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Something crashed into her stomach and Wren fell back against the wall, gasping for air.

“Fight me,” he shouted. When she’d regained her breath she stood upright and waited. Her inaction seemed to taunt him and he lashed out again, catching her on her right cheek. “Fight me.”

Wren said nothing and did not fight back. She did not reach for her magic or attempt to ward off any of his blows.

“Fight me, coward,” said Brunwal, growing more annoyed by the second. “Fight me,” he shouted over and over again. Each time he said it another invisible hand slapped her across the face or punched her in the torso. Blood ran freely from her face and one eye was starting to swell shut. Her chest and ribs ached with every breath and still he continued to beat her.
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CHAPTER 1

The air in the tavern was thick with the stench of fear. To Habreel it was sweeter than any perfume. He smiled at the locals’ unhappiness and sipped his ale, pretending to be just another traveller passing through the town of Glienned.

A few minutes later there was a stir in the crowd as the door opened to admit another visitor. Glancing in the mirror behind the bar Habreel saw a tall woman dressed in black leather armour and matching trousers approach and sit down on the stool next to him. He could admit to himself, if no one else, that she was a striking woman. Her raven-black hair and pale skin were not unusual, but the slight tilt to her green eyes and high cheekbones made it difficult to pinpoint her nationality. Her array of daggers, eight that he could see from an initial count, would draw attention as much as her features.

Akosh smiled at the barman, who turned a little red under the intensity of her stare. “On the house,” he muttered, setting down a mug of ale before scuttling away.

Habreel frowned at her and she raised an eyebrow. “Something wrong?”

“You’re a little conspicuous,” he said, gesturing at her outfit.

Akosh rolled her eyes and waved at the mirror and their view of the room behind them. “Look again.” The surface of the mirror rippled as if made of water and her image changed, from the leather-clad warrior to a severely dressed woman with a plain face surrounded by a tight bonnet. Every feature of the woman’s face was forgettable. Only the colour of her eyes remained the same dark green, but set in a doughy face they were not enough to draw attention. “They see only what I want them to,” added Akosh.

Habreel grimaced but said nothing. Magic. He took a deep breath and reminded himself she was a necessary evil. For now.

“Why here?” she asked him.

“Because Glienned is the doorway to Zecorria,” explained Habreel, keeping his voice low. It was the first large town any travellers came to when they crossed the border into Zecorria from Yerskania. It was a hub of information and people from all over the world were known to stop here for the night. Anything that happened here would quickly spread across all kingdoms in the west. If they were lucky it would cross the mountains into Seveldrom and perhaps beyond in the desert kingdoms. Tensions between the east and west from the war a decade ago had faded and trade now flourished.

“Is that all?” asked Akosh, running a finger through the foam on the top of her ale. She languidly licked her finger and grimaced at the sour taste.

“And because I’ve been visiting the town on and off for weeks,” added Habreel. “Zecorria is still the most hated nation in the west because of its role in the war. The Chosen and the perversion of the faith. The Warlock. The Mad King,” he said, ticking things off on his fingers. “Now I will turn that into strength and other countries will race to unite behind them. Who doesn’t like a redemption story?” he asked rhetorically.

“I hear a lot of words, but don’t see anything exciting,” said Akosh, in a bored voice. Habreel knew she was baiting him but didn’t let her get a rise out of him.

“Come then. It’s almost time,” he said, draining the last of his ale.

Several people outside the tavern were all walking in the same direction with purpose. Akosh and Habreel joined the flow of bodies and soon became part of a large group that was heading towards the main square. By the time they arrived it was a little before midday. Perhaps three hundred people had already gathered, with more appearing all the time.

The sky was a hazy blue and the air was cold enough for Habreel to see his breath. People were stamping their feet and shuffling about to stay warm but no one complained or suggested going inside. None of them wanted to miss this.

