cold eyes. After a moment, she sagged in defeat, and Varay withdrew her hand.

      Varay sat back, and a jagged throne of ice crystallized out of the air beneath her. She seemed to sink into the frozen throne as she lounged back and crossed her legs before pinning the Alacryan with a piercing stare."I want names and titles, details on the chain of command, where local leaders are being housed. By the time you're done, I want to understand the mechanics of the Alacryans' new government as well as you do, Lyra Dreide. If you make that happen, this all stops and you can keep your life. For the moment."

      The woman seemed to deflate, sinking back against the chair so that I had to reduce the size of the spike to make sure it didn't accidentally puncture her core. "Fine. I'll tell you what you want to know."
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        * * *

      

      Just a few hours later, we were flying at top speed over the Grand Mountains.

      Once the retainer had started talking, she just wouldn't stop. It was like Varay had pulled out a plug and all the information inside her came pouring out. As the mouthpiece of the Vritra in Dicathen, she had it all: how local governance was being structured and maintained, who was in charge where, what their individual roles would be in Agrona's overall design…

      Honestly, she talked so long that I got bored and sort of zoned out, but that's what Lances Aya and Varay were for.

      It hadn't taken long to plan our first strike. Varay was insistent on using what we'd learned immediately. Word of our attack would spread like dragon's fire through both the Alacryan forces and Dicathen's civilians, and we were going to capitalize on that.

      Our first target was in Xyrus: Ensel Speight, the mage who had been put in charge of Xyrus Academy. Of all the people she'd told us about, this dungworm was the grossest. He was in charge of educating the young mages, by which of course I mean brainwashing them into supporting the Alacryans. But it went a lot further than that.

      Ensel Speight had pioneered a system by which young Dicathian mages would be rigorously tested to better understand our magic, and at the same time used against anyone who didn't fall in line. They were making little kids practice their casting on living targets.

      The thought of it made me sick, but there was some small consolation in knowing that we were going to wipe Ensel Speight off the face of the world.

      We flew in silence, our bodies wrapped in mana against the bitterly cold air at such a high altitude. It wasn't until the lights of Xyrus City appeared in the distance that Varay slowed to a halt.

      "Mana signatures should be suppressed on approach," she said, despite our already having discussed everything before leaving. "We'll circle around and come in from just above the academy. Aya, you'll pierce the mana barrier. Remember, straight to the director's tower. We—"

      "By rock and root, we've gone through this already," I muttered, drawing a glare from Varay.

      "We get out clean, otherwise our next objective becomes that much more difficult."

      Aya nodded, her dark hair gleaming in the starlight. I grunted my acknowledgement.

      Sometimes Mica thinks Varay forgets we were all generals once upon a time…

      Without any more unnecessary talking, we flew high up over the city and aligned ourselves to the academy. It was still possible we could be detected by our constant use of mana, or even seen if we were unlucky, so we moved fast.

      Once the academy was directly below us, we turned in formation and dove toward the dome protecting Xyrus. Aya was in the lead position, and as she reached the dome, her arm lit up with a beam of pure mana. Using her arm like a knife, she slashed through the transparent barrier and darted through.

      The protective shroud began to heal itself instantly, the ancient mages' powerful spell knitting back together like a healing wound. Varay flitted through second, and I followed, the edges of the hole already close enough that they sizzled against the mana shrouding my body.

      The secondary barrier that enclosed just the academy wasn't active, which we'd expected, and the way to the director's tower was clear. Varay and I followed just behind Aya as she flew like an arrow toward the tower balcony.

      When the elven Lance hit the closed balcony door going full speed, it caved like paper mache, exploding inward and showering the director's room with dust and debris. The place was a mess. I landed in the center of the room, my mace held loosely in one hand, but there was no one to swing it at.

      A desk that had rested in front of the balcony door had been flung across the room and smashed through the lower half of the door to the stairs. Chunks of stone and wood covered the floor, and a fine white dust was settling down over everything.

      "Damn, maybe he's not here?" I looked at Varay for confirmation, but sensed building mana at the same time she did.

      A shield of ice appeared in front of us an instant before a beam of blue fire shot out from under a piece of the rubble. The fire spread across the shield, devouring it, but Varay's spell absorbed all of the heat, and after a second both fire and ice faded away.

      Aya leapt to the spell's source and hurled a large piece of the wall across the room. Under it sprawled a very thin man in black and red robes. He was balding with thin, greasy hair that hung from the sides of his head. His piercing gray eyes were watery with the pain of a clearly broken leg, but somehow he still seemed to look down his nose at us.

      "The famed Lances, I presume," he ground out through clenched teeth. "Once the finest generals of Dicathen's army, now fallen to the role of lowly assassins." He spit out a mouthful of blood. "Pathetic, really."

      "You talk a lot for a corpse," I said, bringing my mace up and looking to Varay. "Let Mica shut him up forever, please?"

      Ensel Speight snorted and coughed up another mouthful of blood. "I would love to have given you three to the Testers. By the Vritra, the things we could have learned…"

      Shouts from outside and in the stairwell below us announced that it was time to leave. Varay nodded, and I stepped forward to deliver the killing blow.

      The cruel man howled as he released another ray of blue flame at my face. I brought up my mace to deflect it, but the spell never reached me. Instead, Varay shot forward and caught the fire. For a moment, it looked like a solid line connected the two, then the fire in Varay's hand began to harden into a darker, colder shade, freezing solid. The frozen fire spread, her ice racing back long the length of the beam. Ensel Speight's face was twisted in concentration, but at the last moment his eyes went wide and I felt him try to cut off the spell, but it was too late.

      The ice grew over his hand, up his arm, and in an instant had covered his entire body, freezing him solid. Varay released her end of the frozen fire and the line broke and shattered on the ground.

      Resting my mace on my shoulder, I gave Varay a pleading look. "Now can Mica do it?"

      Varay only rolled her eyes a little bit before nodding.

      When my mace struck the Alacryan a second later, he shattered like an ice sculpture, pieces of him flying across the room.

      Someone hammered on the door to the stairwell. "Sir! Sir? Are you all right, sir?"

      "Let's go," Aya said, carefully stepping over a large piece of Ensel Speight's…I thought it might be a piece of an arm, but it was hard to tell.

      As we flew out of the gaping hole in the side of the tower, more shouts came from below and a series of spells lit up the dark courtyard. Aya conjured a sheet of buffeting wind right below us, sending the red, blue, and green bolts of magic wildly off course as we shot straight up into the sky.

      "Ooh, it's like fireworks!" I shouted to the others, watching the barrage of spells impact against the inside of Xyrus's protective bubble.

      Like before, Aya sheered through it and we burst out into the cold night air. We immediately dived, skimming the barrier until we were below the level of the floating island, then turned southward toward Blackbend City.

      "Easy as catching rock grubs!" I grinned over at Aya, but she was wearing her serious face. "Oh, come on. That was great!"

      Varay responded from my other side. "It was successful, yes, but it was only one man. We have more to do tonight."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Flying high and really pushing ourselves, we made it to Blackbend City before dawn. Blackbend was a sprawling city built on trade from Darv and Elenoir, but most importantly it was home to a huge number of adventurers. This meant the Adventurers Guild had a strong presence within the city.

      According to our prisoner, efforts were being made to pressure the Adventurers Guild leadership into publicly supporting the Vritra. Adventuring was a lucrative, if risky, occupation in Sapin, and the large number of well-trained, independent, powerful mages spread throughout the country was a problem for continued Alacryan rule.

      Unfortunately, if Lyra Dreide was telling the truth, the Alacryans had been pretty successful in swaying the guild leaders. Who could have guessed that professional dungeon delvers and monster slayers weren't particularly loyal?

      The head of this effort was a Vritra-blooded mage named Haleigh Leech. She was a powerful ascender, whatever that was, who turned politician and crony for the Vritra. Apparently she was pretty good at influencing big dumb men, which I respected, but that didn't mean I wasn't going to kill her.

      We stayed high enough to avoid being seen or detected until we were hovering over the Adventurers Guild Hall. It was in a densely populated section of the city, so we would have to be careful about throwing around any really big spells; it wouldn't help anything if we wiped out a bunch of Dicathians taking down one Alacryan.

      "Ready?" Varay asked, mana already condensing around her.

      Aya nodded. I gave her two thumbs up.

      Varay's mana swelled as a rough ball of ice condensed in front of her. A moment later, she sent it plummeting like a comet toward the building's roof. We followed in the cold rush of air left in its wake.

      The comet crashed through the roof, blasted through two floors, and then exploded on the ground level releasing a burst of steaming water that rolled out like a tidal wave, knocking a dozen men out of their bunks. When Varay splashed into the water a second later, she let out a pulse of cold that froze the still rolling wave solid, trapping the men where they lay.

      Dicathians, I noted. But all alive.

      A group of three unarmored Alacryan mages peaked tentatively over the rim of the broken floorboards. The floorboards beneath them creaked before giving way as I increased the soldiers' weight, causing them to plummet through like they were cast out of iron. The force of the fall was enough to incapacitate them, but they weren't alone.

      Mana signatures were moving all over the Guild Hall. Four were coming down the hallway toward us. I prepared to attack as soon as they appeared in the doorway, but the woman who led them wasn't wearing Alacryan clothes.

      I held up my hand to stop them. "Go, get out of here!"

      When she hesitated, her companions all stacked up in the hallway behind her, I let my intent settle on them. "You don't fight for these people, understand? Especially not against us." That was all it took, and the adventurers broke and fled.

      "They seem to be congregating near a strong mana signature in the northeast of the building," Aya noted as she sent out a sweeping blade of wind that sheered through three Alacryan soldiers who had just burst into the room from the other end.

      "That must be her," I said.

      Without waiting for confirmation, I shot off in that direction, smashing straight through the walls instead of navigating the winding corridors of the huge building. When I burst suddenly into a brightly lit office, I found myself facing a wall of magical shields.

      Swirling wind, blazing flame, solid ice and stone, and translucent, shimmering panels separated me from about twenty soldiers. They were arranged around a muscular blonde woman. Even though it was the early hours of the morning, she was adorned in heavy plate armor that gleamed golden in the bright light. The sides of her head had been shaved to highlight the two jet black horns that grew from her skull.

      Wow, she looks like a total badass.

      "Hi there," I said, giving the crowd of Alacryan soldiers a little wave. "Haleigh, right?"

      "Hold her here," the woman boomed before slipping through a hidden alcove and vanishing.

      A dome of solid stone a foot thick formed over me to deflect the storm of incoming spells, then exploded outward in hundreds of sharp slivers. A few slipped through gaps between the shields to hit the mages behind them, but I didn't need to waste time on swatting individual soldiers.

      Dashing sideways, I shouldered through the wall into a narrow hallway before hammering through another and finding myself outside in the street. The big Alacryan woman was sprinting in the other direction, her armored boots clanging off the cobblestones like a forge hammer.

      Feeling a little creative, I conjured a simulacrum to guard the hole I'd smashed in the wall—just a rough stone golem about the size of a dwarf, like a giant version of one of my dolls—to keep those mages from pouring out behind me, then raced down the street after Haleigh Leech.

      I wondered what was taking the others so long, but knew that, unless they had run into a Scythe—which they hadn't, because I would have felt it immediately—they weren't in immediate danger.

