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At first Garvey thought he was alone, but soon he became aware of a tall figure seated at the table. The stranger stood up and approached on sandalled feet that whispered across the tiled floor. His presence was as overwhelming as the other being, but Garvey sensed it was being masked, to make it bearable for him.

“No mortal has set foot in this hall in over one thousand years,” said the tall man, his voice deep and sonorous. The other had radiated malice but Garvey didn’t feel afraid of the being in front of him. “And now, two Sorcerers have been here in only a handful of years.”

“Balfruss?” asked Garvey.

“Yes.”
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CHAPTER 1

Kai sneered at the line of beggars that trailed after him as he walked through Herakion, the capital city of Zecorria.

His sneer grew more intense as he passed the front doors of several large churches and temples dedicated to his brethren. Huge stone buildings that spoke of permanence, giving mortals the illusion of comfort in their endless quest to confess their sins. None was eternal, with perhaps the exception of the Maker, but no one had seen him in centuries and yet somehow His faith endured.

Kai knew the others dreamed of having as many followers as the Maker so that they might extend their miserable and empty existence for another century or two. They were sheep. And like all livestock, one day, they would be ripe for slaughter.

Somewhere deep inside himself Kai heard the faint whimpers and pleas of those being consumed and a wolfish smile spread across his face.

The beggars saw only a handsome, richly dressed man striding down the street with purpose. A few cried out, asking for a coin to buy a crust of bread, which he completely ignored. One man, with blue stains at the corners of his mouth and open sores on his arms, made Kai smile. With nothing but the clothes on his back, not even his health, the man chose to spend his money on venthe, numbing himself to the world. The marks on his face were a clear sign of his addiction. Kai flicked the man a small coin, helping him towards his imminent and painful death.

The mortals were even worse than his brethren. Greedy. Desperate to belong. Frantically trying to feel something to give their life meaning. They weren’t sheep. They were like ants, swarming around in search of food and shelter.

Kai wasn’t paying attention and almost tripped over another beggar sitting on the street. The blind man pulled in his legs while raising a cracked bowl in one grubby hand. Ignoring the wretched creature Kai was about to move on when he felt a familiar but insistent pull.

Part of him wanted to disregard it and keep walking but, as ever, appearances had to be maintained. This wasn’t a summons he could ignore without attracting attention. Closing his eyes the world around him faded away. There was a brief moment of disorientation and then he was standing in the familiar banqueting hall.

At the far end of the table the huge chair of the Maker loomed over everyone in the room. Even in such a large space with a high vaulted ceiling, ribbed with beams like the innards of a vast beast, the chair drew everyone’s attention. At some point they all glanced at it, half expecting it to be occupied by His indomitable presence. Perhaps, one day, it would be. That was the one thought that scared Kai.

As others began appearing out of thin air, and the room gradually filled up, Kai noticed the pool of empty space around him. He smiled at their fear while carefully studying the faces he hadn’t seen before.

Vargus and the others paid little attention to the newcomers, probably didn’t even know half of their names. Even among their kind most of the newborn were like moths. Here one day and gone the next. But some were stronger than others. Some flourished and grew. Some were lame, ready to be culled, and others, on the cusp of greatness, were ready to be consumed. Licking his lips at the thought of feasting on the delicious treats that surrounded him, Kai moved towards his chair. The others moved out of the way without being asked.

Halfway down the table someone blocked his path, refusing to step aside. Looking up he saw that it was Elwei. Unlike most of his brethren, the Lord of the First People was inscrutable. Even now, as Elwei stood in the room with everyone, part of his attention remained elsewhere, focused on distant events. His face was turned away from Kai and most of his features were in shadow, partially hidden by a headscarf. The faded tattoos on his black skin were so ancient that even Kai didn’t recognise the symbols. Powerful and mysterious was never a good combination. He skirted around the old Pilgrim, nodded politely to Summer and Winter, and then sat down.

Towards the head of the table the old sailor, Nethun, took his seat. Everyone else took that as a cue to cut short their conversations and get comfortable. Normally quick to smile, Nethun’s expression was as grim as those around him. The Blessed Mother seemed troubled and Vargus distracted, suggesting that both of them were privy to whatever was about to be said. Kai maintained his air of ignorance, waiting to be told while working hard to keep the smile off his face.

“As you’ve noticed, a few of our number are absent,” said Nethun, wasting no time on preamble. “But Akosh has not passed beyond the Veil. She has ignored several summonses and, as we agreed, Vargus was tasked with finding out why.”

“She has been dabbling in the affairs of mortals,” said Vargus, drawing gasps of surprise from several around the table. Kai shook his head in disappointment, biting his bottom lip to crush the mirth rising up inside. “Recently she was seen in Herakion, the capital city of Zecorria. Aren’t you in the north at the moment?”

It took Kai a few seconds to realise the question was directed at him. As all eyes at the table turned his way the half-smile slid off his face. Lying and deception were second nature to him, but sometimes the truth, or at least a version of it, was better. It was also easier to remember under scrutiny.

“I am in Herakion at the moment. There was a huge disturbance last night,” he offered.

Vargus continued to stare at him with an unreadable expression. Despite the help Vargus had given him in the past, Kai knew better than to trust his dear old friend. Vargus would try to snuff him out if he found out even a little of what he’d been doing over the last few years. Kai had promised to play by the rules, to be a good sheep, but he was fundamentally different from all of those around him. They all knew it on some level. They felt it, deep down. It was why he unsettled them so much. In this place everyone wore a mask of flesh, but few had the bravery to look upon his true visage, stripped of all illusion. He belonged to another era that everyone wanted to forget.