In the centre of the square was a wooden platform normally used for travelling theatre troupes and seasonal festivals. Today the mood of the crowd surrounding it was sullen, like that of a public hanging, although there’d not been one of those for decades. Today there was no gibbet but the Mayor still wore a sour expression. “Everyone is so broody,” said Akosh, grinning at the faces all around her. “It’s delicious.”

Habreel said nothing and tried to remain inconspicuous. A few people recognised him but not enough to start a conversation. Today he wasn’t the only visitor in the crowd. All of the taverns and shops would be empty. It seemed as if most of the town had decided to show up. Habreel buried his smile but was secretly delighted at the size of the crowd.

Half an hour later the square was packed with people and a low rumble of unhappy conversations flowed around Habreel on all sides.

A shiver of excitement ran through him as everyone suddenly fell silent. Despite there being so many people squeezed in, they managed to create enough space for the masked Seeker to walk unobstructed through the crowd. No one wanted to touch the hooded figure.

The bulky robe, long black gloves and stylised golden mask completely obscured the Seeker’s identity. With only a slit for the mouth and holes for the eyes, it was difficult to tell much about the wearer. A line ran down the middle of the mask from forehead to chin and a swirling symbol, that he thought came from the east, was painted on the right cheek. The locals probably found it intimidating and mysterious. Habreel just thought it was ridiculous.

The only indication that the Seeker was a man came from the width of his shoulders and significant height. To Habreel his stiff gait suggested a history in the military. He wondered how such a person had ended up as a servant of the Red Tower, the school of magic in Shael.

Shortly after the war rumours had sprung up that someone was trying to reopen the school. A few years later people across the west reported seeing masked strangers showing up, offering to test children to see if they had a spark of magic.

Seekers used to be common but it had not been that way for over twenty years. No child would voluntarily declare they had magic and many successfully kept it completely hidden. When a community made such a discovery the hard way, often with a magical accident, it would mean exile for the whole family at best, drowning for the child at worst.

Then came the war and with it the Warlock who soured people towards magic even further. Because of him and his twisted apprentices, thousands had died in a pointless war. Nations had been torn apart with civil war breaking out in Morrinow in the north. In the south Shael was reduced to a shattered ruin that was still in disarray. All of it had happened because of the destructive power of magic and the evil it inspired.

It was a curse, not a blessing from the Maker, the Lady of Light or the Blessed Mother. Those who wielded magic thought it put them above everyone else. Mages claimed the power came from the Source, the heart of creation, but he didn’t believe it. History was full of tales where people had been tricked by beings from beyond the Veil, offering them power in return for favours.

Habreel could imagine that wielding such power would be intoxicating, but it was an addictive lie that inspired arrogance and destruction. The war had shown people that magic could not be trusted and, until the Seekers had returned, the old ways of dealing with cursed children had been enough.

Exile or death. It was hard and cruel, but it had worked for a long time. Accidents with magic were avoided and people kept safe.

Now there was a royal decree in many countries which permitted Seekers to visit any village, town or city once a month to test children for magic. He believed in the rule of law, but when it stood in opposition of the will of the people, Habreel knew change was needed.

All eyes were drawn to the Seeker as he moved to stand beside the Mayor on the platform. She flinched at being so close but the Seeker didn’t seem to notice. He was looking out at the sea of upturned faces. Habreel thought there was a certain arrogance about his stance.

“Bring them forward,” said the Mayor, as if speaking about the condemned. Instead of a line of chained figures several sets of parents reluctantly came to the front of the crowd with their children in tow. All of the adults looked sick with worry, while most of the children were crying. Their ages varied considerably. Habreel guessed the youngest child was eight or nine years old and the eldest perhaps seventeen. Despite their differences all of them were united by their fear, which pleased him. The good people of Glienned were raising their children to understand that magic was a blight.

“Don’t be scared,” said the Seeker, who remained blissfully unaware of the mood in the town. “This is a time to celebrate.”

The parents stepped forward and many had to shove their child onto the edge of the platform. Even though they were well outside arm’s reach of the Seeker, none of the children were willing to go any closer. A couple of the smaller ones tried to run but were firmly held in place by their parents. Eight children. Eight chances of being cursed.

