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CHAPTER ONE

 

Desil could no longer see the Marros in the night sky after climbing down the mountain, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. He rushed through the trees and around the edge of the lake, toward his mother’s tavern, the home he’d known for most of his life. If the Marros had seen him, they might come for him. They might find out where he lived. They’d already proven to be vengeful creatures. Usually the night would keep Desil and his party safe from them, but after the destruction to much of the Marros’ home, Desil felt as though their behavior would be different now.

They had far less to lose.

His fear dissipated when he made it back to his lakeside town of Kayvol without incident, light pouring out through open windows on this warm night. He made a beam of light of his own by directing bastial energy onto the letter Leida had given him less than an hour ago. He’d read it atop the mountain just before noticing the Marros, but he couldn’t remember the words clearly enough after his quick descent. With his heart still racing, he read it one more time to ensure he would remember the details. Then he ripped it into tiny pieces and stuffed them in his pocket. She and her father needed his help.

There were a few people of Kayvol still out at this late hour. Strange, Desil thought. Two of them appeared to be men, separating to hide themselves around the edges of different homes and peering out from around the sides. They seemed to be spying. A sense of danger came to Desil as he stopped short of the path to his mother’s tavern. He slowly moved back toward the trees where he could watch without being seen. A third man walked toward the tavern without obvious fear of detection. Perhaps the other two were spying on him.

Desil glanced around to figure out what he could about this situation. He noticed one other man in a dark ally, making the group at least three if the one approaching the tavern was not part of it. Desil needed a better vantage point to see the tavern, which should be closed at this time of night, except his mother still had lamps lit in the dining area. Why isn’t she asleep upstairs?

He circled around behind one of the hiding men and eventually emerged back into town, now concealed behind the wall of another home just like the three of them. He could see only two from here: one of the three spying and the one now entering the tavern. Why didn’t my mother lock the door and blow out the lamps?

Desil watched through the open window of the lit tavern as the man crossed by. He had neatly combed hair of gray and a kind face that almost eased Desil’s worries. Desil looked over to the one in hiding and noticed the man turning toward him. Desil ducked behind the wall, hoping he hadn’t been seen. As he listened for approaching footsteps, he realized he should’ve at least taken a dagger with him before leaving the tavern to climb the Fjallejon Mountains. He had nothing but his fists to fight back against someone most likely armed.

All he could hear was the older man talking to Desil’s mother, though Desil couldn’t make out the words. He ran through the alley behind him and around a home, then snuck a quick look down the dirt road that wrapped around the tavern. There was still one man hiding who didn’t seem to be aware he was being watched.

Through the window of the tavern, Desil caught sight of Beatrix and Kirnich following the older man toward the exit. So it wasn’t his mother answering the door but the two of them. What are the princess and her henchman doing here? Desil had last seen them at the Academy two days ago. Kirnich had been unconscious, heavily medicated. The big warrior had taken two swords through his arms and into his chest in Kanoan before everyone had escaped to the Academy in a portal. Kirnich had jumped in front of Beatrix to save her life from a pyforial mage Desil still knew nothing about. It was a testament to the medical advances of the Academy for Kirnich to be up two days later, even if he was hobbling a bit. Or perhaps it was Leida’s mother, the head healer, who deserved credit.

Desil would’ve celebrated seeing the large warrior on his feet, but he couldn’t ignore his flaring sense of danger. Desil knew he’d better figure out quickly what was about to happen, or it might be too late.

 He felt a chill as he realized the silhouette of the hiding man in front of him looked just like the figure Desil had faced with Beatrix in Kanoan, the man who’d turned out to be the pyforial mage trying to kill her.

It was more than likely that Beatrix and Kirnich were targets of a trap. But the princess was a psychic, so surely she could sense if this older man was tricking her. However, that didn’t seem to be the case as she and Kirnich looked to be following him outside the tavern where they would be exposed.

Logic told Desil he shouldn’t get involved, but his heart told him otherwise.

His mind raced through his options. Without a weapon, all he had going for him was the element of surprise. He might be able to get behind at least one of the ambushers in hiding before the attack.

Desil shook his head. No, Beatrix and Kirnich had to be warned. It was their best chance of surviving, though it put Desil in the most danger. He ignored the thought as he readied himself. He ran out into the open just as the psychic and warrior exited the tavern behind the older man.

“Get back inside—it’s a trick!” Desil called as he rushed toward them.

“No, Desil—” Beatrix began.

Kirnich grabbed her arm and pulled her inside. “Listen to the boy!”

Sprinting, Desil made it into the tavern right after Kirnich.

It was a shock when the older man rushed into the tavern after Desil and shut the door before Desil could get his hands on the handle. The older man spun around with fear on his face.

“There’s no trick I know of,” he said in a voice that sounded to be genuine. “What did you see to make you think that?” he asked Desil.

Looking toward Beatrix, Desil expected her to attack the liar, but she showed no aggression toward the older man as she helped Kirnich shut and latch the wooden windows along the tavern walls. Desil’s mother came down the stairs and into the dining area.

“You said you would be quiet if I let you stay the night,” Effie complained to Beatrix. “Who is this now?”

“Mother, get your wand,” Desil told her.

Her face hardened into a look he hadn’t seen except in rare moments of danger during their past adventures. She looked younger, fiercer, and capable of destruction.

“What’s happening?” There was no fear in her voice, the opposite of the older man.

“I’m Jimmin Rofters, an advisor to Beatrix’s father,” he said. “I don’t see how there could be a trap—”

“I saw three others out there,” Desil interrupted. “They were hiding and clearly preparing for something.” He gave Beatrix a serious look. “I think I recognized Micklin.”

It was Kirnich who drew his blade first, his longsword singing as it caught the light of the lamp on the center table.

Beatrix grabbed the hilt of her dagger but did not pull, her eyes set on Jimmin. “You know nothing about this?”

“Nothing!” He came toward her from the door with his hands up.

“Mother, your wand,” Desil urged her again.

She nodded, then turned and grabbed the bottom of her sleeping gown to jump up the stairs two at a time.

“How certain are you?” Kirnich asked Desil.

“If it wasn’t Micklin, the people I saw at least mean to do harm.”

“I do sense three close by,” Beatrix whispered. She pointed at two windows a few yards apart on the same wall, then at another window on the opposite side.

“Everything in here is made of damn sartious energy!” Kirnich complained. “We’ll have no cover if one of them is a mage. Desil, is there any real furniture in the other rooms?”

“Yes, upstairs. Chairs and small desks.”

“They will be of no use. There’s nothing else large and close?”

“Our two beds. Upstairs as well.”

“There’s no time to haul a bed down here,” Kirnich said. “Help me position the tables to make a barrier as best we can. Let us hope none of our enemies have control over sartious energy, or they could turn every piece of sartious furniture into dust with a wave of their wand.”

“They won’t be able to shatter anything while I’m here,” Effie said as she returned. Desil felt a spark of pride in being able to stand beside his mother against whoever threatened them, but he hated that whatever was about to happen had to be here in her beloved tavern.

Everyone but Jimmin turned the tables and put them together to form a low wall in front of the windows on the northern side of the tavern, where Beatrix sensed two people lurking. Kirnich decided they should wait for any attack in the kitchen, where a real wall separated them from the rest of the dining area. With the wall of tables in front of the only entrance to the kitchen, there was only one window in which the third attacker could catch them from behind. Unfortunately, it was over the stove, preventing Kirnich from standing right next to it, though he still got as close as he could, his sword at the ready.

Desil didn’t trust the king’s adviser, even if Beatrix hadn’t sensed anything from his psyche. Something wasn’t right with Jimmin, but Desil wasn’t sure if he could figure it out before one of the windows burst open. The latches were weak; the tavern was not designed as a fortress.

“Come here,” Desil told Jimmin, who was the only one on the other side of the makeshift barrier.

The man had his hands up as he glanced around, looking unsure what to do. He rubbed his fingers against his palm as he bit his lip. Finally, he climbed over the tables and crouched on the other side with everyone else.

“Are you sure he’s honest?” Desil asked Beatrix as he fished in the man’s pockets and around his belt for weapons.

“You’re the one not to be trusted here!” Jimmin pushed Desil away. “Get your hands off me. I’m the head councilman to the king, not some ruffian!”

“I read nothing from his energy,” Beatrix said. She sounded curious about this, not that Desil understood why.

Desil refused to stop his search. Even if the princess’ psyche hadn’t picked up anything, he believed Jimmin was part of this trap.

“Shouldn’t you at least feel fear from him?” Desil asked.

She could certainly feel it from Desil’s energy if she tried.

“I’m not afraid because I don’t believe there are people here who mean to do harm,” Jimmin insisted.

“I don’t think I’ve ever felt a trace of emotion from your energy,” Beatrix said. “But it’s never been important until now.” Now Desil understood what he was hearing in her voice. It wasn’t curiosity but skepticism. He patted down the man’s legs as Jimmin tried to squirm away.

“Let him search you,” Beatrix demanded.

Jimmin went still, showing an expression of annoyance.

Desil felt a holster on the man’s ankle. As Desil pulled up a pant leg to reveal a small knife in the hidden holster, Jimmin jumped over the tables.

“Leave me alone!” he called as he scampered toward the door, first on his hands and knees and then to his feet halfway there.

Jimmin sounded very much like a victim, which confused and shocked Desil for a moment until he realized that distracting him and the others was this man’s very intention. Desil leapt over the turned tables in front of him and sprinted after Jimmin. He dove for Jimmin’s foot and grabbed his ankle as the gray-haired man reached the door and wrenched it open.

Jimmin fell halfway out the door. He jerked his foot away before Desil could get a better hold, then snapped his foot back into Desil’s forehead. He ignored the inclination to grab his ringing head, reaching out instead and hooking three fingers into the top of the band of the ankle holster. Jimmin kicked at him once more. Desil took the blow with gritted teeth as he pulled out the knife with his other hand. A third kick made Desil release his grip on the band, though he’d at least secured the knife.

Micklin appeared in the doorway. The pyforial mage who’d attempted to kill Beatrix had trimmed his beard, but everything else about him was the same. His blue eyes held equal fury and pain. His short hair was an odd style, looking as if he’d shaven his head down to his scalp recently, yet the back half had grown back quicker than the front. There was an indignant look about his face, as if he felt he was owed something he’d yet to receive. Two swords hovered in front of his upturned hands, their sharp tips pointed into the tavern. As Micklin’s gaze drifted down toward Desil on the ground, so did the tips of his swords.

Desil rolled past the open door and slammed his elbow into it to shut it with force, but a boot kicked it back open from the other side. It was a shock to see one of the Girgis brothers enter. He took one look inside the tavern before charging at Desil with his sword.

Still getting to his feet, Desil ducked beneath Girgis’s slash. The man growled in anger as he missed. “It’s time to pay!”

Desil had gladly forgotten about Girgis, a king’s guard he’d caught stealing and had brought to Kirnich for punishment, but clearly Girgis had not forgotten about Desil. He swiped wildly as if enraged. Desil dodged the attack and managed to get behind the heavyset man.

Desil was about to drive his knife into a fat rump when he noticed Micklin running toward him, his swords still hovering with ominous intent.

One blade darted toward Desil, but something jolted it as Micklin screamed. The pyforial mage collapsed, and Desil saw he had Beatrix to thank for the sword hilt swatting him in the arm rather than the blade impaling his chest. It was only then that he realized he actually could die here.

Girgis spun around and tried to grab Desil, but Desil was already fleeing toward his allies, his mother screaming for him to run back to them. Kirnich had come out from their measly fort as if to help but gingerly climbed back into it as Desil jumped over. It was unfortunate to see the warrior move so slowly, obviously still recovering from his injuries.

Micklin lay coiled on the ground, clawing and squirming toward a sartious chair for cover. It wouldn’t help against psyche, though. Girgis was already sweating through his shirt as he looked stupidly at one of the closed windows.

“Shoot him,” Kirnich said to someone, possibly Desil’s mother as she held her wand up.

“Wait. There.” Desil pointed to where Girgis was looking. The latch broke with a crack as the window burst open to reveal a young man with a long face and a hooked nose. He already had his wand up, but Desil’s mother cast first, forcing him to duck as her fireball went through the window, its edges exploding against the wooden wall.

The young mage showed his ugly face again and retaliated with his own fireball. Beatrix and Kirnich ducked, but Desil trusted his mother to block it as she flicked her wrist and a thin shell of green sartious energy appeared. The fireball washed across it, dissolving into nothing, but the young mage wasn’t done. He unleashed a jet of fire that enveloped the upturned tables. Effie extended her sartious shell to shield everyone from the roaring flame. Heat punched Desil’s face as the fire sizzled. He could see nothing but sparks of light between swirls of orange and green.

“You got Micklin?” Desil asked Beatrix.

“I can’t disable him completely without seeing him.”

The jet of fire finally came to an end. Kirnich had nocked an arrow by then. He positioned himself to shoot, his left sleeve falling to reveal a bandaged arm with a heavy bloodstain. He ducked back suddenly with a curse as a sword crashed into the sartious tables in front of him.

A floating sword rose above them. Desil jumped up and tried to grab the weapon out of the air, but he couldn’t close his hands around the handle, which was blocked by something soft that mimicked an encapsulating sponge. He could barely make it out—pyforial energy wrapped around the handle. It looked almost like glass without borders, impossible to tell where it ended.

Desil threw his arm around it and fell, pulling the energy down. The sword came with it, but even with Micklin out of sight of the pyforial energy he controlled, he was still able to shake the energy, and therefore the sword as well, like a wild animal trying to break free. It slid Desil into his mother, knocking her over. Another sword came to hover above her, but Effie shot it with a fireball as she lay on her back and blasted it into the ceiling.

Beatrix tried to rise, presumably to pain Micklin, but she ducked as another jet of fire washed over the tops of their sartious tables. Flames licked at Desil’s arms, forcing him and his comrades to shout out in pain until Effie reformed her long sartious shell to push the fire back. Heat still clawed at Desil through the thin barrier. He turned away and shut his eyes to endure the pain as he continued to wrestle the wild sword.

“Jimmin is obviously with them,” Desil told Beatrix. “He wants you dead.”

“That doesn’t make sense!”

“We have to kill them.” Desil spoke the words aloud because he needed to hear them just as much as Beatrix did. It was the only way to survive.

Who was this mage challenging his mother? He’d never heard of someone able to unleash this much fire without reprieve, and the hooked-nose man couldn’t have been more than a few years older than Desil.

“He’s trying to break the sartious energy!” Effie announced.

Desil noticed the tears in the table then, deep scratches across each one like an invisible beast ravaging it. Effie repaired the damage as soon as it showed, but destruction was always easier than reconstruction. Effie’s ragged breaths showed her fatigue.

“We can’t keep this up,” Desil told them. “Beatrix, get up and pain them both!”

The psychic was covering her head to protect herself against the immense heat, but she forced herself to stand and face her attackers.

The window behind them, in the kitchen, burst open. Girgis tried to dive through, but his legs seemed to get caught. He somersaulted across the stove and landed sprawled near Kirnich.

“I have him,” Kirnich announced as he dropped his bow to pull out his sword instead.

“Hurry,” Effie urged with a strained voice. “We need to stop the others as well.”

“You said Kirnich was injured!” Girgis yelled past them.

“He is,” Micklin yelled back.

Beatrix rose once more, only to duck again as a sword flew overhead. Desil grabbed his mother’s hand and pulled her to the floor. “Get down.” He needed her to focus at least a little more on protecting herself rather than the rest of them.

The sword barely missed Effie as it came back the other way, but the distraction had caused her sartious shell to turn to dust.

There was a flash of light as pain tore through Desil. It took his ringing ears a moment to clear before he realized that a fireball had blasted the tables into him and his comrades, moving the barrier to create a gap for more fire.

Desil was next to useless as he continued to wrestle one of the pyforial mage’s swords, and now he and his mother were about to be killed by a young mage whose name Desil didn’t even know!

Fueled by anger, Desil charged out from the scattered sartious tables. The ugly mage had climbed through the window at some point. He held out his wand. Light flashed. Desil ducked beneath the fireball, then jumped up to ram his shoulder into the mage’s arm as terrible heat scorched Desil’s scalp. He couldn’t tell if he’d been hit or just grazed, but it didn’t matter. He’d knocked the wand loose. He got his hands on the mage and threw him down.

Desil looked right into gaping blue eyes above that hooked nose. The mage tried to get his hand up as if to cast without a wand, but Desil forced his arm back against the wooden floor.

“Who are you?” Desil demanded.

A cloak covered the mage, but the contours of his body came through to show how thin he was. He tried to fight free, but Desil used his hands and knees to easily keep the young man’s limbs trapped. Desil managed to get his arm against the mage’s throat and gladly pressed down. There was a flash of panic in the young man’s cold eyes as his air was restricted.

He squirmed and managed to free his right hand. He lifted it in front of Desil’s eyes. Bastial energy whipped Desil as it flew past him to gather into a bright cluster. Desil rolled off the young man, figuring the mage’s desperation to breathe could lead to him killing both of them with a blast of fire. The rafters above let out the sound of a crack as the mage’s fireball hit the ceiling. Desil looked up and prayed the timbers would hold. Besides a black mark, he saw no damage. He jumped right back on top of the mage.

Beatrix walked toward Micklin with her hand aimed at him to aid her psychic spell of pain. His swords slid across the floor as he held his head, his other hand clawing the air between him and the king’s daughter. Kirnich seemed to be chasing Girgis through the window, but it appeared too difficult for the massive warrior to get through with his injuries as he was unable to put any weight on his arms. Soon he gave up.

Meanwhile, the mage howled as he shook his burned hand. It was what he deserved for trying to cast without a wand to better direct the energy. Desil could choke him again, but without a weapon to really threaten his opponent, they would find themselves in the same position as before. Desil searched frantically for the knife he’d dropped and located it in his mother’s hands.

“I’ll do it,” she said as she stomped toward the mage, wielding the short blade with a gripped hand as if to drive it down into his chest.

He mustered up a surprising amount of strength and half pushed Desil off, half squirmed away. He staggered toward the door before finding his footing, bumping into Beatrix ostensibly by accident and knocking her down. Micklin seemed to have given up as well, rising and falling as he scurried toward the door. Beatrix got back on her feet and thrust out her hand at him, making him collapse with another scream. Jimmin entered before anyone had exited, holding Girgis’s sword. Behind him, the fat guard peered over Jimmin’s shoulder with obvious fear.

“Beatrix, enough,” Jimmin warned. “Stop resisting, and you won’t be killed.”

The councilman didn’t look capable of swinging that sword with skill, but any blade could still be deadly against someone with no weapon, armor, or training in defense. Beatrix lifted the arm that wasn’t pointed at the debilitated Micklin and aimed at Jimmin. She let out a groan as if trying to hurt him, but all he did was tilt his head the other way as if curious about what she was attempting to do.

Desil and his mother put themselves in front of Beatrix as Kirnich slowly caught up. Effie made a sartious barrier as the hook-nosed mage lifted his hand as if to cast. He dropped his arm before enough bastial energy had been gathered to make light.

“Kill them,” Beatrix said with exhaustion. “I can’t keep the spell up much longer.”

But once Micklin was free, he could impale all of them in a matter of seconds. Girgis rushed in and grabbed one of the pyforial mages’ swords from the floor. Kirnich and Effie hesitated, as Desil had. The only way he and his mother, and Beatrix and Kirnich for that matter, had a sure chance of living was if their enemies fled.

“You will only be imprisoned,” Jimmin told Beatrix. “Stop resisting.”

“Have the fat one tell me that,” Beatrix challenged, “so I can really tell if it’s the truth.”

Jimmin looked from the sides of his eyes at Girgis. Neither of them spoke.

A woman entered the tavern behind their enemies. She must’ve been involved in this somehow, as there was no shock on her worried face. She looked to be about the same age as Desil’s mother, short and thin like Effie as well, except with white-blonde hair instead of black.

“Why did I believe you, Jimmin?” she whined. “You were going to kill Beatrix! How could you?”

Their enemies glanced back at her and lost their aggression. Girgis was the first to run, shoving the small woman out of his way. Jimmin and the mage were right behind.

“Stop them, Annah!” Beatrix yelled as she tried to hold Micklin in place. Kirnich cautiously approached the fallen pyforial mage, but one of his slithering blades swiped at Kirnich’s shin. The large warrior let out a yelp as he fell backward to avoid it.

“No more bloodshed!” Annah demanded.

Beatrix fell to her knees in exhaustion. Desil jumped on the remaining sword of the pyforial mage, but Micklin no longer seemed interested in using it as he got up and fled too.

Desil watched them run down the path out of Kayvol until their shadows blended into the darkness.

“Move back,” Effie instructed, closing the door behind everyone, including the newcomer.

“You should’ve helped me kill them,” Beatrix told Annah. “Now they’ll come back for us.”

Desil recognized the name then. Annah was the one who’d betrayed Leida’s father. She’d told the king of Basen’s plan to stop the war. What Desil didn’t know was whether she’d been forced to do so under duress from Beatrix’s psyche, or if she’d done so by choice.

Desil’s mother faced Annah with a faint smile. “We haven’t seen each other in years.”

“Effie, my stars! You haven’t aged a day.”

“I…you…thank you. You haven’t, either.”

An awkward silence followed as Annah lowered her head. Effie’s compliment must’ve been a lie, which Annah sensed. Wrinkles fanned out from the sides of her eyes, and Desil figured her white hair had lost much of its original color. Life as the king’s psychic would probably be difficult for anyone, but Desil was getting the sense that this psychic didn’t handle tense situations well. She could’ve helped us kill Micklin and that mage. Desil was more concerned about them than the Girgis brother.

“This is my son, Desil.” Effie put her hand on his back. He sensed she wasn’t introducing him as much as checking to make sure he was all right, giving him a look of motherly worry. She seemed angry as she looked back at Annah. “What are you doing here? What was that?”

“And who was that mage?” Desil asked.

Annah answered him first after a sigh. “Erwal. A graduate of the Academy last year.”

That probably means Leida and Adriya know him. Desil would ask about Erwal when he saw them, which would be soon as long as there weren’t any other interruptions.

“Why do he and the others want us dead?”

Instead of answering, Annah threw up her hands. “I don’t want to be mixed up in this any more than I already am. I should hurry after Jimmin to see if we can find a peaceful way through this.” She started to turn, but Beatrix grabbed her arm.

“There is no peaceful resolution once Micklin is after someone.”

“I’m sure if that someone is you then we can figure out something.” Annah started to leave once more, but Kirnich grabbed her shoulder.

“Beatrix is right. Micklin doesn’t back down from his task. It becomes a game to him. Whoever sent him after Beatrix probably knew this.”

“I should’ve never trusted Jimmin.” Annah leaned down in hopes of catching Beatrix’s lowered gaze. “I’m sorry.”

Beatrix nodded without looking up. “I shouldn’t have trusted him, either.”

“So he can lie to psychics,” Desil assumed.

“He must be able to.” Beatrix rubbed her forehead. “This keeps getting messier.”

