
SIXTEEN YEARS AGO

NERIMORIA

N erimoria stumbled through the undergrowth, clutching the baby to her 
chest.

Roots gnarled the ground with duplicitous intent, pushing her to the limits of 
her endurance. Thorny clusters bit into the trailing end of the blanket and made 
prickly nests in her frost-white hair. She dared not slow to pick them out.

Weak morning light vltered through the canopy, though the sky was still o’er-
cast from last night;s rain. Nerimoria cursed the muddy ground for its treacheryA 
the signs of her passage were stamped clearly in the forest behind her. She tried to 
step only on rocks, roots, or the rare patch of dry dirt, but there were often long 
stretches of sodden terrain that left her no choice but to lea’e a trail. Ht least the 
rain masked her scent. She hadn;t heard the dogs in o’er an hour.

Fer clothes clung to her la’ender skin and chafed at her wounds as if the fabric 
were made of sand. Remo’ing e’en one of the damp layers would let the inner 
ones dry, but if she stopped, she risked losing what little lead she had.

No, she had to keep going. 1or her daughter;s sake, she had to get away.
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Hs she picked her way o’er roots and rocks, she reached down to check the 
pouch at her hip. The wardstone was still warm. Pood. Hs long as its magic held, 
neither the sorcerers; Hethersight nor the Eight qaladins; aura tracing could vnd 
them.

The baby stirred, letting out a cry.
Nerimoria gritted her teeth. The cry was barely more than a whimper, but it 

was enough to carry in the cold, “uiet air. She swallowed the lump in her throat.
”Shh. Dt;s alright.O
Fer ’oice cracked like brittle glass against the lie. jf course it wasn;t alright. 

None of this had been right for years. Not since the Saphyrum War, when greed 
consumed the sorcerers; leadership, and masterminds took o’er Syl?ia, and every-
thing went wrong.

Fer eyes swept the trees for signs of mo’ement. When she turned back, she 
stumbled again, the toe of her boot snagging on a stone.

Dt should ha’e been easy, reco’ering from that misstep, but her body was too 
weak from gi’ing birth only a few days before. She fell in a heap, twisting to a’oid 
landing on the baby. Fer shoulder took the brunt of the impact, and another rock 
sliced a ?agged trail across her right arm.

The baby screamed, cutting short her own yelp of pain.
Scrambling to sit up in the mud, Nerimoria tore open her tunic and undershirt 

to press her daughter;s mouth against her breast. Fer lacerated hand cupped the 
back of the girl;s head, painting a scarlet smear across her tiny crown of white hair.

”qlease, ru’enniia. Dt;s alright,O she repeated. ”G’erything;s going to be alright.O
Hs the newborn rooted, still whimpering, Nerimoria winced and read?usted 

her daughter;s mouth against her nipple. When the frantic little grunts vnally 
settled into desperate suckling, she did another hasty sweep of the trees. No sign 
of her pursuers. Let.

So much for staying on the move. The thought might ha’e drawn a bitter laugh 
from her if she hadn;t been so tired.

”Lou had other plans, didn;t youBO she rasped, looking down at the girl.
She shrugged out of her tunic and wrapped it around her waist. Hfter strug-

gling to tie the slee’es in a knot and balance her daughter on her arm, she drew 
her legs up around the child as if she could protect her from the world. 2owing 
her head, she prayed to Sha’aan for the strength to stand again.
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Wetness seeped through the seat of her trousers. Nerimoria shi’ered. The smell 
of blood was thick in the air. She shifted ?ust enough to spot the streaks of red 
between her thighs. Fer breath hitched. Dt wouldn;t be long before the dogs 
caught wind of that.

She lifted herself o— the cold patch of mud and onto a dry area between two 
thick roots. Fer back came to rest on a tree se’eral times wider than she was. Dts 
enormous trunk cur’ed inward on this side, as if a giant had kicked it hard enough 
to ca’e it in. While the baby nursed, she checked the other pouch at her hip.

”2aosanni take me.O She only had v’e beads left. Fer body would demand 
far more before her ?ourney was through. 1i’e beads would get her a few do3en 
leagues, perhaps, but only if she stayed ahead of the sorcerers. jnly if she could 
a’oid casting spells.

Hs if she could cast spells. She felt sicker now than she had moments ago. 
Sweat slicked her skin and rolled into do3ens of stinging cuts. Fer empty stomach 
twisted, threatening to turn itself out on the ground. The world spun, and her 
ears rang4

No.
Focus.
She took stock of her symptoms, something her brother would ha’e done if 

he were here. 1e’er. Yi33iness. Nausea. 2etween rationing her saphyrum beads 
and casting from them as hea’ily as she had last night, it was a wonder she hadn;t 
collapsed already. The early signs of zage;s 1olly were upon her.

Pi’ing in was not an option. Not yet. She blinked a do3en times and clenched 
her shaking hands to stay them. 2reathing deeply of the cool spring air, she 
ignored the copper tang of blood and let the scents of wet soil, green moss, and 
woody decay ground her.

j— in the distance, a dog howled.
Fer heart leaped into her throat. The sound came from behind her tree, 

perhaps a league to the west. They;d found her trail. She cast a furti’e glance down 
at her daughter.

The baby had fallen asleep, thank zira. Tiny pink vngers rested against Neri-
moria;s chestA she tucked them beneath the blanket and wrenched her shirt closed. 
With a hand on the root beside her, she forced herself upright and leaned against 
the trunk until her legs stopped trembling.
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Dt took three tries to sho’e herself o— the tree, and the e—ort triggered a ’iolent 
wa’e of nausea. Fer stomach cramped and blood trickled down her thighs. She 
stumbled along the forest !oor, mud sucking at her boots like it meant to swallow 
her whole. Truthfully, that would be a better end than the sorcerers had planned 
for her.

zore ancient trees stood around her like sentinels keeping ’igil. Some of their 
great limbs were already thick with lea’es, while others bore large white !owers 
whose fragrant petals littered the ground like snow. She was careful not to disturb 
them, silently praying to Iaelyn that the heady aroma might disguise her passage. 
G’en better, that she might come upon a stream she could use to break the trail.

Would that I could Rift Bend at a time like this.
The clouds broke open and light poured through the canopy, re’ealing a gap in 

the brush ahead. She shu5ed toward it. The howling was closer now, but she still 
had a chance. She could mo’e faster o’er terrain that wasn;t riddled with roots 
and weeds. Dgnoring the accompanying thought that the dogs could do the same, 
she let her world narrow to that gap in the trees.

Fer knees struck the ground when she vnally reached it, lungs hea’ing, her 
body drenched in fe’er sweat. She kept one arm locked around the baby, using 
her other hand to keep herself from collapsing. Dt was all she could do to lift her 
head.

The gap opened onto a modest plot of farmland stretched o’er a sloping ’alley. 
H shallow brook cut through the land from northeast to southwest. H wooden 
bridge arched o’er the banks, some vfty spans from a one-story farmhouse, and 
an old stable stood up the rise, its weather-worn door open to the morning air.

Tears sprang to her eyes at the sight of the brook, but a wide-open patch of 
freshly turned mud lay in front of her. Dt would be slow going, e’en more so than 
her trek through the forest. Worse, smoke twirled out of the farmhouse chimney, 
and if anyone unfriendly toward Syl?ians spotted her, she was as good as dead.

She sur’eyed the rest of the ’alley. The forest stood close on e’ery side. Spindly 
trees and e’ergreen bushes marched into the pasture as if in staunch devance 
of the farmer;s attempts to tame the land. The o’ergrowth could pro’ide some 
co’er, and if she circled around to the place where the brook emerged from the 
forest, she could tra’el upstream before returning east.

6



RGzNHNTS j1 H SIHREGT 1EHzG

Hlternati’ely, she could tra’erse the southern perimeter. Dt was a shorter path 
to the water, but the stream likely drained into the 1alcon Ri’er. 1ollowing it for 
any amount of time would take her back toward the capital and the Sorcerers; 
Puild. No, it was best not to turn south again until she was well away from Ryost.

She attempted to rise, but the trees spun around her so fast that she dropped 
back to her knees. zore wetness !owed from between her legs. jnly the weight 
of the infant on her arm steadied her. That little face. The shock of white-blonde 
hair. Thin white eyebrows. qink cheeks, not la’ender. qerfectly rounded ears, like 
her father;s.

Get up. Get up!
Nerimoria was on her feet and mo’ing, but she couldn;t remember standing. 

North. She went north, then east, around the clearing4
The sound of a dog barking shattered the “uiet forest.
She cried out and threw herself to the ground, co’ering the infant as the shaggy 

beast burst from the trees. Stupid. Why hadn;t she runB
Hs she curled around the baby and braced for the rending bite of ’icious 

teeth, something warm and wet slopped along the side of her cheek. Raspy, eager 
panting vlled her ears. She dared to turn her head to the side, and the dog;s tongue 
lolled out, sla’ering all o’er her mouth and nose.

H shaggy dog. Red fur, !ecked with brown. Not one of the Puild;s sleek, black 
tracking hounds. Still huddled in a heap on the ground, Nerimoria did her best 
to mu5e a cry that was e“ual parts relief and hysteria.

The dog;s e…citable circling didn;t disguise the approach of footsteps. ”Fere, 
now7 Fere7 Will, lea’e o— now7O

Mira’s mercy. She kept her head down, curling tighter into a ball while the 
dog danced around her, sniAng, not at all mindful of its master;s summons. 
She couldn;t reach the pouch with her saphyrum, but she could reach the star 
pendant with its single bead around her neck. Fer vngers closed on it as she 
readied to defend herself.