      Taking up my mace, I hurled it at the retreating Alacryan's back. A shadow seemed to step out of her body and grab the weapon out of the air before it could reach her. The shadow spun the mace, clearly preparing to throw it back at me.

      "Hey, that's mine!" I shouted.

      Manipulating gravity around the mace, I made it so heavy it ripped free of the shadow's grip and crashed to the ground, breaking the stones and sinking a few inches into the road. The shadow popped like a bubble and vanished just as my target turned onto another street and I lost sight of her.

      I took flight, moving low over the road and snagging my weapon as I shot past. When I banked sharply around the corner, I was once again face to face with a wall of shields protecting rows of Alacryan soldiers, with Haleigh Leech standing behind them.

      "Déjà vu," I said as I floated to a stop. "Are you just pulling these guys out of your pockets or what?"

      "We're more than ready to deal with a few rebels," she boomed, her deep voice resounding from the nearest buildings. "The war is over, general. You've already lost."

      A door opened to my right and a man dressed like an adventurer stepped out. He had his weapon in hand and was staring angrily at the Alacryans. Door after door opened and several more Dicathians followed.

      Haleigh Leech glared around at them. "Return to your homes, civilians! Anyone who resists will be executed immediately."

      Seeing the people willing to stand up to the Alacryans was exactly what we were doing this for. The Lances were formed to be a symbol of strength to the Dicathian people, and that's what we intended to be.

      But after this woman was dead, we'd be back on the run. Anyone who raised weapons against the Alacryans would probably be killed, and instead of hope there would be despair, anger, and lingering resentment. It wasn't time for them to fight back, just to know that the Lances were still out there, fighting for them.

      "You heard the demon lady," I shouted. "Back into your homes, if you please. Let the Lances do the fighting today."

      There was some hesitation, a few confused looks, but no one disobeyed, and slowly they retreated back to their homes, though I could still see plenty of faces peering out at us from behind windows or between shutters.

      "Where were we?" I asked, turning my focus back to the Alacryans. "Oh, right, I was about to kill you all."

      Making myself heavy as an iron hyrax and reinforcing the thick barrier of mana around me, I plunged toward the shield wall. A few spells glanced harmlessly of me before I hit the wall. Their shields buckled and the mages behind them were tossed aside, scattering like confetti. The entire line collapsed.

      I twirled my mace in a wide arc, flatting several soldiers. A few were trying to close in, but the rest were stumbling back, and they were all falling over each other. The barriers reformed around me in an attempt to box me in, but before I could do anything cool to free myself, a sudden thunderclap split the air. The Alacryans fell screaming to the ground, bleeding from noses, eyes, and mouths as the spell shattered their insides.

      Aya flashed past, ignoring the few men who had survived in an effort to reach Haleigh Leech, who was running again, bolting down the street at top speed. When Aya reached her, three shadow forms broke away from her and grappled Aya, pulling her out of the air and pinning her to the ground.

      I made quick work of the last of the soldiers before sprinting to the elven Lance's aid. By the time I reached her, though, the shadows were gone and she was standing back up and dusting herself off.

      "By the way, the target can create weird shadow copies of herself or something," I said as I ran past.

      "This is taking too long!" Aya shouted, keeping pace with me easily. "We'll be overrun if we don't get out of here."

      Just then, four figures appeared as if from thin air in front of us, blocking the way. At first I thought they might be retainers from the strength of their mana cores, and I slid to a stop. Aya did the same, eyeing the newcomers carefully.

      No, not on the same level as Lyra Dreide or that awful creature, Uto, I realized. Still, they weren't weak.

      They were strangely hard to see, like they had draped themselves in shadow. I assumed it was some kind of spell or power that helped them hide their presence.

      The man in front took a step forward, and it was like he stepped into bright midday sun, or maybe more like he himself had suddenly started radiating a light of his own. He wore nothing but a pair of loose, silky black pants, showing off his athletic build. He was handsome, too, with slightly curly hair the color of red cedar.

      He put his hands on his hips and grinned at me, his teeth gleaming white in the gloom. "Rose Guard, present!"

      The shadow faded from the others as they stepped forward one at a time. To the bare-chested man's left, a willowy figure in scarlet battle robes pointed a long finger at me and said very softly, "Royal!"

      On the right, a woman in black chainmail and oxblood red leather armor stabbed the tip of her huge two-handed sword into the road and flipped her ponytail. "Roxy."

      Behind them, a large man in a black and red uniform similar to Lyra Dreide's twirled a staff casually before resting it across his shoulders. His voice was as deep as a moon ox's bellow. "Gale."

      "And I'm Geir," the leader finished with a wink.

      I exchanged looks with Aya. It was as much her look of bewilderment as the Rose Guards' introductions that set me off.

      I laughed. Loudly. I laughed until tears streamed from my face, until I was wheezing with every breath, until I worried I might collapse right there in the street.

      Maybe that's the plan, I thought through my outburst of mirth. They debilitate their opponents with uncontrollable laughter and then stab them while they're down.

      Despite this thought, the four Alacryans didn't make any move to attack. They didn't look very happy, though.

      Drying my tears, I shooed Aya away. "Go catch the target before she escapes. I'll stay and play with these four."

      Aya nodded and shot up into the air. The Alacryan named Royal was about to cast a spell but Geir held up his hand.

      "You have mocked and dishonored the Rose Guard, madam. We demand satisfaction in a trial by combat. To the death," he added dramatically.

      "Yours, maybe," I snapped back, my mace already moving.

      It was actually pretty impressive how quickly the four mages were able to synchronize their response. My mace slammed into the ground in front of me, shattering the road. A lightning bolt pattern of cracks spread out from the impact in the direction of my opponents, but they were ready.

      The big man named Gale conjured dozens of plate-sized slabs of stone, which orbited the group, including moving under them so they could step up off the ground and avoid the collapsing cobbles.

      Royal danced up onto one of the plates and rode it away from an upheaval of jagged rock before conjuring boiling, stinky water, which bubbled up out of the cracks I'd made. It hissed where it touched the stones, and after a few seconds, there was a moat around the Rose Guard.

      Roxy whirled her sword and writhed like a belly dancer. A long tunnel of wind-attribute mana poured from her blade. It grew, and kept growing until it was long enough to wrap all the way around her and her friends. At one end, the head of a snake was outlined in gusting wind.

      Finally, Geir floated up in the air, and then his body burst into flames. The fire shaped itself around him like a suit of armor, but it wasn't just that. Two burning wings protruded from his back and a long, whiplike tail of fire hung down behind him. Both arms were tipped with shining, fiery claws, and the flames around his head had formed into the familiar reptilian shape of a dragon.

      "Oh, that's cool," I said, admiring the flaming dragon suit. "Did you choose the shape or did it come like that?"

      Geir's voice took on an otherworldly, echoing quality when he spoke again. "The time for coy and playful words is past, Dicathian. Now, you face the full might…of the Rose Guard!"

      The dragon's mouth breathed a wide cone of fire, which I deflected with a stone slab that rose up out of the street. When the flames stopped, I toppled the slab over to land in the acidic muck, creating a sort of bridge across the moat.

      The wind-snake lunged, its jaws open wide. I was kind of curious what the thing could do, but not enough to let it strike me on purpose. Hopping forward onto the stone slab, I felt the jaws snap shut right behind me before I swung at its back, but my mace passed cleanly through and nearly plunged into the stinky moat.

      Geysers of the foul water began to spray up into the air. Where the droplets landed on me, they sizzled against my mana and tried to eat through.

      I took a hopping step forward and swung at Geir, but the stone plates moved to deflect the blow, and the dragon opened its mouth for another point-blank blast of fire. This time I took the attack head on, trusting my protective mana to absorb the heat as I spun, increasing the gravity of my mace to create momentum so that when another stone plate swung into a defensive position, the mace shattered it and kept going.

      Geir shouted and jerked back, his wings flapping wildly behind him, and he just managed to avoid my swing. Several of the plates moved into place to guard him, but I let up on my assault, instead flying straight into the air to avoid another strike from the wind-snake.

      Noxious mist began to form a cloud around me, corroding my mana shielding. Creating a point of dense gravity to my left, I pulled the green gas away and spun to meet Roxy, who was sprinting up the wind-snake's back like it was a siege ladder.

      Her huge blade hissed as it cut through the air, then rang like a bell as it deflected off my mace. Her hands moved with incredible speed—aided by calculated bursts of wind—as she slashed and cut in a barrage of strikes.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught Geir circling around to get behind me, and could sense Royal preparing some new spell below. Gale appeared to be focused on his stone shields, keeping several of them close enough to each of his companions to deflect a sudden attack.

      I felt for Aya and Varay to make sure they were still okay: Aya was a few streets away, her mana surging as she fought someone—hopefully Haleigh Leech—but Varay was still at the Guild Hall, her mana calm.

      Knowing they were fine was enough for the moment; I was a little too busy with the Rose Guard to wonder why Varay was just sitting around on her skinny behind.

      When I felt the warmth of a sudden gout of flame at my back, I dropped like a stone, deflecting one last strike from Roxy's blade as I fell. The jet of fire shot past her, obviously aimed carefully to avoid any crossfire.

      A liquid green missile launched from Royal's hands, forcing me to twist in the air, but I took advantage of the redirection by hurtling toward Gale. The big Alacryan conjured a dozen new stone plates to defend himself, but I only increased my own weight and plowed through them, using my body like a battering ram.

      Just as I reached him, the Shield vanished.

      Another acidic missile splashed across my shoulder, hissing and popping against my mana barrier. I conjured a column of stone that punched up from the ground and slammed into Royal, sending them careening into the side of a brick building.

      Geir dove from the sky, his fiery claws outstretched. I cast Black Diamond Vault, encasing myself in a shell of shining crystals at the last instant. Although I couldn't see or hear anything happening outside, I let out a pleased giggle at the thought of Geir smashing face first into the hardest substance known to dwarves.

      After holding it for only a couple of seconds, I released the spell, allowing the crystals to fall away and dissolve back into the ground. Geir was lying at my feet, his conjured armor flickering dimly as he struggled to maintain concentration on it. He was bleeding badly from his forehead.

      "You should really be more careful," I cautioned. "Flying takes a lot of practice, but I'm sure you'll get the hang of it someday."

      A deep-throated battle cry rang out from above and I brought my mace up just in time to catch Roxy's blade. Her serpent blew in from the side and clamped its mouth over me. I was pulled off my feet and suddenly found myself tumbling around inside of the construct like a leaf in a hurricane.

      The wind-snake's mouth dove into the pool of caustic liquid that still covered the street, sucking up acidic water and dousing me with it.

      Well this is annoying, I grumbled to myself as I flipped head over heels through a stinky acid soup within the belly of the wind-snake.

      Feeling downward through the ground, sensing the earth-attribute mana, I located a layer of heavy, wet clay soil about thirty feet below the cobbled surface of the road. I quickly increased the gravity within the pocket, crushing the clay, forcing out the moisture, and leaving a vacuum several feet wide.

      The Rose Guard seemed to be taking a moment to collect themselves. Gale had reappeared and helped Geir back to his feet. Roxy was focused on her spell, making the wind blow constantly faster and harder to keep me trapped within. I couldn't even see Royal.