“He can put his energy in an unreadable state,” Annah explained. “I don’t know what else he can do, but he also can’t be pained.”

“I should’ve realized it earlier, but I’ve never tried reading his energy before now.” Beatrix’s head shot up. “Have you known about this for a while, Annah?”

She nodded. “He and his brother came to your father during his first year as king.”

“Jimmin has a brother?”

“A Tenred spy who I know little about. I hope he hasn’t changed sides. He can’t be detected by psychics, either.”

“So my father knew about both of their abilities?”

“Yes.”

“He should’ve told me. When did he tell you?”

“Well, I was working for him many years before you—”

“Just tell me.”

Sensing little left to gain from standing here, Desil left the group. He still didn’t know why Micklin was trying to kill Beatrix, and now Desil as well, but he needed to meet Leida before first light or she and her father would leave without him. He assumed Adriya would be with them, and although he thought of her as a friend, he couldn’t imagine her advocating for waiting beyond the deadline they’d issued for Desil to show up.

He helped his mother straighten up the tavern to her liking as he thought of how to broach the subject. His heart had finally calmed after the battle, but trying to tell his mother he was leaving again put his nerves back on edge.

“I’m sorry about the tavern,” he said.

“It’s fine.” She didn’t look at him as she bent down to take hold of one of the fallen tables. 

Desil knelt down by its other side to help. “Have you checked if anything is broken?”

“Only the two windows will need repairs. I was hoping you could take care of that. You’re better with that sort of thing.”

His heart dropped an inch. “I have to leave soon.”

She let go of her side of the table just as they were setting it upright. Desil wasn’t able to prevent it from slamming against the floor, the noise turning Kirnich, Beatrix, and Annah around.

Effie was muttering something as she lifted her hand to them. “We’re fine,” she said sarcastically. “We don’t need any help!”

“I’m sorry, Effie,” Beatrix called back. “But we need to figure out what to do before Micklin has a chance to come back with new swords and a new plan.”

Effie muttered just loud enough for Desil to hear, “She doesn’t care that she puts my son’s life in danger.” Her angry tone rose as she grabbed the table and practically flipped it on her own. “Where will you be going this time, Desil?”

“I really want to tell you, but—”

“But you can’t,” she interrupted, then sighed.

“But I don’t know yet,” he corrected her. “You should come with us. I’m sure Basen would appreciate your help, as would I. Leida can’t control sartious energy the same way you do. There aren’t many mages who can. What if we run into another fire mage like Erwal?”

“It’s better if we both stay here.”

Desil wanted to convince her, but what could he say? Effie didn’t appear as if she would listen to anything he said as she began setting the fallen chairs into their correct places.

Eventually she stopped and looked over her shoulder. Desil hadn’t moved.

“I’m sorry,” she said, then spoke quickly without pausing for breath. “I’m worried about you and furious for the trouble that’s come here, and I’m realizing I can’t keep you safe without leaving the tavern.” She tossed up her hands. “And yet I can’t do that, either, or there won’t be a life for us to come back to when this is over.” She leaned back and sucked in air, her face red. “When will there be an end to this?”

“Soon.” Basen needed only two ingredients to produce the same powerful explosion they’d witnessed firsthand in Kanoan. The headmaster of the Academy should know exactly where to find akorell metal and eppil plants, though Desil had no idea where that was. It’s why he had to meet them before they left. He would never find them otherwise.

“How do you know where to meet them?” Effie asked.

“Leida surprised me on the way to the mountain. She told me then.”

“She came here just for you?”

Desil nodded.

His mother lifted her chin and pursed her lips as if waiting to hear more.

“What is it?” Desil asked.

“Did she tell you anything else besides where to meet her?”

He wouldn’t tell her about the letter Leida had given him, otherwise his mother would know that Leida had given him the option to stay.

“That’s it.”

“Oh. From what you told me about the trip you took together, I thought she might declare her interest in you. As more than a friend.” There was still the same worry in Effie’s voice, but it had softened considerably.

It wasn’t strange for Desil’s mother to hint at a romance between him and Leida. She did the same thing every time she saw Desil talking to any young woman. But Desil hadn’t told his mother about anything that had happened between him and Leida—bastial hell, I kissed her, didn’t I? Desil had somehow forgotten how he’d expressed his passion after he’d made it into the cave where the Marros had put her to die.

He touched his lips as the feeling came back to him with a trill of his heart. How could he have forgotten? Because I nearly died on the way to that cave and back, and then my father was killed. He wondered if Leida could’ve forgotten as well. He hoped not.

“There’s nothing between us,” he lied. It was important for his mother to know the headmaster’s daughter was not his reason for leaving again. “They need my help.”

“If Wade…” Her voice trailed off. “Sorry, never mind.”

She wishes Father was still alive and could go with me, or maybe in my stead.

“I know, and I’m sorry you can’t come with us,” Desil told her. “I don’t expect danger to come to the tavern again, but I still hope you will be careful.”

“I’ll be fine.”

He was glad it was the truth, otherwise he wouldn’t be able to leave her alone. Micklin and the others had no reason to go after his mother. Even if someone from the king’s guard came by to question her, she knew little of what was going on.

Desil pointed at the group near the door. “Did Beatrix and Kirnich tell you why they came here tonight?”

“All they said was that someone was looking for them at the Academy,” Desil’s mother replied.

Then why would Beatrix and Kirnich come here instead of the castle?

The answer he thought of seemed unlikely, but Desil couldn’t figure out any other excuse. They’d been scared of Micklin finding them on the way to the castle. Desil could only believe Kirnich’s fear came from nearly dying two days ago, as he had shown nothing but bravery during their days in Kanoan. But now they must be preparing to make their way to the castle. Beatrix would be safe as soon as she returned to her father.

Unless he’s the one who sent Micklin after her. When Desil had questioned her about this, though, she’d vehemently denied it was possible.

“Desil,” Kirnich called. “You’ll want to hear this.”

The warrior was standing by Beatrix and Annah, towering over them. Both psychics seemed too involved in their argument to care that Kirnich had called to Desil.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

“How is that possible? You have to know!” Desil heard Beatrix insist as he walked up.

“I already told you I don’t,” Annah replied in a sharp tone, “and you confirmed it with psyche.”

“What doesn’t she know?” Desil asked Kirnich.

“How Beatrix’s brother could be doing all of this without their father knowing.”

Her brother? Desil felt sick. How could that be possible? Now he understood Beatrix’s anger.

“Are you absolutely sure?” Beatrix asked.

“That it’s him? Almost certain,” Annah confirmed.

“Then how do you not know more?” Beatrix had her fists balled.

Kirnich shushed her. “Not loud enough for others to hear.”

Beatrix blew out her breath. “I will be quieter, but Annah—I swear to the gods—if you don’t tell me, I’m going to—”

“I don’t know more because I had to be careful! People are disappearing when they find out too much, or perhaps they’re involved. I don’t know. Like I said, this is as far as I’m getting involved. I never wanted to help Basen in the first place, and now look at the mess I’m in. I already thought I was helping when you convinced me to tell you what he had planned. Now I don’t know anymore.”

Desil still couldn’t figure out why Kirnich had summoned him. None of this seemed relevant to him.

“If I can just get to my father…” Beatrix said to the floor. Her mouth moved to finish her thought silently.

“Tell the boy what you said earlier,” Kirnich requested of Annah.

“Do you know Allephon Estlander?”

“I’ve heard of the prince.” Beatrix’s eldest brother, though I have no idea why he would want her dead. She’s not next in line for the crown, he is.

“Micklin saw how the explosions occur, so now Allephon knows.”

Desil didn’t know what this meant for him, but he could see from the look all three were giving him that it was bad.

Kirnich added, “He’s going to send people after all the available akorell metal and eppil plants, and your life will be at risk just as much as Beatrix’s if he confirms you’re still involved with Basen.”

Desil had already figured he was at risk, but he trusted Basen and his portal-making ability to keep them out of harm.

“I don’t think it matters whether I’m working with Basen or not,” Desil corrected. “I saw no hesitation when Micklin was about to send a sword into my chest. No warnings about not getting involved. Nothing. He wanted to kill me.”

“Only because you were in his way of getting to me,” Beatrix argued.

“No, I saw the same look in Girgis’s eyes. They want me dead.” It was another reason to leave the tavern, to keep the danger away from here.

“You’re wrong,” Annah said to his surprise. “There’s no reason they should want anyone besides Beatrix, and I thought it was only to imprison her.”

Desil wasn’t wrong. He knew what he’d seen in Micklin’s eyes, but the little time Desil had left before his departure was better spent finding out what he could about his enemies instead of arguing with Annah.

Before he could get the conversation back on track, Beatrix asked him, “Are you going to help the headmaster again?”

Desil couldn’t lie to her, so he nodded.

“When and where are you going to see him?”

“Before I can answer that, I need to know what you intend to do about Basen trying to stop the war.”

She scoffed. “I can’t worry about that right now.”

It was good to hear, but he still hesitated to answer. Even his father’s death had done nothing to relieve the tension between Beatrix and Basen at the time. Desil figured the same could be said of this threat on her life. When it was over, she might go right back to trying to prevent Basen from stopping the war as per her father’s request. Desil had little doubt that King Fernan wanted the territory of Tenred, needing the spoils of war to pay his army.

Desil decided to test Beatrix. “If you don’t care about Basen trying to stop the war, then why ask of his whereabouts?”

“I just want to consider my options,” she responded.

She means to use him, just as she might use me if I stay here longer.

Desil didn’t want to abandon Beatrix if she did indeed need his help, but no matter what she might require, he had to leave now to make it to the designated spot before first light.

“I have to leave, but I don’t want to say where I’m going.” He couldn’t read Beatrix’s thoughts past her scowl at him. “I’m sure all of this will get resolved when you speak to your father, like you said. Perhaps you can get to the castle before sunrise if you leave now?”

Desil noticed his mother coming over to listen and immediately feared her hearing something that would make it even harder for him to leave. He almost went for the door right then.

“No one’s going anywhere until Annah finishes telling me everything she knows.” Beatrix glared at the older woman as if their ages meant nothing. The princess couldn’t have been older than her mid-twenties, a little more than half the age of Annah.

“I already told you everything,” Annah insisted. “I tried to eavesdrop on a meeting between your brother and Micklin, but Jimmin caught me before I could hear what they had planned. He spoke with me in another room and promised he wouldn’t tell Allephon if I agreed not to do it again. I eventually convinced him to tell me Allephon’s plans. Your brother means to capture Basen and everyone who’s helping the headmaster, and he wants you brought back to the castle. I see now that he wants you dead, and probably the same with Basen.”

“And you’re sure my father isn’t the one who wants Basen captured?” Beatrix asked.

“He might, but Allephon wants it as well. I questioned people who confirmed it, but they later disappeared. I thought I could trust Jimmin, but now I see that was wrong. All of them could be planning to get rid of me as well.”

“What I’m understanding is that you knew they might be coming for me and you let that stand without doing anything!” Each word was louder than the one before.

“I did do something!” Annah stomped her foot to punctuate her point. “Jimmin said they just wanted to speak with you, but I followed them in case he lied.”

Beatrix spoke with clenched teeth. “Annah, I can’t believe you didn’t do anything to stop them from fleeing. We might’ve at least been able to kill Micklin.”

Annah sucked in a breath and put up her hands. “I’m going to Greenedge. My trip is all planned. I suggest you do the same, Beatrix. Come with me and we’ll stay until the war is over. I’m meeting a friend I’m sure you’ve heard of, Sanya Grayhart. I don’t know what she’s been doing there, but she tells me I will be taken care of like royalty. I don’t care for the luxuries as much as the safety. I plan to wait there until the fighting is over. Everything will be less complicated then. There will be no more need to capture Basen, and I’m sure there will be less reason for your brother to want you dead, whatever his reason may be. Desil, you might want to go to the castle and tell one of their psychics that you have no interest in working with Basen. They’ll likely put you in the dungeons until they get all the information you have, but I don’t see any reason they would hurt you.”

“I’m not going to do that,” Desil informed her.

“And I’m not leaving,” Beatrix said. “Before you run off, Annah, you need to answer my questions. Are you sure you never found out why Allephon is doing this? Think. You must know something.”

“I tried to find out what I could, but I really know nothing more. I hope when I return, everything will have been resolved, and you will be safe. I’m sorry. It must be a difficult thing to know that your brother is behind this. I can’t imagine—”

Desil backed away from the group, then hurried to the stairs. He rushed up into his room and got together a bag for the journey. Leida hadn’t told him what to bring, so he guessed what he might need and soon came back downstairs. He saw one of Micklin’s swords on the floor as his mother was picking up the other. He went over to her.

“I’ll take both of them with me,” he said and held out his hand. They were made of fine steel, so the extra one might be of use to Basen’s party. Desil at least needed something for himself longer than the knife he’d taken from Jimmin. Carrying the swords would make his run even more difficult, but he could make it so long as he left now.

Effie set the sword against the wall and reached out to hug Desil. He returned the embrace.

She spoke into his ear with a quiver in her voice. “It’s even more dangerous than I first thought after hearing Annah.”

“I promise I’ll be safe. They’ll have no idea where we are.”

“Don’t separate from Basen.”

“I won’t.”

“Be careful when you leave the tavern. They might still be out there.”

“I will.”

“I love you. I expect to see you return whole.”

“I love you too. I will.”

He saw Annah had already left as he made his way to the door. Kirnich and Beatrix stopped their conversation as Desil came before them.

“Have you figured out what you’re going to do?” he asked them.

“No,” Kirnich said. “You’re meeting Basen now?”

“Yes, but I don’t know where we’re going.”

“Don’t leave yet,” Beatrix said. “I might need your help.”

“Unless it’s to save your life, I have to be going.”

“It might be.” She took him by the wrists. “You must wait. Please, Desil.”

Beatrix made no effort of hiding her fear, all pride gone. What kind of person would he be to ignore her request?

“What can I do?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I demand that you wait here until I have a plan.”

Desil removed his wrists from her grasp. She didn’t need his help above anyone else’s; she just wanted options. She’d admitted this earlier when she’d asked for Basen’s location. Soon she would be demanding Effie’s help as well. It was understandable, Desil supposed, considering the threat on her life, but Desil might never find Leida and Basen if they left without him.

He looked to Kirnich, who he expected to understand his plight. Beatrix was chewing on her knuckle and staring at Desil as Kirnich put his hand on her back.

“Like you said, we just need to get to the castle,” the warrior told her. “I’m sure we’ll figure out a way to do that without Micklin intercepting us, and I don’t see how Desil’s supposed to help.”

“I’m realizing that,” Beatrix admitted. She shut her eyes and took a deep breath. It might’ve been psyche, but she appeared calmer when her eyes opened again. “All right, Desil. You may leave.”

He still felt as though he didn’t need her permission, but he wasn’t about to say anything about it. “I hope you get to your father soon.” He leaned in and whispered, “But please don’t get my mother involved.” The sound of liquid shaking and pouring within the kitchen indicated she was making herself a drink.

“I promise I won’t,” Beatrix answered with little emotion.

He offered his hand. Beatrix clasped it with both of hers and lowered her head in a slight bow.

“No matter what you do, I wish you luck,” she said.

Shock took his ability to speak. All he could think was that they might be enemies sometime in the near future if her father demanded Basen’s capture. Or was it even possible for Beatrix to be involved in that anymore? It was too confusing, and there was no time to figure it out.

He hated the idea of standing opposed to her, but he hated even more that he couldn’t do anything to help her reach her father. Still at a loss for words, he found himself throwing his arms around her and pulling her in for a hug.

“Good luck as well.”

“I can feel you’re doing this out of empathy,” she grumbled. “Please stop.”

He stepped back. Kirnich had his hand out.

“The injuries,” the warrior said in excuse, as if expecting the same hug Desil had given Beatrix.

Desil shook his hand as they nodded to each other.

He hoped he would hear news of Beatrix’s retaliation against her brother, if he never saw her again.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Desil left his mother’s tavern at a jog. He would need to conserve his energy to make it to the small forest about five miles away before first light. He crossed by the farms and stables as he made his way out of Kayvol and toward the Academy. Although it would be quicker to go through the school to get to his meeting place, he didn’t have permission to enter whenever he pleased because he’d never been officially enrolled.

He wondered what would be different when this was all over. Would he quietly go back to working with his mother in her tavern? It would be nice for a time, comforting after this difficult adventure, but he had an obligation to do more with his life. He didn’t know where this obligation came from, but to deny it was like trying to ignore hunger.

Besides, Leida and her father needed his help. Even without an obligation to do something more than serve the guests at his mother’s tavern, Desil was the only one he knew who could manipulate the land.

Desil got the sense someone was following him and looked back. There wasn’t much he could see at this hour, only squares of orange light within outlines of homes. The farms were covered in shadow, though he could smell animal droppings. He strained his eyes as he thought he saw movement.

A couple silhouettes jittered and grew. One of them spoke as they came closer. Desil thought he heard his name. He looked around to see if there might be others coming to surround him, but only walls of black flanked him. They could easily be hidden.

He decided to start running. Actually, he changed his mind. It would be a sprint, not a run.

He knew the road out of Kayvol well. There was little to trip over. He wasted no energy making light as he sprinted, and soon the town was behind him. In a sea of black, anyone else might have no idea where they were, but Desil knew.

When he stepped onto the grass, it meant he was veering off the dirt path. He corrected his angle and didn’t slow.

He heard something behind him. He stopped and looked back. He couldn’t make out the shadows, but the sound was unmistakable. Galloping horses, at least two of them.

He ran as fast as his legs could carry him, no longer worrying whether he stayed on the path. Soon he was sprinting across the grass and contemplating dropping the extra sword he carried.

Perhaps if he stood still, they wouldn’t be able to locate him in the night. He slid to a stop and crouched, his breathing deafening to his ears.

The horses slowed from a gallop to a canter. There was no sound but the crickets chirping as Desil held his breath to listen.

“Where are you?” a man asked. His voice was close to a whisper, though carried farther by anger.

Desil heard the horses moving toward him at a walk. He waited, hoping these men, whoever they were, would choose a different course in their search. He didn’t think this could be Micklin’s party. They would be more interested in following Beatrix, but Desil’s mind was better occupied figuring out a plan in case he was wrong.

He could think of nothing as the horses drew close. He had to move now, or he would have little chance of escaping when they came upon him.

He moved slowly away from them, aware that any sound would give away his location. He had a breath of relief when he heard the horses stay on a straight path while he continued to veer off. Soon they were past him, galloping hard again.

“Where are you?” called the same man in an angry whisper.

Desil wished he had time to let them go on ahead for a while longer before he set out again toward the Academy, but he needed to get to the forest a mile past the school. He might’ve been able to make it there in an hour, but with his heavy bag and the two swords, it would probably take him two.

The cloudy sky showed no stars. He couldn’t even find the moon. How long until first light?

I still have time. I’m going to make it.

He set a course that took him even farther from the sound of the horses. Eventually, all he could hear was the squish of grass beneath his boots, the soft shake of his pack, and his labored breathing. There was a faint glow miles ahead of him that he knew to be light from the homes within the Academy. It might only be the staff there these days, if the young soldiers were out fighting the war. Leida and Adriya would’ve been among them had it not been for Leida’s need to connect with her parents. Desil hoped they would be safer with Basen.

It was a mystery as to how the king of Kyrro expected to take Tenred, which was known to be as defensively sound as a mountain. Desil could think of only one possibility, a siege. He hoped to be right, as it would give him and Basen more time to stop the war before many were killed in combat.

After what felt to be an hour, the clouds showed themselves as indigo waves coming from a long and thin red sea at the horizon. The sun had begun to rise. Desil didn’t know how long the land had been revealed—he should’ve paid attention earlier. First light could be moments away. He would be late. He looked around and was shocked as he made out two people on horseback headed toward him.

He cursed a few times as his fatigue disappeared, adrenaline propelling him forward. They came at him from behind. He had just reached the start of the Academy’s southern wall, but it extended for two long miles across flat land.

There was nowhere for him to hide, but he might be able to find sanctuary inside the Academy if he made it to the gate at the center.

He looked up the wall as he ran, hoping to see watch guards but spotted no one. The horses gained on him, the night still too dark for him to make out more than silhouettes.

He pushed himself to his utmost limit, but he tired quickly, even while cycling energy as his father had taught him to do. Desil had to drop his extra sword and his bag or he wouldn’t make it to the gate.

He did so as he yelled to anyone in the Academy who might hear, “Help, I’m being chased by murderers! Open the gate!”

He continued to yell as his pursuers gained on him, but then one of them gave his own shout. “Desil, it’s Kirnich!”

Kirnich? Desil stopped, completely shocked. It really was Kirnich, with Beatrix riding beside him.

Desil screamed in anger, “Why the bastial hell are you chasing me! I thought you were Micklin.”

“Keep quiet. Micklin could still be around.”

Desil caught his breath as he walked back to fetch his bag and extra sword. Kirnich and Beatrix got there first, both dismounting and picking up Desil’s belongings to hand them to him. It did nothing to dampen his anger.

“Why didn’t you tell me it was you earlier!”

“We tried to call to you when you were leaving Kayvol,” Beatrix replied as she got back on her horse. “Didn’t you hear?”

“I might’ve made out my name, but that was it.”

“We couldn’t be any louder,” Kirnich said. “Micklin’s party was probably waiting to ambush us. Yelling to you would’ve alerted them to our location.”

Desil realized something. “You must’ve taken those horses from someone’s farm. Never mind that. I don’t have time to stand here any longer. The sun is coming up. I have to be somewhere.”

“You’re meeting him in the Academy?” Beatrix asked.

Desil started jogging. “No. What are you doing coming after me?”

Kirnich kept up with a nudge to his horse. “We figured out the best way to get to the castle. We need Basen to open up a portal.”

Beatrix followed right behind Kirnich. “So you need to take us to him,” she added.

Desil stopped.

First of all, it was a shock that such a powerful psychic and warrior, although injured at the moment, were too scared of an ambush to ride to the castle. It made Desil realize, if he hadn’t already, just how seriously he needed to take the threat of Micklin. But the headmaster’s portals should keep Desil away from danger. There were a few problems, however.

“You were almost certainly followed by taking—no, stealing—those horses,” Desil thought aloud. Whatever I decide has to be soon.

“It was the only way to catch up,” Kirnich countered. “You run like a damn Krepp, and with no Academy training. You should’ve enrolled.”

Desil ignored the indirect compliment for now. “I don’t know what Basen would do if I brought the two of you with me to the meeting spot. He might leave in a portal before we can get close enough to explain.”

“He won’t.” Kirnich sounded certain. “I know him, and so does Beatrix. He’ll at least have a conversation.”

“You said we don’t have much time.” Beatrix rode ahead and gestured for Desil to follow. “So we might as well go.”

They would follow Desil no matter what he told them, so he didn’t see another option. He wasn’t about to miss the portal if he could help it. Besides, Basen could decide for himself what to do with these two. It wasn’t as if Kirnich was in any condition to force the headmaster to do anything.