”Pi’e her some space, ye damnable mutt. Fere7O The man spoke so fast, she 
could barely identify the language as Gidosinian.

1inally, the dog leaped away, and footfalls shook the ground. Nerimoria;s hand 
tightened on the pendant, her heart racing. She tried to channel its power, tried 
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to summon Hether, but couldn;t. zage;s 1olly held her vrmly in its grasp. The 
baby beneath her began to cry.

”Well, ye;re the biggest rabbit ol; Will;s e’er !ushed. Hre ye alright, lassBO H 
hand brushed her shoulder, trying to coa… her out of her crouch.

Fer breath came in labored gasps. Yarkness crept into her ’ision. Fer world 
spun again, and she was suddenly blinking up at a clear patch of morning sky. The 
young man looked down at her, then toward the baby, his bushy red eyebrows 
pinched with concern.

Ioncern.
Gods be good.
Fe hadn;t shied from her, despite the ob’ious. Fer la’ender skin, her white 

hair, her tapered ears. Fe didn;t seem frightened of her at all.
Yes, because I’m so terrifying right now.
Nerimoria tried to mo’e her arms, then her legs, but they refused to obey. The 

baby still cried, and her heart lurched.
”qlease,O she attempted in her clearest Gidosinian. ”zy daughter.O
”Hye, the little lass looks hungry.O The man;s green eyes were set in a friendly, 

s“uare face and framed by a windswept tangle of red curls. Fe set his bearded 
?aw. ”2ut ye don;t look like ye;’e had much to eat yerself. Le;ll come back to the 
farm with me.O Hs if e…pecting her to protest, he lifted a string of rabbit carcasses. 
”We;’e got plenty to go around. zy Hli4she won;t mind.O

Fe slung the rabbits o’er his shoulder and reached down to gather the baby. 
She looked so small in his enormous hands. Fe placed the child on Nerimoria;s 
chest and helped cross her arms o’er the blanket. Then he looked down at the rest 
of her with a wince. ”Le been runnin; a while, ha’en;t yeBO

”They were nearly on top of us last night.O She had nothing left to lose by 
telling him the truth. Df the Puild disco’ered him aiding her, he;d be strung up 
right beside her. ”D don;t want to bring you trouble.O

Fe sco—ed, reaching down to scoop an arm under her shoulders. Fis other 
arm slid beneath her knees. ”Yon;t worry about that. 2est sa’e yer strength, ye 
kinnich.O

Hs he hoisted her up, more howling carried toward them on the wind. Fe 
sti—ened, and she followed his ga3e to the west. They were close. Too close. Fer 
heart !uttered. She should go on. Yraw them o—. Then she could circle back4
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”D;m Hngus, by the way.O
”Neri.O
Hngus started for the farm. ”Le;re a long way from the border, Neri.O
She tried to snort, but the sound came out more like a sni5e. She;d been 

thrown so far o—-course. ”D know.O
”Hch, nothing for it, D suppose. We;ll take good care of ye and the little one. 

There;s plenty of room for ye until ye feel well again.O
Nerimoria stilled in Hngus;s arms, a calm, dreamlike sensation settling o’er her. 

Fer heartbeat slowed. She might ha’e drifted o—.
Hngus was still chatting away, his tone growing wistful. ”Hli and me, we ?ust 

lost one of our own a few days pastDO
There was something she needed to tell him. The child. Something about the 

child. She blinked, trying to remember.
Fe sni5ed. ”D reckon she can help with the feedin; if4O
Reaching up an ashen hand, Nerimoria touched his lips. ”She is special.O
”Well, D4O Hngus paused, brow wrinkling.
She pressed harder with her vngertips. ”Fe;ll be coming for her. She must be 

ready.O
”Ready for what, lassBO Fis bewilderment didn;t abate. ”Who;s comingBO
She breathed in, then out. Fer hand fell like an autumn leaf onto the baby;s 

back. 1ocusing on the warmth of her daughter;s body, the tiny heart beating in her 
chest, Nerimoria let her eyes close. That dreamlike state claimed her once more.

”Ihaos.O
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CHAPTE ON
E
ALAR

A lar ducked into the shadow of an alcove, the hastily scrawled message 
crumpled in his hand.

Tension knotted his shoulder blades, and his teeth clenched to stiOe a groan. 
zther students shu-ed along the corridor, paying no mind to him, but the 
one person he needed to avoid most sat a doDen paces away, absently twisting a 
whiteMblonde curl around her Vnger.

Saeya ’cqen lounged on a sofa made for straight spines, dusty boots kicked 
up on a low table. Whe seemed distracted enough by the tattered book in her lap, 
but if Alarjs mentor caught him sneaking across the secondMOoor landing and 
away from his Vrst class, she would have Huestions. Rhile he often en;oyed their 
verbal sparring matches, today was not the day for one.

8is body itched for motion. The spymaster would only wait so long. Eoughly 
Vfty paces separated Alar from the goldMinlaid staircaseN he could make it in the 
span of a doDen breaths.
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Wtu!ng the note in his pocket, he sidled into the stream of blueMandMgrayMrobed 
students, his own gray robe snapping at his ankles. The fresh assassinjs clay 
disguising his tapered ears weighed with every step. 8e swung wide of the sitting 
area and clung to the muralMbedecked walls, skin tingling as if he could sense 
Saeya watching him. A ridiculous thought, of courseN his psionic skill set didnjt 
include such perception.

Wi” paces to the stairs. xour, then two. 8e reached for the handrail, at last 
allowing the tension in his back to easeI

G8ey xaustus, wait upY?
Cursed Wastelands.
8is Vngers wilted against the railing. Lo matter how urgent qaljs summons 

was, Alar couldnjt compromise his alias. 9nitiate xaustus —re” was a 1uildMloyal 
magic adept who adored Saeya, despite her problematic views on authority. 8e 
would have never bolted down the stairs and out the front entrance before she 
could reach him. As tempting as the idea was, xaustus was the linchpin for Alarjs 
mission, and thousands of people depended on his continued success.

“imbs heavy with resignation, he turned and forced a smile. Whe closed her 
book, gathered her pack, and rushed to ;oin him.

G1ood morning, Saeya.?
G’orning.? “ight Vltered through the stairwelljs enormous stainedMglass winM

dows, painting her pale cheeks in shades of lavender and blue. 9t was hard to cling 
to his annoyance faced with those mirthful green eyes. G0ou going to commisM
saryB?

Alar shook himself. Whe was a senior acolyte in the Worcerersj 1uild, not his 
friend. G9 am,? he said, taking the easy e”planation in stride.

G1reat. ’e too.?
8e sincerely doubted thatIshe never met him before class on ’irasdaysIbut 

pointing out the novelty meant prolonging their encounter. Rhatever she was up 
to would have to wait. Alar started down the stairs, saying nothing.

Saeya nudged him with her shoulder, that irritating, endearing, everMpresent 
bounce in her step. GWo, did you hear the newsB?

8e suppressed a sigh. GRhat newsB?
Whe lowered her voice as a pair of senior acolytes passed them on the stairs. 

GTherejs going to be an e”ecution tomorrow.?
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Alar glanced at her, brows tensing. 8ejd spent the last eleven months faM
miliariDing himself with the capital, with eight of those months enrolled in the 
Wchool of 8igh Worcery. Wtill, there were nuances of Eyostjs city culture he wasnjt 
wellMversed in. G9s that unusualB?

Saeyajs nose wrinkled. G8ave you been blankedB zf course itjs unusual.? Whe 
rummaged around in her blue, blackMtrimmed robe and pulled out two oranges. 
GRant oneB?

Rhat he wanted was to e”tract himself from this conversation and get to 
’organjs 9nn and back before his Vrst class started. GWure.?

They reached the ground Ooor, and Saeyajs gaDe darted around the sunMspeckM
led rotunda as if searching for eavesdroppers. Alar Huenched his irritation with a 
slow, deliberate breath. 8ow and where Saeya got her intel was often suspect, 
but it was almost always good.

The rotunda was relatively Huiet this morning. 9ts great e”panse nestled in the 
middle of the three Worcerersj Towers and served as the ne”us for the eastern 
administrative wing, the west wing housing the Wchool of 8igh Worcery, and 
the north wing with its libraries and dormitories. ’osaic Ooors, gemMencrusted 
tapestries, and gleaming stone arches bespoke the 1uildjs opulent wealth. All Vve 
stories and a doDen curving staircases were visible from balconies encircling the 
foyer.

The space still made his gut twist. 8ow easy it was for them to bask in such 
lu”ury while his people scraped out an e”istence in the frigid Lorthlands.

Saeya ripped the skin o2 her orange, nodded politely to a passing instructor, 
and dropped the peel into a nearby vase. GThere hasnjt been an e”ecution like this 
since 9 was twelve.? Rith another nudge, she steered Alar toward the east wing 
and the commissary. GEumor has it, itjs an aethermancer.?

8is wide eyes snapped back to her. GAn aethermancerB 9n EyostB? Ras that 
why qaljs message had been so urgentB

GAnd not ;ust any aethermancer.? Whe leaned in conspiratorially. G9 heard itjs 
—heralach himself.?