“Akosh was partially responsible for what happened at the Red Tower,” Vargus said eventually, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “One of the mages who survived found out that she was to blame. I’m told it was this mage who attacked Akosh last night, seeking vengeance for her murdered family. Their battle collapsed one building and several people died. Akosh fled the area and has not been spotted since. You told me she wasn’t in the north.”

Another arrow hurtling through the air towards him. Vargus definitely had a boil that needed lancing and it seemed as if Kai was the pus-filled target. One of the reasons Akosh had remained hidden for so long was that he’d misdirected Vargus away from Zecorria and the capital city in particular. Her plans had been developing nicely, which he’d permitted to continue, but now that would have to change.

“She wasn’t at the time. Perhaps she recently arrived in Zecorria,” he suggested but Vargus didn’t seem convinced. Kai couldn’t tell if his old friend was angry because he could hear the lies or he just had unfounded suspicions.

“Vargus, where are you now?” asked Nethun.

“Travelling through Shael. It’s going to take me a while to reach Herakion.”

The old sailor didn’t look pleased. Perhaps Nethun was wishing he’d given the task to someone else, but this kind of work was always left to Vargus. Apparently no one else could be trusted, which was probably an accurate assessment. “Get there as fast as you can. Akosh broke the one rule He passed down,” said Nethun. All eyes briefly turned to the empty chair at the head of the table. It amazed Kai that a piece of furniture could inspire so much fear and awe. The majority of those sat around the table had never even seen the Maker and yet they were absolutely terrified of him. “The Queen of Yerskania was recently attacked. My sources tell me it was in retaliation for something she did.”

For all of his little birds whispering secrets into dark corners, Kai’s reach was limited. Nethun had followers in every port and on every ship in the world. They were crawling all over Perizzi, which explained how he knew so much about what went on in the city. It was one of the reasons Kai avoided travelling there. Another was that it stank of fish.

“Why do we care?” asked Kai.

Nethun’s frown deepened. “Because Akosh gave the order.”

“The humans have attempted to dissolve Akosh’s power by rededicating her orphanages,” said Vargus, stepping in smoothly. “It’s a good start, but it’s not enough.”

“We will ensure her end is final. We will rip her up, from root to stem,” promised Nethun, clenching his ham-sized fists. “All of us will do this.”

The Blessed Mother and a few others made noises of agreement, which was a surprise.

They had been planning this. Vargus, Nethun and at least four or five others must have met earlier to discuss a plan of attack. Normally attending these meetings was a waste of time. Just an opportunity for the new faces to bask in the glory of their elders. Asking everyone to get involved was new and unexpected. Moving forward Kai would have to be increasingly careful.

“What do you want us to do?” asked one of the youngest, eager to please.

“Find every orphanage belonging to Akosh, in every country, and make sure it is converted to another faith.” Nethun’s tone of voice left no room for debate. Without new followers it meant in a hundred years Akosh would cease to exist when all of the current ones had died. But Nethun was intent on utterly destroying her much sooner than that. “She was also responsible for replacing a number of significant people in Perizzi with her own followers. We must ensure she’s not done this in other cities. Report any such interference directly to me,” said the old sailor.

“What will be done about Akosh in the meantime?” asked the Blessed Mother.

“Kai will have to keep watch on her until I arrive,” said Vargus.

“I will be happy to, brother,” said Kai, forcing a smile. He knew exactly where she was at the moment, running scared from a mortal. It was so pathetic he almost laughed out loud.

“Is there anyone else in the Zecorran capital?” asked the Blessed Mother, turning towards the Lady of Light. Zecorria was her stronghold, after all, but she shook her head sadly. Everything about her was sad. From her droopy mouth to her sad eyes, always so full of compassion and love. It was sickening.

Kai would have been offended by the Blessed Mother’s lack of trust if not for the fact that the old hag was right to be suspicious.

“I am in Shael,” said the Lady of Light. “There are many here who are lost and dispossessed.” Her benevolence made Kai want to vomit. She’d been scared into her new subservient role by Vargus after he’d destroyed her consort. It had been a mask to begin with, but now she had become that which she’d pretended to be in the past. A pious priestess. She was a prisoner and didn’t even realise.

“Anyone else?” asked Nethun.

Remarkably there were few in the country and no others in the capital city, a fact Kai knew very well. Those who had travelled to Herakion mysteriously disappeared and were currently nourishing him.

“Should we travel to Herakion to lend our support?” asked a desperate youngster. He was like a hungry puppy, begging for scraps from his master’s table.

Nethun barely considered it. “No. It’s not worth the risk.”

Kai noticed he didn’t specify who or what would put them at risk. Even if they destroyed Akosh’s future she still had a large number of followers, particularly in the north, providing her with strength. A youngster bumbling into the city would be easily noticed. Akosh’s followers would soon warn her that someone else was on her trail.

“I will do my best to keep you apprised of her whereabouts,” said Kai, his smile bordering on a grimace.

Ever a raconteur of witty banter the old sailor merely grunted.

“Is there any other business?” asked Summer.

“No, we’re done,” said Nethun, talking over one of the youngsters who’d raised his voice With that they were dismissed. The majority of those assembled immediately vanished, returning to the mortal world.

“I’ll see you soon,” said Vargus, making it sound like both a promise and a threat. With that he too vanished. Kai thought his old friend looked distracted.

A few stayed behind and a group of four were having a frantic whispered conversation. They were too far away for Kai to overhear but their petty concerns were of no interest to him. He’d lingered only to ponder about what to do with Akosh and how to manoeuvre Vargus when he arrived. When the four youngsters concluded their discussion and vanished Kai realised he wasn’t alone in the hall.