“Fine, but take my swords and bag if you’re going to stay on horseback. We don’t have much time and there’s still a ways to go.”

They raced against the sunrise as the last of the night dissolved. When they were a mile away from the small forest, questions came to Desil that he hadn’t thought to ask earlier.

“Whatever you did to the Girgis brother, Kirnich, he wants us dead. What happened after I brought him to you?”

“I gave him the worst punishment for petty theft, ten years in the dungeons, to send a message to him and any other guards who might consider stealing.” Kirnich paused. “It must’ve been Allephon who allowed him out. There might be others after me now that Beatrix’s brother has given permission to kill me.”

Desil took that to mean Kirnich wasn’t the most liked officer of the army. He felt a moment of pity as he noticed Kirnich wincing. The warrior’s life had changed for the worse ever since chasing Basen to Kanoan.

Desil’s shirt was wet with sweat by the time they made it to the small forest west of the Academy. It felt like a year ago that he’d last been here, climbing down into the abandoned Slugari colony to search for clues as to where Leida’s father had gone, but it was probably more like a couple of weeks ago.

Desil felt a dagger in his chest when he came to the designated spot and found no one there. Could he have the wrong location? He looked around. No. Leida had written that it was the same tree that reminded her of her grandfather, where they’d been before. Desil walked over and even found the hidden wooden door beneath his feet. They wouldn’t have left without him, would they?

The sky was blue between the white streaks of clouds; it was certainly past first light now. If Basen and Leida hadn’t wanted to wait, he supposed they could’ve convinced themselves that he wasn’t going to show.

“I don’t sense anyone,” Beatrix said with regret.

“Don’t start worrying yet.” Kirnich came down off his horse with a grunt of pain. “Basen!” he called out. “We aren’t here to arrest you. We just need you to make a portal. Micklin has been after us.” The warrior paused, his voice softening. “He won’t stop.”

There was no response.

The place felt empty. Desil drank from his water pouch to alleviate the dry scratch of his throat.

Beatrix closed her eyes and lowered her head. “There.” She pointed, but the forest was too dark for Desil to see past the first trees in front of him.

A man emerged, cloaked and hooded, just like Micklin the first time Desil had the displeasure of meeting him. Two others came out from the darkness, hoods covering their faces.

The man pulled down his hood first. The headmaster had trimmed his black hair so that it no longer fell past his eyebrows. The sharp look in his eyes told Beatrix and Kirnich he wasn’t happy to see them.

Leida pulled down her hood next with nearly the opposite expression as her father, smiling at Desil in a way that lifted his heart. Adriya revealed herself last, her usual scowl somehow coming as a comfort to Desil, as he was glad to see them all.

But then he caught the headmaster’s look and felt an answer demanded of him. “They were at my mother’s tavern when I came back from my climb,” Desil explained.

“So you brought them here?” Basen complained.

“It’s not that simple, headmaster.” The respect in Kirnich’s voice came as a surprise to Desil. The warrior rolled up his sleeves as he walked toward Basen, both bandages red with moist blood.

“God’s mercy,” Basen muttered. “Are you all right?”

“I will be when I put my sword through Micklin’s chest.”

“We need to get to the castle,” Beatrix explained. “We went to Desil’s tavern first to get a better sense of who sent Micklin after us. If he found us there, which he did, it would mean someone in my family was responsible. They are the only ones who could’ve guessed where we were because only they know I went there to question Desil a while ago.”

“Why didn’t you stay at the Academy?” Basen asked. “You should’ve been safe there with my wife.”

“Not now that everyone else has left,” Beatrix said. “There’s no protection. When Kirnich was able to walk, your wife moved us into a student home to hide us while she continued to give him care. But we knew Micklin would find us eventually—especially without guards posted to watch for him. We had to move.”

“And why not to the castle?” Basen asked.

“I can’t run yet,” Kirnich admitted with frustration. “Can barely fight. If they found us along the way, they’d kill us.”

“Micklin’s group might’ve followed Beatrix and Kirnich now,” Desil pointed out. “We should discuss this elsewhere.”

Basen lifted his hand. “I’m still trying to decide what to do.”

“What do you mean by Micklin’s group?” Leida asked Desil.

“Two others attacked us at the tavern with Micklin,” Desil replied. “One of them I know from before I met you. He wants revenge on me and Kirnich. The other I’ve never met, but he’s a powerful fire mage. If my mother hadn’t been there to counter his spells with her sartious energy, I’m not sure what would’ve happened. He graduated from the Academy last year. His name is Erwal. Do you…?” Desil didn’t have to finish his question as Adriya and Leida gasped and turned to each other.

“Could it be because of me?” Leida asked her friend.

“No—that would be madness.”

“But he is mad.”

“Why would you think he’s here because of you?” Desil asked.

“We really must be leaving now,” Beatrix interrupted. “Basen, please give us a portal into the castle, as close to my father’s chambers as you can.”

“I can’t teleport into the castle.”

“Why not?” Beatrix asked.

“There’s no exit established for me in there. A lot of bastial energy has to be gathered in the same spot, then I need to familiarize my mind with the location. Your father has not allowed for either to happen. He didn’t want me able to make portals into the castle.”

“Then where’s the closest you can bring us?”

Basen sighed as he rubbed his brow. “There’s an exit established behind the back wall of the castle, but I haven’t made a portal there for so many years that I’m not sure if I can anymore. The next closest exit is at the nearby training center, but that’s in front of the castle where you’re more likely to be seen.”

“Can you try to make one behind?” Beatrix asked.

“I can’t—at least not right now.” Basen pulled back his sleeves to show two large stone bracelets, only one glowing. “I used an akorell stone to return to Kyrro recently. As you can see, I only have one other while I wait a day for the first to charge, and I can’t be stuck here during that time, which I will be if I make a portal for you. All I can offer is to have you and Kirnich come with me, and I promise I will make you a portal as soon as I can, so long as it doesn’t get in the way of what I need to accomplish.”

“How long will that be?” Beatrix asked.

“Probably a few days, and I’ll request your help in the meantime.”

“A few days? Please, headmaster. We have to get to the castle sooner.”

“That’s the best I can offer. Time is just as important to me.”

After a moment of thought, Beatrix asked, “Where would we be going and how would you need our help?”

“It’s important that you don’t know unless you’re coming with me.”

“It’s probably just to gather akorell metal,” Kirnich told Beatrix. “Not dangerous. And I need time for my injuries to heal anyway.”

“I suppose I don’t see another option.”

“Let’s get out of here before Micklin comes,” Adriya said.

Desil suddenly remembered something they needed to know right away. “I saw two Marros earlier tonight. I don’t know where you’re planning to take us, Basen, but I figured you should know first in case it changes your plan.”

The news froze everyone, Basen halting as he reached for the wand on his belt.

“You saw them where?” the headmaster asked.

“Far south of here, over the Sumar Mountains.”

“Do you know what they were doing?”

“No. They must’ve come through the portal you made to get us off Kanoan. Now they’re either lost or they have some sense of how to get home to Kanoan. I hope it’s the former, because they’re probably smart enough to realize that you’ve taken them to the same continent where we’ve escaped. If they still want revenge, they could bring the rest of their kin here to look for us.”

“They might do the same if they want to look for akorell metal,” Leida said as Desil was about to get to that point. “They probably need more of it after what we did.”

After what my father did. Getting himself killed in the process. A storm cloud hovered over Desil as he lost himself in a moment of dark thoughts. He came back alive as Leida touched his shoulder.

“Are you all right?” she asked softly.

“I am.”

Adriya asked Basen, “Does this change anything?”

“It might eventually, but not yet.”

“That’s even more reason to get me to my father as soon as you can.” Beatrix stepped toward Basen with her hands on her hips. “He needs to know about the Marros so he can be ready to fight back if they do come.”

“I told you I’ll get you there as soon as I can.”

“As soon as it doesn’t disrupt your plans, you said. You should rethink that.” She aimed her glare at Desil. “Why didn’t you say anything about the Marros earlier? Did you plan to keep it from me? I can’t understand why. But it’s even less likely that you would forget, so I don’t know what to assume.”

Before Desil could defend himself, Kirnich spoke for him. “Things were busy at the tavern. It’s understandable he’d forget.”

Her expression softened as she closed her eyes and nodded. “Sorry, Desil. I’m exhausted. Let’s get out of here.”

Her sudden mood shift came as a surprise. Perhaps she’d remembered that he’d recently lost his father. It didn’t seem right to use his grief as an excuse for his shortcomings, but Desil didn’t see a way around it.

“Move back,” Basen announced.

They made room as he opened his arms and tilted his wand. There was a flash—everything bathed in white for a blink, then a crack and a strong gust of air flowing past Desil and into an expanding rip across some invisible wall. A black hole growled as it burst open to reach a size taller than Kirnich, its edges rippling as spears of white and yellow light zigged across.

Desil had lost himself to the beauty and power of the portal before remembering to gaze inside and see where they were headed. All he could make out was a sea of red that looked to be lava. He couldn’t find any ground to land upon.

“Who’s first?” Basen asked, his voice showing the strain of keeping the portal open.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

The one who trusted Basen the most jumped in before everyone else. Leida disappeared as soon as she entered the portal, the image of red lava unchanging. The portal made a slurp as if devouring her, causing everyone else to hesitate.

“Is there a fall?” Desil asked.

“A short one onto rock,” Basen said. “It’s going to disorient you…and probably hurt. There’s little else I can say to prepare you, so you’ll just have to trust me that you’ll survive it.”

Kirnich cursed as he stepped toward the portal. “Might as will get this over with.” He crossed his arms over his body as if to protect them, then hopped inside.

Desil listened for screams or any other sign of distress, but nothing came. Air whooshed around Basen, kicking up leaves and dirt to carry some into the portal. The current strengthened the longer Desil hesitated. It wasn’t exactly fear that planted his feet but curiosity. He wished to know more about these portals, as well as his own abilities.

This had all started with a wish to meet the mage leaving him memories in Lake Kayvol, to learn more about his limitations and how to break them. Yet it was only during the voyage to Kanoan that they’d had time to explore their abilities…and all of it had been spent training Leida. It was a necessary use of time, but there hadn’t been another opportunity since. Disappointing, to say the least.

Desil wanted to help stop this war with Tenred, but with his father gone, he wanted even more to figure out just how far he could push the limits of his abilities. Would there be time to focus on this specifically after he took that portal?

Beatrix seemed to be waiting for Desil to go next as Adriya walked off.

“Where are you going?” Desil asked her.

“To fetch our gear now that the portal is open. I’ll be last, go ahead.”

Desil still couldn’t figure out why he was stalling. Perhaps he just wasn’t ready yet. Just like getting on Mmzaza’s boat, there was no turning back once he leapt into that portal.

“Go, Beatrix,” he told her.

“Fine.” She threw her hands over her face as she jumped in.

“What’s wrong?” Basen asked Desil when it was just the two of them.

There were a number of answers, but he couldn’t bring himself to say any aloud. He’d nearly died the last time he’d gone with Leida, and now he would be away from home until they’d accomplished what they’d set out to do—or died trying. The need to help Basen accomplish his goal was still there, but gone was Desil’s yearning for adventure.

“It will be safe,” Basen assured Desil.

Adriya came back into sight carrying a tall ladder that was clearly a strain for her to handle on her own. Desil ran over to help. Together, they shifted it horizontally and started pushing it into the portal. After a few rungs were inside, the rest was sucked in and nearly took Desil with it. Adriya jumped in, leaving Desil alone again with the headmaster, who gave him a worried look.

“You still haven’t told me what’s wrong,” Basen said. His mouth curled as he continued to maintain the portal.

“It’s not so much that anything’s wrong. It’s just that everyone has their own reason for being here this time, and I haven’t had the time to figure out mine.” The only reason he’d come this far was because he couldn’t imagine staying behind in his boring life at his mother’s tavern, but that didn’t make it any easier to jump into this portal.

“I’m certain the reason will make itself known to you soon. There’s no way for it not to. But more importantly, you’re needed, Desil.”

He knew it to be true, but he still wished they had more time to discuss this. Knowing he was going into that portal no matter what, he didn’t see the reason to delay any longer.

Desil jumped in.

He tried to see where he was landing, but everything spun around him so violently it became a blur. He felt as if he was rolling, yet he couldn’t feel anything against his body.

Rock finally struck him. Desil tried to grab hold of it to stop himself, but his momentum was too strong.

He rolled across jagged stone. Unsure which way was up, all he could do was suffer through the tenderizing of his body until he finally came to a stop.

The dizziness didn’t abate. He found the ground with his hands and knees and got ready to hurl, but he managed to keep it down as his spinning surroundings slowly stopped moving. Through his pain, he noticed intense heat on his back. He looked over his shoulder as he hurried to remove his cloak. It really was a sea of lava that filled this enormous cavern behind him. He couldn’t see the end of it as the tall ceiling faded to black.

“Everyone all right?” asked Basen, the last one to rise.

Desil’s head throbbed, his elbow felt like a rock had penetrated skin, but he would be fine. No one voiced a complaint, and neither would he, especially considering just how much this task would require of his body. The ladder indicated they’d come here to mine akorell metal, but Desil no longer trusted how easy something might seem until it was done.

Leida approached him. She’d removed all her outer clothing in this heat, like the rest of them, and wore only a sleeveless tunic. Her sleek hair was the same molten red as the lava. Her eyes were emeralds. The sight of her shapely figure inflamed him from within.

Her eyebrows tilted as she came close. “You seem different. Are you sure you’re all right?”

He nodded, but it didn’t seem to convince her.

She leaned into him as she embraced him. It felt protective, dissolving his worry.

“I know you’re coming into this fast,” she said, her breath against his cheek. “It was hard for me at first as well. But this will be nothing compared to what we had to do in Kanoan.”

He didn’t know how to respond and soon lost his chance to hold her as she leaned away.

“I’ll be myself soon.” It was all he could say, no matter the truth, for he couldn’t bear to see the worry in her eyes.

Adriya left the ladder on the ground to join Desil and Leida. She put out her hand for him to shake. “I’m glad you’re here.”

It was a surprise to hear her say it after all the blame she’d placed on him on their way to Kanoan.

At his reticence, Adriya turned to Leida. “What’s with him?”

“Still getting used to this,” Leida answered.

“Thank you, Adriya,” Desil finally said. He wanted to tell them he was glad to be here, but he decided not to lie.

Adriya looked over her shoulder as if to make sure Basen was too far away to hear. “It was hard for me at first, too, because I know Leida’s father isn’t going to stop or even slow down until this is over.”

Leida nodded. “That’s how he is about most things,” she informed Desil.

“What happened after we separated at the Academy?” he asked them, hoping to shift the subject from himself.

“We gathered some supplies as my father figured out a plan,” Leida said. “He made a portal for the Elf to return to Merejic, then he took us into Kyrro City for more supplies as he finalized what to do next.”

“We finally bathed and ate a real meal, though it didn’t compare to your mother’s cooking, Desil.” Adriya’s smile, although a tiny one, was making him uncomfortable. Perhaps she was a different woman than the one he was used to now that she’d rested and eaten.

“We’ll go back to her tavern as soon as this is done,” Desil said.

Leida nodded. “Agreed.”

Desil looked around and eventually above him as he noticed the dim glow of akorell. It stuck to the ceiling, which was at least three times higher than the ladder could reach.

“How are we supposed to get that?” he asked the two women.

Basen dragged the ladder behind him as he came over to answer Desil. “We’re not. There’s more farther in, as well as more lava, so it’s best to let me lead.”

He handed the top of the ladder to Desil. Adriya grabbed the other end and Leida took the middle.

So this was it, then. There was no going back to a simple life at the tavern. Desil’s palms began to sweat.

“Where are we?” he asked Basen.

“The Dajrik Mountains.”

Desil didn’t mean to stop. It’s just that his legs wouldn’t keep going. The ladder shoved him one last step as Adriya bumped into the other end and groaned.

“We should’ve told you earlier,” Leida said. “But it should be safe.”

“Only ‘should be’?”

Beatrix and Kirnich came up on Basen’s sides. “You took us here?” asked the princess.

“There’s no better place to get akorell metal.” Basen didn’t stop walking.

Adriya nudged Desil with a push to the ladder. “Come on,” she muttered.

He followed the headmaster once more. Perhaps what he’d heard about this place wasn’t true. It was the only explanation for the lack of fear on Basen’s part.

The enormous cavern was shaped like a funnel, giving them only one route. They made their way into a smaller cave as heat bit at Desil’s eyes. A smooth stream of lava fell from the ceiling and formed a tiny lake that bubbled along the right wall. The ceiling, covered in sharp rocks the shape of icicles, was just taller than the ladder. Desil hoped they would stop here for akorell metal, for he couldn’t see how far the tortuous path between pillars went, or what might be sleeping ahead. He sensed life somewhere in this deep and forgotten world.

Legends told stories of dajriks, giants seemingly made from stone, who roamed here searching for sanity, never to find it.

The hot air felt somehow sticky against Desil’s face as they passed another stream of lava, this one running down the side of the wall from a hole about as wide as Desil’s smallest finger. Another leaking hole farther down made the wall seem as if it were bleeding.

A distant cry halted Desil. The wail held equal power and anguish, as if a giant had lost something precious. His mind.

“That’s far from here,” Basen assured them as he walked on.

No one followed.

“This is madness,” Beatrix insisted.

“Really, it’s fine.” Basen swung his arm petulantly. “Come on. It’s not much farther.”

With a sigh, Beatrix followed with Kirnich far behind her. Desil trailed even farther behind with the top of the ladder. As soon as Beatrix noticed, she slowed to create even more distance between everyone and Basen. He looked back, then gave a dry chuckle.

“I first came here by accident when I was about Leida’s age,” he announced without fear of being heard. “I was with a party less capable than we are, and yet we made it all the way out without trouble.”

“Less capable?” Adriya asked. “Wasn’t my father with you?”

“Yes.”

“Then your group was more capable than this one.”

“We have Kirnich in Cleve’s place—”

“He’s got holes through his arms,” Adriya interrupted.

“We have a stronger psychic now than Annah was at the time,” Basen continued, “and a battle mage, and Desil, and my daughter. We’ll be fine.” He almost sang the last words. Was it possible the headmaster actually enjoyed this danger? It seemed more likely that he was amused by their fear.

Desil asked Leida softly, “How did your father get here accidentally?”

“He tried to make a portal to the Academy but ended up here. He was still getting used to his ability.”

Desil tried to trust Basen and relax. Before Desil accompanied Leida and Adriya to Kanoan, Effie told him he would be safer in Basen’s company than if he went alone. She’d wanted him to find the headmaster as soon as possible. It was time either to start wholeheartedly believing her or figuring out how to get back to the tavern, which Desil refused to do unless it became clear that Basen and the others didn’t need him.

They reached the first fork in the pathway. The glow from the lava behind them was faint here, the darkness ahead calling for one of the mages to make light. Basen took responsibility, aiming a beam from his wand down the wide entrance to his left. It hardly did much to reveal the shadowed walls and ceiling, until the headmaster inhaled and stiffened his arm. His wand glowed brighter than any lamp, coloring the walls gray as the darkness cleared. He took out his sword and slapped it against the wall twice.

“What are you doing?” Beatrix asked.

“Wait and listen.”

Desil heard nothing. Leida’s father swung his sword harder this time. A roar immediately followed, deep within the cave. The ladder jerked in Desil’s arms. He saw Leida trying to regain a good hold after jumping at the sound.

Basen shuffled over to the other path and brightened his wand again. There was nothing but rock in this narrow cave, a sharp turn precluding a farther view.

“I believe there used to be light here,” Basen said. “Without it, I can’t remember which way we went to the akorell metal, but I do remember it was close.” He swung his sword against this wall and waited. No sound followed.

Basen took them down the second path. They had to shift the ladder upright to get it around the sharp turn as the headmaster continued to make light. Questions about the dajriks kept surfacing out of Desil’s worries, but it seemed safer to stay quiet than to risk a giant hearing them.

It wasn’t far to the end of the cave. They squeezed into an alcove as Basen aimed his light above them and sighed at the sight. There seemed to be a large chunk of rock missing from the ceiling.

“Akorell metal used to be here,” Basen said. “Someone got to it before us, but I don’t see how that’s possible.” He let down his head as if in thought. “Damn,” he muttered.

“What about that Elf you took to Kanoan?” Beatrix asked.

“I just took him back to Merejic yesterday. There’s no way his leader could’ve sent someone here in that short time, unless…” Basen stopped. “Could it be possible…?”

Leida helped Desil set the ladder against one of the walls, then moved to stand beneath the hole in the ceiling, squinting up at it. “Are you thinking one of the Elves can make a portal?”

“Possibly,” Basen said. “I don’t want to have to figure out what that would mean for us, but it would be foolish not to at least consider the possibility.” At that, he put his hand to his chin, rubbing it, and fell silent for a long while.

Everyone but Kirnich had moved into the center and looked up as if to find clues. Desil didn’t want to disturb their pondering, so he walked to the edge of the alcove to ask his questions to the warrior. As Desil approached, Kirnich was trying to sneak a look at his bloodied bandage without anyone noticing. He moved his sleeve back over it when he looked up and met Desil’s gaze.

It couldn’t be ignored. “Did they give you caregelow at the Academy?” Desil asked. The substance was supposed to heal any wound, but fortunately he’d never needed to test that rumor. Not only did drinking caregelow cause a feeling of extreme drunkenness for a day, a vial of it cost more than Desil’s mother made in a week.

“I drank caregelow, yes,” Kirnich grumbled. “Among other potions I know nothing about. Leida’s mother told me I would’ve died without them, but I needed to continue the treatment for a few more days to fully heal, and we didn’t have that luxury.” Kirnich took a vial out of his pocket. “Make some light.”

Desil did, revealing the argent substance he’d seen before in a memory Basen shared while they were in Kanoan. It looked like melted metal, as if it shouldn’t be consumed.

“Caregelow?” Desil assumed.

“Yes, but there’s been no time to take it.”

“So it’s true that it makes you act like a fool?”

Kirnich put the vial back in his pocket. “More like a child insistent on touching, eating, and finding the solution to every little curiosity. It can be dangerous, especially for the injured.”

“Even you?” Kirnich was a tree that angered at the wind. It was hard to imagine him otherwise.

“Even me,” Kirnich confirmed. “Beatrix had to put me asleep with psyche, for no one else could stop me as I tried to walk out of the Academy with intentions on going to the castle. Her father needed to know about Micklin, and I couldn’t see any reason to wait.” The warrior put his hand over his pocket. “I’m not sure when we’ll be in a position that I can finish the treatment, but I’m sure we’ll find a way to resolve this mess eventually.”

There was another roar in the distance that turned everyone toward their only exit. Basen checked on the akorell stones on his wrists. One had a glow barely brighter than the embers of a dying fire. The other looked like a simple rock.

“Come on,” Basen said as he walked by everyone to get back to the front. “There’s one other place in here where I saw akorell metal.”