“How exciting,” whispered Akosh, her eyes twinkling with delight.

“Can you tell?” asked Habreel. “Do any of them have the ability?”

Akosh grinned and gave him a conspiratorial wink. “That would spoil the fun.”

The Seeker started at one end of the line with a slight girl of about ten. She was shaking so badly Habreel expected her to collapse. The masked mage raised one gloved hand towards the child and a few seconds later lowered it.

“No,” he said, shaking his head for emphasis. The girl fell to her knees in a flood of tears. Her parents cradled her, openly weeping in relief.

This gave the Seeker pause and he stared at them with concern. His mask roamed across the many faces in the town square and Habreel saw a noticeable shift in his posture.

“He knows,” he murmured. Akosh showed her teeth in an approximation of a smile.

“Did you see the Seeker arrive?” asked Habreel.

“No, why?”

“I wonder if he has a fast horse standing ready. If this continues he’ll need it.”

Moving more quickly now the Seeker went down the line, pausing briefly in front of each child. Every declaration that the child had no talent for magic was met with relief and often tears of joy. At last there were only two left, the eldest boy and a girl who was keening like a wounded animal. When the Seeker raised his hand in front of the girl her wailing increased in pitch, getting higher and higher. Habreel expected the dogs in town to start howling along.

“If nothing else, she has a future with a voice like that,” noted Akosh. The girl’s voice had taken on the pitch of a yowling cat on heat.

The Seeker paused in front of the girl and a horrified silence spread over the crowd. Finally the girl’s voice either gave out or had become so high-pitched only dogs could hear her.

The Seeker tried to say something but nothing happened. He had to clear his throat and try again. “She has the ability.”

At his words the girl’s parents collapsed into a tangled heap as if hamstrung. Their wretched cries seemed to fill the entire square. The girl was sobbing, too, begging her mother to take her home, promising she’d be good from now on. Friends were commiserating with the parents, as if the girl was already dead rather than standing right in front of them.

“This is a good thing,” tried the Seeker, but no one was listening to him. “It’s a gift.”

“You mean a curse,” snarled the Mayor.

When the girl realised her tears were having no effect on her parents, she grabbed hold of her mother’s hand. The reaction was unexpected and surprising. The woman recoiled as if she’d been bitten by a poisonous snake.

“Get away from me!” she shrieked at the girl, staring in horror at her own flesh and blood.

Beside him Akosh was chuckling while doing her best to smother it, but the smile would not stay off her face. She was starting to get some peculiar looks from those around her in the crowd. Habreel elbowed her in the ribs and she tried to turn her laugh into a nasty cough, but it wasn’t fooling anyone.

While all of this was happening the Seeker quickly turned to the boy, raised his hand and swiftly lowered it.

“He doesn’t have the ability,” he said, much to the relief of everyone around the boy.

The cursed girl had fallen silent. Her face was incredibly pale and she stared at her parents with open-mouthed horror.

“Momma,” said the girl, pleading with her eyes.

“Maybe we could all leave,” suggested the girl’s father. “Start a new life somewhere else.”

“I have no daughter,” hissed the mother, before collapsing against her husband in tears.

When the Seeker tried to lead the girl away she resisted at first but then moved as if in a trance.

“This isn’t right,” said the Seeker, trying to appeal to anyone who would listen. Habreel could see a few sympathised with him, but they were in the minority and wisely kept their mouths shut. The Seeker was only visiting the town but they had to live here.

“You should take the girl and leave, while you still can,” said the Mayor. A low murmur of conversation was starting to flow through the crowd, and the tone wasn’t friendly. All of the anger was directed towards the masked stranger.

“More children will be born with the gift,” he declared.

“We’ll take care of them by ourselves from now on,” said the Mayor.

“You don’t know how,” said the Seeker.

“We managed it for years before the war, long before your kind started showing up again. We’ll be just fine.” The Mayor received murmurs of support from the majority of the crowd.