Sat only a few seats from the head of the table was Elwei. He’d not spoken a word during the meeting and Kai had to admit he’d forgotten he was even there. His head was still turned away, staring at something in the distance, perhaps half a world away. Kai might have thought the old Pilgrim had lingered because of him if not for the distracted stare.

Kai returned to the mortal world, stepped around the blind beggar, and hurried away down the street. It wouldn’t take long for Vargus to arrive in the city. A few weeks at most. It might be possible to delay him for a couple of days, but Kai knew he was relentless. It was better to deal with Akosh now, make plans for when Vargus arrived, and hold other schemes in reserve in case those failed. Experience had taught him to prepare for the unexpected where his brethren were involved.

Garvey, the blind beggar, had watched with his mouth agape, as the man-shaped being paused in front of him on the street. It moved like a man but it wasn’t human and he doubted it was even mortal. It was more like the chalk outline of a man. Inside it was filled with a vast ocean of swirling energy that was both alien and somehow familiar. Even without the use of his eyes his remaining senses were being flooded by the creature in front of him. Energy radiated from the being in waves, like ripples on a pond, which he translated into distinct impressions and emotions. Darkness, despair and a sea of blood across time were the strongest. The number of deaths connected to it appeared endless. There was so much blood he could taste it in the back of his mouth. Garvey would have screamed if his throat hadn’t been constricted with terror.

Everyone else on the street was oblivious to the weight of its presence, but he could feel it pressing against his mind. Its immense power made his teeth ache and his bones hum. Being so close it felt as if his skin were on fire.

It was also what he’d been searching for since escaping from the palace. The first time he’d sensed it had been in his cell. Somehow it had noticed him reaching out across the city. If not for Tianne’s distress Garvey would’ve been discovered and, he suspected, torn to pieces. It was malicious and he knew it could crush him with ease, but like a moth he was drawn towards it. Such a being was beyond anything he’d encountered. Its existence was both terrifying and intoxicating.

He’d expected the being to move away down the street, but something happened. It paused, right in front of him, staring off into the distance. Even masking his own magic, Garvey had sensed a peculiar shift in the air. Energy unlike any he’d felt before saturated the area and a doorway opened. The being of light remained immobile, staring into space, while the larger part of its presence travelled elsewhere. Garvey felt its focus move away from the street and he decided to take a risk.

Reaching out to the Source he drew energy into his body. His fatigue and the pain in his muscles instantly vanished. His hunger became a distant niggle and the strain from being so close to the being also faded.

In the rest of the city time was almost standing still. All sounds became distorted. Voices stretched on and on in an endless shout that never wavered. Overhead a seagull wailed, its mournful cry grating on his ears. Garvey was caught within a bubble as he could still hear his heart beating at a steady rhythm.

Carefully, with delicate strands of power, he explored the surrounding area. Only a few minutes had passed when Garvey’s instincts screamed at him to run. He instantly severed his connection to the Source and masked his power. A doorway to the other place reopened. The man-shaped being returned and marched away down the street, muttering under his breath.

Garvey was about to follow when the air in front of him flickered again. Time had resumed its normal pace and yet a schism remained. No one noticed as he moved towards it and reached out with one hand. The moment he made contact the street disappeared and Garvey found himself standing inside a huge building. Even without his eyes he could sense the vast space surrounding him and the high ceiling. His breathing echoed loudly in the empty room, rebounding off bare stone walls.

Something ancient and huge sat in the middle of the room. It held a distant echo of life. As soon as his fingers touched the surface of the table he knew the tree it came from had stood upon the world centuries before he was born. It was impossibly long and yet was made from a single piece of wood.

At first Garvey thought he was alone, but soon he became aware of a tall figure seated at the table. The stranger stood up and approached on sandalled feet that whispered across the tiled floor. His presence was as overwhelming as the other being, but Garvey sensed it was being masked, to make it bearable for him.

“No mortal has set foot in this hall in over one thousand years,” said the tall man, his voice deep and sonorous. The other had radiated malice but Garvey didn’t feel afraid of the being in front of him. “And now, two Sorcerers have been here in only a handful of years.”

“Balfruss?” asked Garvey.

“Yes.”

“Who are you?”

“A Pilgrim. More than that is not important.”

As silence filled the hall Garvey thought the Pilgrim was waiting for him to speak. “Why am I here?” he asked.

“I sensed you were nearby.”

“I was following someone like you,” said Garvey. “But he was different.”

“How?”

“He’s coursing with malicious, dark energy. Blood and violence cling to him like a second skin. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

“Tell me more,” said the Pilgrim.


CHAPTER 2

As she was led through the streets of Oshoa, the capital city of Shael, Wren’s mouth gaped in wonder at her surroundings. The contingent of Royal Guards marching beside her didn’t glance at the buildings, but even after a few days of being in the city she was still astonished.

Rooke, the western district of Shael where she’d established her community of refugees, showed little in the way of local culture or history, but Wren knew it was a country renowned for its art and creativity. The contrast between the abandoned west and the thriving city around her was significant.

Paintings by several famous artists from Shael were so popular they had even found their way into homes in Drassia. In her country a renowned artist meant someone who had been honing their craft for decades. For her people to embrace an outsider’s art, regardless of their age, meant their talent was considerable.

Wren had been hoping to see equally remarkable feats of creativity in the architecture and had not been disappointed, despite the anarchic layout of the city. In the hands of someone less capable it would have been a mess, but whoever had planned the streets had an artist’s eye. Tall buildings, that reminded her of the Red Tower but without the eerie feeling, stood cheek to cheek with glass-domed structures that sparkled in the sun. Spires and towers stood in rows behind the common two-storey businesses lining the wide streets. Ancient temples, decorated with dozens of stone gargoyles, sat beside blocky schools of learning. It looked random but after a while she discerned a pattern in the chaos. Everyone else in the city was immune to the rare beauty around them but she spent a lot of time craning her neck to look at her surroundings.