      This all worked pretty perfectly for me. I clenched my fist and broke the earth beneath their feet. The road and the soil below it collapsed into the void I'd created underground. At the same time, I hit each of them with Gravity Hammer, flattening them like bugs under a boot heel.

      Three Alacryans, several tons of dirt and stone, and about a thousand gallons of acid water vanished into the breach.

      The wind-snake and the churning digestive fluid within it vanished, dropping me to the ground just at the edge of the huge hole I'd created.

      "Geir! Roxy! Gale!"

      "Oh, there you are," I said casually, turning to Royal. The Caster was standing just outside of where the street had collapsed in on itself. I glanced into the hole, but there was no sign of the others.

      "Hey, at least you dismissed all that yucky water before it melted your friends' faces off," I said consolingly.

      I sensed Aya approaching, and Royal twisted around, conjuring a long stream of acidic liquid that orbited them in a spiraling pattern.

      Aya ignored the Alacryan. "It's done," she shouted, zooming by overhead.

      "Welp," I said, meeting Royal's shocked gaze, "it looks like it's time for me to go. Maybe if you hurry, you can pull your friends out before they suffocate. Bye I guess!"

      My feet lifted up from the shattered street and I flew after Aya. Varay shot up through the hole in the Guild Hall roof to meet us, and together we turned south and flew away over the rooftops of Blackbend.
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        * * *

      

      "So, what were you doing while Aya and Mica got our hands dirty, hm?" I asked Varay a few minutes later.

      "Convincing the guild's leadership that it isn't in their best interest to back the Alacryans," she replied.

      "And this was successful?"

      "Seeing the Lances appear like lightning from a clear sky to strike down the Alacryans seemed to have made an impression on them, yes." Varay's mouth twitched, about as close to a smile as she ever got.

      The sun was just peaking over the horizon on our left, turning the sky a smoky blue color. There was a gentle wind at our backs and miles of untamed land below us. I felt pretty good about how things were going.

      "Something's following us," Aya said, gesturing over her shoulder.

      From Blackbend, we'd flown straight south toward Darv. Our last target for this mission wasn't actually in the dry wastes or dwarven tunnels, but we wanted to throw off any tracking or pursuit the Alacryans might have conjured up.

      Varay signaled a halt and we looked northward to watch. There was a shimmer in the air a couple hundred feet behind us, like a shadow suspended in midair or little wispy gray cloud.

      "Some kind of tracking spell," I confirmed, nodding sagely. "Fast, too, if it's kept up with us this far."

      I headed toward the dark smudge against the dawn sky, but it moved away. I flew faster, but it stayed around a hundred and fifty feet back. Finally, I leaned into it and shot full speed toward the shadow, but it still moved just as fast as I did.

      Banking hard, I headed back toward the others. The shadow reversed course and followed, keeping its distance but not falling behind.

      "Definitely fast," I confirmed when I drifted to a stop next to Aya.

      The elven Lance hurled several dozen bullets of wind at it. Her spell passed through the shadow with a faint ripple, but didn't seem to harm it. We spent a minute chucking increasingly strong spells, but nothing affected the shadow at all.

      "You realize that if there is some Alacryan Sentry sitting back in Blackbend watching all this, we're going to look like idiots, right?" I told Varay.

      "Ideas?" she asked, not taking her eyes off it.

      I had already tried increasing its gravity directly, which hadn't done anything, but thought maybe something a little more powerful might do the trick. Picking a point about halfway between us and the spy cloud, I focused all my energy into casting Singularity.

      The black hole was too far from the shadow to affect it, but if the shadow just followed us in a straight line like it'd been doing so far…

      We backed away from the perfect circle of pure darkness, no longer able to see our pursuer but hopeful it would stay on course. We made it a few hundred feet away before I had to let go of the spell, unable to support it from such a long way away.

      The instant it faded, the shadow flashed across the sky, once again hovering in the distance.

      "Damn these Alacryans and their weird powers," I mumbled. "We can't just let it follow us around, so what's the plan, ladies?"

      "Perhaps we could absorb its mana?" Aya suggested, her brow wrinkled in thought.

      "But we can't get close to it," I countered. "Unless…"

      "We could attempt to approach it from three different directions, boxing it in," Varay said. "Good idea. Perhaps it won't know which way to move."

      I stayed where I was as the other two Lances flew wide around the shadow-spy. Once they were in position, we slowly began to fly toward it, attempting to keep an equal distance between it and each of us.

      The shadow flitted short distances one way or the other, but it always corrected and didn't seem to be able to move closer to any one of us. Once we were only a few feet away, it began to vibrate quickly as it made tiny adjustments back and forth, likely trying to stabilize in a perfect position between us.

      "Carefully," Varay ordered. "Reach your hands in and see if we can draw on its mana."

      Very slowly, we each reached toward the vague shape. Once my hand was within it—passing through just like our spells had—I felt for its mana. There wasn't much; it wasn't a particularly strong spell. We each absorbed only a drop before the shadow-spy dissolved, vanishing entirely.

      Varay was staring at the empty space between us with a strange look on her face. "Some day, I hope we have a chance to study these Alacryan forms of magic," she said. "The things they are able to do…I've never seen anything like this shadow."

      Aya's expression darkened. "Like they are doing to us in Xyrus?"

      "Of course not," Varay snapped. "But if there is an end to this war, I hope our two nations have a chance to share our knowledge of magic…after the Vritra are destroyed."

      Aya scoffed. "I would rather send their entire continent to the bottom of the ocean, myself."

      "Mica agrees that the Alacryans deserve that and worse," I said, drifting next to the elven Lance only for her to move a few feet away, her arms crossed over her chest.

      Varay looked…sad.

      I didn't know she had such a tremendous range of facial expressions, I thought to myself. Smiles, sadness, icy determination, chilly professionalism…that's easily twice as many expressions as I thought she was capable of.

      "This was Agrona and the Vritra," Varay said, "not the people of Alacrya. You didn't see the shiploads of slaves he sent ashore to die at Etistin Bay, Aya. For no other reason than to give us the impression that we were winning, he sent thousands of his own people to certain death."

      "And when the dark-haired boy arrived, he killed nearly as many of their own men as he did ours," I remembered. Picturing the boy with his black fire and metal spikes sent a shiver down my spine.

      We floated in silence for several long seconds before Varay turned eastward. "There is time enough to debate these things and more when we return to the Beast Glades. For now, we have one more target."

      Aya and I fell in behind her as we headed toward the Grand Mountains, the flush of our success overshadowed by our own conflicted thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      We hugged the cliffs of the Grand Mountains northward across nearly the entire continent, from Darv in the south to the northern coast of Elenoir. From there, we flew low along the coastline, hidden within the cover of the forest. This was slower than flying over the misty trees, but safer.

      Aya guided us. The elf changed the moment we dipped below Elshire Forest's canopy. Ever since we'd learned about the deaths of King and Queen Eralith, Aya had been diminished. She was like a candle that had burned out, but now that she'd returned home, her wick had been relit.

      She'd scouted Elshire for us a few times while we hid in the Beast Glades, but I hadn't gone with her. Now I wished I had. Seeing the poise and focus the forest gave her made me think of our early days as Lances. The pride and excitement and competitive spirit we all had. We'd been so ready for the war. We were the strongest mages on the continent, what could possibly stand against us?

      The Greysunders should have been our canary in the coal mine. We should have realized then that…

      I refocused, turning my mind inward and focusing on my core like I did when I was refining it. There was no point in picking at that old scar again.

      Our target was Asyphin. The entire city had been cleared of elves and turned into a fortress for the Alacryans' efforts in Elenoir. They hadn't even kept elven slaves there just in case one figured out some way to spy on them, which meant we didn't have to be careful when we attacked.

      Highbloods, scientists, ranking members of the Alacryan army…Asyphin City was full of them. The real reason it had made our short list of targets for this first hit and run mission was because of what Lyra Dreide didn't say, however.

      During her entire interrogation, the only time she pretended not to know exactly what was happening was when talking about Asyphin. She had been happy to give us the names of Highbloods, Alacryan officers, important Instillers…all while downplaying any individual's role in the occupation and claiming ignorance of why the city was so important that not even one Dicathian was allowed to stay within it.

      It was clear that the Alacryans were up to something in Asyphin, and so we were going to hit it hard.

      "We're not far now," Aya informed us. "A few more minutes."

      "Do you two feel that?" I asked, suddenly sensing an incredible amount of mana ahead.

      "A Scythe? I think it's coming from the sky above the city."

      Maybe they guessed we were coming and prepared a welcoming party. Unwelcome butterflies fluttered in my stomach as I thought about the black-haired boy from Etistin Bay.

      "We could turn back?" I suggested, slowing to a stop and hovering twenty feet off the ground. "Mica could be happy with the completion of just two objectives. Perhaps three was a little ambitious…"

      "No," Varay and Aya answered at the same time. Aya went quiet and let Varay finish. "Let's go up and introduce ourselves, feel out the situation. Mica, you and I stood toe to toe against the Scythe at Etistin, even before Aya got there. If they've trusted the defense of this place to just one Scythe, then our journey to Elenoir may be even more rewarding than we planned."

      I began to nervously pick at my nails as a sharp buzzing began growing louder in my ear.

      "Or," I stammered, my heart hammering in my chest like three dwarves swinging at an anvil, "it could be a trap. Like Aya suggested!"

      The others were giving me strange looks that made me want to punch their stupid faces. "Last time we faced a Scythe, Mica nearly died!" I kicked myself mentally for the way my voice sounded like that of a whiny child, but kept going anyway. "We all did! This was supposed to be a series of quick strikes to destabilize the Alacryans, yes? Not a full out war with a Scythe!"

      My chest was heaving up and down so that I bobbed in the air, and my fists were clenched so tight that I could feel my joints cracking. There was a buzzing like wasps on fire in my head, and I was suddenly worried I might pass out.

      Is Mica having a panic attack? Lances don't have panic attacks!

      Aya flew close and reached for my hand. I pulled away, but she grabbed me and held me tight. When she spoke, it was with a softness and kindness I hadn't heard from her since before the Council fell. "Mica, we thought we were invincible. Even when Alea—Lance Alea—died, it seemed like a fluke, like bad luck. It couldn't happen to us, because we would be more careful, we would be stronger. Then they broke us."

      She leaned forward, pulling me toward her, and planted a warm kiss on my cheek. "But this is how we put ourselves back together, understand? We fly up there and kick whoever we find's ass. After that, we can go back to the Beast Glades so you can annoy me to death with those dolls of yours, all right?"

      I snorted and blinked back tears, not even sure why I was crying. "I thought I might try writing a puppet show next."

      Aya turned to Varay. "At least if we die today, we'll never have to see that."

      I let out a hoarse laugh and punched the elven Lance in the arm. "Let's just do it then, shall we?"

      With Varay leading the way, we flew up out of the canopy and went straight for the powerful source of mana hovering above Asyphin. He obviously saw us coming, but made no move against us, just waited as we approached.

      It wasn't the horned Scythe.

      The dark-haired boy from Etistin Bay, the one who had lived in my nightmares ever since then, greeted us with a cold glare.