Their party fell silent again, Desil unable to ask about the dajriks as he’d hoped. He was glad to have found out more about Kirnich’s predicament, though, even if it only made Desil worry more.

As Basen took them down the other path—toward what sounded to be a giant in agony—Desil struggled to keep his feet moving. No one else was slowing, so he didn’t, either.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

As they progressed through the cavern without hearing a sound, Desil began to wonder who else might have taken the akorell metal besides the Elves. After Micklin had attempted to kill Beatrix, he’d floated into Basen’s portal before anyone else and disappeared by the time Desil had gotten through. Annah, the psychic who came to the tavern, had confirmed that Micklin told Beatrix’s brother how Marros produced the explosions by dropping eppil vines past a wall of akorell metal. The eppil vines sucked out the tremendous amount of bastial energy from the akorell and started to glow until they eventually exploded. Could someone have been sent here in the two days Desil was eating, sleeping, and enjoying his mother’s company at the tavern? It didn’t seem likely, as the Dajrik Mountains were all the way on the eastern side of the continent, almost on the northern edge.

The only other possibility was that someone had ventured into these mountains to mine out the valuable akorell metal at some point before this war began. But everyone knew not to go into these vast caverns, as there were too many tales of people never showing their faces again. So even that possibility seemed unlikely. It probably was the Elves.

The walls of the cavern opened farther in, as if this place was preparing to swallow Desil’s party. Absolutely no light made it to these depths. With all the lumps of rock coming out of the ground here, it was impossible to see if he and the others were headed into an opening or a wall until they reached it. Often they had to turn back and search for another opening, or the opening was too small to fit through. Eventually Basen admitted something that terrified Desil.

“I have no idea where we are anymore.”

“Then we have to go back until you recognize the route,” Desil said, his fear getting the better of him.

Fortunately Basen agreed with a nod in the shadows. “My same thought, except there’s one thing you’re leaving out. We should’ve seen the other akorell metal by now. I believe we passed it, and that’s why I don’t recognize this area. But the only way we could’ve passed it is if we took a wrong turn, or someone took the metal already, and therefore it no longer made light for us to see. Pay more attention to the ceilings this time. We should find a gap like in the alcove.”

They transferred the ladder to Beatrix and Kirnich so everyone able to manipulate bastial energy could gather it to make light. It was slow going back the way they’d come, especially when they slowed for a few debates about which opening they’d taken the first time.

Eventually they made it back into an area they all recognized by the rope-thin pillars that couldn’t possibly be strong enough to keep the ceiling from falling. There had to be other means of support elsewhere.

“I think this is the place where I last saw akorell,” Basen said.

They roamed around the craggy ground, heads up to search the ceiling. Eventually the headmaster gave a loud sigh. “Here,” he announced. “It’s gone like the other.”

Another chunk of rock had been mined out of the ceiling, the crater so large it must’ve taken at least three people to carry it out of here. But even if it and the other akorell metal had been here, Basen would still need more to match the amount used by the Marros in their explosions. The headmaster must have another place in mind.

“So now what?” Desil asked.

“Well,” Basen said, “I planned for us to take the day to mine out the akorell metal and bring it back to where our headquarters will be. Then, if we felt it was safe to leave the akorell there, we could continue searching in these mountains for more. I had assumed no one comes here, so it would be the most likely place to find the metal, but now I’m not so sure.” His hands went to his hips as he looked up again at where the akorell metal should’ve been. “At least I can make a portal to and from this spot now. The akorell gathered enough energy over the years to create an entrance and exit. We can wait until one of my stones is charged and then venture deep into the caverns to look for more. If we encounter a dajrik we can’t handle, we’ll retreat and teleport out.”

“If that’s the case, I’m going to rest while we wait.” Kirnich sat against one of the thin pillars and squirmed as he tried to make himself comfortable.

Desil wasn’t sure he could sleep here, but everyone else was settling down. The dense air in the cavern was warm, making Desil think lava must be somewhere nearby. He was the only one still on his feet as he walked around, putting his hand or his ear against various walls to see what he might be able to figure out about this place.

Most were warm while some were cold. The air seemed alive, as if something large somewhere was moving. When he found himself in the far corner, away from his group, he heard footsteps coming his way. Light footsteps. He recognized Leida’s voice in the dark.

“It’s me, Desil.”

“Is something wrong?”

“I’m just curious as to what you’re doing.”

“Trying to find out more about this place.” They kept their voices low, as the others seemed to be sleeping. “Have you rested recently?”

“Yes, but I haven’t been sleeping well since Kanoan.”

“Memories of the Marros?”

She stepped closer, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Not just them. It’s something else I’ve been wanting to ask you about.”

He swallowed past the lump in his throat. “What is it?” 

“Remember after escaping from the settlement in Kanoan, we tried to catch up to my parents but had to rest in a small cave with the tiny tunnels?”

“I do.” Desil’s father had led them there. It was then that Desil had visited the ocean of energy in his mind that he believed to be responsible for his power, where he’d felt an outside presence inside his head for the first time. He’d still learned next to nothing about this place or the foreign presence since then, though he had revisited it many times to explore.

He asked Leida, “Did you feel something in that cave…during your sleep? I don’t know how else to say it.”

“I did! So you did as well?”

“Yes! I’ve been trying to figure out what it is, or who. At first I thought it was you or your father, but whoever it was seemed unfamiliar to me, so I thought perhaps not.”

“Yes, it was the same with me!” She took his hand. “I can’t tell you how glad I am that you felt it, too.” She dropped his hand far too soon. “I don’t know who it is, either, but I’ve felt a stronger presence in the times since then.”

“So have I. It makes me think this person is trying to find out more about me, as I try to do the same with them. Whoever it is has more experience in this plane, or whatever we should call it. I can’t seem to find out anything, and yet I feel more exposed each time. I’m close to deciding not to go back to that place.”

“You have a choice?”

“You don’t?”

She exhaled with a soft “ah” as her head tilted down. “No, it’s been disturbing my sleep. He has been disturbing my sleep.”

“Are you sure it’s a he?”

“I am, and he’s powerful. I can feel it in the same way we can feel the power from a distant dajrik roar. I’ve spoken to my father about this, and his response only worried me more. He’s fallen into other planes himself, even been trapped a few times. My mother has always gotten him out. The only remedy he’s been able to teach me hasn’t worked.”

“You’ve been trapped?”

“Yes.”

“What’s that like?”

“Like being stuck in a nightmare, only everything is clearer.”

He reached out toward her silhouette and touched her arm. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. I think he can only scare me, not hurt me physically.”

“What did your father teach you that hasn’t worked?”

“He says we have to find something to keep us grounded that we can use each time we are pulled away. For him, it’s been my mother. For me, I don’t know yet.”

He wanted to help Leida, but his experience with this other plane was different. “I’ve never felt trapped. In fact, I’ve tried to stay longer but I’m always dragged out as my mind tires.”

“Oh.”

They were silent for a while.

“What does it look like?” he asked. “When you’re there—what do you see?”

“Just energy of bright colors. Some I’m not sure I’ve seen before. There’s always this one vivid cloud in the distance, I think where he is. I want to say it’s white, but that’s not accurate. It’s like looking at glass but there’s nothing behind it, not sky, not darkness, nothing. It reminds me of a doorway. I’ve been too scared to get close. Is this what you see?”

“I’ve never seen this doorway. The other plane, for me, is an ocean of energy. The energy isn’t like water for you?”

“Perhaps in some places. I’ve thought of the ground more like undulating hills. I wonder if we can find each other in this plane. I think I felt you there with me at least one time since Kanoan. I’ve told Adriya and my father about this, but there’s nothing they can do to help. It seems that only we are able to find out more, but I’m not sure if we should.”

Desil’s father might’ve had some idea about this other plane, as he was the only other person Desil knew of who could alter nature like he and Leida could. That skill seemed to be the gateway into this realm, but then again, Leida’s father had some experience there as well. Desil couldn’t be certain about any of this, which made it all the more frustrating.

“I’ve been exhausted for days,” Leida whispered. “I need to rest soundly, but I can’t seem to do it. I want you to try something with me. Are you able to go to this plane whenever you want, or only when you’re falling asleep?”

“Only when I’m falling asleep so far, but I believe I can do it so long as I’m in the right state of mind.”

“It’s the same with me, but we might be able to get there while awake if we work together. Come sit like this.” She took his hand and sat to rest her back against the wall. He did the same beside her. “Focus on our touch to see if we might find each other in the other plane. If it doesn’t work, at least I might be able to get out easier this time. If not, shake me hard. I don’t want to be there a moment longer than I choose to be. All right?”

“I will if it comes to that.”

Leaving the physical realm Desil had known his whole life wasn’t easy, but as he held Leida’s hand, and her arm pressed against his, it was even more difficult to build up the necessary concentration. He wanted to be closer to her, not push his mind farther away.

He closed his eyes anyway and envisioned the ocean of energy in his mind. It felt far away and yet somehow close at the same time, akin to his feelings for Leida. He felt an admission of his feelings climbing up into his throat, ready to pour out of his mouth, and yet he pushed them deep into his heart, as far as they would go.

He entered the other plane without transition. The ocean buzzed with untapped power as Desil floated above it. It was one entity, the entire body of water undulating as a mighty wind played with it. Desil felt almost nothing of his surroundings, not the cold air he assumed to be there, not the breeze across his face. All he could sense was something alive all around him. It reminded him of the first time he learned trees were alive. He’d put his hand against the bark and come to an understanding. Humans shared their world not just with creatures, but with plant life as well. In fact, the trees were more a part of the physical world than he was.

Yet here, in this other plane, the energy was the world. He was a complete outsider.

There she was! He felt the calling of another being like the chime of a bell. She was telling him something from somewhere close, but so faintly. He’d gotten no better at calling out himself, only at listening. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try to reach Leida with his voice.

He didn’t have his hands to cup around his mouth, or even a mouth at all. He couldn’t shout. He didn’t know what he had in here besides his mind. Trying to understand Leida’s message was like listening to a song in another language and guessing at its meaning. There were tones—feelings. The most prominent was the question of where Desil was at this moment. He’d always been afraid to answer, mostly because he felt this other being delving into his mind and figuring out where he was, whether Desil wanted to let him know or not. Desil tried answering this time, but he made no progress. It was like trying to speak with something other than his mouth. It felt impossible.

Unable to respond to her continuous call, he tried searching for Leida instead. He cast his mind out like a net, only this net could soar all the way to the horizon in a matter of moments. He made it rush back to him, searching for life. Desil got the impression that this seemed to amuse someone else in here besides the two of them. There was a prick of fear.

His mind weakened the longer he stayed here, a heaviness weighing down on him already. The water sloshed as the wind picked up, gray clouds forming overhead. A racket of sharp yet unfamiliar sounds bombarded him, but still he wouldn’t give up.

He could feel himself getting closer to finding her, like picking up a scent. It was as if she should be in sight, yet she was invisible. Suddenly his net came into contact with something else besides energy. He grasped at the very edges of whatever this was, unable to get a good hold. Suddenly he could feel Leida elsewhere, much closer than this other being. Desil drew back, but his stamina drained instantly. His mind started pulling away.

The other being found him! There was such power holding Desil steady, he didn’t need to put any effort into remaining here. The grip was stronger than the largest Marro’s claws when it had tried to fly away with Desil. He thrashed to no avail, feeling Leida’s panic growing as she too was trapped somewhere near him. The tones of this being’s communication screeched and scratched, then suddenly became clear. A question arose out of the noise.

“Where is the akorell metal?”

Leida’s answer was too faint for Desil to understand.

Desil groaned as he fell back into the physical world. Disoriented and dizzy, he still managed to make light to check on Leida. Her eyes were shut as she grimaced and groaned as if in pain. He shook her shoulders. “Wake up!”

She didn’t respond. He grasped her head and gave it a firm shake. “Leida, wake up!”

“Desil…Desil?” she whispered, her voice sounding farther away than it was.

“Yes, come out of there.”

“He has me. I can’t.”

Desil put his hand on hers. “Squeeze,” he ordered. “Feel that you’re here with me.”

She squeezed lightly.

“Harder,” he demanded.

Her grip became firm. Her eyes popped open as she gasped for breath.

“I’ve never been that close to him. You were there too. I could feel it.”

Desil nodded. “Why did he keep you from leaving?”

“He was trying to find out who I was. I don’t know why. I’m glad I got out before I told him anything.” She pushed herself against Desil and reached around to lock her hands behind him. He held her, stroking her back. “I can feel him trying to learn more about me whenever I go to sleep,” she said. “I just want to rest peacefully.”

“I promise I will do everything I can to help.”

When Leida settled down, they returned to their sleeping group. They took their blankets from their bags as a cushion against the hard ground. Leida lay down close to Adriya and requested Desil be on her other side. When the three of them were near enough to allow no room between their arms, Leida shifted to rest her foot against Desil’s. They shared no words as they fell asleep.

When they awoke hours later, Leida showed him a relieved smile. Desil didn’t believe he’d done anything, but if there was even a chance he’d helped Leida, he was glad for it.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

There were still hours to go until the first of Basen’s two akorell stones would have gathered enough bastial energy for a portal. Basen had brought enough food and water for days, and Desil had as well. They wouldn’t be running out of supplies anytime soon, but that didn’t mean any of them wanted to waste their time waiting if they could find akorell metal in this place. Only Kirnich wanted to stay put after everyone had slept.

“I need to take this caregelow,” he said, struggling to his feet. “Seems best to do it now.”

“But Kirnich,” Beatrix argued, “they might need me in case they encounter a dajrik. I can’t stay here with you.”

“No need. I’ll be fine.”

“You have no idea how you’ll behave this time. People have killed themselves accidentally while on caregelow.”

“You’ve reminded me of that enough already.” He pulled off the cork. “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

Beatrix put her hand over the top of the vial. “If you drink that, I’m going to stay here with you.”

“Don’t make both of us useless.”

Basen crouched down and tugged back one of Kirnich’s sleeves. He put light from his wand on the bloodied bandage. “This looks bad, but are you really useless until it heals?”

“He’s not,” Beatrix answered. “He can use his arms somewhat.”

“I sure can,” Kirnich agreed sarcastically. “I might be able to get one, maybe two arrows off before I bleed out.”

“Even one arrow could help,” Basen said.

“You already have an archer.” He lifted his chin toward Adriya.

Desil couldn’t decide what was best for everyone. He figured he would leave it up to Kirnich. He motioned for Leida and Adriya to follow him so he could ask them something he needed to know before they went deeper into the cavern. The three of them walked off from the group.

“Are the dajriks really as tall as three grown men, like I’ve heard?”

“Yes, why?” Leida answered.

“With skin like rock?”

“It looks like rock but it’s not as hard.”

“Have you seen one before?”

“No. Again, why?”

“I’m trying to figure out why your father isn’t more afraid.”

Leida looked over at Basen. “He’s terrified. He’s just being brave.”

Desil had hoped to hear the opposite—a reason they shouldn’t be afraid. Instead, he would have to be brave himself as he envisioned combat against one of the giants.

“What do they do in these mountains?” he asked. “What do they eat?”

“No one besides the group that accidentally came here with my father has seen these dajriks and lived to tell about it,” Leida said. “So we don’t know what they eat, but we do know what they’re doing here. Dajriks and Slugari used to live in these mountains together hundreds, maybe thousands of years ago. There is still one dajrik with the Slugari underground somewhere in Ovira, but the Slugari separated themselves from the other dajriks long before humans came here. There was an incident that caused the Slugari to leave; I don’t know what it was. The other dajriks remained here. They don’t seem to die from old age, but their minds deteriorate. They lose the ability to sleep soundly over the years and slowly go mad. The wailing we’ve heard must be because of that agony.”

“So the dajrik with the Slugari has not gone mad?”

Adriya explained, “He wears a necklace made from rujin flowers that have been heated together with bastial energy and hardened into a gem. This necklace allows him to sleep without nightmares, which are what keep the other dajriks awake.”

Leida sighed. “That reminds me of my own problem sleeping. Perhaps I could use one of those necklaces.”

“You can ask the Slugari if we find them,” Adriya said.

“We’re looking?” Desil asked, unable to tell if she was joking.

“Eventually we might be,” Leida said. “They should know where we can find more akorell metal and the eppil vines we need.” Leida’s eyes shifted as if noticing something over Desil’s shoulder. He turned to see the three others approaching.

“Kirnich is coming as well, so we’re all leaving,” Basen explained. “He’s taken a low dosage of the caregelow. We all must be responsible for him.”

“I can be responsible for myself, headmaster.”

Basen showed him a serious look. “I’ve drank it before, Kirnich. It changes everyone, even Adriya’s father, as big and tough as he is. Cleve nearly drank a potion that would’ve killed him, only because he was curious about how it tasted. Don’t take this lightly.”

 

 

*****

 

 

It wasn’t just caregelow that Kirnich took. He drank another potion as they began to move through the cavern again. Later, he started to remove his bandages without explaining why. Desil started to worry it was the effects of the caregelow on his mind until he noticed Beatrix cleaning her hands with some of their water. By the time Kirnich’s bandages were off, Beatrix was done preparing an ointment by mixing together two substances Desil didn’t recognize, one smelling of alcohol and the other of fire.

“Can I see your arms?” Leida asked the warrior.

“Are you sure you want to?”

“Yes.”

Kirnich held them out. Desil and Adriya came over for a look with Leida. What they saw was grotesque.

Desil had never seen a cut recovering in this way. Instead of gashes, there were pink lumps of swollen skin covering Kirnich’s wounds. The skin looked soft, not strong enough to stop even something blunt from pushing through. It might pop with enough force.

Beatrix gently rubbed an ointment onto one of Kirnich’s arms as he hissed. Blood oozed out from her light touch, though she didn’t seem to mind getting it on her fingers.

“Did Micklin’s swords go through your bones?” Leida asked.

“They didn’t go through the middle of any bones, but they did enough damage to make both arms feel broken. I don’t know what your mother did, because I was unconscious most of the time, but my bones feel better now. You can thank her for me the next time you see her.”

Eventually they made their way into the same place where they’d turned around to look for the missing akorell. There were a few routes, one with a red glow no doubt from lava. They headed toward it without deliberation, Desil unsure why. Perhaps it was the light that attracted them. They couldn’t have been in here for more than a day, and yet the darkness was already starting to bother Desil like a headache. He was certain it must be the same for the others. They traveled through caves barely lit by lava pools, with nothing to indicate they were going toward akorell.

What seemed like an hour had passed when they finally found light ahead of them that wasn’t tinted red but a robust white. Desil’s spirit rose as he rushed toward it with everyone. He’d begun to think there was no akorell metal left in here, only insane dajriks.

“It has to be akorell metal,” Basen said triumphantly. “Yes, I can feel the bastial energy.”

So could Desil. They found it on the ceiling after walking around a wide pillar. But the excitement started to dwindle as Desil began to piece together how their group was supposed to separate it from the ceiling. There was no way around what they would have to do, and it would be hours of tough work.

Another distant roar gave Desil a quick panic and set everyone into motion. They positioned the ladder underneath the akorell. It was fortunate the ceiling wasn’t as high here as in most other places, but it still would be a reach.

“I’ll go first.” Desil started up the ladder before anyone could object. He felt that he could work fast until he tired, and then someone could take over. He started with one of the mining picks, hammering away, but had to do so without looking up because the metal was too bright for his eyes from this close.

With hard swings, he worked away the edge of the rock around the akorell metal. His arm tired after the better part of an hour, so he stepped down for Adriya to take his place.

Panting, he couldn’t believe miners would work all day at this, and they usually had to dig much deeper to get at the valuable resources hidden away within mountains. Leida took a turn after her father, but after a few misplaced swings and nearly falling off the ladder, she realized this wasn’t her specialty and stepped down. Desil glanced at Beatrix, wondering if she wanted a try, but she shook her head. Kirnich wasn’t able to with his injury, so Desil went back up.

He, Adriya, and Basen took turns for hours. The akorell metal eventually started coming down in large chunks. It didn’t crack as it hit the ground, but Basen opted to break off a piece by force that he wrapped in a cloth and pocketed.

“Now we can make a portal from here whenever we want,” he said.

As they worked to get the rest of the akorell metal down, Desil wondered if this place was where they would be for the next few days. The thought was hard to stomach. He already missed the sun and especially the fresh air.

“How much more do we need?” Adriya asked when they had finally removed the last of the glowing metal. It lay on the ground between them. Desil could feel its potential. Leida and Basen were drawing out the bastial energy trapped within the blocks before them, but Desil didn’t want to try it himself for fear of injuring himself or someone else with all of that power.

“Unfortunately a lot more,” Basen said. “I want at least as much as the Marros had harvested.”

“And if you can’t find that much?” Beatrix asked.

“Why do you ask?”

“Not because I still have any intention of stopping you, if that’s what you’re assuming. I’m only curious.”

“I’ll make do with what I can find.”

Kirnich had fallen asleep, no doubt from the potions he’d ingested. There was a sound above like a boulder crashing down that caused the warrior to stir. Rock dust sprinkled onto Desil’s head. A dajrik wailed as if tormented. It seemed as if he’d fallen. Desil pitied the beasts. To roam through the darkness for eternity seemed too harsh a punishment for any crime, and yet these beasts seemed innocent to him.

“Kirnich, wake up,” Beatrix said as she shook his shoulder. “Basen can give us a portal that will take us behind the castle now.”

Kirnich sat up and showed a drunken smile. He swaggered over and put his hand on Basen’s head. “You should come with us,” the warrior said with a slur. “We’ll speak to Fernan and resolve everything. Yes!” Kirnich thrust his fist into the air. “I love the idea. We must do it.”

“I told you the caregelow is strong.” Basen stepped back so that Kirnich’s hand fell. “You should put him back to sleep, Beatrix, before a dajrik hears him.”

She looked disappointedly at Kirnich as she held her hand over her mouth. “We won’t get into the castle covertly with him like this.”

“Shh!” Kirnich hissed with his finger over his lips. Then he laughed.

“Looks like he needs to sleep it off,” Desil suggested. “We could all use another rest.” He wasn’t sure how long they’d slept earlier, but it couldn’t have been more than a few hours.

“I’ll take first watch,” Basen said.

Desil lay down beside Leida. Sleep would come easy, if it wasn’t for his worries. Last time he’d helped the headmaster, he’d fulfilled the need for adventure long before they were finished with Kanoan. Now all he could think about was how long this would take, and what would happen afterward.

And how it still wasn’t clear how he was needed.

Leida reached out from her blanket and found his hand, stirring his heart. He knew it was to help her stay grounded, for she feared running into that being as sleep pulled her toward the other plane, but he couldn’t help hoping that it might also be more than that.

His worries didn’t quite disappear as he focused on her touch, but their importance faded and eventually became insignificant. It was time to stop worrying about the wisdom of coming on this trip. The decision had been made. He was here. Sometimes the important tasks weren’t adventurous or even fulfilling, like trudging through these mountains, but he believed in Leida’s father. The war could be stopped with the right ingredients, and it was up to Desil to help get them. He could succumb to boredom and fret the entire time, or he could set himself on course with determination and stay vigilant. It was the better choice, as this place was full of danger. Complacency could lead to death.