GThatjsI? Impossible. A stone lodged in his chest. Alar Ooundered, trying to 
think of something xaustus would say. GThat is big news. Rhere did you hear 
such a thingB? And what was —heralach doing outside of WtarlightB
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zne white eyebrow lifted. G9 have my sources.? Whe shook her head and 
laughed. G9tjs craDy, isnjt itB To be that legendary, only to wind up at the end of a 
rope. 9tjs almost sacrilege.?

They entered the sunny east wing corridor. Another group of students passed 
by, carrying sacks of saphyrum and wearing the solid blue robes of ;unior acolytes. 
Alar usually noted the way they glared at SaeyaIwho was easily four years their 
;unior and yet a rank higherIbut if something had happened to —heralach, he 
couldnjt concern himself with the politics of 1uild rank right now. 8e needed to 
get to qal.

The commissary was right around the corner, past the switchback staircase. 
8e should stock up on saphyrum after all, ;ust in case. 9n the meantime, Saeya 
continued the conversation without him in her usual rambling way.

GSo you think the Alliaansi are as scary as the 1uild makes them seemB?
Alar stopped walking. That was not a normal thing for a sorceress to say.
Whe paused too and spun to face him, a familiar air of mischief about herIthe 

same mischief that had nearly gotten her e”pelled from the Wchool at least once 
before. 9f not for —ouncilor 1regory, Saeya would have faced over a doDen disM
ciplinary actions in the last eight months alone. The last thing Alar neededIthe 
last thing Faustus neededIwas to be drawn into one of her schemes.

8e leveled his sternest e”pression on her. GSaeya, itjs not our place to Huestion 
the 1uild.?

8er eyes glittered. G9snjt itB?
GThe Alliaansi are made up of cutthroats, deserters, and Wyl;ians.? Alar poured 

all the incredulity he could muster into the words. G0ou donjt want to get mi”ed 
up with them.?

’ore students and a few instructors trickled past as they stood there, staring 
each other down. Wunlight cast her features in stark relief, lending a physical edge 
to the remark poised on her lips. Jut a real friendship was rare for the 1uildjs 
child prodigy, and she was more likely to sheathe her cutting wit than slice xaustus 
open with it.

Wtill, his argument didnjt entirely sway her. As she resumed course, she mutM
tered, G9jm going to meet one someday.?

Alar couldnjt help but smirk. G9 wouldnjt advise it.?

PP



—9LS0 “. WC““

The tension between them broke, and Saeya grinned again. GAnd what better 
opportunity thanI?

A sorcerer stepped out of the stairwell. 8is black robe billowed behind him like 
a cloud of ill omens, and he stopped so abruptly in front of Saeya that she ran 
into him.

GJleeding Aether, LormosY Ratch where youjre going.? 4nder her breath, she 
added, G1odsMdamned creep.?

There was a time when Alar would have feigned surprise at his mentorjs disreM
spect toward mages of higher rank. That time had passed. Wtill, he braced himself.

Lormos was in his midMtwenties, not much older than Alar, with the sleek and 
deadly grace of a viper and a temperament to match. Ratching him spar with the 
other sorcerers, it was no wonder he had become —ouncilor 1regoryjs right hand. 
8owever, his place at 1regoryjs side was tenuous at best. znce Saeya earned 
her black robeIthe ne”t step for her in the 1uild hierarchyIthere were rumors 
Lormos would be replaced.

The sorcerer stepped in close, forcing Saeya to crane her neck to meet his icy 
stare. Wlick blond hair accentuated prominent cheekbones and a cleanly shaven 
;aw. Though Lormos appeared calm, Alarjs auraMsense picked up the deepMseated 
rage shimmering around him like heat from sunbaked stone.

—uriosity piHued, Alar lamented the wards protecting Lormos from deeper 
psionic probing. xor most mages, such wards were e”ceedingly dangerous to 
construct, but all of 1regoryjs strongest sorcerers possessed them. There were 
techniHues Alar could use to break a psionic ward, but such a move might reveal 
him, and e”posure wasnjt an option.

GWenior Acolyte ’cqen,? Lormos said, his voice dripping sickly sweet honey, 
Gthe —ouncilor wants to see you.?

Saeya sti2ened. zut of habit, Alar searched for her aura, but his ability to read 
her was, as always, none”istent. 9n addition to her unnatural skill, she somehow 
resisted his mental touch without discernible wards. 8er immunity e”tended far 
beyond that of any other psionicsMresistant mages, whose auras were at least visible 
to him. Sespite the long days and nights spent with her, he hadnjt Vgured out 
why.

GTell him 9jll be right there.? Saeya drew herself up, all seriousness now. Whe 
turned, opening her mouth to e”cuse herself.
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Lormos gripped her shoulder with one manicured hand. GLow, ’cqen.?
A dark look stole across her face, and she shrugged him o2. GSonjt bleeding 

touch me.?
Alar didnjt have time for this. 8e stepped between them and o2ered Saeya a 

dismissive nod. G9jll see you later.?
Then inspiration struck. 8aving Saeyajs saphyrum on hand would be useful if 

qal had to bring in other aethermancers to deal with —heralach. Whe would never 
notice if a few beads went missing. GRould you like me to collect your saphyrum 
for youB?

After a wary look in Lormosjs direction, Saeya slipped a hand into her robe. 
G5lease.? Rhen she pressed her commissary coin into his palm, a spark of her prior 
humor Oared. GJy the way, you might stay away from Transmutations today. 9t 
seems someone released ’aster Terschilljs e”periment last night, and it made a 
mess all over the lab.?

Lormos bristled.
Alar could hold back his laughter, but he couldnjt help the tightening in his 

cheeks. G8ow unfortunate.?
Saeya started for the stairs, whiteMblonde brows pinched with e”aggerated 

disapproval. G9 canjt imagine who would do such a thing.?
Lormos fell in behind her, scowling. Alar stepped into the space he left to 

watch them go. Saeya turned at the switchback and winked at him. Then she 
bounded up to the second Ooor and disappeared.

8e stood there a moment, drumming Vngers against his satchel strap. 8ad 
their circumstances been di2erent, Alar liked to think they could have been 
friends. 5erhaps if shejd been born in the north, where the Alliaansi had a stronger 
foothold. 5erhaps if her talent hadnjt been discovered by the 1uild so soon.

8e lingered on what shejd said, the spark of rebellion in her eyes, but it was only 
a fooljs hope. 8er willingness to challenge the reigning authority in Cidosinia 
was ;ust a product of her youth. 9f he presented her with the opportunity, she 
wouldnjt take it.

And if she learned what he was, she was dutyMbound to kill him.
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Alar ;oined the short line at commissary and glanced down at the orange Saeya 
had given him. 8is stomach grumbled, and with the slightest upturning of his 
lips, he began to peel it.

8aving something in his hands staved o2 a fraction of his an”iety. qal would 
forgive the delay for e”tra saphyrumN they couldnjt a2ord to snub a chance to 
pilfer more of the arcane metal. xortunately, the line moved swiftly, and Alar 
dropped half the orange in his pocket when the stout —intoshi attendant waved 
him forward.

Two gold teeth glinted beneath “innarjs braided mustache. G1ood morning, 
xaustus.?

G1ood morning, “innar.? Alar placed a copper commissary coin on the polM
ished marble.

“innar claimed the coin in a meaty palm. G6ust saphyrum todayB? 8is lips 
moved as if they worked hard to hold up his enormous brown beard.

G6ust saphyrum.?
“innar spun in his seat and reached for the wall full of preMportioned bags, his 

short legs swinging into space. G8ow are your classes treating you, boyB 1etting 
along betterB?

G0es, much better, thank you.? 9n the beginning, Alar had opted to lower the 
instructorsj e”pectations of him by shooting for ;ust under average. Jut when 
Saeya insisted they begin nightly tutoring sessions to address his weaknesses, hejd 
been forced to show more initiative. Though others might disagree, hejd found 
her to be a remarkable mentor. 9f hejd really been an arcanist, capable of casting 
spells or manipulating elements, he would have e”celled under her guidance. 
GThough Sivinations is still giving me trouble.?

A gray bag thumped against the counter. G0ou have ’aster 4lrichB?
G9 do.?
Those gold teeth Oashed again. GRell, that e”plains everything. Sonjt worry, 

lad. 8er e”ams still inspire nightmares in the lot of us.?
Alar didnjt have to feign his pained e”pression. Sivination should have been 

an easy sub;ect for a psionistIor a mastermindMinMtraining, as qal liked to ;oke. 
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8e could inOuence othersj thoughts and accurately predict events, but 4lrich 
emphasiDed the details of spellcasting over results. 8is psionic illusions and facM
similes of spells could only go so far.

G9 failed the Vrst two,? Alar admitted, Gbut my tutor has been helping me.? 8e 
made a show of starting and dug out Saeyajs silver coin. GWpeaking of, she asked 
me if 9 could pick up her saphyrum, too.?

GWure.? “innar hesitated. G9 ;ust need to see an instructorjs permission slip.?
Alar let himself shrink and fumbled with his pack strap before pouring a 

healthy dose of sheepish innocence into his voice. G9 donjt have one.?
The displeasure on “innarjs face took a full three seconds to coalesce amidst all 

his deep wrinkles. 8e lifted one bushy eyebrow. GLow, 9 know youjre still fresh 
blood around here, boy, but Saeya knows better than that.?