      Varay stopped thirty feet away. The boy spoke first. "You've pulled me away from something incredibly important, Lances. The High Sovereign is eager to see you removed from the board, but I don't have time for you right now. Leave."

      This…wasn't exactly what any of us had been expecting. "You've grown more powerful since we met in Etistin," Varay said, her voice icy calm. "But I don't think you alone can stop us from doing what we came here to do."

      "Which is what, exactly?" the boy snapped. "More assassinations? Whatever you think you've accomplished, you're wrong. You've done nothing but shine a light on yourselves. Honestly, you Dicathians are so small. If Grey had been reborn on Alacrya, like he was supposed to, it all could have been different, but no, he became a Dicathian, and I had to grow up in exile just to get close to him!"

      The three of us exchanged an uncertain look. "What the heck are you talking about?" I asked, forgetting some of my fear.

      The boy growled, like he really was some kind of feral mana beast. "I don't have time to talk to you, much less kill you. Leave Elenoir immediately. Take no further actions against our people. Live out the rest of your pointless lives as hermits in the Darvish deserts or the Beast Glades or wherever you've hidden away. If I see you again, I will kill you all. Go."

      Cold fear pressed against my chest, but we didn't move.

      When black fire engulfed his hands, Varay, Aya, and I spread out and began channeling mana to counter him, but another figure was rising up out of the city. The dark-haired boy turned his back on us as he watched the newcomer approach.

      The man was a retainer, I was sure of it. He was tall and kept a ramrod straight posture even as he flew. Black leather armor hugged him like a second skin, and the truth was he'd have been handsome if not for the horns jutting out above his ears.

      "Cylrit, I told you to—"

      "It's beginning, sir. You're needed back at the city, immediately." The retainer spoke with a clipped, militaristic professionalism. "By order of Agrona himself."

      The boy's gaze turned back to us. "I can't leave until these pests have been dealt with…" He seemed uncertain, both eager and unwilling to leave.

      What could be so important that he'd just walk away from a fight with us? We had assumed that we'd be the Alacryans' top priority once we revealed ourselves, and it was pretty troubling to learn that we weren't.

      "I'll take care of them, Nico." Cylrit's red eyes met mine. "You need to be there."

      "I just hope you do a better job this time around than you did protecting Lyra," Nico snarled. To us, he said, "When you reach the afterlife, tell my old pal Grey I say hello." Then, he flew down into the city and out of sight.

      "So we're supposed to be afraid of you now?" I asked, still holding the retainer's gaze. "Sorry to break it to you, bud, but we already took out one retainer this week. If we weren't afraid to fight that guy"—I waved my hand in the direction the dark-haired boy had vanished—"why do you think we'd be worried about you?"

      "We're not going to fight," Cylrit said casually. "You're going to go back into hiding and bide your time."

      "Why would we do that?" I asked.

      "Bide our time for what?" Varay said at the same time.

      A warm wind blew from the north, carrying the smell of the salt sea. Cylrit closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them, he again held my gaze. "As Lady Seris said, Mica Earthborn, we each have our parts to play, and this isn't yours."

      Aya's dark hair danced around her face in the breeze as she gave me a questioning look. "The Scythe that—"

      "Let me live and sent me to help in Etistin, aye." To Cylrit, I said, "I don't like being played with. Tell us plainly what you want, or we'll beat it out of you."

      Cylrit laughed with a sense of easy confidence that made me equally nervous and frustrated. "Maybe you could, but you three look tired to me, and it wouldn't help you anyway."

      "What is this important thing that is happening?" Varay asked. I got the sense she was pushing to see how much information this retainer was willing to share.

      Cylrit's friendliness and ease evaporated in an instant. "Not something you need to worry about. Now go. I can't risk speaking to you any longer."

      I leaned toward Varay. "We can take him," I muttered. Now that the dark-haired boy was gone, my pre-battle jitters had fled, and I felt like working out my embarrassment and frustration on the Alacryans. "We can still complete our mission."

      But Varay was shaking her head. "No. Come on, we're leaving."

      Cylrit stayed where he was, watching us go. Even after he was well out of sight, I could still feel his red eyes burning into my back.
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        * * *

      

      This hadn't been how we'd wanted things to go, and the flight back to the Beast Glades was made in silence. It only got worse after that.

      I cursed as we landed next to the secret door to our hideout. What should have been an inconspicuous slope of rocky ground was a blasted crater leaving our cozy cave completely exposed.

      Varay leapt down into the crater and I felt several flashes of mana. Aya followed, her hands up as she prepared to start casting, but there was no need. Three huge lizardlike mana beasts were dead on the floor, their heads burst apart like melons.

      Our hideout was a shambles. The cage where she had been contained—a fusion of ice and earth elements Varay and I had constructed, which had then been imbued with a sound spell to keep the retainer asleep—had been shattered, just like the secret door.

      Lyra Dreide was gone.
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      JASMINE FLAMESWORTH

      The low rolling foothills leading away from the Grand Mountains made it easy to travel unseen. After escaping the guards at the Wall, I took Camellia off the main road, and we proceeded slowly west, using the hills for cover.

      I didn't expect Albanth to send anyone after us. It was too risky, and he'd probably be just as mad at his soldiers as he was with me anyway. Despite the state of the Wall, the senior captain was a logical man with a level head.

      But that didn't mean I was going to wait around to find out for sure what my punishment for killing a soldier of the Bulwark Division would be.

      Had we stayed on the main road, the walk to Greengate—the nearest town—would have been less than a day, but our meandering path through the rugged foothills meant we spent a night camping in the wilderness. The sun was high in the sky the next day before the hills flattened out into wide fields surrounding a village of a couple thousand people.

      Although I didn't have any particular destination in mind, it made sense to stop in the rural farming village and get a feel for the situation in Sapin. With the mana beast parts still stored in my dimension ring, I was hoping to barter for some food and traveling supplies as well.

      It was unlikely we'd find news of the Twin Horns there, but I figured it was too risky to ask such pointed questions anyway.

      "But if you're sure there won't be any Alacryans here, why do we need to pretend to be other people?" Camellia asked after I finished explaining my plan.

      "It's safer that way. I'm just a lowly sellsword, and you're my useless elven servant."

      "Hey!"

      I smiled at the girl's indignation. It felt…weird, and I realized I couldn't remember the last time I'd felt so much like myself. I had a mission to occupy my mind, a client—even if it is a non-paying one—to protect, and was surrounded by enemies who were trying to kill me.

      This was what it had been like with the Twin Horns all those years, and with Arthur in the Beast Glades.

      But Arthur was gone, and the Twin Horns were underground…

      "Jasmine?" Camellia was staring at me with her oversized eyes.

      "Better call me…Note," I said after a pause. It was the first name that came to my head.

      "Note?" Camellia giggled. "That's a funny name."

      I looked carefully in both directions to make sure no one was watching before we stepped back out onto the road leading to the village. "And you'll be Skunk."

      Camellia's mouth fell open and she stopped walking. "No, I am not letting you call me that."

      "Sorry, Skunk. Master Note's orders. Now get moving, or it'll be three lashes for disobedience."

      The look on the elven girl's face almost made all the trouble she'd caused me up until then worth it.
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        * * *

      

      I hadn't been entirely sure what to expect when we walked into Greengate. Had the Alacryans sent soldiers to these smaller towns already? Greengate was close enough to the Wall—one of the last Dicathian occupied fortifications on the continent outside of Darv—that it would make sense to have a couple of spies there at least.

      The only villagers we saw gave us nervous looks and took off in the other direction. One woman, after opening her front door and taking a step outside, saw us, gasped, and rushed back into her home before slamming the door and bolting it shut.

      "These people aren't very friendly," Camellia said softly, staring around.

      We found out why once we reached the square at the center of the village. The cobblestones were cracked and blackened in a dozen different places, and I could see the clear signs where earthen columns had burst out of the ground, destroying the carefully laid road. A couple of the buildings around the edge of the square had been smashed by large rocks, and all of the windows facing the plaza were boarded up.

      "Some really strong mages must have fought here," I told Camellia as I bent to examine a patch of stone that had shattered like glass. "See this? Stone breaks like this when frozen by an ice-deviant mage."

      "Jasmine," Camellia whispered as she bent down next to me to look. "There is someone watching us."

      Careful to keep my movements natural, I feigned scanning the other signs of magical damage until I found him.

      A young man, perhaps nineteen or twenty, was crouched down in front of a small shop, frozen in the act of pulling weeds—or pretending to pull weeds—from the small patch of garden out front of the building.

      He was staring at both of us, his face contorted into a worried frown.

      Turning back to Camellia and pointing at a place where the cobblestones had been crushed in a perfect rectangle, I said, "If he's a spy, he's a pretty bad one. Let's go see." Since he was the only person in town who hadn't immediately scurried away from us, I hoped he might be able to fill us in on what happened there.

      No longer hiding my intentions, I spun on my heel and marched straight toward him. He flinched and busied himself ripping out a couple handfuls of dandelions.

      "Hey." I put one leg up on the short rail fence that separated the garden from the rest of the road and stared down at the young man. Although his blond hair had grown a little wild, and his cheeks were gaunt, he looked more like a noble than a rural farmer. I gestured over my shoulder with a thumb. "What happened here?"

      He met my eyes, then quickly looked back at the ground. "I'm sorry, ma'am, I'm not supposed to…" He trailed off, his eyes flicking back to me, a spark of recognition in them. "You're an adventurer, right? I think I saw you fight at the Xyrus Adventurers Guild once."

      The last thing I had expected was someone way out here to recognize me, and it took me a moment to collect my thoughts.

      "I doubt it," Camellia said first. "This lowly sellsword is the adventurer Note. She hasn't done anything of note." She shot me a self-satisfied look.

      "And my caddy here is Skunk," I said, frowning at her. "She was raised by wild elves deep in their cursed forest, and, between you and me, I think the mists there did something to her mind."

      "Wild elves?"

      "As I was asking," I went on, speaking over her, "what happened here?"

      The young man had listened to our back and forth with a bemused smirk on his face, but it fell away at my question. In a low voice, he said, "Three of the Lances attacked a Vritra retainer. There was a big battle, and now the villagers are all terrified that the Alacryans are going to come here and punish them for what happened."

      My heartbeat quickened at his mention of the Lances. "The Lances are alive?"

      He looked around, then nodded. "They were a few days ago, at least."

      I'd been close enough to the Lances at the flying castle to understand that their power was on a different level. If they were still alive, and fighting back against the Alacryans, then Dicathen might actually have a chance.

      The young man looked around again, growing increasingly nervous. "Listen, I'd like to speak with you more, but we should go somewhere less exposed."

      I examined him again. I couldn't sense any mana signature, and it seemed unlikely that someone as young as him would be powerful enough to suppress his mana from me. Still, the Alacryans had proven to be full of surprises again and again.

      "Show me your back," I said seriously. He seemed to understand my intentions, because he didn't hesitate to turn around and lift up his tunic. There were no runic tattoos along his spine, but there were several faint yellow bruises that discolored his skin from hip to shoulder.

      "Okay, let's go."

      He stuck his head into the shop to tell them he was leaving for a little while, then led Camellia and me through the town to a large house near where the buildings faded back into crop fields. I was surprised by the size of the place, which would have seemed more at home in Xyrus City than out here in the farmlands.