Kirnich was back to his old self by the time everyone awoke, except his movements were slow and his head hung down as if he was exhausted. He and Beatrix decided they weren’t yet ready to take a portal behind the castle, as there might be a battle to get to Fernan. Desil could feel Beatrix’s desperation to reach her father to tell him what her brother was trying to do. Desil wished there was more he could do to help. She’d climbed with him deathly high, with Marros attempting to pull them off the mountain, to save Leida’s life, and now all she would get in return was a single portal.

Beatrix and Kirnich agreed to stay with Basen for now as they continued to search for akorell metal. They carried in their bags the heavy pieces they’d already found as they ventured deeper into the mountain.

Eventually the path they chose started sloping upward. They walked up it long enough that Desil started to wonder if they might emerge into open air soon.

Instead, it led them into the largest of these connecting caverns Desil had seen yet, probably the largest within the entire mountain. A single stream of lava fell from the ceiling far ahead. Desil took the lead as he went toward it. They needed some sort of marker to keep from getting lost, and the lava was better than one of the many pillars of rock.

Eventually he led them to a precipice with light glowing over the apex.

“Could it be a way out?” Basen asked himself in a whisper.

“You found your way out of the Dajrik Mountains once before,” Leida said. “Could you have taken this route?”

“No. It was another way.”

“We haven’t heard a dajrik in a while,” Adriya commented. “We could be far from them now.”

“Let’s see what’s up there,” Basen suggested.

The precipice itself was strange in that massive slabs of rock jutted out from the wall of stone. They were much larger than Desil would need to stand upon them, looking as if giants had carved holders out of the wall for their enormous hands and feet.

“Do you sense anything, Beatrix?” he asked as they came to the base of the precipice.

“No. Are you going to climb?”

“Yes. Do you want to come?” he teased. It was about twenty yards tall, high enough to result in a broken skull if one were to fall.

“I will,” Basen said. “You can make the stone soft, right?”

“Yes, but it still won’t be easy.”

“I’ve climbed my share of mountainsides. I should be fine.”

“Then you go first,” Desil said. “It’ll be easier for me to shift the stone while keeping track of you if I’m underneath you.”

They stood beside each other, Desil with his palms against the jagged surface. He fell into his thoughts as he closed his eyes. He sought the essence of the stone, what made it what it was. Desil couldn’t compare manipulating an element to anything else, though ever since Leida had brought up the notion of having a conversation with nature, Desil realized it was the closest thing he could think of.

The voice within his thoughts commanded the rock to soften. It obeyed, but he felt as if his brain was being flexed as he bent the stone to his will. Rock would always be more difficult to alter than water.

“Go ahead,” he told Basen. “It’s a high climb, and the stone is not easy to make this soft.”

Leida’s father tried to squeeze his fingers into the precipice, groaning and shifting to different spots as if hoping it would be easier elsewhere.

“You have to jab your fingers into it,” Leida said as she came beside him to demonstrate. She shoved her fingers into the bendable rock, then kicked in one of her boots at the bottom. She stepped up and did the same with her other hand, then her other boot. She jumped off a moment later.

Basen mimicked what he’d seen from her and quickly gained height. Desil followed directly below, his callused hands protecting him from the pain Basen seemed to be feeling based on his grunts.

“This is much harder than I thought it would be,” the headmaster admitted shortly after as he came to a stop. “I changed my mind. I’m going down.”

Desil climbed down to help the older man get back to the ground.

“You go,” Basen said. “Tell us what you see, and I can follow. If needed.”

Desil chuckled. Basen had a way of pausing for just the right length to bring out a laugh.

Desil climbed eagerly. It was finally time to prove his worth to not only the group but to himself. Hopefully it wasn’t just an opening out of the mountain. There had to be more to see, to find. There had to be more of everything, or this journey would only be an interminable search through the darkness.

He climbed straight, between the giant handholds. Every muscle in his body ached sweetly, relishing the climb as he picked up speed. He didn’t know what it was about scaling a mountainside like this that brought him such joy, but he couldn’t imagine any year of his life without climbing.

The top came faster than he would’ve liked. As he’d feared, the mountain opened into the sky. There was a long walkway to what seemed to be an edge. He called down to his party, “This will just take a moment.”

Expecting nothing more than a long drop ahead, Desil almost let out a yelp at the sight before him.

He drew back as his breath caught. He checked one more time to ensure he hadn’t been seen, then moved away from the edge, possibly for good. Everything he saw slowly manifested into images in his head. There was a flat field of grass encompassed by crags that seemed to serve as walls. He’d seen at least five dajriks. Huge and man-shaped, they did appear to be made out of rock. Had Desil seen horns atop one of their heads? They seemed to be living down there in massive four-walled constructions of stone with a roof to protect them from bad weather.

They hadn’t seemed mad from the quick glimpse Desil had taken, but there was something else that had caught his eye before he moved away. He considered the risks and eventually convinced himself it was worth one more look.

He heard his group calling to him in softened voices of urgency. He ran back to the ledge overlooking where everyone awaited his return, but Desil saw no one. Leida moved out from behind a pillar, her shadowy figure barely recognizable in the darkness.

“There’s a dajrik walking around somewhere here,” she said faintly. “Come back.”

Desil could hear movement from somewhere below, a dull pounding of rock.

“I have to check one last thing. Hide until I can meet you down there.”

“It had better be worth it,” Adriya said from somewhere out of sight.

“It will be.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

 

It seemed to be the afternoon, the sun somewhere on the other side of this mountain, putting the field in shade. Desil tucked himself behind a rock that pushed out from the wall as if trying to get its own look at the dajriks. He leaned out to check the giants first, ensuring he still hadn’t been seen or that he’d alerted them by his soft calling to Leida. A few sat with their legs out, akin to Kirnich when he slept upright, but these beasts busied themselves with possibly the only entertainment in their wide field, a child dajrik frolicking in the tall grass.

It was difficult to tell the size of the young creature from this distance. It appeared shorter than its parents even as they sat, and the enormous stone homes surrounding them had a way of shrinking all of them, but Desil still had the sense that the child dajrik was taller than he was. He’d let them be for now. There was something else of more interest past the end of the grass to the right. Behind the wall of crags was a definite glow.

He took out his spyglass. Akorell metal. There was so much of it that what they’d already collected would be pointless to keep if they could get all of this. It covered the rugged surface of the mountain, too bright to mean any mage had disturbed it for a long time.

Unfortunately, there seemed to be no way to get there without the dajriks seeing. Desil would have to run across at least fifty yards of grass where there was nothing to hide behind. Even if he made it to the akorell metal, the dajriks might just be large enough to see over the crags and spot him and his party as they tried to mine it. If that wasn’t enough reason to give up, the noise of removing the akorell metal would probably be loud enough to reach the dajriks.

He looked back at the dajrik colony to see what he could figure out. There were swirls of red flowers, some forming a path into the stone homes. He figured they had to be rujin flowers, based on Leida and Adriya’s story, for these dajriks hadn’t gone mad. They seemed civilized, even speaking to each other. One laughed as Desil watched, or perhaps the creature was just coughing? The windy sound was deep and rough, yet broken up by low hums.

There was no way for Desil to tell if these creatures were male or female, at least not from this angle and distance. A waterfall brushed over the mountain to his left, falling off the edge and disappearing from view. It made him question just how high they were and what might lie beyond the dajriks. All he could see was sky, but there could’ve been other ledges with more fields of grass. There could be hundreds of these creatures.

He wasn’t sure if any of this would help him get to the akorell metal. He needed more time to figure out a plan. Perhaps there was a way up to the precious resource from below. There could even be other akorell metal at a lower location, farther from the giants and easier to access.

He wondered what they ate, for he saw nothing of substance here. It also seemed unlikely for them to get to the distant waterfall without risk of falling. He had a sudden terrifying thought. That dajrik roaming around near his party…could the creature be returning to this group? He rushed back to check.

One of the massive creatures walked toward the base of the precipice, water sloshing in a stone bucket taller than Desil. Stunned, Desil didn’t move. It’s going to look up before climbing, you idiot! Move! He finally drew back.

Desil looked around in a panic. There was nowhere to hide. Could he climb sideways from here to leave the ledge? Yes, but he’d easily be spotted sticking out from the wall.

He heard the giant getting into position on the precipice, the thump of its hands grabbing hold. Desil couldn’t flee the other way without the other dajriks seeing him. He had to find some way around this one coming toward him.

The giant climbed with deep whimpers as if the strain of lifting its massive body was almost too much for it. Perhaps this one was old and frail.

Why would that matter? Desil still couldn’t fight his way past the creature. He needed a different solution.

The dajrik climbed with the pail. Was this pail the answer? Besides it slowing the dajrik down as the creature put it on a holder along each step of the way, it would also hinder the giant’s progress once the dajrik reached the top. The creature would no doubt put the bucket up first, then climb up after it. Could Desil hide behind it? Yes, but he might be seen once the giant lifted it.

That left one other option, but it might be impossible. He searched deep within himself for the necessary power and found it. He would not die here.

Desil positioned himself against a side wall and got ready to climb for his life. He waited until he could hear the dajrik’s grunts nearing the top, which only took another moment, and then he started to climb. Desil didn’t have time to look below him to be sure, so all he could do was hope he was right that the dajrik would set the bucket down first and look straight as it came over the apex, not up.

Desil jabbed his feet and hands into the stone as he scaled as fast as he could. He reached the ceiling quickly and took a sharp breath to push out his fear. He’d never attempted to suspend himself from a ceiling before, but there was no time for hesitation. He could hear the dajrik nearby, getting the last of its body up from the precipice. The creature had seemed nearly as tall as the ceiling itself when Desil had seen it from below.

He finished focusing bastial energy to strengthen his hands, as they would be doing most of the work, then reached back from the side wall and dug his fingers into the softened rock above him. He pulled himself up from the side wall hard and kicked his feet into the ceiling. Feeling akin to an ant, he clenched every muscle to keep from falling, but he had to move somehow. The sound of rock, or possibly cartilage, crackled as the giant bent for the bucket of water.

Just a few yards, Desil told himself as he held back a whimper of terror. He almost fell as he pulled his curved fingers out from the ceiling and clawed into the gravelly surface farther behind him. He swung his left arm back and up next, thrusting his fingers in hard enough to draw blood. His angled feet were more difficult to yank out without falling off, forcing him to pull with nearly his full strength to get just one of them free. When he’d finally moved both feet toward the sound of the dajrik, it was already too late to move again. The beast was headed toward Desil, beneath him. Each thudding step sounded through Desil’s chest, past his rushing heart.

He flattened himself against the ceiling as much as he could, shutting his eyes and giving a silent prayer that his dangling cloak wouldn’t be seen. He felt the dajrik’s massive body move beneath him. Desil felt as helpless as if he were treading water above a whale.

The giant paused right beneath him. Desil’s heart stopped. He’d been caught, surely. He hoped his death would be quick.

The beast shuffled around. Desil opened his eyes and leaned back for an upside down look at the top of its horned head. It swiveled as if the giant was looking for something, perhaps wondering what it had heard. Desil held his breath. He tried to hold in his sweat as well as it ran down from his forehead, but it was no use. A single drop fell onto the dajrik’s hairless scalp. Desil couldn’t move without making sound. Instead, he pressed himself against the ceiling again and prepared for the beast to grab him.

Desil had already gone past the moment where he thought he could hold on the longest, his limbs shaking. He didn’t know how he could fight out of the giant’s grip in this state if it had anywhere near the strength of the large Marros.

The giant grumbled in its powerful voice. “Ma…ree…uh?”

It took another moment to search before bending down. It came back up and walked on, the bucket of water in hand, not Desil.

He couldn’t hold on any longer even if he’d needed to, and fell to the ground. He tried to soften it as much as he could before his feet hit, but every muscle in his body was drained, including his mind. He came down hard, barely with enough strength to roll with his momentum. His hands ached so intensely that it was difficult to tell if he was injured elsewhere.

Never had such a terrifying feeling come over him as wanting to stand but being unable to. It was slow going, but he squirmed over to the edge of the precipice as the dajrik’s footsteps receded. His entire party was waiting below, practically dancing with shock at seeing his face come over the ledge.

They all spoke at once, none loud enough for him to make out what they said. He didn’t have the strength to get down. He could barely get words out to address what seemed to be concern.

“I’m fine. Give me a moment.”

“Enough moments!” Leida scolded. “Come down here now!”

He rolled away from the ledge. His hands bled and shook. His whole body felt to be on fire. But he was alive. A surprising smile played on his lips. A chuckle found its way up from his stomach.

When he could, he made his way down to his waiting party.

“What happened up there?” Leida asked. Her eyes widened when she saw the blood on his hands.

He explained climbing to suspend himself above the dajrik, talking quickly to get to the part of interest. “I saw akorell metal, more than what we’d need, but—”

An elated Basen interrupted before he could finish. “Where is it? Just up there?”

“Yes, but there are many dajriks between us and the metal. They seem to be living on the grass field that’s on the way to the akorell. I don’t see how we can get past them from here, but if we can figure out where we are, we might be able to climb up to the akorell metal from below.”

Basen pointed. “So there’s a ledge up there before a field of grass, where dajriks are living? Past them is more akorell than we need?”

“Yes, and there might be more dajriks or akorell that are out of view,” Desil said. “All I can see is sky and the ocean horizon past the field of dajriks. There could be other ledges below. I doubt any humans have been here before.”

“And survived,” Leida added, worry evident in her tone. “You have to be more careful, Desil, especially if we must separate again.”

“I will.”

“Don’t lie,” Beatrix said with equal concern.

“All right, I really will.”

Leida frowned at him as she took cloth wrapped around a spool from her bag. “Give me your hands,” she said.

Basen spoke while she bandaged Desil’s hands. “If any of you do separate and need to return to the rest of us, I will make a portal to the nearest area where I believe you to be, at sundown each day until you return. I will keep the portal open as long as I can, and as long as it’s clear of others who might wish to come for us. Does everyone understand?”

He looked at Desil specifically, so Desil nodded.

“Good,” Basen said. “Now I need you to take me up there, Desil, so I can figure out how we’re going to get that akorell metal.”

Leida stepped in front of them. “Wait. I want you to promise me something in front of Beatrix, Father.”

He took her hands in his. “We’ll be safe, and we’ll return soon. There’s no need to worry.”

“That’s not what I wanted to hear, though I do appreciate it nonetheless. No, I want you to promise that you will run to us if something goes wrong. Do not make any choice that would result in a sacrifice. Neither here nor in the future.”

Basen looked at Desil with a raised eyebrow. “He’s too young to be sacrificed. I wouldn’t dare.”

Although it sounded mostly like a joke, the psychic said nothing. Leida seemed satisfied enough as Basen let go and got his hands on the precipice.

Desil’s hands stung and his shoulders burned as he climbed up behind Basen.

“Be careful,” Leida urged from below.

Basen climbed quicker as he got the hang of it.

“I used to look down during my climbs,” he said after a sudden stop. “Usually during my first resting point. But at my age, I think I’m just going to stare at this rock in front of my face.”

“A good idea.” It wasn’t that they were deathly high yet, but taking a quick break and not looking down were solid strategies nonetheless. Besides, Desil’s muscles could use as much rest as he could give them.

They took the opportunity to listen for movement above them. The wind whispered, nothing more.

They reached the top with little struggle. Basen offered his hand and helped Desil up. They stayed against the nearest wall on their way to the opening, not that Desil was sure it would help if a dajrik’s head came up from the ledge. His heart trilled at the thought.

“Let me go first,” Basen said. “Stay back and be ready to run in case they see me.”

Basen carefully walked toward the same rock Desil had hid behind to spy. The headmaster crouched low and got himself mostly hidden before extending his neck to the side and turning his head. Desil slowly came up behind until he was able to see the akorell metal without risk of the dajriks spotting him. He handed Basen the spyglass.

“Do you see it?” Desil asked.

“Yes. You were right. More than we need.”

Basen turned the spyglass toward the dajrik’s colony. After several deep sighs, he handed the spyglass back to Desil as he turned around.

“You’re also right that I don’t see a way to the akorell metal without the dajriks seeing us.”

Desil could hear an idea coming from the headmaster’s tone. “But?”

“But I might be able to make a portal to there. The akorell metal has broken down the invisible walls of our world enough already that I feel it’s possible.”

Desil tried to recall the rules of portals he’d heard from Basen the last time they’d spoken about it. An immense amount of bastial energy had to be gathered in the same area over time, which was why a portal could be made anywhere akorell metal had been found. Akorell sucked in bastial energy and held it seemingly forever, or until someone with skill over the energy pulled it out.

“So you can make a portal to anywhere, even if you haven’t stood there?”

“No, but in this case I believe we’re close enough that if I stare at it long enough, I can lock the image in my mind. It would be the only time I’ve done this, though. I had to have been there before so I could visualize the location when I made every other portal. It’s difficult to explain.”

“No need at the moment.” Time was against them.

Desil thought of an issue in the silence that followed. He hated to disrupt Basen’s concentration, but it needed to be brought up.

“Even if we take a portal there, the noise of removing the akorell metal would alert the dajriks.”

“There’s a chemist who can help us with that. He knows of a toxic mixture that the metal absorbs, which will cause the akorell to melt. It can take hours, and the fumes are toxic. It drips out if the akorell is upside down, but it should work in this case.”

“And the akorell metal will change back to a solid state later?”

“Yes, and retain its ability to absorb bastial energy, but there’s only a short window of time between when the toxic mixture is gone from the akorell metal—causing it to be in a liquid state—and when the metal hardens again. We’ll need to collect it during that time or it will stick to the rock again and need to be chiseled out. This can be done without detection if we begin at nightfall.”

So that meant they would be teleporting to the akorell metal eventually; the next part of the plan was set. Desil convinced himself to trust Leida’s father. He wouldn’t put his own daughter at such risk. Basen would come up with a safe method. Then all that’s left is finding eppil plants and figuring out how to use both together to make an explosion.

Desil couldn’t think of the flying creatures’ mountains and akorell metal without seeing the explosion that killed his father. He lost himself to memories for a moment, both painful and sweet, until something in the sky startled him.

“Marros!”

Basen backed into Desil. “Where?”

“High above the akorell metal. Two of them.”

Basen grumbled something as he spotted them. “Do you see any more?” he asked Desil.

They observed the sky for what could be a deathly threat. Soon they agreed that no, there were just two, but this was still a terrible sign. There was no way for the birds to miss the glowing akorell beneath them.

“Those are probably the two I saw from the top of the Fjallejon Mountains,” Desil said. “I assume they came through the portal you made to get us out of Kanoan and have been searching for akorell metal here.”

“I agree. Now that they’ve found it, more will come. That gives us less time to—”

Basen stopped as they heard a sound like a dajrik grabbing part of the wall in front of them.

Desil and Basen rushed away from the ledge, but it was already too late. Desil heard a hand slap down on the ground behind him.

“Yaru? Aye ree!” Its voice held more interest than anger, sounding a little less deep and powerful, as if belonging to the child dajrik.

Desil risked a backward glance. The dajrik patted the ground in front of it with hands large enough to reach around Desil’s waist. It was the child after all, but it still had a couple feet over Desil. He and Basen watched nervously as the dajrik tried to get them to come to it as if they were dogs.

“Were you close to establishing a portal?” Desil asked Basen.

“Yes. I just need to stare at it for a little while longer. We could attempt to come back later, but I have a feeling this dajrik will either follow us or tell its parents.”

“It seems like he wants to play. I could distract it…” Desil wasn’t sure he liked his own suggestion.

The child dajrik waited patiently as it crouched with its hands open on the ground. It spoke again, its gravelly voice deeper than Kirnich’s. “Ka re kaya. Kaya. Kaya!”

“It doesn’t look particularly fast,” Basen commented. “And I don’t see how the other dajriks could be aware of us unless they come over here as well.”

“So it’s decided then…” It seemed to be the only option, though Desil still had trouble believing that.

“Yes, you distract it as I finish establishing the portal.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Desil walked toward the dajrik, careful not to make any sudden movements that might scare the child. There was no way to know how old it was, but the dajriks generally didn’t appear as intelligent as humans, and this little brute most likely had an underdeveloped mind. Desil would try to use that to his advantage.

The creature rose from a squatting position. It clapped its hands twice with obvious excitement as it let out a grunt. Desil gestured for it to follow him as he started the other way. The child started after him with surprising speed.

Startled, Desil ran a few steps before stopping. He looked over his shoulder with a pretend grin and gestured again for the creature to come. The dajrik hopped two feet at a time but lost its balance and fell forward. Basen skirted around it as it grumbled and got itself up to its knees.

The child looked around as it seemed to be sulking. It hardly had a neck, but now its head had sunk even lower. From this close, Desil could see that it was in fact made of flesh and bone rather than rock. It moved fluidly as it put its arms over its bald head. There was a youthful spirit in its vibrant black eyes. As it opened its mouth to moan in what sounded to be pain, Desil caught sight of a set of gray teeth with two prominent fangs not too sharp, similar to a human’s mouth yet slightly exaggerated.

The dajrik saw Basen behind it as he focused his attention the other way. It stopped its moaning and, with great effort, got itself up to start after Leida’s father.

“Wait, come back. Over here. Hey!”

The dajrik stopped to look back at Desil gesturing and calling for it to come. After a moment, it turned the other way for Basen.

I need a more distracting sound. Desil snorted like a pig. The silly noise turned the dajrik’s head back and pulled open its mouth with wonder. Desil shifted into a string of gibberish full of contrasting tones and idiotic noises. He danced around, flailing his arms, then took a risk by jumping toward the dajrik with two feet just as the creature had done toward him earlier.

This seemed to excite the child as it clapped its hands again. It put its feet together, its stone-like arms wiggling slowly like a sleepy dog’s tail. The hard flesh of its body looked like rock armor stuck to a giant man. Its face was a crudely chiseled expression of concentration onto a block of stone.

The child dajrik hopped like a rabbit and shook the ground as it landed. It swayed, reaching out toward the wall for balance but retracting its hand and finding purchase. It seemed rather proud of itself as its mouth cracked into a grin. Desil’s turn was next, the creature moving its finger in a circle while pointing at him.

Before Desil could jump, the dajrik’s interest shifted to Basen. It ran toward him, the rumble of its feet still not enough to break Basen’s concentration. The dajrik grabbed him by his cloak and pulled, yanking him off his feet.

Basen let out the start of the scream before stopping himself. To Desil’s horror, the dajrik sat down onto Basen’s back. A loud grunt came out from Basen as he tried to squirm free, and Desil attempted to shove the dajrik off him.

“What’s it doing?” Basen asked as he managed to escape, the dajrik still reaching out toward him.

Desil put his hands up against the child’s chest and tried to push it back. The dajrik tried to snatch something around Desil. With a quick look over his shoulder, Desil figured out what it was.

“I think it likes your black cloak. Take it off.”