9t might have slipped Saeyajs mind, but it hadnjt slipped Alarjs. “owerMrankM
ing students couldnjt turn in higher ranksj commissary coins without prior apM
proval. 9t was one of many measures put in place to keep students from illegally 
selling saphyrum. Jut with the right pressure applied in the right place, “innar 
would let it slide. GWhe was going to pick it up herself, but Worcerer Jeck called 
her away to meet with her —ouncilor.?

GRhat did she do this timeB?
Alar shrugged, the itch along his spine not entirely feigned. G9jm not sure.?
Womeone hu2ed an e”asperated sigh behind him. GWhejs going to get herself 

e”pelled.?
6unior 9nstructor EiDDy Tallionjs frown was so wellMpracticed, it left permanent 

lines Oanking his mouth. The skinny, wildMhaired human was the last remaining 
in the commissary line, and he stood holding the strap of a straining pack over 
one shoulder. 8e didnjt look like much beneath his gold robe, but the 9llusions 
instructor was fastMtracked to take his father xreddick Tallionjs seat on the WorM
cerersj —ouncil in a few years.

“innar hu2ed his agreement. GAfter that stunt she pulled in ’aster Hephjs 
lecture hall, 9 was sure theyjd toss her out.?

Alar attempted his best impression of a rabbit caught in a trap. 8ejd heard 
about the d;inni Saeya supposedly summoned during ’aster Hephjs lecture 
on the theoretical e”istence of Aetherial beings. Hephjs reaction to the harmless 
prank revealed how cowardly he was in front of over two hundred students. 
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Eather than keeping a level head and seeing through the illusion, hejd panicked 
and nearly trampled two of his ;unior instructors on his way o2 the stage.

9ndeed, the prank almost cost Saeya her place in the Wchool. According to the 
more reliable cafeteria gossip, —ouncilor 1regory had transferred ’aster Heph to 
a satellite school in zrthovia to keep his priDed student close.

GThat wasnjt even the worst of them this year.? EiDDy tipped his chin toward 
Alar. GSo yourself a favor, 9nitiate. Ask for a mentorship transfer as soon as you 
can.?

Eeaching for his bag of saphyrum, Alar nodded. G9jll keep that in mind, 9nM
structor.?

8e spared another look at Saeyajs silver coin on the counter. Rith —ounM
cilor Tallionjs son breathing down their necks, convincing “innar to break the 
rules would be harder, but Alar was willing to gamble. 8is people depended on 
saphyrum for their very survival, and the 1uild consumed it like a child left alone 
with Aivenosian hard candy.

Jesides, not only was “innar impressionable, but EiDDy also had a secret soft 
spot for Saeya. ’ore than once, Alar had found her in EiDDyjs lecture hall after 
class, sitting crossMlegged on a desk while he e”plained an advanced spellcasting 
concept.

Alar held his dispirited look and shifted his gaDe to “innar.
The —intoshi leaned back in his chair. GLow, ladJ? he began, glancing furtiveM

ly at EiDDy.
4sing his auraMsense, Alar studied the instructor in his periphery. 4nease OickM

ered about EiDDyjs body like a guttering candle Oame. Alar reached out to him 
with his mind, stroking the manjs consciousness with a featherMlight touch. 9n 
lieu of wards, many mages underwent specialiDed training to recogniDe and resist 
psionics, but EiDDy either wasnjt one of them, or he was especially bad at it. 8e 
didnjt notice Alarjs subtle intrusion.

As if dipping his feet into a fastMmoving stream, it took Alar a moment to Vnd 
his balance in the Oow of the sorcererjs thoughts. 8e kept EiDDy in his line of 
sight all the while, alert for signs of discomfort. The ;umble of EiDDyjs mind was 
an abstraction right now, but given enough time and practice, Alar would be able 
to decipher and manipulate it as well as any mastermind. xor now, he had to settle 
for implanting thoughts of his own in EiDDyjs head.

PK



EC’LALTW zx A W—AE“CT x“A’C

8e pressed gently into the stream and whispered telepathically, Faustus is a 
trustworthy sort.

EiDDyjs aura Huieted to little more than a ripple in a pond. 8is furrowed brows 
smoothed over, and the thin line of tension in his lips receded.

Heeping his psionic pressure steady, Alar pro;ected his own selfMconVdence 
into EiDDy. He’ll make certain McVen doesn’t have an excuse for missing another 
exam.

WtraightMbacked as a —ouncilor, EiDDy stepped forward and slid Saeyajs coin 
toward “innar. 8e placed his own gold coin ne”t to it. GWaphyrum for myself and 
my student, please.?

Cyes narrowing in triumph, Alar dipped his chin to disguise the look as gratiM
tude.

“innarjs face sagged with relief as he e”changed both coins. This time, the bags 
he placed on the counter were larger than AlarjsIone blue, one gold.

EiDDy turned to Alar. G9 know you are a trustworthy sort, 9nitiate —re”. Seliver 
this to Wenior Acolyte ’cqen, please.?

Gzf course, 9nstructor.? Alar accepted the bag and bowed dutifully. GThank 
you.?

EiDDy didnjt bother to smile back. GWhe has an e”am in my class tomorrow. 9 
e”pect her to be prepared. Lo e”cuses.?

G9jll make certain she gets the message.?
8e bade EiDDy and “innar farewell and hurried o2 toward his Vrst class.
znce he was out of sight, he circled back to a side entrance and slipped out 

the door. After scanning the alley for stray eyes, he stripped o2 his 1uild robe to 
reveal the commonerjs attire beneath it. 8e shoved the robe in his pack atop the 
two bags of saphyrum, checked the alley again, and started toward the cobbled 
street.

Jrown leggings and a beige tunic allowed him to blend in with the foot tra!c. 
Carly autumn air hung thick with the smells of freshly baked goods, doDens of 
perfumes, tanned leather, and the musky scent of livestock. —arts of all kinds 
rumbled through the cobbled market streets. —arriages, too, crowded the roadM
way, bedecked with velvet curtains and metal scrollwork, their teams of horses 
driven by coachmen in e”pertly tailored suits. Cvery now and then, a young 
pickpocket moved like a specter through the crowds.
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Alar sco2ed to himself. Eyost might be the largest and wealthiest city in CiM
dosinia, but even the shiniest copper had its share of blemishes.

zver a doDen of “aerinjs crewIthe ragtag group of smugglers qal enlisted 
to run their saphyrum cachesIloitered about the trade district today. Their 
attention slid o2 Alar like oiled pigskin. zne of them signed in a secret code 
to another, who signaled to a third farther down the road. Their silent message 
traveled swiftly, and it would soon alert qal he was coming.

9t was odd to see so many thieves clustered near 1uild —enter. Lormally, “aerin 
cast a wider net. 5rickling unease skittered across Alarjs skin as he reached out 
with his mind toward a boy in a stewardjs uniform, then a redMhaired woman, 
and a middleMaged man at a fruit stand.

8is breath caught. Womething had happened.
Cvidence of Saeyajs news saturated their auras. Those Oickering distortions of 

the surrounding air somehow made the situation more real. The collective hum 
of an”iety rattled straight to his bones. And if the smugglers were worried, they 
should all be worried.

Alar forced himself to maintain a steady pace. Wprinting through the city like a 
wounded deer would only draw attention. zut of the trade district, past the lofty 
steeples of the —hurch of the Cnlightened, far from the highMborn mansions of 
the Loblemenjs —ourt, and across the xalcon Eiver Jridge he went.

All the while, an icy hand of dread threatened to close around his heart.

PF



CHAPTE WTO

RAVLOK

B y the time Ravlok nsidher gearisp the ladt fape oG ugasr’lli Bogsescd 
fhilodofhi,al riddegtatios- The Theory of Arcane Appropriation- the mogsw

isp d’s Sad nltegisp isto the gedtgi,ter ag,hived oG the b,hoolcd li.gagyH Pe leaser 
.a,k is hid ,haig- m’d,led dtiT Ggom dittisp all sipht- asr dtget,her hid agmd a.ove 
hid hearH ;ofd e,hoer thgo’ph the emfty goom- asr gelieG Yoorer himH Che 
sappisp fais alosp hid dfise dettler to a r’ll- ipsoga.le a,heH

Pid thi,kwks’,kler hasrd diGter thgo’ph eagwlespth .la,k haigH Chege Sad 
domethisp to .e dair Gog Bogses— he kseS hoS to make the mydtegied oG the 
ag,ase r’lleg thas a .l’ster .’tteg ksiGeH Aet Ravlok ,o’lr dee Shy the u’ilr 
,esdoger hid SogkH Che Wistodhi fgoGeddog har Sgittes oveg tSesty fafegd a.o’t 
soswareftd asr theig ,osse,tios to mapi,H Bogses .eliever all .eispd fodw
dedder dome a.ility to hagsedd the piGt oG the pord1the 9etheg- ad dome ,aller 
it1Shetheg it Sad thgo’ph the ’de oG dafhyg’m og dome otheg measd yet to .e 
rid,ovegerH Iith eso’ph fga,ti,e asr faties,e- Bogses fgofoder it Sad foddi.le 
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to dtgespthes that a.ility- like ,osritiosisp the .orycd m’d,led- to gival the dkilld 
oG u’ilr isitiated asr foddi.ly eves a,olytedH

LG that Sege tg’e- thes it Sad foddi.le to gedtoge the .alas,e oG foSeg .etSees 
the bog,egegdc u’ilr asr the feofle it har os,e fgomider to degveH