In addition to the buildings the people’s artistry showed in the fountains and statues found at almost every crossroads in the city. Every square and meeting place was dotted with more statues, mingling with the crowds of people that filled the streets.

There were so many remarkable things to take in it spoke to her of the nation’s ingenuity and creative spirit. She delighted in seeing what the country had been before the war, and could become again in the future, if it prospered.

Wren and her three companions were currently guests of her royal majesty, Queen Olivia of Shael. She’d briefly met with the Queen to formally present her with Boros and the other raiders, but since then Wren and her friends had been given free rein to explore the city. Wren had spent most of her time since then in the large park at the centre of the city. Half a dozen pathways had taken her on tours of brightly coloured flowerbeds, orchards laden with fruit, a small pond surrounded by trees and decorative gardens filled with hedges cut into fantastic shapes. It was a remarkable and peaceful oasis at the heart of a busy city.

A short time ago she’d received a summons and was now following the guards through the vibrant streets towards the palace.

Despite being modest in design compared to some buildings in the city, the palace was still a magnificent structure that combined several creative elements of architecture. Built from white marble that sparkled in the sunlight, the pillar-fronted building had seven crystal-topped spires set around a huge decorative dome. Every window in the building was lined with coloured glass depicting historic moments and rulers that were so detailed the figures seemed alive.

As her escort led her through a set of large double doors Wren discovered that the interior of the building was no less opulent. But despite its ornate design she noticed a few absences inside. At several points along the hallways she spotted empty spaces on the walls where paintings must once have hung. There were also a large number of plants sat upon pedestals which she guessed had been resting places for gifts and artefacts.

A pair of heavily armed guards, each carrying a sword, spear and crossbow, in leather armour stood on either side of an iron-banded door. Despite her escort the two guards stared at her with suspicion. Up to this point Wren’s reception to the city and palace had been friendly. It made her wonder if she had misjudged the Queen, or if one of her friends had done something stupid in her absence. One of the new guards, a middle-aged woman with red hair, searched Wren thoroughly for weapons. She didn’t react or protest despite the intrusiveness and the fact that she had been searched only a short time earlier.

Eventually the guard was satisfied she wasn’t carrying a concealed weapon and stepped back. The heavy door opened on silent hinges and the guard gestured for her to enter the corridor. Doors on either side were closed but the one at the end stood open. Wren expected to find herself in the throne room but instead saw a private dining room.

Queen Olivia, a tall young woman with golden skin, flowing brown hair and green eyes, waited for her inside. Standing beside her chair was Thias, her husband and the King of Shael. Broad and tall like most men from Seveldrom he made his slender wife seem even thinner by comparison, despite her swollen stomach.

“Please, come in, sit down.” Olivia gestured to one of the seats beside her. “I would stand up but I’ve been told to rest and stay off my feet.” She instinctively cradled her belly and the child within with both arms.

“Thank you, Majesty,” said Wren, making sure she bowed to the Queen and her husband before sitting down.

“I apologise if my guards were rough. They’re a little overprotective.”

“They were very professional.”

Olivia smiled. “I can see why you’re in charge of your village.”

“You’d make a good politician,” said Thias, with a rumbling laugh. He bent down, kissed the top of his wife’s head and she touched him on the cheek. It was an intimate display of affection that made Wren uncomfortable. Most days it was difficult to believe it had been less than a year since she’d left Drassia. It was little moments like this, highlighting the differences in culture, which still caught her off guard.

Every day she was learning to adjust to other people’s customs. Most didn’t shock her but some required that she take a breath or bite her lip so as not to cause offence. To hide her embarrassment she looked around the dining room but there was little to see besides a crude painting of four people. The brightly coloured misshapen figures, possibly two adults and two children judging by the sizes, had been framed and proudly hung on the wall.

“My eldest daughter painted that. Perhaps she’ll be good at languages,” said the Queen with a hopeful smile.

“Perhaps,” agreed Wren, not wanting to insult her child’s ability.

“Since becoming Queen I’ve had several meetings with senior figures from Drassia, so I apologise for meeting in such modest surroundings.”

“Your Majesty, I’m not here as a representative of my country,” said Wren, forcing a smile so the Queen didn’t think she was offended. It was something she’d seen other people do and had adopted.

“Nevertheless, we would normally have met in the throne room, but you came to me in very unusual circumstances.” The Queen shook her head sadly. “Since the beginning of our records the throne of Shael has maintained strong ties with the Red Tower. I wanted to personally tell you how deeply saddened and shocked I was by what happened.”

“Thank you, Majesty,” said Wren, not knowing what else to say. Queen Olivia wasn’t responsible but a mob of people from Shael had burned down the school. Wren also knew that ultimately even they weren’t wholly responsible. It was the people who had manipulated the mob that deserved to be punished.

“Ever since the end of the war the western district has been difficult to protect.” Wren knew the population across the country as a whole had been decimated during the war. Many had fled east ahead of the invading army to the capital city or beyond in the hope of protection. The Shael army had been crushed, their Queen murdered, and thousands butchered in torture camps. A rebellion came, throwing off the invaders, but not without further loss of life. This was the country that Olivia had inherited from her late mother. “After the war, we welcomed survivors into the capital city, but it has put a strain on our resources.”

Wren wasn’t sure why the Queen was explaining this but she waited patiently for the reason. “The city seems to be thriving.”