      "Wow," Camellia breathed. "How many families live here?"

      The young man frowned thoughtfully as he beckoned us through the front gate, which opened into a wide yard. "Just one. But there are quite a few of us."

      We followed him along a gravel path up to the house. When he opened the door, the smell of cooked meat and the sound of conversation flowed out.

      A deep voice came from the end of the entry hall. "Jarrod? If you're here for lunch, you better hurry before Cleo eats it all."

      Our guide led us down the entry hallway, through a finely appointed sitting room, and into the dining room. Several people were sitting or standing around a long table. Most were young, between maybe eight and fourteen or so, but there were a couple around the blond young man's age.

      The clamor of conversation ended when we entered the room.

      A heavyset man sat at the head of the table. He had short gray hair and a beard, and dark bags under his eyes. There was something vaguely familiar about him, but I couldn't place it.

      "Jasmine Flamesworth?"

      Our guide—Jarrod, I assumed—looked at me with recognition. "That's right, I remember now. One of the Twin Horns, right?"

      The bearded man stood and walked quickly around the table toward us. "Yes, but what are you doing here, Jasmine? Greengate isn't safe."

      So much for secret identities, I thought uncomfortably. The fact that this man knew me by sight, and yet I couldn't recall him, bothered me.

      "And you are…?" I prodded.

      He looked surprised for an instant, then gave me a good humored chuckle. "I'm not surprised you don't remember. Helen and Adam were the talkative ones." I felt a shock go through me at his casual mention of Adam, and it must have shown on my face. "Sorry," the man added kindly. "I heard about his passing before…well, before the war went sideways."

      "This is Halim Topurn," our guide said. "I'm Jarrod, these two little ones are Clara and Cleo." Jarrod went around the table, introducing the rest.

      "Topurn…" I said slowly, racking my brain. "Oh, the Twin Horns used to run guard duty for some of your caravans, didn't we? That was a long time ago."

      Halim laughed, a booming noise that made his large belly jiggle. "Not so long ago for one as old as me, but I'm glad you remember."

      "So what's all this," I asked, gesturing to the table. It was clear most of these children weren't related to each other, or to Halim for that matter.

      Halim grunted and looked away. "Well, ah—"

      "We're orphans," the little boy, Cleo, said defiantly. "From the war."

      Halim gazed at the boy for a moment, his expression difficult to read. To me, he said, "I am simply trying to use my resources to do some good before my time is up."

      I was startled by a small hand sliding into my own and looked down to see Camellia's big green eyes staring up at me.

      "And is this your…?" Halim leaned down a little so he was about the same height as the elf girl.

      "This is my assistant, Skunk—"

      "Jasmine!" she yelped, squeezing my hand.

      I suppressed a grin. "Camellia, Halim Topurn, merchant king of western Sapin. Halim, Camellia Lehtinen, my ward. She's…an orphan of the war, too."

      Somehow Halim managed to appear kind, embarrassed, and sad all at the same time. "Would you like something to eat, Camellia?"

      She turned to me for reassurance. I nodded, and one of the boys pulled out a seat for her at the table.

      "She'll be in good hands here if we want to go talk," he said softly.

      My gaze lingered on Camellia shoving a whole buttered roll into her mouth as the other children began to pepper her with questions. Once I was certain she would be okay, I headed out into the sitting room. Halim and Jarrod followed.

      "So," I started after we'd all taken a seat and Halim had given me a glass of some strong, sweet-smelling alcohol. "These aren't just orphaned children, are they?"

      Halim looked embarrassed again, but Jarrod held my gaze. "We're mages. Some of us are orphans, that was true, but others are hiding from their families and the Alacryans both. Too many noble houses didn't even hesitate to throw their support behind the Vritra."

      "Why risk staying out in the open then?" I asked. "Why not seek shelter in the rebellion's underground sanctuary?"

      Jarrod turned to Halim to answer. The old merchant took a slow sip of his drink before replying. "All I've heard are rumors, and the rumor about those rumors is that this underground sanctuary is just a trap, bait for any Dicathians who are foolish enough to look for a way to fight back."

      I drained my glass and set it aside, then stood and began to pace. "So you don't know how to get in touch with anyone from the sanctuary? Don't know where it is?"

      Halim's brows rose. "Are you suggesting it's real?"

      I fidgeted with my armor as I thought. "Helen and the others are already down there. Commander Virion of the Council is alive and leading their efforts alongside the Lance, General Bairon."

      Both men gaped at me in surprise. Finally, Jarrod cleared his throat. "If Virion Eralith is alive, then is Tessia Eralith?"

      I could only shrug. "I don't have a list. I was planning to take the girl there for safety, but…"

      It would only get more dangerous as we moved farther into Sapin. We could get to Blackburn in a few more days, but a city of its size would definitely be entirely in the hands of the Alacryans by now. And what would we do once we were there?

      Halim's home, I realized, would be a perfect place for Camellia to stay. He had already established an alibi for these children, even had some way to hide their mana signatures, and she would have children her own age to play with and learn alongside.

      It would be a lot better than staying with me.

      "You know," Halim said carefully, staring down into his drink, "Greengate could really use a talented mage around here, especially right now."

      His statement caught me off guard, and I stopped pacing. "What?"

      He stood, filled my glass, and gestured for me to sit back down before taking his own seat again. I did as he requested, downing the drink in one gulp.

      "The people here are frightened—terrified. A quarter of the town has already left, but for the rest, their entire lives are here in Greengate, and they all seem to think the Alacryans are going to show up tomorrow and rain fire from the sky."

      He gave me a warm smile. "It would make a world of difference to have someone around who could fight back, who could lead the defense of this town."

      I scoffed. "So you want me to be—what exactly? The sheriff of Greengate? I'm sorry Halim, that's not my—"

      "Nothing official, or permanent. But I could find you a place where you and your ward could stay, make sure you have enough to eat, and in return, you let me spread some rumors about what a talented adventurer and mage you are."

      I opened my mouth to decline, but…why?

      I was a fugitive at the Wall, which was less than a day's march away, but it wasn't like they were going to send soldiers out in force to arrest me.

      There was also the matter of Helen and the Twin Horns. If they sought me out, like Helen promised they would, then it would be easier for them to find me if I stayed close by.

      The sensation of being watched prickled at the back of my neck, and I turned to see Camellia standing in the door, staring at me hopefully. "Yes," she said firmly. "We'll definitely stay."

      Clenching my teeth to suppress a smile, I turned to him and shrugged. "Well, there you go."
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      EMILY WATSKEN

      The steady rumble of carriage wheels was usually enough to put me right to sleep, but there was no way I could sleep sitting across from Oleander Brone. The Alacryan Instiller would go through long bouts of sullen silence, during which he simply glared at Gideon and me, and then would break into boring monologues about our work, or the failings of Dicathen, or the glory of the Vritra, and go on and on and on.

      "It's a shame to see what had been done to the Adventurers Guild Hall in Blackbend City, wasn't it?" he said, breaking a silence that had lasted at least an hour.

      "That disrespect for even your own culture and wellbeing is why Dicathen never could have stood on its own, not for long. The fact is, you people needed the Vritra to keep your civilization from crumbling around you."

      I could tell he was trying to bait us into an argument, but I wasn't interested in debating him…or speaking to him at all, if I could help it.

      Gideon, on the other hand, never missed an opportunity to engage Brone. "Yes, Oleander, what this continent was really missing was an overlord. Too much freedom, that was our problem."

      "It was," Brone agreed. "Beasts enjoy 'freedom.' Men require direction and purpose—and control."

      "How much farther?" I asked, rubbing at the bridge of my nose beneath my glasses as I stared out the carriage window. We were two and a half days from Blackbend City, where we had teleported from Vildorial. Brone hadn't explained where we were going, only that we would be testing a new weapon based on the fire salt combustion Gideon had invented.

      Brone sneered. "Another day. Tedious, this manner of travel, isn't it? Well, the good news is that when your people are fully subjugated, even the most remote destinations will be accessible via tempus warp. For now, though…" He trailed off, gesturing to our carriage.

      To Gideon, I asked, "But why do we need to go so far for a weapons test, anyway? The facilities in the Earthborn Institute—"

      "—are not ideal for a full assessment of the capabilities of these new devices," Brone answered firmly. "We have something special arranged. It should give us a much more robust understanding of the weapons' damage output."

      What's that supposed to mean? I wondered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day passed slowly. By the time the caravan came to a halt and shouts announcing our arrival went down the line, I was more than ready to be out of the carriage.

      I enjoyed about four seconds of relief as I hopped out and stretched my back, looking around our remote test site.

      The Grand Mountains were blue silhouettes in the distance, half hidden by the rolling hills. The row of carts and soldiers had pulled off the road into an unplanted field. Opposite the mountains, I realized there was a small town.

      Unadorned soldiers were already unloading the carts under Brone's careful direction. Gideon had wandered a little away from the commotion to stare blankly at the village.

      I slipped between a couple of soldiers carrying a long, narrow box and ran up to Gideon. "What are we doing here?" I demanded.

      "Testing the new weapon," Gideon said without looking at me. His tone was dry, his face unreadable.

      I felt my control slipping. Despite everything that had happened, everything that I'd been through since the Alacryans won the war, I'd managed to keep up some kind of illusion that we were still working to make things better. And that entire time, I had kept a firm grip on myself, holding onto an aloofness that I needed to keep myself sane—and alive. I had placed my faith in Gideon, assuming he had some kind of plan, some reason for his actions.

      But this was too much.

      Gideon snapped his fingers right in front of my nose, making me flinch. "No time for that now. What exactly are you going to do, Miss Watsken? Rush over there and fight off a dozen Alacryan battle groups and forty unadorned warriors? By yourself? Unless you've been hiding the fact that you're now a white core mage with Lance-level destructive capabilities, you're just going to need to keep it together, understand?"

      I watched as more long boxes were unloaded from the carts and pulled apart. The rune-covered tubes within them were set up with horrible efficiency.

      "We could warn the villagers…" I said halfheartedly.

      "They already know. Look." Gideon nodded toward the village. A few small figures on the outskirts were rushing into the village, their distant voices ringing out in alarm.

      I grabbed Gideon's sleeve and tugged at it. "There has to be something we can—"

      The old inventor pulled himself free and gave me a sour look. "What can be done, has been done. Now step away. We don't want to be this close to the firing teams."

      My mentor turned his back on me and walked well away from the teams of mages and unadorned that were setting up and preparing ten weapons, each one pointed right at the village.

      With Gideon proving himself worse than useless, I scanned the Alacryans and found Brone. He was standing right at the heart of the commotion, speaking confidently to his men. I rushed toward him.

      "—buildings will provide the perfect live fire test for our new weapons. You should each have received your assignment en route to this location. If you did not, please speak to me immediately. There are—"

      "There are still people in that village!" I shouted, cutting Brone off.

      All heads turned toward me. Most of the soldiers looked surprised at my outburst, though some stared at me with open hostility. Brone merely looked amused.

      "Indeed there are, girl, but they are not innocents." He continued speaking directly to his men. "The people of this village are guilty of treason and sedition, and of the assault, capture, and possible murder of a high-ranking Alacryan official. As you well know, the punishment for high-crimes is execution."