“I need my cloak! Just keep it away,” Basen ordered. “I’m almost done.”

The child hardly seemed to notice Desil. He pushed the child back with one arm and wiggled his cloak with the other. “Want this?”

The child ignored his cloak, looking into Desil’s eyes instead as it pushed hard, shoving Desil into Basen.

“Desil, get him back however you can!” Basen instructed.

Desil put all of his strength behind his next shove and managed to push the creature back a step. To his relief, the dajrik laughed with a deep chuckle. Desil ran around it, waving his arms to hold its attention. But as the child turned, it lost its balance and stumbled backward. Desil cursed as he saw the scene unfolding. The creature fell into the other wall, slamming its back against it.

For a moment, Desil didn’t think the dajrik had been hurt. It stared with its lipless mouth agape as if shocked. Then it let out a wail so loud, the noise shook Desil’s chest.

“Quiet it!” Basen hissed.

Was there even a point anymore? Desil ran to the ledge overlooking the grass field and saw exactly what he’d expected. A couple of the giants were already on their way over, hurried by the child’s deep hollers.

“They’re coming!” Desil told Basen.

“I almost have it.”

Desil ran over and grabbed the child dajrik by its enormous wrist to pull it up. Its wails died down somewhat, matching the level of a loud human baby, still causing a sharp pain to Desil’s ears. He got behind the creature and shoved it toward the ledge. The dajrik’s body was softer than rock, though still harder than human flesh. Desil was sweating from the tremendous effort by the time he finally got the creature into view so its parents could see it wasn’t injured. Desil stayed one step away from putting himself in their sight.

One of the older dajriks called out something that stopped the child’s cries. It turned around as if interested again in Basen, who still seemed to be concentrating so much that he showed no awareness of the grave situation.

“Got it!” Basen announced. “Let’s go—god’s mercy, Desil!”

“I know! Run!”

The child dajrik was reaching for Basen’s cloak again, but Desil softened the ground beneath the creature’s feet. It tripped and fell when it tried to walk and started to wail once more.

By the time he and Basen made it to the other end, Desil could hear the adult dajriks climbing up into the open-ended cave behind him. They shouted something as Basen and Desil got in position to descend the precipice side by side—where they each got a view of the two massive dajriks enraged enough to run past the wailing child.

Desil made the wall as soft as cloth, surprising himself at his improved skill with manipulation. He and Basen nearly slid through it on their way down.

“What now?” Leida was asking in a panic as they came to the bottom.

“Keep running until we must fight,” her father answered.

Their party rushed away from the precipice, all shooting looks back over their shoulders at the dajriks climbing down one after the other. The giants did not move quickly, but with their long limbs they still descended the wall with alarming speed. They sped up even more once they reached the ground and broke into a run. The only thing keeping them from catching up to Desil’s fleeing party were the many pillars they were forced to navigate around with their awkwardly large bodies.

One let out a roar that would’ve caused everyone in Desil’s hometown of Kayvol to abandon their homes if the giant had been in view. Terror gave Desil’s party a boost of speed past their normal limit as their caution dissolved. Leida was the first to slip as they headed out of the enormous cavern and back the way they’d come. Desil stopped to help her up, but Beatrix slipped on the loose gravel right after. Kirnich grabbed her and hoisted her up before Desil could get there. Rushed dajrik footsteps beat closer behind them as they helped each other over and around mounds of rock that made up this precarious ground.

They came into a tunnel they’d crossed through that hopefully would be too small for the dajriks. Desil looked back at their pursuers. He announced what he saw.

“They’re shouldering through, even though some of the ceiling is coming down on them! They’re not going to stop until they reach us.” He was ready to fight if anyone fell again, for the dajriks were too close to outrun if anyone slowed down.

Desil softened a patch of stone, then took off again, now at the back. It would only take a few seconds for the stone to return to its normal state, but the dajriks were close enough that both behemoths stepped into the softened ground in time.

Rock in the texture of mud splashed out, sending the lead dajrik stumbling before falling into a sprawl with a mountain-shaking crash. The other ran around it and screamed something.

“Dar ee hum!”

“What can you tell from their energy?” Basen asked Beatrix.

“All I can feel is rage.”

Desil softened the ground behind them once more, hoping his assumption about these creatures’ low intelligence was correct. Sure enough, the second one didn’t put together what Desil had done to the first and tripped over the loose ground.

The creature quickly started to rise, though. Bellowing with its thunderous voice, it didn’t seem as if it would stop chasing Desil’s party until it had them, so it came as a shock when the dajrik instead bent down to hoist up a boulder that looked like a mere rock in its hand. It threw the boulder overhand at them after a running start.

“Move to a side!” Desil yelled. “Any side!”

The boulder landed just before him at the back as they separated, then bounced past with a huge gust of wind. It slammed into the side of their chosen exit, ricocheting off to crash into the other side with a crack. Rocks nearly as large as this boulder broke off from both sides of the walls and fell across their escape route.

Desil sped to get to the blockage. He connected his mind to all the stone in front of him and worked to soften as much as he could. The rocks and boulders fell together so that all the gaps between them closed, lowering the makeshift wall a total of about a yard. It was a quick climb up, a fast dash across, and a tiny jump onto the other side for Desil’s party.

They heard little more than incensed blubbering from the dajriks, and soon, nothing. That didn’t stop Desil and the others from rushing, though, as they made their way all the way back to the cavern where they’d mined out the akorell metal in their bags.

With everyone panting, Basen made a portal to somewhere with dirt on the ground and the open sky above. Desil didn’t recognize it. Pain caught up to him as he waited for the others to jump in first, his back convulsing from the beating it had taken from his akorell filled pack.

“Go, Desil,” Kirnich said, after Leida and Adriya had gone through.

There was a moment of pride as Desil realized that he no longer needed to worry about whether he’d made the right decision to come. His purpose was now obvious. He leapt into the portal.

 

 

*****

 

 

Desil felt as though a day had passed between leaving the Dajrik Mountains and arriving here, although it had only been a moment. It was as if he’d awoken from a long sleep after a night of too much drink, his head reeling. He had trouble believing they had just been fleeing from dajriks in the depths of the mountains, as now everything was quiet and at peace. The sun was too bright for him to see anything. He blinked and squinted, then had his first good look.

The land was desolate as if abandoned. A shoddy wall wrapped around where they were—what seemed to be a place where Krepps used to dwell. Primitive huts with torn cloth flapped in the breeze.

“Where are we?” Desil asked.

“The Kreppen encampment during the Great War of Ovira,” Basen said. “They lived here in the thousands as they prepared to march on Kyrro, but there’s nothing here for anyone anymore. We won’t be bothered. Come, and I’ll show you where we’ll be making camp until the bomb is ready.”

The encampment was huge, probably four square miles. It was difficult to imagine thousands of Krepps working toward a single cause here, yet it was even more difficult to think of what kind of force it would’ve taken to stop them. Desil’s mother had only just joined the Academy at seventeen years of age before war was declared against the territory of Tenred, a war that would eventually be called the Great War of Ovira. She fought against many of the Krepps that built up their army here with weapons and armor, for the lizard-like creatures sided with Kyrro’s enemies in an unprecedented alliance between Krepps and humans.

Desil had never imagined what the Kreppen encampment had looked like, but after his experience in the Kreppen village in Regash Forest, it was easy to picture the creatures fighting each other here for sport, spitting and laughing, probably in good spirits as they thought a victory over humans would be effortless.

Basen led them to the eastern edge where the dilapidated wall came to an end. Here was a beach with the ocean lapping at the course sand. A wooden structure that Desil couldn’t quite call a house had been built near a flat-edged hillock that made up one wall of the large enclosure. Basen took them inside, through a twisting entranceway, the wood wet and rotting, and led them into a square room with a wall missing, giving them an open view of the ocean.

The headmaster removed his bag and started taking out the broken akorell metal piece by piece. The others followed suit until everything they’d collected was sitting in a small pile between them.

“None of this will be needed if we can get to the akorell metal near the dajriks’ home,” Basen said as he lifted one of the larger chunks. It already had a faint glow. “I’ll see if I can get a few more rings made out of this. Having only two limits our ability to travel with portals.”

“Whoever found the akorell metal in those mountains before us probably doesn’t know about the rest,” Leida suggested. “They must be searching elsewhere for more. Do you have any idea where they could be looking?”

“Why do you ask?”

“It seems best to avoid them if we can, just as we should avoid the Marros.”

Basen put down the akorell in his hand to direct his full attention to his daughter. “Are you saying you don’t want to attempt taking the akorell metal near the dajriks?”

“I’m saying I don’t think any of us should try to take that akorell metal. There has to be a safer option.”

“There probably is,” Basen admitted. “But I don’t know where else we can find as much as we need. We’ll have to search throughout Ovira. It could take months, and we still might not find enough.”

She put up her hands. “I’m not only scared for myself. I fear for everyone’s safety.”

He showed her a somber smile. “I know, but this is the safest option I’m aware of. We just have to get to the akorell near the dajriks before the Marros do.”

Leida didn’t seem pleased as she frowned, though she didn’t speak her mind further as she looked away from her father. Kirnich and Beatrix moved apart from the group to speak between themselves. Desil watched the warrior produce the vial of caregelow with half of it remaining and drink with a sour face until it was done.

“What is it, Leida?” Basen asked.

“I’m still not sure. I have this feeling that there’s a connection to be made between the missing akorell metal and the people involved in making this bomb. The akorell metal has been valuable since its discovery long before I was born, yet it feels only recently that someone removed the akorell from the Dajrik Mountains. Didn’t you tell me that you told the king about it eventually?”

“Yes, we spoke once or twice about getting a group together to mine out the akorell, but it was never worth the risk of entering the mountains. Unless he has a portal mage I don’t know about, I don’t see how anyone loyal to King Fernan could’ve made it to the akorell metal before us.”

“I don’t either. I think it’s someone else.” She paused. “I can feel the man in my sleep getting closer to me, but I still don’t know why he wants to know who or where I am. I have felt more from him recently, though, more than I think he wants me to know.” She turned to Desil with a look as if fed up with the torment this man had brought upon her. “Have you?”

“No.” I’d rather it be me he wants than you. Desil would reach farther the next time he entered the other plane. He would find this man and figure out what he wanted with Leida, before he got it. But Desil needed to know not just where to look for this man but how.

“How does he find you when you go there?” Desil asked her.

“I don’t know yet, but I think he’s involved in all of this. He’s mentioned akorell. Father, you must know of someone else you’ve spoken to about making this bomb.”

“Just the Elves, but I only brought Rhy back to Merejic recently. None of them could’ve made it all the way to the Dajrik Mountains in that time, unless—like I’ve mentioned before—there is someone else who can make portals. I don’t think that’s the case, as I haven’t felt any other openings.”

Desil took that to mean the headmaster was more in touch with the energy of the world than Desil could grasp. He still didn’t fully understand portals, but it seemed as if Leida’s father didn’t either. Like Desil, they both used a feeling to push themselves and their world to its limits.

“I want to try again to reach this man,” Basen said. “We have time now as we wait for the akorell to charge. Do you think that he’s…uh, available?”

Leida nodded reluctantly. “But I don’t see how you can get there with me if you couldn’t earlier. Only Desil seems to be able to.”

“And what has your experience been so far, Desil?” Basen asked.

“Less involved. I haven’t been targeted in the same way Leida has, and I haven’t figured out how to keep her safe.”

“That’s not your responsibility,” Leida told him forcefully.

Yes, Desil knew that, but it didn’t change how much he felt it to be. She seemed vulnerable each time she slept until something could be figured out. Had she told her father just how much power they’d felt from this man? Basen didn’t seem as worried as Desil. Leida probably keeps it from him.

Kirnich and Beatrix came over. “We’ve decided to return to the castle tonight,” she announced. “Kirnich has already taken the rest of his caregelow. Soon I’ll be putting him to sleep as he heals. We’ll need your portal to get us as close as possible without detection. It at least has to be past the curtain wall. There’s no way for us to get past that otherwise.”

“I can make one that will get you behind the castle keep, right next to its back wall, but that means I’m going to need help charging the akorell metal for the next few hours,” Basen said. “I might need to make several portals because it could take some traveling to figure out where to find Steffen Duroby. I don’t know where the Academy army is at the moment, so we’ll have to check a few places.”

Desil whispered to Leida, “Is Steffen the chemist?”

She nodded.

“Are you ready to start charging with me, Leida and Adriya?”

Both seemed surprised. “Right now?” Adriya asked.

“We don’t have time to rest longer, unfortunately.”

Desil suddenly became aware that, with all this akorell metal to be used for portals, it might be a long while until they had a chance to get a full night’s rest again. He decided to take advantage right now, finding a spot away from the mages where the ground was flat to set out his blanket. They began gathering bastial energy over the akorell metal as he shut his eyes and listened to the wind of their spells.

No power reached out for him as he fell into the world of sleep. It angered him that this man instead waited for Leida. Why her?

Desil kept himself in a state of waking slumber as he searched in different directions as far as his mind could reach. There was an endless amount of energy, too much to scour. He needed some way of pinpointing a stranger on this land, but soon his mind tired and he fell asleep.

He awoke some hours later to Beatrix touching his shoulder. “I’m glad you’ve rested, because we need you now.”

Desil sat up. “What can I do?”

“Come with us.”

“To the castle?” He scoffed. There was no way he would leave Basen, Leida, and Adriya. He’d already proven how necessary his skills were to aid them.

“Yes, we need you. We’ll never get inside without you, and my father will never know the truth. Please, Desil. Kirnich and I have talked this through. The only option involves you.”

He could feel her bending his mind to her will, but he had no clue how to resist. “Are you sure there’s no other way?”

“No, not to get past my brother, who I’m sure has lookouts watching for me and Kirnich. This is the only way—using what you can do to stone. Please.”

At hearing her practically beg, Desil gave a resigned sigh. How could he say no?

“And the others are fine with this?” he asked.

“They understand and have left it up to you.”

The three mages were still gathering energy over the akorell metal as it now shined like a mirror catching the sunlight.

“Let me make sure,” Desil told the psychic as he made his way over to the rest of his group.

Beatrix gave him his distance as she waited with an awake but silent Kirnich.

“They want me to go with them,” Desil told the others.

Leida stopped gathering energy to face him. Her shoulders were slack as her father and Adriya sat on the ground nearby, all clearly exhausted. “Have they told you the plan?” Leida asked.

“No.”

“It’s up to you, Desil,” Basen said. “It will be dangerous, but you won’t be missing anything if you go. We plan to wait for you here while we rest.”

“How will I get back?”

“I’ll make a portal for you at the first sign of light in the morning. Be at the training center near the castle as soon as you can and wait for the portal there. If you’re late, I will make another a little after sunrise, then again each hour until you return to us, or until I’ve used up all the akorell metal.”

That settled it for Desil. Beatrix had done more than enough without asking for much. It was time to repay her and Kirnich.

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Desil realized just how scared Beatrix was as he listened to her plan. She spoke with loathing about her brother, but with caution as well. She made it clear that Allephon Estlander’s wish to end her life was his biggest priority.

There was the chance, however, that Beatrix was wrong about any or all of this. Jimmin, the king’s adviser Desil had the unfortunate luck of meeting in his mother’s tavern, had proven he could lie undetected to psychics. Perhaps he was the one who’d sent Micklin after Beatrix, or maybe it was someone else they hadn’t met. It had been clear to Desil that the team assaulting his mother’s tavern had wanted him dead as well as Beatrix. That made it even more dangerous to go with her and Kirnich to the castle, he supposed, but the plan sounded solid enough to trust with his life. He just had to get past his own fear.

“How are your injuries?” Desil asked Kirnich. The warrior no longer wore bandages, though it might have been because he’d run out.

“I’ll be able to climb fine.”

“And fight?” Desil asked.

“There won’t be fighting,” Beatrix replied, as if saying it made it so.

Only if everything goes according to plan. “In case there is, I would like to know if Kirnich is capable.”

“I am capable,” the warrior punctuated. “But don’t take out that sword unless you see me draw mine first.”

Desil nodded. That had been his plan anyway.

Beatrix took a small pouch from her pocket. She moved her fingers within, the sound of coins clinking, then drew out a key. “I’m trusting you with this, but it must be returned to me.”

Desil took it and made light for a look. Long and slender at its center, it seemed like any other key he’d seen. “Is this for the hatch on the roof of the castle?”

“There’s no key for that. It can only be bolted from within, which it won’t be. They expect no one to get past the curtain wall without detection, and they certainly don’t expect anyone climbing up the outside of the castle and entering from the top. What you hold is the master key. It will get you into any room, though some locks will take hard wiggling. Don’t give up, but try not to make noise if the key doesn’t work smoothly.”

“Are you ready?” Basen called to them.

“Almost,” Desil said, then inclined his head toward Beatrix and prepared for her to groan. “Tell me again how to get to the armory.”

She growled rather than groaned. “You don’t remember? I just told you.”

“I do remember, but I’ve never been in the castle before, so I want to make sure there’s nothing I forget.” If I get lost in there, it could be the death of all of us if Beatrix is right about her brother’s intent.

 

 

*****

 

 

When Desil was ready, the six of them left the strange wooden enclosure to walk back to where Basen’s portal had dumped them into the encampment in the first place. Desil went over in his mind Beatrix’s directions to the armory, but his curiosity piqued when Adriya asked Leida’s father how he was able to make a portal into the Kreppen encampment if the creatures had no power over bastial energy.

“It has been gathered many times in that spot ahead of us, but not by Krepps.” Basen directed light onto a blackened wall that didn’t seem to be part of a building. It was the only stone structure in sight, and it seemed to have taken quite a beating from fireballs. “It’s where the Krepps were punished for breaking rules. As you can see, it’s quite public.”

Leida made a sound of shock. “A lot of Krepps must’ve been burned for enough energy to be gathered for a portal.”

“Thousands,” Basen said.

“How many students at the Academy are punished for misbehaving?” Leida wondered. “I never thought to ask before.”

“Want to guess?” Basen inquired with amusement.

Adriya went first. “I say ten a year.”

“I think it’s the same,” Leida agreed.

“It’s more like one hundred students per year,” said Basen.

Leida gasped. “They must be small offenses.”

“Not always. I was shocked when I first became headmaster to find out that there are always vandals and thieves coming fresh into the Academy each year as well as graduating with their class after three years. Then there are the dolts who make a poor decision at some point but don’t have ill intentions. Even with psychics able to question them, you would be surprised how many attempt to lie once they’re caught. Some of them even get close to convincing themselves that their actions don’t warrant punishment.”

“But none of them are expelled?” Desil asked.

“A few have almost been removed,” Basen said as he turned his attention to Beatrix. “But only Micklin was expelled during my time as headmaster.”

“What did he do?” Desil wondered.

Basen let out his light as they stopped in front of the charred wall. “He was troubled—still is, though he would never agree with that statement. Micklin was twelve when he first got involved with the Academy. It was toward the end of the Takary War. Everyone in his family had been killed by enemies of the Academy. Naturally, he took refuge with us. None of us noticed anything strange from him. He was eager to help in any way he could, clearly wanting revenge, but he was too young to do anything besides run supplies from one area of the Academy to another. We did allow him to start training eventually, though, and he took to pyforial energy quickly. I was busy during and after the end of the war, so I had little contact with him.”

There sounded to be regret in Basen’s voice as he continued. “He lived at the Academy and trained as if he was a new enrollee, but I believe now that he wasn’t ready, at twelve, to spend the following years living the life of a much older teenager. His only guidance came from our pyforial instructor, Neeko, and each lesson was nothing more than strengthening Micklin’s manipulation over the difficult-to-control energy. He became more powerful than he did wise over the years. By the time he was sixteen, the youngest age allowed to join the Academy, he acted as if he should’ve been the most revered student in the school. Neeko came to me with concerns, but both of us agreed there was nothing too alarming that required action. We watched Micklin more carefully.”

Basen paused. “I suppose we were waiting for something to happen. It took three years, when Micklin was almost finished at the Academy, before he killed someone.”

“Did you know any of this?” Kirnich asked Beatrix.

“No. I never spoke about him with my father, and no one else in the castle seemed to know anything about him. Who did he kill?”

“He got this idea that he was bigger than the Academy,” Basen said. “More important than all of us. He talked about the war often with Neeko and the other pyforial students. But it wasn’t just the frequency with which he talked about the war that made it seem as if he longed for battle. It was the way he seemed bored with the routine of the Academy. He’d already proven himself as the strongest pyforial mage, besides his instructor, and he seemed intent on making a name for himself the way some of us had through war. He set out one night, venturing into the capital to look for trouble. We questioned him later about this with psyche.”

Basen fiddled with his wand. “We should’ve questioned him years earlier. After a painfully long interrogation, we got the truth. He walked through the streets at night, in places where he was more likely to be targeted for theft. Eventually someone with a knife wanted his money, and Micklin refused. The thief walked away rather than attack. I don’t know how many more thieves threatened him in the next few hours, but eventually one with a dagger didn’t back down when Micklin challenged him. It must’ve been easy for a pyforial mage like Micklin to kill the man, but he just as easily could’ve detained the thief or let him go after scaring him. Micklin was profusely proud of what he’d done. Eventually we got him to admit that he had planned to go back another night and kill other thieves. He claimed he would soon be called a hero by the people of Kyrro, putting an end to all robberies on the streets because thieves would be scared of running into him. But really he just wanted to kill and make a name for himself in the process. The interrogation proved this.”

Basen laughed without humor. “He was surprised and furious when we came to the decision to expel him from the Academy, and even more shocked when he was taken to the castle so Fernan could figure out what to do. Imagine my surprise when I discovered later that the king had employed Micklin.”

Desil looked to Beatrix. It was her father who’d hired Micklin, and now it didn’t seem as if Micklin would stop until she was dead.

“Somehow my brother has gained his loyalty,” Beatrix said in a cold tone.

“That means Micklin’s probably at the castle,” Kirnich told Desil. “Make sure he doesn’t see you.”

Desil had already planned to hide from everyone he could, but rather than merely avoiding Micklin, it seemed prudent to prepare for the worst. “How can I beat him if he does find me?”

“He won’t,” Beatrix ensured, “so long as you stick to the path to the armory that I told you.”

“But if you do see him,” Kirnich countered, “you run. There’s no way to beat him without a team. Scream if you must. There must be only a few in the castle who know of Allephon’s plan to eliminate us. Others will keep you safe. I know my men—they’ll fight honorably. But you’ll need at least a few of them on your side to have any chance against Micklin, and even more if that mage is with him.”

“Erwal,” Desil remembered. “Leida, you still haven’t told me what you know about him.”

“Because it’s embarrassing,” she said.

“I only need to know who he most wants to hurt so it will be easier to defend ourselves the next time he attacks with Micklin and Girgis. Is it…you?” Desil choked on the words before getting them out.

“Probably not. I don’t think he’s chasing us because of me.”

“Leida,” Basen scolded. “Why didn’t you tell me something happened with him?”