Olivia smiled. “It is, but there’s always so much work to be done. I’m sure that’s something you’re familiar with, which brings me to the reason for our private meeting.” The Queen adopted a more formal tone and Wren instinctively straightened in her chair. “The people are still angry and distrustful of magic. I know the Red Tower and Seekers weren’t to blame for what happened, but people in pain aren’t rational. At the moment they’re unwilling to hear the truth and they won’t accept it. Therefore I cannot officially praise you or offer you a reward for what you’ve done in the Rooke district.”

“I understand.” Wren had been expecting something like this.

“But I want you to understand. Your actions against the raiders saved the lives of hundreds of my people. And for that you have my deepest thanks. After everything that happened to you at the school, I’m humbled by your selfless actions.”

“Thank you, Majesty.”

“As I said, officially I can’t say that. However, there is much I can do, unofficially,” said the Queen, quirking her eyebrows.

“I don’t understand, Majesty.”

“Babies, Wren. I need babies,” said Olivia. It was the last thing she had expected the Queen to say. “I need people to resettle in the west and for the population to grow across Shael. The Rooke district has fertile land for farming and plenty of open space for raising cattle and families. It’s been fallow for years now and is ready for new crops. I need people to reclaim and rebuild old communities. To set up new villages and start building homes. If the district is safe, then I can gradually persuade people to travel west and resettle.”

“The western road, and all travellers coming into Shael, will remain safe,” promised Wren. “My people will continue to patrol it and keep an eye on the local settlements.”

She had left detailed instructions with her people. Her grandfather had told her many stories where a powerful enemy was killed only for another to fill the void left behind. They had not worked so hard, and lost six people fighting Boros, only for another group of raiders to move in and take over.

“Thank you, Wren.”

“It’s my pleasure, Majesty.”

“You’re so young to take on so much.”

“I’m not the leader, Majesty. There are others who advise the community, teachers, farmers and those with skill at various crafts. I merely coordinate them.” The Queen smiled as if she’d said something amusing which puzzled Wren but she let it pass. She was still getting used to the way people outside of Drassia behaved.

“And do you have many young mages in your community?”

“Almost fifty,” said Wren, running through the list of names in her head.

“I must admit I am concerned. Some of my advisers think I’m naïve. They believe you’re training an army.”

Wren had expected this. “Your Majesty, may I speak plainly?”

“Of course, and please, call me Olivia.”

Wren appreciated the offer but she could not. While she was learning to bend in the face of other people’s customs, there were some she proudly clung to from home. “Your Majesty, how much do you know about Garvey and those who left with him?”

“I’ve received a few reports about his rampage.”

“He was one of the most trusted mages at the school, and he broke with centuries of tradition, going against everything they were teaching us.” Wren didn’t realise how angry she was about what he’d done until she noticed her hands were curled up into tight fists. Taking a deep breath she relaxed her hands and stopped clenching her jaw. “When the school was destroyed I refused any of the choices we were offered by the Grey Council. To run, to live in hiding or to fight. For a time, magic may be forced into the shadows, but it cannot be destroyed. More children will be born with the gift and a time will come when skilled mages are needed again.” Wren knew this wasn’t news to the Queen but she felt that it needed to be said.

“You’re creating a new school,” said the Queen.

Wren didn’t like to publicly criticise her former teachers but she needed to earn the Queen’s trust and make her understand. “I believe the Grey Council made a mistake.” Queen Olivia raised an eyebrow but gestured for her to continue. Wren had taken her first step down the path of being disrespectful about her elders, so there was no point in stopping now. “I understand the reasons why the Red Tower was so remote, but in keeping so much about the school wrapped in secrecy, I believe it created more problems. People were scared about what happened inside its walls. They did not see how, in many ways, it was mundane and familiar.”

Fear of the unknown was often more terrifying than the truth. While magic itself was wonderful and mysterious, daily life at the school was fairly ordinary. Like students in every school across the world, the majority of their time was spent in classrooms. They had spent a portion of each day practising with magic, but if they had been painters or dancers, it would have been the same.

“Then if not a new school, what are you proposing?” asked the Queen.

“The mages in our community are learning how to protect themselves. But first and foremost, they’re learning skills that will help others.”

“Despite all that you’ve done, the people in the Rooke district will continue to be afraid of magic for some time.”

It was something Wren had spent a great deal of time thinking about. At first, setting up the community had simply been about surviving and finding somewhere to live. Then it had grown into a school of sorts, combining many practical skills and daily tasks with magic in order to sustain themselves. Boros and her raiders had forced Wren to adapt her plans again, changing the community in ways she hadn’t considered.

Travellers on the road and young people in the west struggling with their magic were now aware of her community. It had become the only real haven with the fall of the Red Tower. If a school was to be a part of the village then she was determined not to repeat the mistakes of the past. She’d forged her own path once and would do so again.

“I do not expect people to thank us, or welcome us, but eventually I think their attitudes will change. We will let them know where we are and what we can do. We will offer them healing and whatever else we can. My hope is that in time we will not live separately and one or more mages will live in each community.”

“Your parents must be so proud of you,” said the Queen, running a hand over her stomach again.

“Thank you, Majesty.” Wren thought her mother would be ashamed and deny all knowledge of knowing her when asked. But at least her father would smile at her accomplishments in a way that warmed her heart.

“I would like to see that happen. There’s even a form of precedence for integration in Shael.”

“There is?”

“In a way. In the cities we have apothecarists and doctors. But in Shael it used to be common that every village and small town also had a Wise. A man or woman skilled in herbalism, folklore and, perhaps, a touch of magic. The practice has faded in the last hundred years.”

Wren smiled. “Then perhaps, in time, the village Wise will return.”

“In time,” agreed the Queen. “So, what can I offer you to help with your growing community?”