      I stared around at the Alacryan soldiers but found no sympathy there. Even Gideon, still standing well away from the rest, wouldn't meet my eye.

      Well I'll be damned if I'm just going to watch this happen.

      Turning, I sprinted toward one of the cannons, thinking I could disable it somehow, but I didn't make it more than a few feet before a heavy, gauntleted fist struck the side of my head, sending my glasses flying. Stars burst before my eyes and I lay face down in the dirt, breathing heavily.

      A firm hand took hold of my hair and pulled my head up, stretching my neck painfully. I wrapped myself in mana, but a sharp kick to my ribs knocked the wind and fight out of me.

      "You will watch the fruits of your labor ripen, girl," Brone hissed in my ear, roughly forcing my glasses back on my face. "Although I suspect the old fool Gideon demanded we keep you alive out of kindness rather than need, I want you to see what your effort has wrought."

      I closed my eyes, but Brone yanked my hair so that I couldn't help but open them again. The line of soldiers in front of me had finished preparations and were all looking to Brone expectantly.

      "Prepare to fire!" he yelled.

      The Alacryan mages began to infuse fire and wind-attribute mana into the tubes. The runes would channel the mana into an ember of fire salt, which would combust and launch an enormous fireball into the village, engulfing buildings and incinerating anyone who was caught in the blast.

      And I couldn't do anything to stop it.
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      Wearing a little frown, Camellia sat down awkwardly in a stiff wooden chair, then stood up and examined it. She turned the chair around and sat on it backwards, rested her arms on the low back, and gave herself a satisfied nod.

      "Human furniture is weird," she informed me.

      "You're using it wrong," I shot back.

      "I'm pretty sure I'm not," she said, shaking her head. "Anyway, the bed here is nicer than the one at that inn—and a lot better than sleeping under piles of muddy leaves."

      "I thought you elves liked sleeping in leaves," I teased through a mouth full of fresh eggs.

      Camellia pulled her own plate toward her, her nose up in the air. "Mama told me it's rude to speak with your mouth full. And even ruder to use stereotypes, like that all humans are dangerous barbarians that eat with their bare hands!"

      I paused in the act of lifting a bite of scrambled egg to my mouth with my fingers, then scoffed and ate it anyway. When you spent most of your life on the road, silverware wasn't always available, nor was eating with proper etiquette a priority. Plus, my father had always been very strict when it came to table manners.

      Camellia snorted out a laugh and began shoveling eggs into her mouth.

      We were sitting at a small round table in the living area of a modest three room house that Halim had arranged for us. It was comfortable enough, but I was already wondering if I'd been rash in accepting the merchant's proposal to stay in Greengate.

      Despite my discomfort, I couldn't see an alternative, and I'd gone round and round with myself all night as I lay sleepless in my new bed. The village seemed relatively safe, regardless of the people's fears about Alacryan vengeance. The truth was that Greengate wasn't important enough to be a target.

      "What do we still need?" I asked as Camellia finished her eggs.

      She plucked at her worn robes, one of the sets I'd gotten from the almoner back at the Wall. "New clothes? Oh, and some utensils," she added, wiggling her eggy fingers at me.

      "Right. You know where to go?"

      She nodded seriously before jumping up from her backwards chair and wiping her hands on her dirty robes. "Jarrod showed me where all the still-open shops are this morning."

      Camellia had been eager to help out however she could, and I'd let her go on a town tour while Halim and I had met with a few of the ranking villagers.

      The old mayor had vanished two nights after the Lances fought the retainer, and a sizeable chunk of the town had followed him. The new mayor was a spirited woman in her fifties whose name I'd already forgotten, and she'd built a sort of council of long-time residents who wanted to keep Greengate alive.

      They'd been happy enough to have a battlemage staying in town. The only other mage in Greengate was their apothecary and healer, who I hadn't met yet, but apparently the man was long past his prime and no longer fit for combat. The townsfolk referred to him jokingly as "the antique mage."

      I followed Camellia out of the house and we turned toward the village square. We hadn't gone twenty feet when we heard the first screams. She turned to look at me, her face suddenly white.

      "Go back to the house," I ordered before rushing past her. More shouting followed. It was easy enough to track the noise toward the south edge of town.

      I passed a few people hurrying in the opposite direction, away from a group of soldiers gathering about a hundred yards out from the edge of town.

      By their uniforms and armor, which left their spines visibly exposed to show off the runic tattoos there, it was obvious they were Alacryan. There were six carts pulled by mana beasts, and around eighty soldiers, most of which were hurrying to set up some kind of long tubes.

      I wasn't sure what the tubes were for, but I knew it couldn't be anything good.

      My mind raced. There were too many of them for me to fight head on, and I couldn't even hope to shield a whole village against a barrage of long-ranged spells. If I assaulted them directly, it might give the villagers a few extra minutes…at most…maybe.

      Then again, if I retreated back into the village, I could help guide the townsfolk away. If those tubes were some kind of weapon, though, pinning people down inside the town might be exactly what they were hoping for.

      Before I could make up my mind, I was distracted by the sound of approaching footsteps. I spun around, ready to tell whichever foolish farmer had grabbed his pitchfork and come running to get the hell out of there, but was surprised into silence by the sight of Halim's orphans—all the older ones, at least—being led by Camellia.

      I glowered at her. "I told you to—"

      "But we're here now!" she said over me, practically shouting.

      Looking toward the Alacryans, I bit back angry words. "Listen, there isn't anything you—any of you—can do here."

      "I can't just keep running," Jarrod said softly. I could feel his gaze burning into the side of my head, but I refused to meet his eye. "We're all academy trained mages. We can fight. We—"

      "—will die quickly and painfully," I finished for him. "Unless you all run. We need to get the villagers away from the town before…"

      I trailed off as two nearby apple trees shivered, causing a cascade of unripe fruit to tumble to the ground. Roots pulled up from the soil, supporting the trees like legs as they half walked, half slithered across to stand at either side of our small group.

      Nodding proudly at her spell, Camellia slid her hand into mine and squeezed. "I'm not going anywhere without you."

      I ground my teeth, but all around me Jarrod's adopted siblings were casting defensive spells, their faces grim. "We can't win this fight."

      "But we can give the rest of the town time to escape," Jarrod said with a wry smile.

      "Yes we can," shouted the mayor as she led a couple dozen men and women around the corner of the nearest house. They were garbed in whatever ramshackle bits of leather or iron they could find, and wielding spears, clubs, and—I rolled my eyes—even a couple of pitchforks.

      "Those are Alacryan battlemages!" I said, pointing at our attackers. "They'll slaughter you."

      Though their fear was obvious, none of the villagers backed down, and neither did the young mages. I targeted my growing frustration on Camellia. "No," I said firmly. "The trick with the trees is cute, but I didn't drag you out of the Beast Glades just so you could get murdered by the first group of Alacryans we stumbled into."

      She shrugged, an infuriatingly simple gesture. "They already took my whole family. If you're going to fight, so am I."

      My teeth creaked as I ground them together, glaring daggers at my ward. "What is the point of being the sheriff if no one is going to listen to me?"

      "Something's happening," Jarrod said, pointing toward the line of Alacryan soldiers.
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      Although I couldn't see Brone, I could feel his nervous energy as he hovered above me. Beyond the line of cannoneers, I could just make out a couple dozen figures running out of the village toward us. Including—my mind struggled to rationalize—two trees.

      No, you have to run away, I wanted to shout. They had no idea what was about to hit them, the brave idiots.

      After several tense seconds, the runes at the base of the cannons began to glow. "Team one, fire!" Brone shouted from above me, his voice practically shaking with excitement.

      I squeezed my eyes shut against the fireball I knew was coming, but nothing happened.

      The hand gripping my hair let go, and I peeked out through one half-open eye. Both mages were staring down at the cannon in confusion, while the unadorned, whose job it was to support the weapon while the Casters fired it, had his eyes scrunched closed and was leaning back from it.

      I risked turning to look up at Brone, who looked like he might shoot lightning from his eyes at any moment.

      "Team two, fire!"

      Despite having absolutely no desire to see the village be doused in flames, I watched carefully as the next group of Alacryans activated their cannon. The runes flared, then fizzled out.

      Brone turned his glare on Gideon. "All teams, fire! Fire!"

      The rest of the mages activated their cannons, but after a few seconds it was clear that none of them had worked.  Gideon, you mad genius! I couldn't help but grin, thinking that my mentor had somehow disabled the fire salt cannons to keep them from being used on the villagers.

      No wonder he seemed so calm, I thought guiltily, realizing my anger toward him had been unfounded.

      Brone must have come to the same conclusion. The Instiller drew a long silver knife from his boot and pointed to Gideon. "Put that man in chains while I figure out what he's—"

      The roar of an explosion cut the Instiller off as the first weapon fired, and my heart dropped into my stomach.

      I flattened my face to the ground and put my hands over my head as the shockwave slammed into me, peppering me with dust and debris. All around me men were yelling, and when I glanced up I saw a smoking crater where the first cannoneer team had been.

      The weapon hadn't fired. It had exploded.

      Realizing what was about to happen, I tried to scramble away from the closest cluster of soldiers, who were still staring wide-eyed and slack-jawed at the wreckage. Brone took two halting steps toward the crater, then yelped and jumped away, landing heavily on the ground and curling into a ball to protect himself.

      An instant later, the second cannon detonated, engulfing the three Alacryans operating it in a white-hot fireball.

      Now the rest of the soldiers were panicking in earnest, throwing down their cannons and sprinting away. Most, however, were too slow.

      When the other eight tubes all exploded simultaneously, the blast was enough to send me tumbling end over end across the bare ground, stopping only when my back slammed into a cart wheel. The big, scaled mana beast attached to it turned to stare stupidly at me and let out a low, unafraid moo.

      The sound of men yelling faded in and out. Several bodies were strewn across the field, but not as many as there should have been. Others, the soldiers who hadn't been a part of the firing squads, were rushing forward to check the bodies.

      Brone was struggling to stand. Smoke was rising in wispy little lines from his uniform, and blood was trickling from his ear. His eyes were darting around wildly. When his gaze settled on Gideon, the Alacryan bared his teeth and began marching in that direction, shoving past an unadorned soldier.

      Using the cart wheel, I pulled myself to my feet and stumbled after Brone. I tried to channel enough mana for a spell, but couldn't focus past the dull ringing in my ears. Instead, I grabbed the back of his uniform.

      Brone spun and hit me in the stomach. When his hand came away, it was covered in blood.

      It took way too long for me to realize that it was my blood, dripping from the silver dagger.

      I pressed my hands to the growing red stain on the front of my shirt as I sank to my knees. It didn't hurt as much as I thought it would, but that could have been because of the concussion I was certain I had.

      Brone gave me his characteristic sneer, then resumed his march toward Gideon.

      The old inventor was staring at me. He looks so dumb when he tries to raise his eyebrows, since he doesn't have any. I giggled. I couldn't help it. Everything suddenly seemed so funny.

      "Oleander," Gideon said as the Alacryan approached him. "I know I asked, very specifically, that my assistant not be harmed. It was an essential piece of our agreement."

      Brone stopped, the dagger pointed at Gideon's heart. "You absolute bastard," he hissed. "She's dead. And you're right behind her."