At this the Seeker paused, but not for long. He wasn’t facing one angry woman. The crowd had let him into the square, but now he must have wondered if they would let him leave so easily.

“You can’t do this.”

“I am the Mayor of Glienned. I serve the people’s will. You should take that child away and never come back. Tell all of your kind, they’re not welcome here any more.”

At her declaration every person in the square cheered. The Seeker must have realised that to stay would cost more than his pride. As he approached the first row of people the Seeker cleverly used the girl as a shield in front of his body. Everyone recoiled from her as if she had the plague, creating a clear channel through the press of bodies.

As they passed through the crowd, not far away from where Habreel was standing, he saw the girl suddenly lunge at someone. A moment later there was a terrible screeching sound and people began to move backwards in a panic. Something red sprayed into the air and a familiar coppery smell lodged in the back of his throat.

Akosh’s reaction was immediate. She pushed forward and he followed in her wake until they were standing in the front row.

The girl lay on the ground, a knife lodged in her throat while the Seeker was vainly trying to stem the bleeding. No one moved to help him save the girl.

“What happened?” asked Akosh, nudging a woman beside her.

“Girl grabbed Tull’s knife from his belt,” said the woman. “Stabbed herself rather than be taken away.” There was a hint of pride in her voice.

“Help me!” said the Seeker but everyone just watched. It didn’t take long. The blood pulsing from the jagged wound in the girl’s neck slowed and then stopped. Her eyes glazed over and she let out a final breath.

“Leave her be,” said the girl’s mother, finally stepping forward and taking responsibility. “She doesn’t belong to you.”

At this distance Habreel could see the horror in the Seeker’s eyes. Everywhere he looked in the crowd he was met with the same blank expression. No one was horrified by what the girl had done to herself. The Seeker gently laid the girl down on the street and quickly marched out of sight. Habreel was willing to bet the Seeker wouldn’t stop on the road until he was miles away from Glienned.

Once the Seeker had left, the mood of the whole crowd seemed to lift. People began to disperse, quickly going back to their lives as if nothing had happened. Soon only a few remained in the square, including the dead girl and her weeping parents. Habreel and Akosh followed others back to the tavern.

“Well, that was bracing,” said Akosh, finally able to laugh out loud without it drawing too many stares. “But it will take more than this to change things. One town refusing the Red Tower will not have much of an impact, even with it being the doorway to Zecorria.”

Her tone was mocking but Habreel ignored it. This time it was his turn to grin.

“Did you think I was doing this on my own?” he asked, shaking his head in disappointment. “You have your followers and I have mine. My people are fanning sparks like this all over the west and, any day now, one of them will catch fire.”

“You want one of the tests to turn violent,” said Akosh, suddenly interested again.

Habreel shrugged. “I dislike violence, but understand that sometimes it’s necessary. People are terrified of magic and after what happened during the war, they should be. One mage changed everything. He helped start a war that served no purpose. People lost loved ones and friends in the slaughter and all of it comes back to one mage. In the long run, eliminating all magic from the world will save countless lives. It’s been a blight for too long.”

“And what if it means killing more children to achieve your goal?” asked Akosh. “Could you do it?”

“I will do whatever is necessary, no matter the cost.” He knew what she wanted him to say, but Habreel wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. He sincerely hoped he would never have to get his hands dirty, although a small voice in the back of his mind told him it wasn’t possible. But they couldn’t begin to rebuild without first scouring away those who were already cursed. If it happened, he would find a way to live with it, but in the end it would be worth it to achieve a lasting peace. If a few had to be cleansed to save tens of thousands, then so be it. “Can I count on your support?” he asked.

Akosh’s feral smile made a shiver run down Habreel’s spine. “Oh, yes. I’ve not had this much fun in years.”


CHAPTER 2

Danoph was screaming again. Tianne had been dreaming of her village in Zecorria but the sound of his voice brought her fully awake in a second. She rolled out of bed and scrambled sideways on all fours like a crab towards his bunk. She was at his side a few seconds later, but other students were already starting to wake up and complain about the noise.