Bogsescd addegtiosd aldo viliner the Wo’s,ilcd fgohi.itios oG Gogmal tea,hw
isp oG the ag,ase o’tdire u’ilr edta.lidhmestd asr the Wh’g,hH Cho’ph the 
u’ilr .a,ker the re,gee Sith a do’sr agp’mest oG daGety Gog thode ra..lisp 
is raspego’d agtd- the fesaltied Gog violatisp the re,gee Sege m’,h too dteefM 
imfgidosmest- og eves reathH

Lt Sad O’dt ose oG a roées re,geed that har mare Ravlok segvo’d ge,estlyH
9d a mem.eg oG the qosadti, xgreg oG xgreolad- Ravlok dtgiver to em.ory 

the tea,hispd oG hid reity- .’t he oGtes Go’sr himdelG at orrd Sith the elregd os 
theig istegfgetatiosd oG xgreoladcd SillH Chey all ,l’sp to the Book oG xgreg asr 
meritater os the imfogtas,e oG attaisisp Balas,e- .’t they so lospeg tgier to 
maistais ogreg Shes thispd a,t’ally Gell o’t oG .alas,e is the gedt oG the SoglrH

Iith the pgoSisp dtgespth oG the u’ilr- itd ,hokeholr os all thispd ag,ase- 
asr as a,’te dtate oG Geag asr ’sgedt amosp the fof’la,e- thispd har ,egtaisly 
Galles o’t oG .alas,eH Chid Sad Shat .go’pht Ravlok hege to the u’ilr li.gagy- 
gatheg thas the geYe,tios foolH Che la,karaidi,al Say hid mestog- AosG?- .g’dher 
adire hid ,os,egsd tgo’.ler himH AosG? rirsct tell him to deek G’lnllmest .y 
fegGogmisp a kisr reer Gog a dtgaspegH Pe rirsct d’ppedt Ravlok eade hid misr 
.y gearisp to the ,hilrges is the ogfhasapeH Pe rirsct eves hist at rid,’ddisp hid 
,os,egsd Sith domeose moge e2’iffer to arrgedd themH Pid osly arvi,e Sad that 
he dtof g’ssisp ago’sr Sith u’ilr a,olyted asr gemais is the mosadtegy Shege 
he .elosperH

9t leadt hege- he har a dhot at nsrisp asdSegdH
Pe looker ago’sr the d’slit goSd oG r’dty olr te0td- irly nspegisp the key qadw

teg Rirrledtos har estg’dter to himH Che u’ilrcd li.gagias har pottes do ’der to 
Ravlokcd latewsipht dt’ry deddiosd that hecr fgovirer him Sith tSestywGo’gwho’g 
a,,edd O’dt do he ,o’lr pet dome dleefH Rirrlecd osly ge2’edt Sad that Ravlok lo,k 
’f Shes he leGt1asr- oG ,o’gde- that he dtay o’t oG the gedtgi,ter ag,hivedH Che 
ladt Sad osly a Gogmality- hoSevegH Iide olr qadteg Rirrle rirsct geally e0fe,t 
him to heer that rige,tiveH PoS ,o’lr he- Sith d’,h a vadt Sealth oG ,esdoger 
ksoSlerpe .ehisr as eadily reGeater lo,k os as all’gisp Soores roogF
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Iith the a,he is hid .a,k seagly pose- Ravlok Sis,er at the tellisp fais is hid 
dtoma,hH Pe f’ller o’t the ogaspe hid dt’ry fagtseg har leGt Gog him asr feeler 
itH :aeya har helfer him tga,k roSs Go’g oG the Bogses eddayd ladt siphtH zves 
iG dhe rirsct have asy istegedt is the d’.Oe,t- the desiog a,olyte esOoyer fokisp 
thgo’ph the gedtgi,ter te0td Sith him- modtly Gog the dake oG .geakisp g’ledH

9 roog ofeser domeShege oT is the dta,kd- Ooltisp Ravlok Ggom hid tho’phtdH 
Pe lidteser ,lodely ad he dliffer the ogaspe feel isto hid fo,ketH Lt m’dt .e Rirrle 
,omisp is a little eagly to fgefage Gog the ladtwmis’te ,gammegd that Sge,ker the 
dfa,e .eGoge mirtegmdH

Pe gode Ggom hid ,haig- ,ageG’lly liGtisp it do the Geet rirsct d2’eal os the YoogH 
Che li.gagiascd redk Sad dhelteger Ggom vieS is devegal fla,ed thgo’pho’t the 
li.gagyH LG he ,o’lr gea,h ose oG thode fla,ed- he ,o’lr fgetesr to dt’ry a moge 
m’srase te0t Gog a Shile .eGoge refagtispH

9d he gefla,er the ,haig asr patheger the eddayd Ggom the ta.le- the e,ho oG 
Gootdtefd ,aggier isto the goomH

Odes of Ordeolas. Lt Sadsct Rirrlecd dh’Uer pait istegdfegder Sith the tafwtafw
fisp oG a Salkisp ,aseH Ihoeveg it Sad dtgore f’gfodeG’lly a,godd the li.gagycd 
folidher tileH

9sr they Sege hearisp gipht Gog himH
Che fesalty Gog ’sa’thogiéer a,,edd to the gedtgi,ter ag,hived Sad sogmally 

a temfogagy .as Ggom the u’ilr li.gagy- .’t Ravlok har a hidtogy oG ,a’disp 
tgo’.leH LG the Sgosp fegdos Go’sr him hege- he ,o’lr O’dt ad Sell .e imfgidoser- 
asr he har so istestios oG poisp .a,k to OailH

Chege Sad a de,osr estgas,e to thid goom- ’f the saggoS dtaigd to hid leGtH Che 
roog at the tof ler to a hallSay is the sogth Sisp- .etSees the gedtgi,ter ag,hived 
asr devegal littlew’der mapedc goomdH Ceswtowose orrd it Sad lo,ker- .’t the al,ove 
.edire it Sad ragk eso’ph that iG he ,o’lrsct fi,k the lo,k- he So’lr at leadt nsr 
dhelteg is the dharoSdH Pe dtagter that Say- osly to Ggeeée at the do’sr oG keyd 
gattlisp apaisdt the kso. Ggom the o’tdireH

Damn.
Eo ose eveg ’der that estgas,eH 9sr thid time- :aeya Sadsct hege to dave himH 

Iith the eddayd .’srler is hid agmd- he ragter roSs the seagedt aidle asr fgedder 
himdelG apaisdt the esr ,afH
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Both roogd dS’sp ofes Sithis de,osrd oG ea,h othegH ‘gom hid vastape foist- 
he ,o’lr dee seitheg estgas,e- sog the np’ged faddisp thgo’ph themH

3Pave yo’ mare asy fgopgeddF4 ,ame a male voi,eH Che reef- gollisp 5gcd- 
adfigater ,osdosastd- asr pestly emfhadiéer voSeld mare Ravlok dtiTesH j’,i’d 
ugepogycd :’egSidti a,,est Sad ’smidtaka.leH :aeyacd mestog Sad the ladt fegdos 
Ravlok Saster to es,o’steg hegeH

Che de,osr voi,e gasp Sith Gg’dtgatiosH 3Iecve pottes sothisp o’t oG him- 
Wo’s,ilogH Ltcd like hid Sill id mare oG dteelH4

3Pecd dfest yeagd Sith the .laskeg nlth-4 ugepogy dairH 3Pecd ’sro’.terly 
leagser dome oG theig tgi,kdH4

Ravlok plas,er ago’sr the ,ogseg- tgyisp to plimfde the de,osr dfeakegH Coo 
masy d,golld asr dta,kd oG fag,hmest Sege filer ’f .etSees themH Pe leaser oveg 
to feeg thgo’ph a paf- osly to have that vieS .lo,ker .y the ,ogseg oG asotheg 
aidleH jeasisp Gagtheg dtill- he ,a’pht dipht oG a reef .goSs ,loak O’dt ad the mirrle 
faped oG the eddayd is hid hasrd dlifferH Iith a Oolt oG fasi,- he mare a pga. Gog 
them- pgittisp hid teethH

Pe Ggoée- hid pgif reathwShite os the SaySagr dta,k oG fafegH Coo m’,h 
soideH Iay too m’,h soideH Chid Sad so time to .e O’pplisp ,esdoger fag,hmestH 
Ravlokcd heagt hammeger is hid thgoatH

3Iell- Shat dho’lr Se roF4
Che mescd ,osvegdatios ,ostis’erH Eeitheg pave asy dips they har heagr himH 

Iith a ,estegisp- meritative .geath- Ravlok fgedder hid .a,k apaisdt the esr ,af 
os,e moge asr ,ostester himdelG Sith e0amisisp the Sall is Ggost oG himH

3L d’dfe,t he Sill .esr iG Se .geak domeose he loved-4 ugepogy m’derH 3Cogw
t’ge the othegd- ose .y ose- ’stil yo’ nsr ose that maked as imfgeddios os himH 
xs,e he telld ’d Shat Se seer- kill them allH4

Ravlokcd eyed SireserH Che u’ilr Wo’s,il har o’tlaSer togt’ge yeagd apo- asr 
as e0e,’tios Sitho’t tgial violater the modt .adi, oG ,itiéesdc giphtdH C’gsisp ose 
eag toSagr the mes- he dtgaiser to heag the de,osr mascd geflyH