      "I don't think so, Oleander." A sudden gust of wind blew up around us, making Gideon's robes flap dramatically. "I'm afraid that, based on the terms of service, our contract is now null and void, and our mutual pursuits are ended."

      "By the Vritra, don't you ever shut up?" Brone shouted.

      Gideon smiled serenely. "As you said, I specialize in being terrible frustrating."

      Mana surged around Brone, igniting a series of runes on the side of the silver dagger. There was something about the way the burning orange light from the runes played off the storm of dust engulfing us that was almost…pretty. "I'm glad I get to be the one who cleanses Dicathen of your irritating self."

      Had I been in my right mind, I would have been astounded by Gideon's ability to remain deadpan even in the face of certain death. "Does it ever bother you that your Sovereigns didn't give you any way to defend yourself, Oleander?" Gideon asked.

      Without waiting for an answer, Gideon drew something from the inner pocket of his robes and pointed it at Oleander. The device released a loud bang and a puff of black smoke, and Oleander tumbled backward, a smoking hole in his chest.

      Men were shouting all around us. Fire salt smoke stung my eyes. There was a sharp ringing in my ears and a wave of cold emanating out from the wound in my stomach.

      Gideon walked past Oleander's body without a second glance. He kneeled down next to me and inspected my wound, looking worried. "Well, Miss Watsken. Is this the glorious end you envisioned for us?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            18

          

          
            EVENING THE ODDS

          

        

      

    

    
      JASMINE FLAMESWORTH

      I reflexively pulled Camellia to my side as the Alacryan mage's command to fire rang across the field, careful to keep the sharp edge of my blades away from her. The two apple trees stepped forward into a guard position in front of our group.

      Nothing happened immediately. "Go!" I ordered into the silence.

      As Greengate's defenders surged forward, led by the two trundling trees, one of the tube devices exploded, sending a cloud of white fire high into the sky. A wave of dust blew over us, but nothing else.

      From the way the Alacryan forces froze in shock, it was easy to guess that wasn't what they'd intended.

      "This is our chance," I said breathlessly, "while they're distracted!"

      A second tube exploded, and the three Alacryans using it disappeared in the white fire. The rest broke into all out panic. A handful of soldiers were sprinting towards us, while others retreated toward their carts. Then the rest of the tubes went off.

      The apple trees leaned down to shield us from the worst of the shockwave, but the wall of heat and dust was still enough to knock me back a step, and one of the girls from Xyrus tumbled over backwards with a yelp. The Alacryans that hadn't been incinerated were nearly all face down in the dirt, and I could tell some of them wouldn't be getting up again.

      Suddenly, the odds seemed a lot more even.

      "Attack!" I shouted, sprinting forward with a burst of wind at my back.

      The soldiers who'd been farthest from the explosions were the first to scramble back to their feet, but my daggers were already spinning toward them. Both men choked out surprised gasps and fell again, then a barrage of spells flew from behind me, ripping through the rest of the undefended front line.

      In the space of a few breaths, the Alacryans on our side of the smoking craters were dead.

      I could hear shouted orders, pleas for help, and pained screams from beyond the cloud of smoke and dust, but didn't have a clear line of sight to the rest of the Alacryan force. There were still as many as fifty trained soldiers back there, maybe more.

      "Jarrod, send the cloud right at them," I said before stepping out of his path.

      He held up both hands, already swirling with wind-attribute mana, and closed his eyes as he focused on the spell. I could sense the mana building around him, a gale growing between his outstretched arms. Finally, he pushed it outward, sending a wall of wind into the slowly rising plume of acrid smoke and dust.

      The gale carried the obscuring cloud away from us, right back into the faces—and eyes and mouths—of the remaining Alacryans. I was already flying over the craters before the enemy knew I was coming. Shouts rang out all around and several magical shields hummed to life.

      I landed in the middle of four non-mage soldiers who were bent down to check on those caught by the blast. One shouted, and they all sprinted toward me, their swords and spears up. I deflected a spear thrust with one dagger while spinning away from a slashing sword. A second sword glanced off the layer of mana clinging to my body before my blade plunged up between the wielder's ribs, punching right through the chain links of his armor.

      Infusing my legs with mana, I leapt straight up over their heads, then leapt again off a step of condensed air. Conjuring a cocoon of circulating wind, I made myself spin. A bolt of green energy flew at me from behind one of the mana shields, but it was caught up in the wind and deflected away.

      Although it was hard to see anything specific as I spun like a top in the air, my attention caught on a familiar face. Gideon! I'd met the mad old inventor a few times over the years, but what was he doing in the middle of the Alacryan assault on Greengate?

      When I crashed back to the ground between my three attackers, the wind whipped their weapons away and my daggers cut them down like scythes threshing wheat. A moment later, there was a sharp bang from nearby, like the explosion of a firework, but I didn't have time to wonder what it had been.

      The rest of the Alacryans were forming up. From what I could see, there were only a few mages left beside the shield casters. All the other soldiers were non-mages, and they had retreated to hide nervously behind a wall of magical shields.

      Two battle-groups moved forward in front of the rest, each made up of three Alacryans.

      A Caster, a Striker, and a Shield, I recited, remembering what we'd been taught when the Twin Horns had taken on guard duty for shipments to the Wall.

      Another green bolt shot at me, but I sidestepped it easily and waited for my allies to catch up. The Caster was a dark-eyed woman with a twitchy, fearful face. Next to her, another woman, easily seven feet tall, was entirely encased in frozen armor. She slammed her icy gauntlets together and snarled as I met her eye.

      A few spells came from behind me, impacting harmlessly against the protective barriers, and then the students from Xyrus Academy and the farmers from Greengate were all there.

      "Did you have to go so fast?" Camellia asked from just behind me. "These trees are kind of slow."

      I huffed. "Try to keep up, kid." An idea came to me as I watched the Alacryans. They seemed hesitant to launch an assault despite their superior training and numbers, and were likely on the edge of breaking ranks and running. "Send in the trees first. Focus on the Shields."

      Both apple trees immediately lumbered forward, their bows bending toward the Alacryans. It broke the moment of tension, and green bolts and red jets of mana fired toward them. Wherever the green projectiles struck, the trees withered and died, and the red ray sheared easily through the branches.

      Camellia pointed toward the enemy lines and yelled, "Fire!" Apples started flying from the boughs, splashing against the mana shields like little bombs.

      When the trees reached the two battle-groups, both Strikers leapt forward, one driving ice-clad fists into a tree's trunk, the other swinging a burning flail. The Shields dropped their spells and retreated as the trees bent down, the grasping limbs ignoring the Casters and Strikers as they reached for the Shields instead. Behind them, the non-mages broke to either side, circling around the trees toward us.

      A teenage girl screamed out a battle cry as she conjured stone gauntlets that covered her arms up to her shoulders. Slamming the gauntlets together, she leapt forward to engage the charging non-mages.

      My daggers flew, wrapped in wind. The first was deflected by a barrier of swirling air that sent it flying off into the distance, but the other slashed across the back of a soldier's neck before spinning back toward me.

      Grabbing my remaining weapon out of the air, I rushed in, skipping away from a green bolt and ducking under a punch from the ice-armored Striker. I spun in place, sending out a burst of condensed air that knocked the mages back, then slammed my dagger into the Striker's side as hard as I could.

      The dagger chipped the ice, but didn't harm the mage. To make matters worse, ice condensed around the blade as it slid across the armor, trapping it there and forcing me to release it or risk my hand being caught as well.

      With only the sound of gusting flames to warn me, I ducked under the flaming flail, then rolled away from the ice-armored Striker's stomping foot. A slow rolling wave of fire hit her in the back an instant later—cast by one of the Xyrus orphans—and wrapped around her like a serpent, quickly eating into the armor.

      I flinched as a red beam just missed me. Without looking, I flung a scythe of wind in the Caster's direction.

      To my left, the gauntleted mage let out another scream as a spear pierced her side. In the same moment, a pitchfork hurled through the air and slammed awkwardly into her Alacryan attacker's chest, knocking him off his feet. Jarrod's face twisted in fury as he hurled spell after spell, trying to get close enough to pull the girl to safety.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Camellia. Her teary-eyed gaze followed the young woman, who stumbled into the dirt, hands grasping uselessly at the wound pumping blood into the dirt.

      Shields were flickering to life and then disappearing all around them, keeping the non-mages safe from most of our side's spells. The orphaned students were more capable than I might have guessed, but not of the same caliber as trained Alacryan soldiers.

      I turned toward the line of Shields just as the flail-wielding mage closed in on me.

      The muscular Alacryan was covered head to toe in heavy metal armor, and the burning flail was whooshing around and around above his head. Panels of mana floated a few feet from him, keeping him shielded from the spells of my allies.

      With the threat of the Casters still at my back and the non-mage soldiers pressing the villagers and students, I couldn't wait for him to come to me. Lunging forward, I feinted to the left, then cut right. As I'd hoped, his flail swept down to my left. I condensed a step of air under my foot to push off of before wrapping myself in a cyclone of wind, like I had back in the Underwall.

      A dull throb radiated through my body as my shoulder slammed into his heavy armor, but the burst from the cyclone sent him flipping through the air. At the same time, one of the trees leaned over and fell on a screaming Shield, crushing him.

      There was a glimmer of green in my periphery, but I saw it too late to dodge. The spell splashed across my arm, burning into my protective layer of mana. I pushed more mana into it to minimize the damage, but I could already feel the corrosive substance burning against my skin.

      I scanned the battlefield, looking for the Caster.

      The ice-armored Striker was dead, steamed alive by her own evaporating mana. The Caster who had been shooting off the red rays was gone too; my wind blade had made a gory slash across his face.

      The non-mages had closed in around the others, protected by several Shields, but I had to deal with the last Caster before I could help.

      Two more green bolts flew toward me, but I dodged between them and hurled myself at the twitchy Alacryan. A thick wall of wind sprang up between us. I cast a glare at the Shield, but a second wall appeared, cutting me off from that direction as well.

      Covering my body in my own wind-attribute mana, I manipulated it to push in the opposite direction of the protective barrier, then stepped right through, my spell counteracting the Shield's.

      The Caster, who was building up mana for some more powerful spell, yelped as my wind-wrapped fist crashed into the side of her head, knocking her out cold.

      The wall of wind faded as the Shield began to retreat, trying to take cover behind the wagons. Since he was no longer a threat, I left him there, turning my attention to my allies instead.

      The first thing I saw was the mayor's body lying on the ground, her sightless eyes staring up into the sky and blood staining half her face. Camellia had retreated to hide behind Jarrod. Her face was muddy with sweat and dirt, and she was focused on animating her remaining tree, redirecting it toward the rest of the Shields.

      Jarrod was focused on the villagers. Perhaps taking some inspiration from our enemy, he used his wind spells like a shield to keep the attackers off balance and block their strikes, allowing the farmers to retaliate.

      Darts of fire were jumping from another Xyrus student's hands, winding around the magical barriers that kept appearing, and striking soldiers like arrows.

      The Shields were struggling to deal with Camellia's tree, lacking any effective attacks against it. From within the knot of Xyrus students, she directed it to swing its branches and stomp with its roots, knocking down and crushing the enemy Shields.

      When the first of them broke and ran, it was all over.