Tianne tried shaking him by the shoulder but he was deep under. Tonight the dream didn’t want to let go. Danoph’s golden skin was slick with sweat, his dark hair plastered to his face and he smelled ripe with fear.

The nightmares were getting more intense.

“Shut him up!” someone yelled.

Danoph started howling like a mangled wolf, his voice echoing off the bare stone walls. More students were waking up now and the level of noise in the room began to rise. All around her people were yelling and throwing things which rattled off Tianne’s back. She tried to shield him from the worst of it, but a few items hit his chest and head. Not that they had any effect. He remained deeply asleep.

“Danoph!” said Tianne quietly into his ear and then more loudly, but still he didn’t respond. Normally physical contact and saying his name was enough. A glance through a gap in the curtains showed a foggy sky with no hint of sunlight. The worst nightmares always seemed to swallow him during the hour of the wolf, the darkest part of the night.

He screamed and thrashed about, tangling the sheets, binding his arms to his sides.

“They’re burning!” he shouted. “They’re all burning.”

Tianne was still shaking him, gently and then harder, when she heard the sound of heavy footsteps approaching.

“Shut him up, or I’ll smother him with a pillow,” said a harsh voice. She didn’t need to turn around to see who it was. Brunwal was two years older than her and one of the largest students at the school. He also had the worst temper in the whole dormitory.

“I’m trying,” said Tianne, hating that her voice sounded whiny. She couldn’t help it. Sometimes she felt Brunwal staring at her in a way that made her skin crawl. Tianne shook Danoph by both shoulders, but he still kept muttering and then started a wordless keening that set her teeth on edge.

A meaty hand landed on her shoulder and Tianne tried to shake it off. Instead Brunwal’s fingers dug into her skin and she couldn’t help groaning in pain.

“Get out of the way,” he said, yanking her aside. Tianne flew backwards, landing badly and trapping one arm under her body. She rolled over and came to her feet in time to hear a loud smacking sound as Brunwal hit Danoph across the face.

It had no effect. He was still asleep and screaming about a fire. Brunwal pulled Danoph off his pillow and slapped him hard the other way, leaving a red mark on his cheek.

“Leave him alone,” said Tianne, grabbing Brunwal’s arm before he could slap her friend again. With a snarl Brunwal tried to shake her off but she doggedly held on. A nasty sneer crept across his face and he flicked his other hand towards her. An invisible force slammed into Tianne and she was thrown six feet away, only stopping when her back collided with another set of bunks. Spikes of pain ran up and down her spine, black stars dancing in front of her eyes. Gritting her teeth she forced herself onto hands and knees and then slowly upright. After a few seconds the spots faded but she felt sick and dizzy from the pain.

Brunwal was still slapping Danoph, and now he was offering others a turn. Blood was running from the corner of Danoph’s mouth and his bottom lip was split open. If this continued for much longer Brunwal might break something. Most people didn’t like Brunwal, but right now everyone was more annoyed at being woken up in the middle of the night once again. Usually she managed to wake up Danoph before he disturbed too many people. It had never been this bad before.

Brunwal was bigger and meaner than her. She didn’t have any other friends to call on for help and he wouldn’t listen to reason. That left her with only one choice.

It was forbidden to duel with magic, but it didn’t stop most students at the Red Tower from trying at least once. Everyone wanted to know who was the strongest among them in each dormitory. Normally age and physical size would create a pecking order, but not at the Red Tower. The size of your muscles meant nothing if you had a strong connection to the Source. Tianne’s strength was middling, but, as the teachers tried to impress on all the students, a skilled mage could do much with just a little magic.

Tianne reached for the Source and embraced it, feeling its glory flood every part of her body. The ocean of power was always there on the periphery of her senses, waiting for her to siphon off the smallest amount. As she drew the power into herself the pain in her back vanished and her mind became more alert. Her senses stretched and the shadows in the room faded from black to grey. Featureless lumps in the darkness coalesced into beds and the restless forms of other students. For a little while, at least, Tianne felt brave and unafraid.