3:osct yo’ Sast to e0e,’te them f’.li,ly- Wo’s,ilogF4
3EoH Chey Sill have allied ,omisp Gog themH Ie ,assot gidk as ed,afe- so 

matteg hoS ’slikely they age to d’,,eerH4
3Aed- Wo’s,ilogH4
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3Ciphtes yo’g de,’gity at the .girpe pate asr fgefage yo’g mesH L d’dfe,t the 
9lliaasdicd ged,’e attemft Sill .e ’sregSay .y mirwaGtegsoosH4

36sregdtoorH4
Che as0iety is the de,osr mascd voi,e Sad taspi.leH 9ffagestly- the tho’pht 

oG Ga,isp a team oG aspgy aethegmas,egd asr bylOiasd ,o’lr f’t the Geag oG Whaod 
is eves ugepogycd mesH Che mascd dtefd 2’i,keser ad he attemfter to Yee the 
goomH

39sr Ei,oladF4
Che Gootdtefd dtofferH 3Awyed- Wo’s,ilogF4
ugepogy dfoke doGtly- .’t the thgeat .ehisr hid Sogrd Sad flaisH 3L ksoS yo’ 

esOoy yo’g r’tied- .’t thege ,as .e so midtaked thid timeH4
3xG ,o’gde- Wo’s,ilogH xs my hosogH4
Ravlok took a gidk asr feeger ago’sr the otheg dire oG the esr ,afH 9sotheg 

Yadh oG that .goSs ,loak- oilwdli,ker .la,k haig- di,kly fale dkis- asr thes the mas 
samer Ei,olad refagterH Che roog ,geaker ,loder .ehisr himH

biles,e nller the r’dty aigH Ravlok Saiter Gog dipsd oG the Wo’s,ilogcd refagt’ge 
Gog as etegsityH Pe rager sot move- Go,’disp isdtear os ,almisp hid misr- esviw
diosisp himdelG deater at the geYe,tios fool- sot is Shat Gelt like pes’ise raspegH 
Lt Sad a Goolidh Geelisp- d’gelyH Lt Sadsct ad iG hid liGe Sege .eisp thgeateserH 9Gteg 
takisp a GeS reef- dilest .geathd- he nsally heagr ugepogy dtagt Gog the dtaigdH

Pe Sad O’dt ,ommesrisp himdelG Gog keefisp hid hear r’gisp the estige ogreal 
Shes the Wo’s,ilog dtofferH

‘og devegal de,osrd- Ravlok dtager at the Sall is Ggost oG him- ’gpisp himdelG 
sot to lookH PoSeveg- gedidtisp temftatios Sad ose oG masy revotiosal e0eg,ided 
he dtg’ppler Sith- asr toray Sad sot the ray to make asy fgopgedd os hid fath to 
Balas,eH Pe feeger ago’sr the esr ,af asr thgo’ph a paf .etSees .ookd os the 
seiph.ogisp dhelGH ugepogy dtoor at the ta.le- e0amisisp the dfot Shege Ravlok 
har .ees dittisp mis’ted apoH

;’ééler- Ravlok tgier to gefoditios himdelG to dee ago’sr the tall- Shitewgo.er 
np’ge- Geagisp he mipht have leGt dome oG hid gedeag,h .ehisrH Pe Go’sr a dfa,e 
.etSees tSo leathegw.o’sr tomed Sith a ,leag vieS oG the ta.le asr gela0erH 9sy 
evires,e oG hid siphtly esreavog Sad t’,ker daGely ’sreg hid agmH

ugepogy gea,her o’t asr dSifer at domethisp os the la,2’eger d’gGa,eH Pid 
nspeg plidteser is the mogsisp liphtH
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Che ogaspe feel is Ravlokcd fo,ket t’gser to learH
Che Wo’s,ilog d’gveyer the goomH Pid G’ll hear oG Savy pgay haig Sad dSeft 

.a,k Ggom hid Gogehear- lesrisp to the devegity oG hid dhagf sode- d2’age OaS- asr 
,lodewdet eyedH Pe mipht have .ees hasrdome is hid yo’th- .eGoge time har arrer 
do masy lised to hid .eagrledd Ga,eH

3Ao’ may ,ome o’t soSH4
9 ,hill dSeft roSs Ravlokcd dfiseH btill- he rirsct moveH LG he Saiter him o’t- 

ugepogy mipht thisk Shoeveg har .ees hege Sad algeary poseH Chgo’ph the paf 
is the dhelved- Ravlok daS the olr mas g’. hid nspeg asr th’m. topethegH

ugepogycd e0fgeddios ragkeserH 3Ihat age yo’F 9 phodtF4 9 Yadh oG violet lit 
the dog,egegcd eyedH 3L dair- 5Wome o’tHc4
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“L et’s go, Normos,” Daeya called over her shoulder. She forced herself to 
smirk, despite the anxiety fermenting in her stomach. Gods, what did 

Gregory want this time? “You shouldn’t keep him waiting.”
When she reached the top of the stairs, she sped up, intent upon putting as 

much distance between them as possible. The wide hallway stretched in front of 
her, doors and arch-paned windows lined up like soldiers in perfect rows Hanking 
her path. Cer robe trailed behind her and her boots snapped against polished tile, 
pounding out an angry cadence that cleared the way of other students. Daeya 
ignored their side-eyed glances and focused on the bend at the end of the hall.

She hated when Gregory sent Normos to fetch her. Ce always had to make a 
spectacle of it, as if he thought embarrassing her would somehow make up for his 
own failings in their Oouncilor’s eyes.

2nce, Normos had been like a brother to her, but their days of working 
side-by-side in the Guild nursery and bonding over lavender tea and strawberry 
pastries were long past. Their contemptuous rivalry had raged for four years now. 
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Rpparently, it was bad form for a newly promoted mage to have his arse handed to 
him by an acolyte in a training duel. Normos had only grown more embittered as 
she neared magehood. Ce’d even physically assaulted her twice, prompting Daeya 
to enroll in unarmed combat training with javlok at the monastery.

Despite her best eVorts, Normos caught up to her easily with his long-legged 
stride. Daeya stiVened beside him, but he didn’t reach for her elbow this time. 
That was Fust as well. She might have broken his bleeding Mngers if he touched 
her again.

R bitter taste coated her tongue. She looked up at him. “Why did he send you, 
anyway? Where’s Oam?”

Gregory normally sent Oameron Bika when he needed her. Oam at least had 
the sense not to bark orders at her or tear out of stairwells like a Nohri blood 
wraith intent upon its next meal. Daeya preferred Oam’s company to that of most 
others, especially since she was one of her only friends in the Guild. Rt least, when 
Oam’s brothers weren’t around.

“She’s busy,” Normos snapped.
“What’s this about, then?”
Cis Faw clenched. “You’ll Mnd out soon enough.”
She didn’t have to fake the smirk this time. “Ce didn’t tell you, did he?”
Normos set his teeth, but for once he didn’t Mre back a retort. Daeya’s eyes 

narrowed. Ce never turned down a chance to spar with her, verbally or otherwise.
“2r, if he did, it must be good news. çor me, anyway.” She tilted her head. The 

increased tension along his brow and the way he kept Hexing his hands bespoke 
a tome’s worth of information, but she couldn’t decipher any of it. She prodded 
a little harder. “8aybe that’s why you look like the milk soured in your oats this 
morning.”

Still, Normos said nothing. zut beneath that poor excuse for a calm fa;ade, a 
tempest brewed.

Daeya rolled her eyes. çine. She returned her attention to the meeting ahead. 
Without an argument to distract her, each step closer to their destination made 
the void in her gut worse. Whatever this was about, it couldn’t be that bad if 
Normos was so incensed. She Mngered the casting bracelet around her wrist. Ets 
warm band and blue-green saphyrum beads provided some comfort.
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They reached Gregory’s o—ce, only to Mnd it empty. R bottle of wine sat 
uncorked beside a glass adorned with gold Mligree. Cis inkwell had been left open 
as well. Ets pungent scent nearly masked the peppermint and cedar blend of his 
cologne. The slightest bree9e blew in from a wide window and disturbed the red 
curtains3 their tasseled ends knocked against a bookshelf Mlled with tomes.

Rs the door between them and the antechamber swung closed, Daeya swal-
lowed the bile rising in her throat. jather than let apprehension show, she threw 
Normos a glare. “8ust not have been that important.”

“Cave a seat,” he ground out, nodding to the two Mnely upholstered red chairs 
in front of Gregory’s desk.

Cow she loathed that desk.
“E’d rather stand, thanks.”
Normos stepped toward her. “That was not a re0uest.”
She stood her ground, determined not to be intimidated, even by one of the 

most adept mages in jyost. Et helped knowing that Normos adhered strictly to 
the Guild’s rules. Ce wouldn’t use magic on her outside of the sparring ring. “Ef 
you’ve a mind to scare me, you’re going to have to try harder.”

Cis expression darkened, blue eyes like Fagged shards of ice. “You forget your 
place, Daeya.”

“That’s alright.” She smiled prettily. “E’ll have yours soon enough.”
Not that she wanted itPgods knew she’d rather not be chained to Gregory’s 

side like Normos wasPbut she’d never waste a chance to score a perfect blow to 
his ego. Daeya began to turn, to distance herself again.