      Within moments, the last of the mages were sprinting away from the battlefield, making a break to the south. Without Shields to protect them, the non-mages were easy targets for the Xyrus students.

      I noticed Gideon crouched over a prone form near the carts, but shouts to the south drew my attention back to the fleeing mages. The earth cracked beneath their feet, causing them to stumble and fall, and a hail of arrows and spells fell on them.

      I recognized those arrows.

      Forgetting everything else for a second, I rushed toward the fallen Shields; three figures were approaching from farther south.

      A big, stupid, sentimental grin split my face as I recognized Helen Shard, Angela Rose, and Durden. Helen had her bow drawn and trained on the corpses, but Angela and Durden were both giving me equally big and stupid grins as they burst into a run.

      I forced a neutral expression onto my face as I reached my old companions. Raising one eyebrow, I looked at Angela Rose. "Who invited you guys to my party?"

      Their grins flickered and they shot each other a concerned look. "We were on our way to the Wall, actually…"

      "Come to scold me again?" I asked cooly.

      "No, of course not," Durden said, looking surprised and a little upset. "We—"

      "She's winding you up," Helen said in that resigned-mother tone I knew so well.

      I snorted and held out my hand to Durden. "You big oaf."

      He shook his head and grinned again as he engulfed my hand in his own. Angela Rose grabbed me and pulled me tight against her chest. I tried to free myself, but she'd pinned my arms to my sides. "No hugs, remember?"

      "Sorry, not sorry," she mumbled, squeezing me tighter. "Oh, who's this?"

      Finally pulled myself free of Angela's hug, I turned to see Camellia walking hesitantly toward our group, her head swiveling back and forth as she scanned the battlefield. My ward was favoring her left leg slightly, and I could see scorch marks on her loose trousers and the hem of her tunic. She looked healthy enough otherwise.

      "Come here," I said, waving her over. She quickened her pace, coming to a stop with her head resting against my arm. Grabbing her gently by the chin, I pulled her face up so she was looking in my eyes. "You all right?"

      The elven girl nodded, but I could see her lip beginning to tremble. I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. "Camellia, these are the Twin Horns. Horns, this is Camellia. I was trying to bring her to you, actually."

      Helen patted me on the shoulder as she looked over my ward with an appraising eye. "You've been very brave. You remind of me someone, know that?"

      Camellia's overly large eyes were swimming with exhausted tears as she gazed at Helen. "Who's that?"

      Helen smiled warmly. "Lady Tessia Eralith. In fact, she's leading a group of brave elven warriors into Elenoir right now, to save your people from the Alacryans. They might even be back already. Would you like to meet her?"

      "Oh my gosh, really?" She turned to me and tugged at my arm, her fatigue fading away at the idea of meeting the elven princess. "We're going with them, right?"

      I gave her a wry smile. "I thought you wanted to stay here and be the sheriff's deputy or something?"

      "Oh," she said with a thoughtful pout.

      "Of course you'll come with us," Helen said, giving me a look. "It won't be safe here anymore. And who knows, maybe some of your family will be waiting for you at the…" Helen trailed off, her words dying as her brow creased into a frown.

      Durden and Angela Rose exchanged uncertain glances. Camellia wrapped herself around my arm, her eyes shifting nervously to the horizon beyond the Grand Mountains.

      Something was happening to the mana, something I'd never felt before. I could tell from their faces that the others felt it too, like pressure building in the air before a storm. It made the hairs stand up on my neck.

      Then the ground began to tremble.
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      EMILY WATSKEN

      The battle was over. Gideon had pulled me to the closest cart and was holding a scrap of his robe against my wound to try and stop the bleeding, but the dark cloth was already shiny with blood.

      "Come on, up, Miss Watsken. We need to get you to a healer. Up, up!"

      His thin arms tugged at me, pulling me awkwardly up to my feet. Every movement sent waves of dull fire pulsing out from the wound, making me feel like I was going to throw up, or pass out, or maybe throw up and then pass out.

      I wasn't really paying attention as Gideon directed me, focusing instead on just keeping my feet underneath me. Each deep breath hurt.

      "You all!" Gideon shouted. There were a group of young men and women around my age close by.

      Where did they come from? I wondered absently.

      "Are any of you emitters?" When the group eyed us warily, Gideon snapped at them. "Well?"

      "No, sir." The speaker was a thin blond boy. He seemed familiar, but I was having a little trouble focusing on his face. "But there is an apothecary and healer in town, assuming he hasn't fled. We have wounded too, we can show you the—"

      The boy cut off, his gaze drifting past us. Gideon turned to look, hauling me with him.

      The air seemed to vibrate in the direction of the Grand Mountains, though I couldn't tell if it was real or just my eyes shaking in my head. Then I felt the shaking in my feet, an audible tremor that ran up through my bones.

      As we all stared at the distant blue silhouettes that extended out of sight to the northwest, the sky behind them turned suddenly white, as if there had been a flash of lightning that covered the entire sky over the distant country of Elenoir.

      LILIA HELSTEA

      It was an uncharacteristically clear day. Xyrus City almost always had blue sky above it and white rolling clouds below, but today the clouds had broken, and it felt like I could see all of Dicathen. With my duties at Xyrus Academy suspended due to the Lances' attack, I had taken to walking around the rim of the city, just watching and listening.

      The sky was so clear I could see all the way to the Grand Mountains and into the Beast Glades and Elenoir beyond them. The little town of Greengate wasn't visible from this distance, but I knew it was out there, tucked away at the base of the foothills to the south, surrounded by fields.

      Jarrod, Clara, Cleo, the Havenhursts, and several of the others I'd helped to escape Xyrus Academy would be there, safe. The feeling this knowledge gave me was warmth and hope, pride and fear, happiness and passion all together.

      Professor Glory had said that it would take everyone to win this fight. No one could sit it out. We all had to be prepared to make sacrifices. It would be hard, but if every man, woman, and child fought back, then we could retake our continent and save our people.

      I stopped near the warehouse where I'd said goodbye to Jarrod Redner, my first refugee, to gaze out at the land we were trying to save.

      It really was beautiful. The way the sun shone on the Grand Mountains in the distance, the way the sky behind them almost turned white…

      White?

      Behind the jagged ridge of the mountain range, it was as if the color had been drained from the sky over Elenoir, but clouds of smoke and dust could be seen drifting over the forest, even from Xyrus.

      There was a glimmer of purple light, and I watched with growing horror as a wave of destruction grew outward, slowly enveloping Elenoir before being lost behind a black cloud.

      MICA EARTHBORN

      I floated over the Beast Glades, staring northward. Something in the elven homeland was releasing enormous amounts of mana. I couldn't see it even with enhanced vision, but I could feel it.

      The sensation was so overwhelming I didn't even notice Aya fly up to hover at my side until she spoke. "What is it?"

      "No clue…"

      We stayed silent, lost in an outpouring of magical power the likes of which we couldn't even imagine. It felt like someone had ripped open the word and pure mana had started flooding in, but from the way it ebbed and flowed, I was sure it was a battle.

      But who, or what, could be causing it?

      Aya suddenly gasped and pressed her hand to her chest. She dropped several feet, so I rushed down to wrap my arm around her, keeping her from plunging down into the forest.

      "What's wrong, Aya?"

      Her face was pale, her eyes wide and crazed. She was staring past me toward Elenoir, where the color seemed to have been leached from the sky.

      Then I felt it, an explosion of mana so intense that it made my heart skip a beat. Holding the elven Lance, I could only watch as a black cloud began filling the white sky. A wall of force and fire was racing across the Elshire forest toward us, consuming everything in its path.

      In my arms, Aya began to scream.
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      JASMINE FLAMESWORTH

      Watching the distant sky turn white would have been ominous even without the pressure. When it flashed pink, I pulled Camellia to my side, certain that something was about to happen. Black clouds rolled over the distant mountain range, then the ground began to quake beneath my feet.

      Camellia gasped and pressed her face against me, her thin body shaking as a wall of mana hit us. The pure force of it was strong enough to knock the breath from my lungs. All I could do was hold her tight against me and watch.

      Some of the refugee students from Xyrus joined us, as did a handful of the Greengate farmers. Even though they couldn't sense the mana, they could feel the incredible pressure squeezing their lungs like a fist.

      The black cloud boiled over the foothills, filling the sky and obscuring the horizon. It was moving toward us with unbelievable speed, and yet no one moved. One of the villagers was shaking so bad they had to sit down in the dirt, but no one tried to run.

      They could all tell there was no running from whatever this was.

      Hurricane force winds slammed against our group, forcing even Durden to lean into it. I closed my eyes against the debris and focused on the sensation of Camellia's arms wrapped around me, the way she shook, the wetness of her tears seeping through my tunic.

      Questions tumbled around in my head, coming and going too quickly for me to even try to answer them. My thoughts settled into a dull buzz, and I suddenly wanted to just sit down somewhere and have a stiff drink.

      No.

      Whatever this attack meant, whoever had initiated it, despite all the questions it raised, I knew one thing for sure. It meant everything had just changed. I couldn't imagine anything surviving such an overwhelming explosion of energy, and if it had come from Elenoir as I guessed, then it was possible the entire elven homeland had just been wiped off the face of Dicathen.

      If the Alacryans had magic strong enough to wipe out an entire country, then all hope truly was lost…but I couldn't help the thought that this hadn't been them. They'd overtaken Elenoir. Why destroy it now? It didn't make any sense…

      But if not them, then who? The Lances?

      I shook my head as dirt and debris pelted my face. Even if they had that kind of power, the Lances wouldn't do this. No strike against the Alacryans was worth the millions of lives that had almost certainly been lost.

      Then I felt the weight of it. Really felt it. The loss of life was incalculable.

      I was holding in my arms one of the last elves in Dicathen.

      I sank to my knees, bringing Camellia with me. She curled up in a ball, letting me support her entirely. Even if she didn't fully grasp what was happening, she must have felt it, deep down in her core somewhere. Her home was gone. Her people…

      Helen was standing next to me, her hand caressing my hair. I couldn't remember the last time someone had done that.

      The wind buffeted us for what felt like hours, but could only have been a few minutes. We didn't fight it, didn't run from it, just…stayed there—together—experiencing it, understanding that there had to be an end. I had no idea what the world looked like on the other side of this moment, though, and with the hope I had felt, there was now something else.

      Fear.

      It was easy, living like there was nothing left to lose.

      That was what I hadn't understood when Helen and the Twin Horns went to fight. It felt like the world had already ended when we lost the war, but it was really only over for the dead.

      Adam. Reynolds. Arthur…

      The rest of us had a responsibility to those who had sacrificed everything. Dicathen was our home, and as long as a single Dicathian maintained the strength and will to fight, then the war was not over.

      Resting my hand on Camellia's shoulder, I gave it a firm squeeze.

      "I'm ready to fight back."
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      Hello! TurtleMe here, author of this little novel that you’ve just finished reading. I hope you’ve enjoyed the story and you’re looking forward to the next installment of Arthur’s journey! While waiting, please consider taking the time to leave an honest review of this novel. Ratings and reviews are tremendously important and since this is what I live off of, I would greatly appreciate your thoughts on this book so others can make sure that this is the book they want to read! Whether you loved it or hated it, I hope you can spare the time to write your two cents.

      Kindest regards, TurtleMe
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