“Get away from him!” she roared, slapping Brunwal across his back with a narrow bar of power. He squawked in surprise and dropped Danoph back onto his bed. She’d wanted his full attention and now she had it. As he stood up, towering over her, her bravery drained away like water from a bucket full of holes. She fought down the impulse to flee and pretended she wasn’t petrified. Brunwal sneered at her bravado, flexing ham-sized fists as he stalked towards her.

“You shouldn’t have done that, you black-eyed bitch,” he said, rolling his shoulders.

Tianne swallowed hard and glanced around for some help. All of the other students were looking at her with a mix of resentment and pity. Coming from Zecorria had made her an outsider from her first day at the Red Tower. It didn’t matter that her family had not been involved with the war. Or that it was ten years ago and she’d been six years old at the time. All anyone saw was her dark eyes and that was enough to condemn her. There were other students from her homeland, but they had to fend for themselves and would not come to her aid.

Since arriving she’d made a few friends, but none of them were willing to stand beside her at this moment. The only one who would was still caught up in a terrible nightmare.

“I’m going to make you scream,” promised Brunwal. She sensed him drawing heavily from the Source and started weaving a dense shield around herself. Each layer was formed from a flexible crosshatch pattern that would cushion her from whatever he was preparing, but there was still a risk that the shock could kill her. In the few seconds she had frantically pulled together multiple layers into a dense shield. Tianne hoped it would be thick enough to stop his attack causing any serious damage.

Just as Brunwal hurled something at her, light blossomed in the room as every lantern and candle was simultaneously lit. She had a second to notice before her attention returned to the glowing green ball of energy hurtling towards her head. Tianne had no idea what it was, but she knew that it would hurt as Brunwal relished causing others pain.

Someone finally came to stand beside her, but it was too little too late. She’d never seen an attack like this before and instinctively knew her shield wouldn’t be enough to stop it.

Craning her neck, Tianne looked up and saw beside her the grizzled features of Balfruss, a member of the school’s Grey Council and one of the most powerful mages in the world.

Originally from Seveldrom, he was a tall man with greying hair, a salt and pepper beard and dark, brooding eyes. But it wasn’t his stare that Tianne noticed whenever he came into a room. It was his presence. His will and connection to the Source was so strong it made her teeth ache to stand next to him for too long. Most senior mages took the title of Battlemage, but as a Sorcerer he possessed a depth of knowledge about the Source that few achieved after a lifetime of study.

Balfruss glanced at the glowing green ball the bully had hurled at her and negligently gestured at it with two fingers, diverting its path towards himself. With one outstretched hand he froze it in mid-air, seemingly with little effort.

The ball hovered above his hand and he inspected it, tilting it one way and then the other before closing his fist. Tianne expected him to grimace in pain but there was no reaction. He’d absorbed the energy or banished it. She had no idea how he’d done it. Absorbing power was something she’d never heard about, not even from the oldest students.

“Crude and amateurish,” he muttered, so quietly Tianne didn’t think anyone else besides her could have heard him. Across the dormitory Brunwal was staring in horror, his mouth hanging open at being caught attacking another student with something so dangerous.

The heavy drumming of boots announced a new arrival in the dormitory. Tianne’s throat tightened as Garvey marched into view.

Something invisible picked Brunwal up by the scruff of his neck and hurled him through the air before pinning him to the wall.

It was rare for one member of the Grey Council to come into the dormitory. Tianne couldn’t remember a time before tonight when she’d seen two of them at once.

Garvey scared Tianne like no other person and she was not alone in her feelings. Most of the other teachers did their best to avoid him and only spoke to him when strictly necessary. There seemed to be a permanent cloud hanging over his head. Garvey was always seething with rage and quick to anger. With rugged skin, a bald head and a bright red beard he strode into the room as if going to war.