“Our numbers are slowly increasing, and we have some skilled people, but we lack certain tools. We’re also in desperate need of a glassblower.” It sounded such an odd thing to request from the Queen, but this was an unusual meeting in a non-formal setting.

“You’ll have whatever tools you need. And I’m sure we can find a willing gaffer.”

“Thank you, Majesty. You would be welcome to visit our community at any time, or send someone in your stead,” said Wren, gesturing at her baby bump. “Our door is always open. We don’t want to keep secrets.”

“I think that’s very wise,” said the Queen.


CHAPTER 3

Munroe pushed open the door of yet another tavern in Herakion. This was the sixth place she and Dox had visited tonight in pursuit of Akosh. A few heads turned as she came into the room but quickly went back to their business, which she took as a good sign. A number of rumours had been flying around the city since her fight with Akosh a few nights ago. They mentioned two mages fighting but little else. She suspected any real eyewitnesses had been silenced by the Regent while his Royal Guards pursued their own investigation. Munroe had no idea if they knew what she looked like but she was doing her best to keep a low profile. The Regent’s pet mages were also patrolling the city but she wasn’t spending much time worrying about them. Her focus remained on finding Akosh.

“I’m tired,” complained Dox. “Can I go to bed?”

“Soon,” said Munroe, not giving her a definitive answer. It was incredibly annoying to have a conversation with someone who always knew when you were lying. Munroe was getting better at giving vague answers so that Dox couldn’t use her Talent. In a typical teenage fashion the girl sighed dramatically and made her way to one of the empty tables at the back of the room. Munroe paid for two mugs of ale at the bar and then joined her.

“Anything?”

Dox shook her head and ran a finger through the foam of her ale before tasting it. She grimaced and pushed her mug away. “It’s disgusting.”

Munroe sipped hers and smiled. “I’ve had worse.”

For the next hour the two of them watched the room while studying the people and flow of conversation. Channelling a small amount of power enhanced Munroe’s senses, allowing her to clearly hear people talking across the room. After four nights in a row she had become adept at focusing on one conversation at a time.

In turn Dox was using her Talent to study the people. After the first night she’d confessed that it had dented her faith in humanity. She was shocked at how often, and with such ease, people lied about both the mundane and the important things in their lives. Gradually Dox was becoming immune and more cynical as she used her Talent to dig through the rumours flying around the city.

Munroe suspected there were dozens of people in Herakion with a direct connection to Akosh. Followers who hid in plain sight until they were called upon by their Mother to commit a horrible or murderous act. Finding the other orphanages dedicated to Akosh had been easy. As had identifying and following all of the members of staff. It was proving more difficult to work out which of them were loyal to Akosh.

Normally Munroe would have adopted her less than subtle technique of scaring a confession out of them with magic, but unfortunately it wasn’t an option. If Akosh heard even the faintest whiff that Munroe was still tracking her she could disappear and leave the city. That meant Munroe had to swallow her rage, proceed with caution and focus on that most hated word. Patience.

It was sickeningly slow and tedious work. So far they had whittled down the list of people who worked in the orphanages to a handful. Their latest target was a boisterous man named Edwin. He seemed an unlikely follower of Akosh, but appearances could be deceptive and these days Munroe was taking nothing for granted. Edwin worked as a cooper for half the week and spent the rest of his time teaching children to read at one of Akosh’s orphanages. He appeared to be a kind and generous man but that would change the moment his Mother gave him an order. And not once would he think about the victims or what would happen to his life afterwards. The loyalty of her followers was absolute and had been ingrained into them since early childhood. There was no way to reason with that level of zealotry. If Munroe ever needed a reminder she only had to remember Guardian Brook who had killed herself rather than be taken in for questioning.

Edwin was currently chatting to some old friends, reminiscing about the city as they remembered it from their youth. Their conversation sounded innocuous but she noticed Edwin was unusually nervous. The room was busy with people and the windows had been thrown open to let out the heat on such a muggy night. The fireplace was cold and yet he was sweating. Damp patches were spreading under his arms and he kept mopping his forehead with his sleeve.

Four large men came into the room and immediately made a beeline for Edwin’s table. He visibly relaxed and chatted briefly to one of the men while the other newcomers scanned the room. Munroe noticed all of them were carrying weapons and had the stiff bearing of soldiers. One briefly stared at Munroe but he looked away with a frown when she winked at him. And just like that the bodyguard thought she was harmless. She hid a smirk behind her mug as she took another gulp of sour beer.

Some money discreetly changed hands and then Edwin went out the door, surrounded by his new bodyguards.

“Let’s go,” said Munroe.

She kept Edwin and his bodyguards just in sight until they were a few streets away from the tavern. They were using quiet streets, which made the next part easier.

“Go back to our room. I’ll see you there soon,” said Munroe. When Dox looked as if she was about to protest she added, “It’s going to get bloody. Can you help me with that?”

Munroe waited and eventually Dox shook her head in defeat. Sometimes speaking the truth was useful. Leaving the girl to find her own way home she jogged for a little while before settling into a fast walk. She could hear the scuffle of heavy footsteps and was so intent on catching up she raced around a corner and walked into someone’s chest. Looking up at his face Munroe recognised the mercenary she’d winked at in the tavern.

“Why are you following us?” he asked, resting a hand on the dagger at his waist.

Munroe was about to feign interest in him when she noticed his eyes. They were flat with no hint of warmth. Either she really wasn’t his type or he was the most professional mercenary she’d ever met. Something in her stance proved alarming as the mercenary drew his dagger while trying to push her away. Before he could warn the others she slid a dagger between his ribs and pulled him close. A wheeze escaped his lips and she gently eased him to the ground. He’d probably live but wouldn’t be protecting anyone for a while.