Normos’s hand locked around her throat.
R sharp yelp escaped her. Cer Mngers closed around his wrist, waves of frigid 

panic sei9ing her muscles as he threw her oV-balance.
BleedingP
Ce pulled her toward him, his brows and nose pinched with disgust. Cis breath 

blew hot against her face. “No. You won’t.”
jage thawed her fro9en limbs. She remembered her training, got her feet back 

under her, and shot both Msts into his elbowPa move meant to send a painful 
shockwave up his arm. Ce Hinched backward with a snarl, providing the perfect 
opening for her to side-sweep his knee and wrap her arm around his neck. zefore 
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she could throw him to the ground, Normos recovered from the blow, twisted 
out of her chokehold, and shoved her across the room.

Daeya struck the corner of Gregory’s desk. White-hot splinters of pain lanced 
up her lower back, prompting a snarl of her own.

She taunted him through bared teeth, one hand on the polished wood to steady 
herself. “Oome on, Normos. You Mght like a graceless fawn.”

Normos didn’t rise to the bait. Enstead, he feinted left and slipped inside her 
guard, delivering a solid uppercut to her Faw. She bit her tongue with the blow 
and blood welled in her mouth. Cer ears were still ringing when he lunged. zoth 
hands closed around her neck this time. Ce sent her sprawling into the stack of 
spell books and stationery on top of the desk.

Terror took root inside her. She clawed at his Mngers, but still they tightened, 
closing oV her airway. This was no ordinary assault. Aven at his most incensed, 
Normos was never this aggressive.

Ce was actually trying to kill her.
The thought pierced the fog around her mind. She brought her left leg up, 

planted her foot on the wood, and thrust to the right, sending them both oV the 
desk, into the pair of chairs.

Gravity was already working against them when Normos released her to slow 
his fall. Daeya’s momentum carried them into a second roll. zoth chairs tipped 
backward. Wood splintered and crashed to the ground. They rolled away from 
the wreckage and came to a stop on the plush white rug. She sat astride him, and 
he tensed to buck her oV. jather than counter it, she wrapped her arm around 
her shoulder and let him throw her forward. Daeya fell, dropping all her weight 
into her elbow, and slammed it into his nose.

Normos yelped3 blood gushed from the crushed tissue. While he reeled from 
the blow, Daeya tore away from him and took to her feet. She settled into the bal-
anced, open-handed Mghting stance javlok had taught her, readying for another 
round.

The door to Gregory’s o—ce swung open.
The Oouncilor paused in the doorway, lips parting for only a moment before 

his eyes pinned Daeya to the Hoor. Cis unsettling mask of neutrality slid into 
place.
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“Oouncilor,” she choked out, letting her Mghting stance crumble into a sub-
servient bow.

She could scarcely Mnd the words to explain before Gregory’s attention shifted 
from her to Normos, and then to the wreckage in his room. Daeya followed his 
ga9e, taking in the scattered books, torn letters, spilled ink, and broken chairs. She 
swallowed hard and scraped together enough courage to open her mouth again.

“Oouncilor, this isn’tP”
“Silence.” The word held an edge that could have cut diamonds. Cis attention 

returned to Normos. “You are bleeding on my carpet.”
The magePwho shoved himself into a seated position and was using his black 

sleeve to staunch the blood from his broken nosePlooked down at the red 
droplets soaking into the white Mbers. “8y apologiesP”

“Go tend to your face.”
Normos wasted no time accepting the invitation. “Yes, Oouncilor.” The nasal 

sound of his voice might have been comical if not for their current predicament. 
Ce pushed himself to his feet, bowed to Gregory, and left the room.

Daeya had never been more Fealous of him. She clutched her hands together to 
stop them from shaking, cursing herself for her body’s stupid reaction. Showing 
fear in any form was unacceptable, and it would come with dire conse0uences if 
she didn’t get herself under control.

Gregory waited for the door to close. When he turned back to her, his eyes 
Hickered violet. Ce spoke a single-word incantation, and the bolt lock slammed 
home.

Daeya Hinched.
Such an insigniMcant reaction, but the way his chin lowered drove a hot spike 

between her shoulder blades. Ce knew. Ce always knew when her fear threatened 
to overwhelm her. She held fast against her desire to shrink away from him, 
keeping her shoulders straight and head high.

Ce nodded toward the wreckage, his tone calm. “Sit.”
She would have rather leaped into the Rether itself. “6lease. Ce attacked meP”
“E know,” he said. “Sit.”
Slowly, sighing to herself, Daeya turned. She could have attempted to sit on 

one of the broken chairs, but that wasn’t what he wanted. To help her master her 
fear, he would place her in the most uncomfortable position he could, and that 
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gods-damned desk had been the source of all her nightmares for as long as she 
could remember. Nearly a year had passed since he’d strapped her to it, but ten 
years of torture were not easily forgotten with the tapestry of reminders carved 
into her skin.

She stepped forward. Rlmost a year. There was no reason to believe he would 
start again today.

Well, perhaps there was. Ce still didn’t know about the half-do9en runes on 
her hip she’d Hayed oV. Daeya shuddered at the memory. She’d risked his wrath 
by stealing that dagger, and if he uncovered her sabotage, it might very well begin 
her torture anew.

Cer hands grew clammy, and the thought threatened to paraly9e her where 
she stood. Et was stupid to think she could get away with destroying his work, no 
matter how sluggish and insensible it made her feel. Ce would surely punish her 
for undermining him. Ce wouldP

Enough. She swallowed hard and clenched her teeth. Rny further down that 
spiral would lead to ruin. You have to move.

Ce was watching her.
Waiting.
En three 0uick strides, she reached the ruddy brown surface. The color of 

old blood. Gods knew enough of it soaked its surface through the years. Rfter 
pushing aside some stacks of parchment, she turned to haul herself up.

Gregory shrugged out of his white robe. GooseHesh exploded across Daeya’s 
body in hair-raising waves, like a barn cat doubling its si9e to ward oV a feral 
dog. Rnother bad sign. Ce still wore his white and gold tunic. Ef he removed the 
outermost layer to expose the darker one beneath, she would know for sure.

6erched atop the desk, bracing herself on her hands, the memories came back in 
a rush. Scents of leather, blood, and magic. Ca9y images of the mandalas painted 
on the ceiling. Oold-burning agony searing through muscle and bone.

Gregory smirked. “Your unarmed techni0ue is improving.” Ce gestured to the 
wreckage on the Hoor. “E am certain Normos won’t be so eager the next time E 
challenge him to kill you.”

“You challenged himP” Cer brows furrowed. “This was a test, then?”
“2f course. You have shown you can defend yourself without magic.” Ce 

draped the robe over one arm and stroked her cheek with his free hand. Ecy Mngers 
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teased a lock of hair behind her ear. “Rnd as always, my sweet, you have proven 
yourself worthy of my gift.”

R test and a gift. zleeding Rether, she was sick of his games. She knew better 
than to express her anger, though. She simply waited.

“zut Mrst,” he said, making to round the deskPto reach his unbroken chair, 
she assumed. When he reached for something on the short side of the desk, how-
ever, her fear redoubled. Something clicked inside the wood. Cer eyes Huttered 
closed against the wave of nausea threatening to douse all coherent thought.

Gregory sighed. “2h, Daeya. We should be past this by now.”
She didn’t have to see them to know what the secret catches exposed. There 

were four eyeletsPone on each corner. Whether he was still toying with her or 
not, it took everything she had not to leap oV the desk and run. zut the door was 
locked, and she couldn’t open it without his permission.

“8y intrepid warrior, undone by a piece of furniture.” Cis disappointment 
sent blistering trails of shame down her spine. “What is it you fear, hm?”

“6ain, Oouncilor.”
“Cm.” Ce raised an eyebrow. “Try again.”
There was no denying it. She swallowed once more. “You, Oouncilor.”
Gregory smiled. “Oloser.”
Aether take him. “What you’ll do to me.”
Ce tossed the robe over his chair and opened the nearest drawer. Daeya fought 

back against the sting in her eyes. Orying was not an option. Et never was.
“Rnd what is it you think E will do?”
This was an exercise. Bocali9ing her fears was supposed to help her move past 

them. Ce would expect her to be thorough, and any parts left out, she risked being 
reminded of.

çirsthand.
“You’ll bind my hands to the desk,” she began. That was where it always began.
Gregory took out the pair of leather cuVs and set them on the desk. She stared 

at them for a long moment, Hexing her Mngers against the phantom pressure.
“Then you’ll choose which part of me to cut.” Aven the ghostly memory of his 

hand sliding across her skin felt like a violation.
Ce took out his cloth-wrapped dagger and placed it next to the cuVs. When he 

threw back the fabric, the sight of that shining black blade nearly shattered her 
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resolve. Cer heart hammered up her throat, blocking her airway and darkening 
her vision.

“Go on,” Gregory prompted.
The bastard was enFoying this. Some of her fear burned into anger, and she 

blinked furiously. “You always take your time casting the enchantment.”
Ce picked up the dagger and returned to the front of the desk. Daeya fought to 

keep her nerves steady. Thank the gods for javlok and his lessons on meditative 
breathing.

Gregory stopped before her, so close she could feel the warmth of his body 
against her shins. Ce spoke the incantation she knew by heart, holding her ga9e. 
R hair-thin, black-violet glow sprang to life along the blade’s edge. “Rnd then?”

“Then you make your cuts.” Daeya surprised herself by the growing strength 
in her voice. “Slowly and deliberately, so there is no error in the runes.”