Garvey’s snarl was so loud it echoed off the stone walls and sounded like a mastiff getting ready to attack. He stared at Brunwal with such disdain Tianne saw the boy wither under the glare. Eloise entered the dormitory and went straight to Danoph’s bedside. His screaming trailed off at her touch and there was an audible sigh of relief in the room in the quiet that followed.

Eloise was the final member of the Grey Council. If Balfruss was the most mysterious and Garvey the most intimidating, she was the most loved by all. None of them would be here at the school if not for her. For nearly twenty years the Red Tower had been a derelict ruin. A few years ago she had reopened it, bringing together all of the teachers, staff and Seekers.

It was because of her determination that so many children had been spared a grizzly fate at the hands of their community. Trying to control the magic growing inside without supervision was dangerous and potentially deadly. Back home in Zecorria many children were still terrified at the idea of finding out they had magic. Tianne had heard countless stories of children disappearing and entire communities denying all knowledge of their existence. It had improved when the Regent had changed the law, allowing Seekers to visit every month, but the fear of magic and what it could do was still prevalent. It was the Warlock’s legacy.

Originally from Seveldrom, Eloise had long, blonde hair, flawless skin and her presence immediately made everyone in the dormitory feel at ease.

It wasn’t unusual to see the Grey Council around the school, but standing so close to all three of them was more than a little intimidating. Balfruss and Eloise had only been figures from stories until she’d come to the Red Tower. Meeting them and talking to them had not diminished her awe. Being so close to all three of them at once was physically painful. Tianne saw several other students wincing and rubbing their temples.

“Maybe I’ll peel the skin off your body, one strip at a time,” Garvey said to Brunwal. It was said in such a conversational way it made Tianne feel more than a little sick. She wondered if he’d done it before.

“Garvey, leave the boy and help me,” said Eloise.

Garvey moved closer towards Brunwal until his bristling red beard was almost touching the boy’s face. It seemed to Tianne he was willing Brunwal to say or try anything with his magic. But even he didn’t dare.

Garvey’s class on shields was the one at the school that none of them wanted to attend. It was an important subject but he was known for being relentless and without mercy. Quite often he pushed students beyond their limit and many had collapsed or ended up in the hospital.

Eloise and Balfruss were war heroes who had fought against the Warlock and his apprentices. No one knew anything about Garvey’s background or even where he came from.

With a harrumph Garvey turned away and went to Danoph’s side but Brunwal remained pinned to the wall, feet dangling off the floor. He didn’t complain, and barely seemed to be breathing.

“Are you all right?” Balfruss asked her.

Tianne found she couldn’t reply. He was a living legend and she was just a student. There were a hundred stories swirling around Balfruss and she had no idea how many were true. One story claimed that he’d been married to a tribal princess across the Dead Sea but had to flee in fear of his life when she’d died. Another story was that he used to carry an axe, which made no sense at all. Why would one of the most powerful Sorcerers in the world need a weapon?

The one story she knew to be true was the critical role he had played in the war. Balfruss had stood alone on the battlefield facing an entire army, and called out the Warlock. The man responsible for starting the war and manipulating all of the rulers in the western kingdoms. It was because of the Warlock that she and every other person from Zecorria were now scapegoats.

Balfruss had done what no other mage during the war had been able to do. He had destroyed the Warlock single-handed, effectively ending the conflict and changing the course of the world.

Remembering all of that made it hard to talk. Instead of speaking Tianne just nodded and remembered to release the Source. The pain flared in her back and she would have fallen if Balfruss hadn’t caught her by the arm. He helped her to the nearest bunk where they sat down together.

“Are you hurt?”

When he stared at Tianne she felt her stomach tighten and forced herself to concentrate on not saying something stupid. “My back,” she managed, pointing for clarity and then inwardly cursing her stupidity for stating the obvious.

Balfruss rested a hand lightly on her shoulder and she felt a warm glow flood her entire body. It was as if she had sunk into a warm bath as all of her muscles relaxed and tension eased from her shoulders. A contented sigh escaped her lips and her eyelids began to droop.