Further down the street the three remaining bodyguards were waiting. Edwin was behind them, wedged in the closed doorway of a shop. When they saw Munroe they didn’t go for their weapons until they saw the blood on her hands.

One of the men drew his sword and raced towards her, only to get a dagger in the face. She’d mistimed her throw and it went through his cheek into his mouth. He howled in pain and fell back, his face torn open. The second man stayed to protect Edwin while the third came forward more cautiously. Munroe drew a pair of long daggers from her baldric and laid them flat along her forearms. Dancing back she ducked and sidestepped his sword, watching his movements to discern his style.

When he lunged she used her Talent and his front foot slipped on the ground, making him stumble. She sliced him across the back of his hand and buried her other dagger into his thigh. He dropped to the street when she wrenched it free, hissing in pain between his teeth. Almost immediately he pressed a hand to the wound to stem the bleeding. This wasn’t the first time he’d been injured, confirming her suspicion they were former soldiers.

The final bodyguard went for his sword but Munroe didn’t give him a chance to attack. Mysteriously his sword had become stuck in its scabbard. The moment he looked down to find the problem she raced forward, kneed him in the groin and elbowed him behind his ear on the way down. He collapsed into a crumpled heap on to the street and didn’t move.

Munroe put a dagger against Edwin’s neck, forcing him on to his toes. “You have one chance. Lie to me and I’ll slit your throat,” she promised. “Where is Akosh?”

Edwin’s eyes darted around the street, looking for anything to save him. He licked his lips and Munroe had the distinct impression he was about to lie. She pressed the blade a little harder, drawing blood. “Choose your words very carefully. They could be your last.”

“I don’t know where she is. Wait!” he cried, as she tensed her arms. “But I heard a rumour she was hiding somewhere close to the palace.”

Munroe shook her head. “That’s vague.”

“The jewellery district. I heard she was somewhere in there.”

“You’re lying,” said Munroe.

“He’s telling the truth,” said Dox, coming up behind them.

“I thought I told you to go back to your room.”

Dox shrugged, stepping over the bleeding and unconscious men on the street. “It’s boring there.”

Munroe turned back to Edwin. “Do you know anything else?”

“Only that she’s on the run and that she’s scared. A crazy mage is after her. I heard she’s unbalanced.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” said Munroe as blue flames blossomed across her shoulders and upper arms, wreathing her in fire. Edwin’s eyes widened in terror and he tried to pull away as his clothes smouldered from the heat. The fire continued to creep down Munroe’s arms, getting closer and closer to him. “Anything else you want to tell me?”

“No. That’s all I know. I swear!” Munroe didn’t need to ask Dox.

“Edwin, tomorrow morning you’re going to pack a bag and leave the city for ever. If you try to warn someone, if you speak to anyone, I’ll know.” Munroe let the fire creep even closer until it singed the edges of his hair. “Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Swear it.”

“I swear! I swear!” he pleaded. Munroe glanced at Dox who bit her lip and nodded. She released her grip on the Source and the fire vanished. Stepping back, she waited until Edwin had finished patting down his clothes before sheathing her dagger.

“Run,” said Munroe, gesturing at the empty street. Edwin’s feet pounded on the road as he sprinted away. Leaving the unconscious men lying in the street, Munroe set off for their room at the Salty Squid.

“Why didn’t you kill him?” asked Dox. “Or the bodyguards?”

“Dead bodies would attract a lot of attention. We need to stay hidden so that Akosh doesn’t see me coming. I won’t let her get away again.”

“That wasn’t my fault,” said Dox with a pout. “You’re the one who destroyed the building.”

Munroe bit her tongue, swallowing a sarcastic remark. She knew several people had died in the orphanage when the building had collapsed. All of her focus had been on destroying Akosh. She’d barely noticed the damage they’d caused until the end. Her warning to get out of the building had come too late for some.

“Where are you going now?” asked Dox.

“Bed. Tomorrow we’re visiting the jewellery district.”

Munroe started to walk away when she stopped suddenly. There were a few people on the street but they weren’t what had caught her attention. There was something in the air. A faint echo. At first she thought it was Dox and her connection to the Source, but this familiar type of pulse was further away. Yet with each passing second she could feel it getting closer and stronger.

“Move,” she said, dragging the girl along by her arm. Dox started to squawk in protest until she saw Munroe’s face.

“What is it?”

They jogged down a couple of side streets away from the echo of power when Munroe sensed a second, much stronger pulse coming towards her from in front. The longer she stayed in the city the more inevitable this meeting had become. If she’d learned how to conceal her connection to the Source then she could have avoided it altogether. All she could do now was choose the place.

“Follow me,” said Munroe. After a short run she found a deserted space that was suitable.

In the day it was probably a bustling market square but this close to midnight the stalls were empty shells. Wooden frames topped with canvas awnings filled two sides of the square. A fountain with a statue of a fish sat in the middle happily gurgling away to itself. The rest of the square was open space. More importantly it was abandoned and all of the surrounding windows were dark. Hopefully that meant there would be few witnesses for what was about to happen.

There were four ways in and out of the square and Munroe put her back to one, facing towards the oncoming enemy.

Dox was about to ask who was out there when Munroe saw her expression change. She was still learning about her connection to the Source but every day her senses were becoming more acute to those with magic.

A short time later six young people entered the square. All of them were dressed in black-and-white palace uniforms marked with a blue star. Bizarrely all six had a matching tattoo on one side of their face above and below their right eye. They were all locals with the typical dark eyes and pale skin. Munroe didn’t recognise any of them, which would make it a little easier if things went badly. Behind them came a dozen Royal Guards in their famous brightly coloured armour.