“Like I said, it was embarrassing.” She looked up. “But it doesn’t matter. He’s a strong fire mage with no empathy. I’m sure he was hired by Allephon for the same reason as Micklin. He won’t hesitate to kill us, any of us, Desil. Beatrix might be their primary target, but from what happened at your mother’s tavern, it seems that we are all equally at risk. Are you sure the three of you should be going to the castle? Wouldn’t it be better to stay with us until we have a larger group? The Wind Knights will be involved in this soon enough.”

Beatrix and Kirnich shared a glance, neither of their troubled expressions showing even a hint of approval for the idea.

“My father’s at risk,” the princess told Leida.

Desil was surprised when that was all she would say. “Why?” he asked.

“From Allephon,” she specified with a sneer.

Desil felt disgust as he realized what she was saying. Fernan could already be dead. Desil was surprised he hadn’t considered the possibility earlier.

But there would’ve been news if it were true. Desil’s mother would’ve heard it from someone. The king probably was still alive, but Beatrix was right. If Allephon was capable of killing his own sister, why not his father as well?

“Have you figured out why he wants you dead?” Desil asked.

“No. And I won’t know until I speak to him, which I’m not going to do until he’s locked in a cell.”

“We’ve spent enough time delaying,” Kirnich said ominously.

“I’ve been trying to formulate the portal entrance in my mind,” Basen said. “Like I told you earlier, I haven’t made a portal behind the castle for years. Give me a little while longer.”

They moved away to let Leida’s father focus, separating into two groups. Desil went with Leida and Adriya.

“My father misses the Academy,” Leida told them. “I can tell from his tone. I’m sure he misses my mother as well.”

Desil hadn’t noticed any longing in Basen’s voice, but he trusted Leida to know her father. Desil missed his mother, but more so his father. Leida seemed to be waiting for Desil to say something, but he couldn’t focus past the tightness in his chest.

Desil had never killed anyone before, but he felt that he would have to before the end of this. It would likely be Micklin, Erwal, Girgis, or all three of them. He needed Leida’s help with that.

“At least tell me if there’s something I can use as a reason for revenge against Erwal,” Desil said.

“Why are you asking so much about him?” Adriya asked, though without annoyance.

It was difficult for Desil to say the truth, but if he couldn’t even speak the details, how did he expect to actually go through with it?

“Because I might have to take his life with my sword, and I want a better reason than because he tried to burn me.”

“He didn’t do anything to me that deserves death, Desil,” Leida said. “He just harassed me in the year we spent training with the Group One mages.”

“You make his harassment sound like it was nothing,” Adriya said. “He terrified and distracted you for months.”

“But it’s done, and nothing happened.”

In the abrupt silence, it was clear Leida would rather not speak about it. Desil figured Erwal had obsessed over her. He was probably like some of the men Desil had met who believed they deserved a woman’s affection, therefore it should happen. Anger was usually the result when their expectations were not met.

“The portal’s ready,” Basen announced, putting an end to any further discussion.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

There was nothing but black within Basen’s wavering portal. Although Desil had gone through a few by now, he still wasn’t ready to jump in without inspecting the image for solid ground to land on. Here, he saw none.

Kirnich leapt in without hesitation, then Beatrix followed. Desil ignored his fear and jumped into what looked like an abyss.

He struck what felt to be tilted ground that he somehow began rolling across upward. Realizing his senses were mixed up, he put out his arms in hopes of stopping himself, but his momentum was too much. Something snatched him by his legs.

The ground spun, but he could tell he had stopped moving. Kirnich was the one who’d grabbed hold of him; he could tell by the size of the warrior’s hands.

“Careful,” Kirnich whispered. “You’re about to roll backward down a hill.”

Desil felt the incline with the back of his head. He started to sit up, but Kirnich pulled him up hard enough for Desil to feel some air beneath his feet before he landed. It was almost as if the warrior wanted to show off his renewed strength.

The caregelow must’ve worked well. Desil felt new confidence with Kirnich by his side. So long as I’m not alone if we encounter enemies, all will go well.

The cuts on Desil’s knuckles stung as he put his hands against the stone. He hoped he would have time to heal completely after he got Beatrix in front of her father, though part of him wondered if that was a foolish notion. Desil dug his hands and feet into the softened wall to begin a slow and careful ascent.

The wind cut at his ears halfway up. The castle was mountainous in height. It was said the king could see all of Kyrro from its top.

Desil ensured he’d stay on the wall with strong kicks of his feet to make up for his bleeding knuckles. They stung worse the harder he grabbed.

He reached the top, the wind pulling at him. The roof of the castle before him was a walkway that wrapped all the way around the keep. An assortment of towers crowded the middle, some reaching heights that would even make Desil nervous to climb. Mountains he trusted not to fall, but Kyrro’s castle had been rebuilt more than a few times over the centuries, mostly from the damage it took during war.

Kirnich had predicted correctly. The one guard Desil could see from here was asleep in a chair in one of the corners. Fortunately, it wasn’t the corner where Beatrix had told Desil to enter. He went down the walkway until he came to the empty corner, then crouched over the closed latch. He pulled to open it, but it caught, locked. She said this would be open.

He looked over his shoulder. The sleeping guard was too far from this distance to see, which meant Desil shouldn’t need to worry about being caught if he hurried. He rolled up his sleeves and got to work.

He set his mind on the inner workings of the stone. Something made it as solid as it was—the same power that determined just how much force would be needed to break it apart. He reached this power by grasping it with his mind and held on. He commanded the essence of the stone to alter, to weaken.

Although this translated to him softening the stone, the specifics of it were more complicated. When Desil had first come to his ability to alter water, under the tutelage of his father, the obscurities of these powers hindered his progress. There were things he wished to know that neither he nor his father could figure out. As he now prepared to change the stone to a near liquid state, which he had never before been able to do on his own, he found himself once again searching for answers.

The sheer force of his will wasn’t enough for him to thrust deeper than half his hand into the clay substance. He needed something beyond screaming at the essence of the stone. It was too strong. He needed it to submit.

With land or water, it had always been more difficult for Desil to channel his spell deep in a narrow funnel rather than spread it across the surface. Stone was a stubborn beast in comparison to water, though. It resisted every change with impossible-to-break strength. Desil couldn’t overpower it, so he tried another method.

He would have to work through the stone in sections. He’d already driven his fingers through the surface. Now he would let it harden as he put the full force of his mind behind weakening the bone-breaking hard surface at his fingertips. Even at the softest he could make it, he couldn’t move his fingers through without using his wrist or arm, so this next step would have to be done all at once.

He ignored the rest of the stone he would soon need to get through, focusing on softening only the surface while using every muscle in his right arm to drive his hand down. His fingers slid into it but then jammed and shot pain up his arm. At least his whole hand was buried now.

Stone didn’t revert back to its former state immediately after Desil let go of his connection with its essence; it took a few moments. With that in mind, he needed to soften three parts of the stone at intervals: the very surface at his wrist, the middle at his hand, and the deeper part where he intended to push his hand…his bleeding hand. When he succeeded, there would then be four parts to worry about: the surface, the stone a little deeper where his wrist would be, the stone a little deeper where his hand would be, and even deeper where his fingers must go. When he moved again after that, there would be five parts to worry about.

It was a slow process.

He’d donned his thick gloves for this, as he didn’t need the same dexterity as he did while climbing, but the pain still sliced through him despite the protection. 

It took the better part of an hour before he had half his arm submerged into the softened roof of the castle. He feared Kirnich and Beatrix would worry when he returned to them later than they’d anticipated, which might lead to a poor decision on their part, such as attempting to come in through the front of the keep to look for him.

Going deeper into the stone ground at this point was exponentially more difficult, as he could only soften two inches at a time. Every interval had to be done right after the other for everything to be soft enough to push his arm deeper.

Finally, his hands broke through, the softened stone crumbling down through the newly made hole. Desil couldn’t see through the darkness as he heard the falling masonry splashing against the floor. He stuck his arm through the hole, down to his shoulder, and felt around the underside of the wooden hatch until his fingers came across a latch. He pushed it and heard the sweet sound of a lock sliding out.

Desil threw open the hatch and climbed down the ladder. He made light for himself when he reached the bottom, walking across the chunks of stone on the ground that had reverted back to a solid state.

There was only one direction to go, so Desil stopped gathering bastial energy for light and went at a quick pace. The castle was enormous, but it was important to note that it was taller than it was wide. At the very top, he had a long way to go to get to the bottom.

After a short walk down a hall, he came out onto a walkway. A mere bannister was all that stood between him and a long fall to his death, reminding him how dangerous it would be to flee from someone in this dim place. This area—the great hall, he believed it was called—was large enough to fit many of his mother’s taverns, stacked on top of one another. The walkway encompassed the freefall, the faint glow of torches like stars on the other side showing Desil just how far it went. A sawtooth staircase descended into the depths of the keep, where everything blurred to gray.

As Desil made his way toward the top of the staircase, he was surprised at just how much wood, rather than stone, had been used in the construction of the interior. It was jet black, and it stopped him for a moment as he bent to feel it with his fingertips. Could this be ironbark?

But there was so much of the expensive material. It would’ve cost thousands of—why even question it? Of course it was ironbark.

Not all the ironbark was paid for by the current king. Kyrro’s history was rich with men of exorbitant wealth coming to power, all thinking they would be the first king to die of old age in their castle, eventually passing the crown to their son.

Beatrix’s father had lived here without any public drama for twenty-five years, but it was always during times of war in the past when danger somehow found entrance into this keep.

Desil might be part of history, he realized as he walked down these steps with the master key in his pocket and a knife on his belt.

He didn’t want to be part of history.

During his long descent, he passed a few women in simple robes, none showing him more than a glance. The walls nearest to the staircase were adorned with banners that he didn’t recognize, most likely representative of families with some importance to Kyrro. His father had given him many history lessons, explaining that most of the families in those dramatic tales still had members alive today, some even holding onto old grudges. The Takarys, for example, would never be forgotten by the offspring of their enemies, nor would they let themselves be.

Desil’s father had told him much about the Hillers as well, and not all of it was good. Leida’s father had been born into a family of great political power that was also cursed by greed. There was a wall somewhere in Tenred castle with their banner, which Leida would probably be ashamed to see.

Desil had been pulled away with thoughts of old wars and glorious battles. Like every boy, he hadn’t wanted to wait for his own adventure as he listened to the tales of the men and women who’d shaped the land. Surely, as a manipulator of the water and land itself, he would one day have a reason to take a similar risk as the very real heroes did in his mother and father’s tales. One day he would have a reason for glory. Something would send him on a course to defend the good people of Kyrro. But as the years went on, he began to wonder if he was wrong, especially considering that his own hero—his father—had lost a battle that had cost him his life.

Desil couldn’t let it end the same way for himself. He’d been apprehensive about rejoining Basen after what had happened in Kanoan, and the only reason he was in the castle now was to help Beatrix and repay her for her support. However, it was time to start forming his own reason for taking these risks. Otherwise he was no more than a pawn in this war.

The war is wrong—thousands will die. I must stop it.

He knew it to be true, but he didn’t feel it like Basen did. Desil would do what was right, but solely out of responsibility. Basen was prepared to die to see this through. Was Desil? He might have to find out, and he’d better have figured it out before then.

I still need my own reason to do this.

As he came to each new floor, he didn’t get much of a sense of the true size of the castle keep from only the staircase and the walkways. There was too much that he couldn’t see. Closed doors and hooked hallways left a lot to be imagined.

Beatrix had told him that from the bottom of the stairs he should see the only exit of the keep. It was ahead of him now, with no one in sight. He considered succumbing to his fear of doing this alone and trying to leave through the front door. He could keep it unlocked, as it only bolted from the other side. But if that had been what Beatrix wanted, she would’ve mentioned it. There was probably too much risk of someone hearing, or someone seeing as Desil made his way around from one side of the keep to the other.

The hallway she’d told him to take was somewhere to his left, but which one was it? Two led straight, each to a closed door. He shouldn’t be standing here where he could easily be seen. The feeling that someone was watching made him scurry into the nearest hallway, where he stopped until he could recall Beatrix’s instructions.

“Once you’re facing the door to the keep from the bottom of the stairs, go through the nearest hallway. Follow it until you reach a door. There shouldn’t be a guard, but if there is, hide somewhere until he leaves.”

Desil didn’t know where he should hide, so he was glad when he saw no guard in front of the door. It was unlocked, and he saw why after a moment. It only led to another hallway. This one looked no different than the other, except for the doors flanking Desil that probably led into rooms rather than more hallways.

He passed through corridors, turning where Beatrix had told him to turn and unlocking the doors she’d told him to open.

It wasn’t a long walk, but the feeling that someone would catch him made each second feel like a minute. He stopped suddenly and listened for footsteps. He thought he heard a patter, but he couldn’t be sure. Faint voices drifted through the walls to cover the sound.

Soon he arrived at the metal door to the armory where Beatrix said weaponry was stored. It wasn’t frequently used, for there was another armory outside the castle, but it should still have what they needed.

Desil unlocked the door quietly, but it let out a deafening groan as he opened it. He quickly closed it after him and turned the key to lock it behind him, but the sound of its metal latch striking into its place no doubt could be heard from anywhere in the last hallway.

It was too dark for Desil to make out anything. He made light and saw standing shelves. Each long shelf reached from one end of the armory nearly to the other, creating five aisles. They contained many hefty chests, none of which were locked. Desil started looking through those he could reach, but all only contained swords—swords and more swords. Chipped and rusted, they must’ve been discards. Then Desil came across the shields, hundreds of them. Some were still of decent quality. All the iron and steel in this armory was probably worth a small fortune, and yet here they lay for what could’ve been years. Desil couldn’t imagine what it cost to equip the entire army with weapons of better quality than these.

Some of Desil’s father’s rants about the kings and their wealth were beginning to make sense. Wade had often let anger consume him while drunk, spewing out what Desil had thought to be conjecture about how the kings cared more about taking each other’s land than about the people they were supposed to oversee.

The current king of Kyrro was said to use coin wisely to create work for his people. But most of the citizens didn’t get to see all this excess, which made it clear that a higher percentage of Fernan’s coin went into the war. It was no doubt the same for the king of Tenred. Basen probably knows how much Fernan has really spent on preparing his army, and how much of that money has come from taxes.

Desil put it out of his mind as he continued his search. There was some armor down here as well, mismatched gauntlets and pauldrons, and boiled leather tunics sloppily thrown into barrels along the walls. Bows with snapped strings or no string at all lay in a pile in one corner below the slit window. Cold air sent a chill to Desil’s neck as he opened a smaller chest near the bows.

It wasn’t what he was looking for, but this chest could’ve been more valuable than any other. Or its contents could’ve been worthless. Desil didn’t know enough about potions to tell. There must’ve been fifty vials, strung together in pairs. He took one pair and held it in front of his glowing cluster of bastial energy that he used for light. One liquid was the consistency of water but gray like the castle walls. The other was thick, a brownish-yellow color like barley.

He put two sets of the potions in his pockets and continued his search. Beatrix seemed certain he could find a long rope in here, but he was beginning to wonder if she’d ever set foot in this armory. It was a large place, made more difficult to navigate by all the shelves and the darkness.

He eventually came to the final wall he had yet to search. He nearly laughed when he saw the rope right away, hanging on a post. If he’d walked through this aisle first, he could’ve saved himself some trouble.

He lifted it off the post and was almost taken down by its weight. He struggled to get it over his shoulder. Bastial hell, it would be a difficult climb back up all those steps. It wasn’t as if he could hide the rope, either. He remembered Kirnich’s advice, though. Most of the people here were not part of Allephon’s plot to eliminate his sister. So long as Desil didn’t run into the wrong person, all would be fine.

He started to make his way out but heard the creak of the armory door. He dared not move as he listened. The door shut and locked. Desil waited.

Slow footsteps indicated someone looking for something in here. Desil could scarcely make out light on the other end of the armory. It seemed to be more yellow than white. Lamplight. Whoever was here was not a bastial mage. They started down the farthest aisle from Desil.

Desil couldn’t move as a realization came over him that he was the target of this person’s search. He forced his feet to work, creeping around the armory, keeping the shelves in between him and his pursuer in hopes he might make it to the door. But there was no way out without the door betraying his escape. How well could he run with the rope? His legs would give out before he could sprint all the way up the stairs.

“I know you’re in here, Desil,” called a familiar voice. “You don’t have to die. Come out and cooperate.”

Micklin’s words went straight through Desil’s bones, paralyzing him.

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Micklin must’ve seen Desil walking down the staircase. Or worse, someone else did. There could be another attacker waiting outside the armory in case Desil somehow made it past Micklin. But they hadn’t alerted the castle guard, so Kirnich was right. If Desil could somehow reach others, they could protect him.

“Tell me what you’re doing here,” Micklin ordered.

Desil didn’t make a sound.

“Speak,” Micklin demanded. “You don’t want me angry.”

Desil figured his location at the other end of the armory made him far enough away to ask at least one question. “What do you get out of killing Fernan’s daughter?”

“Don’t try convincing me you came here only for answers. Tell me what you’re doing in this storage.”

Desil didn’t speak so as to listen for movement. The silence drew on, Desil’s breathing all he could hear.

“You’re not coming out of here alive unless you cooperate.” Micklin sounded pleased, as if he might be smiling as he spoke.

Desil considered making a racket. If others came to investigate, Micklin couldn’t kill him in front of witnesses. But it would probably provoke the pyforial mage into attacking. There was no doubt in Desil’s mind that Micklin could kill him before anyone arrived.

Desil put his ear against the cold floor. A weak tap…tap indicated footsteps, but there was no way for Desil to tell their direction. He needed Micklin to keep talking.

“I will cooperate if you answer my question,” Desil said. “Why are you doing this?”

“Why do you think?” He sounded closer, but which aisle was he in?

“Because Allephon told you to do it, and you are afraid to disobey him.” Desil figured this would provoke Micklin more than the truth.

“Afraid?” He gave a dry laugh. “I fear nothing.”

“Is that why you attempted to kill Beatrix while she slept?” Desil asked sarcastically. “Out of courage?”

Micklin didn’t reply.

“You always take her by surprise, and yet you still fail. You sent your swords at her when we were leaving Kanoan, but Kirnich saw and jumped in the way. You tried to set a trap for her at my mother’s tavern, but I noticed you in time. These are strange ways of showing you’re not afraid to face her.”

When Desil heard nothing, he put his ear against the floor again. There wasn’t a sound. Desil wouldn’t move or speak until he heard something.

“Beatrix and Kirnich are my only challenging kills so far.” Micklin appeared to have returned to the only exit, blocking any chance of escape. “Caution is important.”

“You want them dead for what reason?”

“I don’t want them dead, but they must die.”

“Why?”

There was a long pause. “What are you trying to accomplish right now?” Micklin asked.

“I just want to know the truth before I might be killed.”

“You don’t need to die for them.”

“Why them and not me? They are no threat to you or Allephon.”

“Beatrix is a threat to Allephon, and Kirnich will protect her. If you are intent on protecting her like he does, then you will die with both of them.”

He doesn’t care who dies so long as he claims Beatrix’s life.

“You speak about killing as if you enjoy it.”

“It’s not the act I enjoy but the hunt. Tell me where she is now, and you will stay alive. So long as you don’t interfere and don’t lie.”

“Is she a threat because her brother thinks she’s helping the headmaster stop this war?”

“No.”

“I will tell you where she is once you tell me the truth.”

The sound of boots beating against the floor sent Desil darting around the standing shelf nearest to him. It would be the only thing between him and a charging Micklin. But just as suddenly as he’d begun running, the mage stopped halfway across the armory, possibly in the very middle. He laughed with amusement.

Desil remained where it was nearly full black, as he knew Micklin would have trouble killing him without bringing the lamp, which would give away his location. Let him laugh. Let him underestimate me.

“Allephon has given me permission to kill anyone I please, anywhere at any time, so long as it’s not someone Allephon needs alive.”

Desil swallowed. “And what does Fernan say about this?”

“He won’t be a problem.”

Bastial hell. Was the king already dead or would he be soon?

“So Allephon plans to murder his father,” Desil concluded. “And he wants his siblings dead to keep them from retaliating.”

“It’s more complicated than that, but now you should at least see that you’re not just going against me. You could have the entire army of Kyrro to worry about. There is no future for you unless you cooperate.”

Desil hated to admit it, but Micklin may be right. There was one last hope, though, and that was to get to the king if he was still alive. Desil needed to get out of this room.

“Beatrix is far from here,” he lied. “She’s with the headmaster.”

“Then what are you doing here?” It didn’t sound as if Micklin believed him. “Get the truth out in a hurry, or you won’t have another chance to cooperate. The mage you met at your mother’s tavern should be here soon, and he’s even less likely to show mercy than I am.” Micklin paused.

“Don’t you understand what this means?” Micklin’s voice grated. “You have no way out. We will find and kill you without giving you a chance to save yourself. Tell me where Beatrix really is. I know she must be close.”

It was time for the last strategy Desil could think of. He breathed in, found some courage, and threatened the powerful man. “I don’t want to kill you, Micklin, but you’re not giving me much choice.”

Micklin laughed, though there was no amusement this time. “You’re just like your father, Desil. You don’t have the power to kill anyone except the unsuspecting innocent.”

Desil held back his rage. “That sounds more like you than my father. Have you ever faced an opponent without surprising them? Coward.”

“You—if you come out here and face me in the light!”

Desil had what he needed by then, Micklin’s exact location. He rushed out with a shield in front of his chest, his aggression audible in the animalistic sounds arising from his throat. Micklin was little more than a shadow, a lamp in front of the door near his feet. A shape like a sword flew at Desil and struck his shield. The force of it nearly halted him, but he soon regained his momentum.

A gust of what had to be pyforial energy came at him. It felt like inflated wind as it swept through his legs. He stumbled yet found his balance.

Before he could regain his speed to ram Micklin, the mage made a claw. Pyforial energy grabbed Desil’s shield and tried to rip it away. It felt as if the shield had come to life as it thrashed side to side in Desil’s hands, eventually throwing itself and Desil into the wall, but he held on.

Micklin swiped his hand madly through the air. The chests to Desil’s side started rattling as if raring to join the fight, the shield still a wild beast. One chest turned over, pouring old armor pieces across Desil’s feet. A couple lifted to float in front of him. They shot forward and pelted his arm as he protected his head.

The shield broke free of his grasp and tried to pin him against the wall, the feeling like a metal glove beating against his hip. The pyforial mage clearly had lost track of his sword, but more of the chests were opening, contents spilling out.

Desil pushed the shield aside enough for him to slip by as something slammed into the wall where his head had been. He charged toward Micklin, the pyforial mage putting up his palms for protection. Desil dove, instead, for the oil lamp. Something grabbed him by both legs, softer yet more powerful than hands, and tried to drag him away from the lamp. Desil got his hands around the scalding glass, pulled the lamp beneath his mouth and blew. All went dark.

He squirmed out of the grasping energy and crawled over against the nearest wall. He forced his breathing to calm as he listened. He heard pyforial energy slithering around in search of him. Micklin must be able to feel if it touched him.