“Bery good.”
Ce lifted the blade to her throat. Daeya didn’t pull away. Enstead, she bit the 

inside of her lipPthe same reHexive bite she always used to stay silent while he 
worked. She held completely still. zreathing in. Rnd out.

Ce traced the veins in her neck with the dagger point, perfectly controlling the 
amount of pressure. Cis touch with the steel was so light, the blade could have 
been a feather against her skin.

“Rnd why do E do this?”
Looking him full in the face, she exhaled slowly through her nose, her fear 

eroded away by 0uiet fury. She kept biting until her teeth broke through that 
heavily scarred layer of tissue and she tasted blood. çor years, he had done this 
to her. çor years, he had mutilated her body for the sake of wards and spells 
that should have been beyond even a veteran mage’s limits. zut he never gave 
her anything she couldn’t handle. Ce always stopped Fust shy of the moment she 
would break. There was always something methodical to his malevolence.

“To make me strong.”
“Yes. Rnd what else?”
Cer Faw clenched. “To make me fearless.”
“8y intrepid warrior.” This time, his smile exuded genuine pleasure. “Now 

you are ready.” Ce moved the blade away.
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Daeya relaxed, di99y with relief. Rs Gregory returned the items to his drawer, 
she asked, “jeady for what?”

Ce closed that drawer and opened another. çrom it, he withdrew a black 
drawstring bag.

Daeya’s eyes widened. “Es thatP”
çatherly pride brightened his expression as he placed the bag in her hands. 

“2pen it.”
With numb Mngertips, she worked the drawstring loose. Enside were several 

do9en gold commissary coins. 8age’s coins.
She ga9ed at them for a long moment, disbelieving. Drawing one out, she 

turned it over and examined the mages’ Hame-and-orb symbol on one side. The 
Guild’s open hands were stamped on the other. Daeya looked back up at Gregory, 
slack-Fawed. “E’m being promoted?”

“Oongratulations, Sorceress.”
While  she  worked through her  stupefaction,  he  crossed the  room to a 

wardrobe. She replaced the coin in the bag, scarcely daring to hope this wasn’t 
a dream. Cer breath caught at the sight of the black mage’s robe he pulled from 
the ornate cabinet.

“jemove your acolyte’s colors.”
zlue and black fabric rasped against her tunic and pooled around her on his 

desk. The movements felt sluggish, as if she were underwater.
Ce held out the new robe. “Oome.”
The immense honor he bestowed upon her rendered her speechless. Aven 

though she had completed all the re0uirements to obtain the rank several months 
ago, she had done it a full ten years ahead of the Guild’s usual schedule. That left 
the Oouncil divided on whether to grant her the rank or make her wait a few more 
years.

Their Mnal decision had Fust made her the youngest mage in Guild history.
Oareful not to ruin the moment by tripping over the broken chairs, she ma-

neuvered her way toward him. There was something surreal about slipping her 
arms inside that new, silk-lined cloth. Lighter by far than her bulky acolyte blue, 
it was tailored exactly to her small framePso exactly, in fact, that she found it 
Mt every subtle curve of her torso. The robe Hared at the hip to allow her legs 
the greatest freedom of movement. The sleeves widened from biceps to fore-
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armsPperfect for hiding spell components or small weaponsPand were cuVed 
at the wrists for unarmed combat, should she ever encounter a hostile non-adept. 
Cer only true loss was the ample space the old robe had for storing oranges.

Gregory took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. Ce straightened 
the lapels, smoothed her collar, and cupped her cheek. “zeautiful.”

“Thank you.” Warmth touched her face. “Et’s so much more perfect than E 
imagined.”

“You have earned it.” Gregory’s Mngers lingered a moment more. “E know you 
will not disappoint me.”

2nce, that statement might have frightened her. jemnants of the emotion 
Hitted about her stomach before she s0uashed them with a dutiful nod. “8y will 
is yours, Oouncilor.”

“Rs it should be.” Gregory stepped past her and made for the chair behind his 
desk. 2nce he seated himself, all traces of warmth in his brown eyes dissolved. 
“Now, E would have your report on the Orex boy before we discuss your new 
assignment.”

Daeya trailed him back to the desk and stood before it, hands clasped in front 
of her. “çaustus took the news with surprise, as anyone would expect. Ce didn’t 
show interest in Mnding the aethermancer. Ce also made certain E knew it was 
inappropriate to 0uestion the Guild.”

“Rnd you found him sincere?”
Daeya was careful not to hesitate. Cer doubts were small and insigniMcant, 

and she truly liked çaustus. Ef she mentioned even the most miniscule of his 
idiosyncrasies, he would pay the price. “Yes, Oouncilor.”

“Good. Well done. Cis instructors tell me your mentorship has been success-
ful. You are henceforth relieved of that duty.”

“Ce may still need some guidance.” Gods knew the young man had no skill 
at all with divination or transmutation. “Some of his spellcasting concepts are 
weaker than E would like.”

“E will Mnd a suitable replacement for him after you depart.” Ce laced his Mngers 
together on top of the desk. “Rs to your mission, there are rumors of an Retherian 
using magic on non-adepts in 2rthovia. Ce calls himself Bortanis. E want you to 
Mnd him and take him to the embassy for 0uestioning.”
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“Rn Retherian?” Daeya’s brows tightened. Ef there were any true Retherians 
left in the world, the last place they would practice magic was here in Aidosinia. 
Aver since the Schism and the founding of the Sorcerers’ Guild two hundred years 
ago, neither Retherians nor aethermancers were welcome inside its borders.

“Self-proclaimed, E understand,” Gregory said with the same level of skepti-
cism. “You will sail out of Heilliad this evening.”

R spark Folted her. She had waited for her promotion, dreamed of it, for as 
long as she could remember. Cer Mrst mission. Rn opportunity to be on her own, 
out from under the Guild’s watchful eyes. While her new rank came with the 
responsibility of protecting Aidosinia’s people, it also came with freedom from 
her Fealous peers and a chance to see the realm beyond jyost’s walls.

“Sorceress Bika and her brothers will accompany you.”
The statement struck her like a stone.
zlood pulsed through her ears, drowning out the silence that followed. Daeya 

could scarcely draw breath as a writhing snake of rage twisted around her lungs. 
Cer scowl tensed every muscle in her face. When she Mnally forced a response, it 
came out of her bared teeth like a snarl rather than a coherent word. “Why?”

Gregory sat silently, one Mnger tapping against his desk.
çor once, she didn’t back down from that dangerous stare. Cer fury only 

mounted. “No other mages have escorts.”
“No other mages are sixteen years old,” Gregory said. “En order for the Oouncil 

to grant your rank, this was the concession E had to make.”
Daeya trembled, horriMed by the implication that her promotion was contin-

gent upon her every move being watched and reported to the Oouncil. “So, you’re 
saying you traded my freedom for my rank?”

Cis patience was wearing thin. She could see it in his rigid spine and the tight 
set of his Faw. “Their observation is only temporary. R few months, perhaps half 
a year, and then E will have the Oouncil reassess the need for them.”

Calf a year? She might welcome Oameron’s company, but any amount of time 
with Ioss or Toby Bika was too much. Daeya clenched her hands into Msts. “E 
don’t need bleeding babysitters.”

That did it.
çaster than any old man should be capable of moving, Gregory shot to his feet 

and backhanded her across her cheek. The sting hadn’t blossomed fully before he 

4I



OENDY L. SALL

grabbed her chin and forced her to look him in the eyes. “Swear at me again,” he 
hissed, “and E will reac0uaint you with the end of a switch.” Ce thrust her away 
with a Hick of his wrist.

Daeya stumbled backward, stunned out of her fury by the smarting blow. 8ore 
blood welled in her mouth. Gods, had she lost her mind? She knew better than 
this. “çorgive me, Oouncilor.” Cer voice trembled. “Et won’t happen again.”

“çor your sake, E should hope not.”
The air between them grew as thick as wool. Cis ga9e held hers brieHy before 

he turned away, upper lip curling. Ce waved a hand toward the door, uttered a 
word, and the bolt lock snapped open.

“Get out.”
That reFection was so much worse than any physical blow he could deliver. 

Daeya knew how much he hated swearing. She was usually so careful around him. 
Rfter all he had done for her in securing her new rank, this loss of control in his 
presence was unacceptable.

“E’m sorry, Oouncilor,” she said in a rush, knowing her forwardness could earn 
another blow if her contrition wasn’t convincing enough. “E know E shouldn’t 
0uestion you. E’ll respect the Oouncil’s decision. You do me a great honor by 
granting me this title, and E can’t thank you enough.”

Gregory’s intensity lessened only as much as torrential rain after a hailstorm. 
Ce stalked around his desk and looked down at her for Mve harrowing seconds. 
When at last his scowl faded, he caressed the spot where the ache from his knuck-
les still lingered. “You know E cannot stay mad at you, my sweet,” he purred. “zut 
you must not provoke me so.”

“çorgive me.”
“Rll is forgiven.”
She leaned into his touch, relishing the feeling of his mercy made manifest. 

To be scorned by her peers was part of her day-to-day life. zut to be scorned 
by this manPthe one man in the Guild who stood up for her, challenged her, 
believed in herPwas something she couldn’t bear. Aven if she often lamented his 
attention, even if his demands of her sometimes seemed insatiable, should she lose 
his support, she would lose everything.

“E will make you proud,” she promised.
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Gregory stroked her hair with such gentle fondness that it sent shivers down 
her spine. “E know you will.”
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