Munroe drew heavily from the Source, heightening her senses and filling her body with raw primal energy. One of the young mages stumbled to one knee and the others seemed disorientated as she readied herself for a fight.

“My name is Kalina,” said the tall Zecorran girl at the front of the group. “You need to come with us.” She was perhaps a couple of years older than Dox, which still made her young to be in charge. The Royal Guards were following her lead but there was some obvious tension. “No mages, except us, are allowed in Zecorria,” she insisted.

“So, does that mean I can join your little gang?” asked Munroe, playing for time. The other mages were looking to Kalina for guidance but she kept glancing at one of the guards who seemed on the cusp of violence.

“That would be up to the Regent to decide.”

“And what happens if I don’t want to come with you?” asked Munroe.

“We have to take you in. Both of you.”

“Both?” said Dox. It was the first time anyone, other than Munroe, had realised she had any magic.

“Really? And how would you do that?” asked Munroe.

Kalina hesitated and the Royal Guard, a woman with a scarred face, actually elbowed her in the ribs. “Take her down. She’s toying with you.”

“Shut up,” said Kalina, startling the guard. “You’ve no idea what it’s like. You can’t feel how much it hurts.”

“What’s wrong with them?” asked Dox, gesturing at the young mages. They were all grimacing as Munroe started to bring her will to bear. The echo of her connection to the Source was disorientating them. One of the young mages was so dizzy she stumbled into the person beside her. Dox rubbed the skin on her arms which were suddenly covered in gooseflesh.

“Take her!” shouted the Royal Guard.

“We can’t,” said Kalina.

“Then we will.” The Royal Guard gestured at the others, who all drew their swords.

“I think not,” said Munroe. Bringing her Talent to bear she made twisting motions with both of her hands. The steel breastplates on all of the guards tightened against their chests, bending around the contours of their body, squeezing their ribs and chests. At the same time all of their swords shattered into dozens of pieces as if they were made of glass. With cries of pain the guards fell to the ground, struggling to breathe in their constrictive armour. The scarred guard ignored the crushing pressure, drew her dagger, and ran at Munroe. With a flick of a wrist she sent the guard hurtling through the air. She collided with an empty stall which broke into pieces upon impact. The guard fell to the ground and didn’t get up.

“We can take her,” said one of the mages to Kalina.

“Walk away,” said Munroe, focusing on their leader. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with.” She was suddenly aware of Dox staring at her with a renewed sense of fear.

Kalina and the other mages had a brief whispered argument before coming to a decision.

“We have to take you in,” said Kalina. It was clear she didn’t want to do this but felt she had no choice.

“Run,” said Munroe, urging Dox to clear the square. The young mages let her go, focusing on the larger threat. As soon as they’d gathered their will two of the mages attacked, trying to drive her backwards. It felt like a gentle breeze against her skin. A third added their strength to the others but it made little difference.

Munroe shook her head. “Walk away.”

“We can’t,” said Kalina, lashing out. Her raw attack had no effect and Munroe easily turned it aside.

When they didn’t try anything else it became clear they’d not received any formal training. The extent of their magic was the most basic and the first thing pupils were taught at the Red Tower. The physical manifestation of their willpower.

“Magic is so much more,” said Munroe, pushing back for the first time. Venting some of her anger at Akosh she knocked them all over with ease. Blue flames erupted from the palm of both hands but it quickly spread across her whole body, wreathing her in fire, making her into a living candle. The mages scrambled back and two of them tried to run but she hurled a ball of fire ahead of them, blocking the exit. The flames leapt up and as shadows danced across the walls of the square Munroe raised one hand towards the sky. The air cooled and rain fell on the young mages, soaking them to the skin while the flames hissed but kept burning.

She herded them around the square like sheep, sending them one way and then the other with fire, ice and light. One of them curled up in a ball and refused to move while the others danced to her tune. With a final flick of her wrists Munroe ripped the blue stars from all their uniforms and knocked them to the ground. Exhausted, soaking wet and bruised from being thrown around like ragdolls, the mages had not only been defeated but utterly humiliated.

“Do not come after me again. I will not be so kind next time,” said Munroe. She waited until Kalina nodded before cutting her connection to the Source and walking away.

Dox was waiting for her at the edge of the square, her mouth agape.

“You saw everything?” asked Munroe.

“Yes.”

“I’m tired. Let’s go back to the tavern.”

“No.”

Munroe raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“I’m not going to help you any more unless you train me,” said Dox. “You promised.”

“Dox—”

“No!” shouted the girl. “That’s the only reason I came north with you. Show me how to do that,” she said, gesturing at the square behind them and the scattered bodies. “Otherwise you can find Akosh by yourself.”

Munroe took a deep breath and considered her choices. It would be more difficult, but not impossible, to find Akosh without the girl. With Dox’s assistance there was no need to coax the truth or try to discern it from someone’s words and body language. It was instant. Without Dox it required patience and subtlety, which she was struggling with more and more every day. Sometimes all she could think about was tearing Akosh apart with her bare hands. Hours could pass with Munroe inventing new and increasingly painful ways to make her suffer before she finally let her die.

On the other hand, if she kept Dox around she was a liability and Munroe already felt responsible for her. She was an undisciplined, stroppy teenager who had never been taught anything about her magic or the Source. She would be a distraction and in every fight Munroe would have to think about protecting her.

“You need me,” said Dox, sensing the real possibility that Munroe would leave her behind.

“If you slow me down—”

“I won’t. I promise,” insisted Dox.

“The next time we find Akosh, make sure you run, because I’m going to do whatever is necessary to kill her.”

“Deal,” said Dox, holding out her hand.

A brief smile played across Munroe’s face. “Deal,” she said, shaking the girl’s hand.
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