“Hmm, nothing is broken. Just relax.”

Tianne woke to find herself covered with a warm blanket. She was lying on a comfy bed and nothing else seemed to matter. Sleep pulled at her but just as she drifted off she heard someone come into the room. Balfruss sat down on the edge of her bed, offering her a rare smile. The grey in his hair meant he was old enough to be her father but, even so, she thought he was a handsome man. Tianne almost said it out loud but her rumbling stomach saved her from horrible embarrassment.

“Sleep for now. When you wake up, I’ll make sure there’s some food.”

Tianne smiled and felt herself drifting down but then forced herself awake. “Danoph. Is he all right?”

Balfruss’s smile vanished. “The war left terrible scars on his people. The wounds of his body have been healed, but I’m not sure his mind will ever recover. We’ll do what we can to help him.”

Tianne drifted away into the warm, comfortable darkness. When next she woke the first thing she smelled was fresh bread. Next to the bed someone had left a plate of warm bread, cold chicken and some greens. She tucked into it with relish, smearing fresh, creamy butter onto the bread. She overheard voices coming from the room next door as someone had left the door slightly ajar. Tianne was certain she wasn’t supposed to listen but she couldn’t help overhearing. The Grey Council were having a heated conversation.

“It must be done,” Garvey was insisting. No one except the other members of the Grey Council ever stood up to him. Tianne thought the other teachers were more than a little afraid of him. “You both know it will happen,” Garvey was saying.

“Then we have failed,” said Balfruss. “Despite everything we’ve accomplished in the last ten years. It has all been for nothing.”

“All is not lost. There’s still time,” said Eloise, her gentle voice calming them both. “If we start tomorrow and do it gradually, there’s still a chance.”

The three of them were quiet for a minute and Tianne thought the conversation was over. She focused on eating and kept her eyes on the food in case someone came to check on her. Eventually Balfruss spoke again and Tianne was so surprised by his tone of voice that her fork paused halfway to her mouth.

He was afraid.

“Are you sure we have to do this?”

Even Garvey’s laugh was a harsh, cynical thing. “I’m sorry, my old friend, I’m not mocking you. You know there is no other way.” Balfruss said something but it was muffled and Garvey laughed again. “I wish I had your optimism. People will need it in the days ahead. And you, Eloise, dear heart. You are the soul of this place. The Red Tower would not exist today if you had not rebuilt it.”

“You both understand what we may have to do?” asked Eloise.

Garvey’s sigh seemed to go on for a long time. “I do. I’m ready.”

“Then may Elwei bless us and keep us safe,” said Balfruss.

“There’s no need to be so dramatic,” scoffed Garvey. He didn’t sound worried but the other two did. After all they had accomplished, what could possibly scare them?

Tianne heard the shuffling of feet and quickly lay back down and closed her eyes. She heard someone approaching and feigned waking up and yawning. When she opened her eyes she found Garvey staring at her from across the room. His unwavering stare was unnerving and she felt her mouth go dry. Without saying a word he turned and stomped away down the corridor.

“Are you feeling any better?” asked Balfruss, coming into the room.

“Much better, thank you,” she babbled, clutching the blanket to her chest. It was difficult to talk to him without feeling as if her tongue filled her entire mouth.

“I wondered if you wouldn’t mind doing me a favour,” he asked with a smile that made her stomach churn.

“Anything for you,” she blurted out, then looked away to hide her embarrassment.

If Balfruss noticed her blush he didn’t say anything. “There’s a new student joining us tomorrow. Would you look after her? Maybe you could show her around and help her settle in. Would you do that?”

“I’d be happy to,” she managed, proud for almost sounding normal.

“Thank you, Tianne.”

It was only when she was halfway back to the dormitory that she wondered what was so special about the new student. Why had Balfruss taken a personal interest in her?

It wasn’t yet dawn and already the day was proving to be one that Tianne wouldn’t forget for a long time.
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