Desil got to his feet as quietly as he could. Something metal rattled—Micklin apparently mistaking one of the standing shelves for Desil. The rattling stopped.

Desil held his breath. Micklin was close, his breathing ragged. Desil sensed movement, possibly wafts of air, that disoriented him. He couldn’t hold his breath any longer without risking a gasp when it came time to breathe again. He took a few more breaths, unable to hear anything, until he was able to hold it once more.

Micklin’s breathing had calmed somewhat, but Desil could still hear it just a few feet away. The mage hadn’t moved. They both must still be near the door.

Desil gathered as much bastial energy as he could to flash light in Micklin’s eyes. The pyforial mage put up his hands as Desil let the energy go. It had been enough to see exactly where everything was that Desil needed to locate. He grabbed Micklin by his shirt and what felt to be an arm and flung him away from the door, toward the standing shelves.

Pyforial energy swept against Desil’s leg and flew over his head, tugging at his hair as he frantically reached out for the standing shelves he knew to be there. His hands found one of its metal legs. A scream squeezed out from Desil’s throat as he strained his muscles. The shelf toppled, slamming against the wall. All of the many chests upon it fell with a thunderous crash.

Desil made light, glimpsing only the squirming feet of a screaming Micklin. A pile of chests filled the aisle in front of Desil, but it wasn’t as high as he’d hoped. There only seemed to be a few pinning the pyforial mage, some already moving off him as he tried to free himself.

Desil hesitated as his inner voice screamed for him to do it. He finally listened, springing forward as he took the dagger from his belt. He drove it into Micklin’s boot. The mage screamed as a gust of pyforial energy slammed into Desil’s chest and rolled him backward. He twisted out of its grasp and made for the door as it whirled around behind him.

He got the door unlocked and sprinted down the hall. He’d left behind his dagger and the rope, but at least he still had the master key. And his life.

He braced for another battle with Erwal but encountered no one in the corridors. Perhaps Micklin had lied about the mage coming here to help kill Desil, which meant there was an easier way to get Beatrix and Kirnich inside the castle.

Desil entered the great hall at a dead run and headed for the enormous front door rather than the stairs. He tried to pull it open, but a floor lock rang out. He searched the wall with frustrated haste for a latch or a lever, but there was none. He spun around and found it beside the staircase.

Desil watched the hall he’d emerged from as he made his way to the lever. There were no signs of Micklin, no sounds of his screaming. There still might be time yet. Desil pulled the heavy lever on the ground and heard the grating sound of metal moving.

He pulled open the door to the castle and closed it after him as he exited, then made a sharp turn. Rain doused his face. He shielded his eyes as he sprinted across the front of the castle, then turned around the corner. He cursed as he saw just how far it was to the other side. The keep was enormous.

Hoping not to be seen, as he had no idea where guards might be watching from, Desil sped along the castle and eventually headed around back.

“Beatrix!” he called. “Kirnich!”

They came running to meet him halfway. “Keep your voice down!” Beatrix seethed.

“Run with me around front!” Desil went ahead without them. “Now, or it might be too late!”

“Come on,” Kirnich told Beatrix as he ran after Desil.

She was last to start sprinting. “What the bastial hell happened?”

“Micklin stopped me in the armory. He’s still trapped in there, or he’s out by now and looking for us. There could be others as well, already joined in the search. If you still want to get word to your father, we have to get inside the castle before they lock the door again.”

“Did anyone else see you?” Kirnich asked.

“No one besides Micklin seemed to notice me. He claimed Erwal was on his way to the armory, but I believe it was a lie. Micklin probably followed me after spotting me and didn’t have time to tell others. I managed to stab him in the foot, but I’m not sure how much that will hinder a pyforial mage who can lift himself with the energy.”

“He must not have tried to kill you,” Kirnich said.

“He did, but that doesn’t matter right now. Look at the sky. It’s after first light. Basen probably already made a portal. He’ll make another at sunrise, yet he’s too far away to see the sunrise at the same time that we will. It’s best if we get to the training center as quickly as possible.”

They ran around the castle until they reached the front door, Beatrix oddly silent. She took the lead as they made it through the unlocked door, darting up the stairs as fast as her little legs could carry her.

“Are there always this few people?” Desil asked.

“No,” Kirnich answered. “Something’s changed, and it’s not just the war. There should be more of the castle workers, especially during the early morning.”

Desil reached for his dagger, but he’d left it in Micklin’s foot.

Beatrix stopped at the second floor and glanced about frantically as she struggled for breath. She dashed toward a woman holding a stack of folded sheets.

“Where is my father?” Beatrix asked.

The server curtsied as she peered around the sheets at Beatrix. “He’s…in his sleeping quarters still.” She stuttered as if terribly nervous. “I hope he recovers soon.”

“Recovers from what?”

The server’s mouth moved without sound. Eventually she spoke. “He’s…um sick, Princess. So I’ve been told.”

“Sick with what?”

“That’s all I know. I apologize.”

“Where are my siblings?”

“I’m not sure of that, either.”

“You’re keeping something from me. What is it?”

“Just rumors, Princess. Nothing I should say aloud.”

Kirnich put his hand on Beatrix’s back. “Come on, we don’t have time.”

Beatrix darted into a hallway that eventually reached a set of long, flat stairs. Desil and Kirnich followed the princess up the steps, which took them past a window in the stone wall where Desil stopped for a glimpse of the horizon. A line of orange split the shadowed terrain and the night sky. There was little time to make it to the training center. Hopefully they wouldn’t need to rush after Beatrix made her father aware of the truth.

Desil caught up to the others as they passed through a luxurious chamber filled by cushioned seats, bookcases replete with beautifully bound books, and a finely crafted harp taller than Desil in the corner.

A man standing in front of the door jumped upon seeing them. Desil noted a leather chest piece and a sheathed sword. “Your highness, when did you return?” the guard asked.

“Just now. I need to speak to my father.”

“He’s unwell. You shouldn’t disturb—” The man stopped and moved aside as she came close. “Sir,” he appealed to Kirnich.

“On whose order are you here?” the officer asked as Beatrix tried the door, only to find it was locked. Desil handed her the master key, which she hastily inserted.

“Allephon, sir,” the guard replied and backed away from their group.

“Tell me where her other siblings are,” Kirnich demanded.

The man continued to back away. As soon as Kirnich took a step toward him, he spun around and bolted.

“What are you doing?” Kirnich called as he started after him. “Return now!” The warrior came to a halt and looked over his shoulder. “What did you sense from psyche?”

“I wasn’t paying attention to his energy,” the princess replied.

“He could bring back Allephon and a small army,” Desil warned. “And I think…” He couldn’t get the words out.

Beatrix would find out soon enough anyway, as she opened the door to her father’s sleeping quarters.

A sweet smell too strong for Desil’s taste overpowered his nose. The room was large enough to fit ten of the enormous beds found against the opposite wall, the king buried under blankets up to his chin. Candles crowded tables and the tops of bookcases. An array of perfumes in ornate bottles were clustered on the bedside table.

“Father, wake up. Allephon has—” She groaned and covered her mouth as she came to the king’s side. She turned away and retched, then let out a weep. “Gods, what has my brother done?”

Desil approached behind Kirnich, mimicking the warrior’s technique to hold his shirt over his mouth. It did little good as Desil breathed in decay as strong as a punch to the gut. He recoiled and gagged. Kirnich was far more prepared, approaching the dead king for a close look.

“I’m sorry, Beatrix. He’s been dead for a while.”

Shaking with sobs, Beatrix grabbed hold of the side of the bed and managed to pull her head up. “This was Allephon. I don’t know how or who helped him, but it was my brother. I’m so sorry, Father. I never should’ve left.”

“They’ve been keeping this hidden,” Kirnich said with a growl. “Masking the smell. I assume the only people who know of his death are with Allephon already, and they are on their way here to kill us next, Beatrix. It’s time to go.”

“Go where?”

“We talked about this, remember? If we couldn’t get to your father, we would return to Basen until we could figure out what to do.”

“This is different. He’s…d-dead.” She covered her mouth and pushed herself away. “How could they show him such disrespect to leave him like this?”

“Kirnich is right,” Desil said. “We have to go now.”

Beatrix regained her strength as she stood and looked down one last time at her father’s body. “I will kill Allephon,” she muttered.

She didn’t move. Perhaps she hadn’t heard Desil’s warning.

“We are trapped in here.” Desil took her by the arm and pulled her toward the door.

She tugged out of his grasp. “Wait.” An echo of footsteps came from in front of them. “I sense too many to count.”

Kirnich ran ahead but only to close and lock the door to the king’s sleeping quarters. Beatrix had gone to the other wall, where a full bookcase stood.

“What are we planning to do here?” Desil asked as panic struck him. “We can’t escape by fighting through them.”

Kirnich walked past him to join Beatrix at the bookcase as she seemed to be trying to topple it but lacked the strength. With one jerk, Kirnich pulled the bookcase hard enough for it to fall. It cracked in half as it crashed, books jutting through it like bones through broken skin. A tiny door was revealed on the wall.

“Come on, Desil.” Kirnich pulled open the door.

Beatrix knelt as if to go in first, but Kirnich grabbed her shoulder. “Better let me. Remember what’s on the other side.”

“Right.”

Kirnich hunched and barely squeezed in. Beatrix followed as someone tried the door handle to the king’s sleeping quarters. Next came kicks against the door. Desil followed Beatrix into what he hoped to be a swift escape route after slamming and barring the hidden door. The sound of boots against wood faded to a low drum as he crawled deeper through the tunnel.

It was black and nothing else. Desil made light but was able to see only Kirnich filling the area in front of him, over Beatrix’s back.

“Can you go any faster?” she complained.

Kirnich sped up his crawling, but his head bounced off the ceiling. He stopped for a full breath as he grabbed his head and winced. “I’m going as fast as I can, dammit!”

Desil thought he heard a door break behind him, but it was difficult to tell if it was the door to the room or the one to this passageway. “Kirnich—”

“I heard it too.” The warrior groaned as his shoulders scraped against the side walls.

“They’ve gone through here!” someone shouted.

“Go around!” ordered another.

Beatrix stopped. “That’s Allephon.”

“Keep going.” Desil gave her a not so gentle push to the bottom of her foot.

She grumbled a curse and went on.

Soon the tunnel opened enough for them to stand, though it remained just wider than Kirnich. They sped through as best they could, colliding with wall during each turn. Eventually Kirnich rammed his shoulder against what appeared to be a wooden wall in front of them. Nothing happened as the warrior continued to bash his shoulder against it harder each time.

Something crashed on the other side. Kirnich kicked open the door and disappeared into darkness. Desil came out after Beatrix, making light for the three of them. It seemed to be another sleeping chamber, a massive bed at the center. Kirnich and Beatrix went for the door ahead of them, which led to a set of stairs.

Desil had to slow himself to keep from surpassing the psychic as he urged her to hurry. He was weaponless and sorely missing his dagger.

Soon they returned to the second floor of the great hall, Kirnich skidding to a stop to avoid toppling over the banister.

On the opposite side, a river of men poured out from one of the halls. The few servants in sight gawked at the scene, one right next to a frozen Kirnich. “Sir?” she asked.

“Take cover,” he warned her. After a quick look behind him to ensure Beatrix and Desil were there, Kirnich made for the sawtooth stairs that would take him down to the ground level. Desil was glad to see that the access was on their side of the walkway, farther from their enemies, but his hope dissolved as he noticed bows in their hands.

“Either all of us make it out of here, or none of us do,” Kirnich said as he sprinted. “If someone goes down, you stop and fight.”

Half of their pursuers gave up to ready their bows while the others continued for the stairs. Kirnich made it there well ahead of Beatrix, but he stopped to check on her before starting down. As difficult as it was for Desil to keep from passing Beatrix, he didn’t. This was the only way to keep his eye on her as they flew down the stairs.

The first arrow zipped past Desil’s nose. Another cracked against the stairs behind him. The third nicked his arm.

Desil was shocked when he noticed the arrow somehow sticking to his bicep. Bastial hell, it was inside him! His arm felt full of air, but there was no pain. He’d hardly even felt an impact.

Another arrow seemed to strike Beatrix low, but it happened too fast for Desil to see exactly where. It didn’t lodge inside her body, like the arrow did in him, but it did cause her to falter as she yelped. She tumbled down the last of the stairs. Desil picked her up and pulled her as he ran. She stumbled at first but soon found her speed again.

Kirnich had gone around the staircase to pull the lever for the front door lock. He caught up to Beatrix as Desil reached the front and pulled open the door. Arrows beat against the floor, one striking the door itself, but none found their mark.

They left the keep behind, but there were still the castle grounds and the curtain wall ahead of them. With the sunrise imminent, the castle had come alive. Workers bustled around a courtyard, all stopping to point or gawk when they noticed the arrow sticking out of Desil’s arm. It didn’t seem too deep to him, so he grabbed and pulled it out. The pain finally came, like teeth ripping at his flesh. He covered his bleeding wound with his hand.

They were just reaching the portcullis of the curtain wall when Desil caught sight of their pursuers entering the courtyard. Kirnich turned a crank, the gate rising. “Grab that board,” he told Desil.

Desil picked up the plank with a pole emerging from its center. He positioned it over the opening beside the crank.

Beatrix yelled to all who would listen, “Allephon killed the king! Do not let him get away with this!”

“Now, Desil,” Kirnich commanded.

Desil jammed the board and pole into its fitted slot. There was a clang and a small scraping sound, but the portcullis held halfway up. It groaned as they ran beneath its spiked bottom. Men behind shouted for them to be stopped, but there was no one else in front of them as they came to the final gate.

The archway was a marvelous piece of architecture so large it made Desil feel as though he was a bug fleeing from a rolled-up parchment. Two enormous statutes looked alive as they intimidated any enemy who dared pass through the archway and into the castle grounds. A surge of fear came over Desil. Now he was one.

There was no portcullis to hold them back, no guards to stop them. Desil figured the king had sent every man he could to the battlefront, wherever that may be. So was it Allephon now issuing these orders? Did this entire castle and all its magnificence belong to a traitor?

Desil still couldn’t believe the king was dead. He felt little besides needle pricks of fear. He could tell a dread with the power to cripple was building within him, but it was buried deep.

From the top of this hill, Desil could see the sun emerging over the eastern horizon. It might already be too late. Kirnich held his shoulder in the same way Desil cupped his hand over his arm. Beatrix ran with a slight limp as she gasped for breath. The training center wasn’t far from the bottom of the hill, but a small army of shouting men had gained on them. The three of them would have to hide until the portal was open, but they hadn’t bought themselves enough distance from their pursuers to make that possible.

They would have to fight.

“How skilled are the men chasing us?” Desil asked Kirnich as they sped around people crowding the king’s road.

“The best are fighting Tenred, but you have no weapon. We won’t win.”

 “They wouldn’t kill us publicly,” Desil realized.

“Capture would mean the same thing,” Kirnich said. “I know her brother. He’s probably already killed many who’ve threatened his plans. That’s why the castle was practically empty. It’s his way of controlling the situation.” He and Desil checked back for Beatrix. “Are you able to fight?” Kirnich asked her.

“Better than I can run.” She heaved for breath. “One shot me in the foot.”

A crowd was circled around the middle of the training center, but none within the metal fence appeared to be training as they ignored the charred dummies around them. More were passing through the gate to see what had drawn so many people as Kirnich began to push through. He made an easy path for Desil and Beatrix to follow.

“Stop them for crimes against the king!” yelled someone from close behind.

The crowd turned, their confused exclamations stopping abruptly. Some moved to put themselves in front of Kirnich, but in doing so they revealed the portal behind them. Kirnich barreled into one man who tried to grab him, then easily pushed another out of his way.

“It was Allephon Estlander who killed the king!” Beatrix announced. “Anything else you hear is a lie.”

People asked each other if the king really was dead, some already wailing in despair. A few identified the princess to the crowd, but a storm of shouting from their pursuers, to stop Beatrix the traitor, covered every other sound.

Kirnich stopped just in front of the portal and shoved anyone back who showed even a hint of aggression. Desil tried to do the same, but the crowd got hold of his hands and arms and pulled him away from Kirnich, the arrow wound on his arm searing with pain.

A collective scream of agony rang out as if the entire crowd had stepped in front of a jet of fire. They fell around Desil, freeing his limbs. Beatrix toppled into the portal as she gasped for breath. Kirnich grabbed Desil’s hand and just about threw him into the portal after Beatrix.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Colors spliced during unnatural shifts of perspective. It was as if the recent days of Desil’s life had been depicted on cards that were now shuffled just in front of his eyes. His stomach wanted to expel its contents, but Desil held back until he could at least figure out which way to the ground.

He felt as if he were in several places at once. Marros swarmed him in one while his mother scolded him in another. Looming somewhere was the darkness of the armory, Micklin guarding the exit.

Desil could only whisper as he fought his sideways stomach. “Did Kirnich make it through?”

“Yes,” the warrior groaned. “Where are we?”

“Close your eyes and wait for it to pass,” Basen advised them. “The longer a portal stays open, and the farther the entrance is from the exit, the worse the feeling when you pass through. The one you just went through was open for minutes, many miles away.”

Desil’s arm stung with fury. He clenched his teeth as he checked the wound to find a crust of dirt around it. Leida crouched with a water pouch poised above his arm.

“May I clean it?”

He nodded. She poured water and gently brushed away the dirt with a cloth. 

“We didn’t expect to see the two of you return with Desil,” Adriya told Kirnich and Beatrix. “What happened?”

Both sat silently as tears poured down Beatrix’s anguished face. Even Kirnich seemed to be having trouble speaking as he stared forward with his palms against the dirt. Desil’s nausea returned as the responsibility fell to him.

With a vile taste in his mouth and the stench of the late king in his nostrils, he could do nothing but close his eyes and breathe deeply, trying to calm himself. Fortunately, Adriya and the Hillers seemed to figure out what this reticence meant as they uttered sounds of dreadful shock.

“Fernan is dead?” Adriya asked in a whisper.

“Yes,” Desil answered and wasn’t sure he could describe the scene. That smell. He spoke about what he could instead, as anger gripped him. “Micklin trapped me in the armory. He means to kill Beatrix and anyone helping her stay alive. He’s doing this for Allephon, and only because of some promise that Micklin will be exempt from arrest for all his future murders if Allephon seizes the throne…which might already be the case. Micklin will kill many people unless he’s stopped.” But Allephon might be the greater danger.

Beatrix stared ahead at nothing in particular. They were still in the old Kreppen encampment, near the charred wall where the creatures had been punished. Leida finished cleaning Desil’s wound and started treating it with a potion, wetting a fresh cloth and dabbing the bloody hole in his arm. She pressed a bandage against it, then wrapped it tightly with the same cloth.

“How did you get this?” she asked.

“I was shot by an archer fortunately lacking either the skill or the strength to embed the arrow any deeper. We all were shot,” Desil specified.

Kirnich slammed his fist against the dirt, then popped up and stormed off. Desil first thought it was something he’d said, but as he heard the warrior pacing and grumbling about Allephon, Desil realized that Kirnich was beginning his grieving.

“Excuse me,” Beatrix muttered as she got up and limped away. Desil and the others watched her go silently. She wandered between the shredded huts with her head down, her gait faltering, a hand coming over her face, her shoulders shaking as sobs wracked her small frame.

Leida started to go after Beatrix.

“Let’s give her some time alone,” Basen said to stop his daughter.

Desil was surprised when he glanced at the headmaster’s face to find a tear running down his cheek. His monotone voice had tricked Desil.

“In fact, I’d like a moment as well,” Basen said.

“Take as much time as you need, Father.”

He nodded grimly, then walked the opposite way as Beatrix.

Desil finally felt strong enough to stand, his nausea faded. Leida hugged him as soon as he was on his feet.

“I’m glad the three of you are safe. Beatrix and Kirnich didn’t make it sound as risky as it was.”

They eased apart.

“Beatrix hadn’t figured we might find her father dead and would have to flee.” Desil glanced at Adriya, wondering if he should open his arms to her as well.

She stepped toward him and awkwardly patted him on the shoulder. “Glad you’re safe.”

“Tell us everything,” Leida requested.

Desil recounted his brief journey from being stuck on the roof of the castle to facing Micklin in the armory. But when he came to the part of the tale where he entered the king’s sleeping quarters, his eyes stung with tears. He had to stop, or he would find himself crying in front of Leida and Adriya. The realization of Fernan’s death struck him like a rock to the back of his head. It knocked loose the fears and sorrows he’d bottled up.

Fernan might not have been a perfect king, but to be killed by his own son, poisoned no doubt, was appalling. And to be left to rot—and found by his daughter that way when she expected him to be alive—was a gruesome end that no one deserved.

Why hadn’t the king been buried? Why hadn’t word gotten around about his death? Chills ran down Desil’s back as he realized the answer.

“Allephon must’ve planned for this.”

“Planned for what?” Leida asked.

“He arranged for his father to be poisoned and then discovered by Beatrix. Fernan probably fell ill and wasn’t seen by anyone in the castle for days, even after he died, but Allephon continued spreading tidings of Fernan’s illness expecting the reports to reach Beatrix. Allephon wanted her there. He wanted…wants…bastial hell, he’s the king now. He wants her dead, along with anyone willing to help her.”

 They all looked toward Beatrix, but she had walked too far and put too many derelict huts between them. Kirnich had disappeared as well.

“We can’t abandon her,” Leida said.

“I wouldn’t ever suggest that,” Desil replied.

“Good.”

“At least you stabbed Micklin in the foot,” Adriya said. “Leida, how long until he’s able to walk again given the best healing?”

“One day to walk, two to run.”

“One day should be enough time to get to Tenred.” Adriya leaned in the direction Basen had gone as if she might follow him. “I thought your father and the king were enemies?”

“They’ve had disagreements as of late, but they worked together for twenty-five years. I think Fernan was both friend and enemy, but more friend.” Leida sighed. “His highness’ death will be Allephon’s justification for the war. The rest of Kyrro will hear that our king has been poisoned by our enemies in Tenred. Beatrix will be blamed for it as if she was working with Tenred.”

“A bounty will be put out for her and Kirnich, and possibly the four of us as well,” Desil said. “I don’t know what crimes they will accuse us of, but I imagine they will be enough to justify execution.”

Adriya and Leida greeted the news with gasps.

“We have to get to Tenred before news of what’s happened reaches them,” Adriya said.

“What will we do there?” Desil asked.

“That’s where the battle is taking place,” Adriya explained. “While you were gone, Basen risked taking a portal to the Academy to speak to his wife. Kyrro’s army now sieges Tenred. The chemist we need should be there as well.”

That reminded Desil of the potions in his pocket that he’d taken from the armory. “Do either of you know what these are? There were many more like these two in the armory.”

Leida and Adriya shook their heads.

Basen returned. “Where did Beatrix and Kirnich go?”

“We’re not sure,” Leida answered.

Basen pointed at the potions in Desil’s hands. “Did you get those from the castle?” 

“In the armory. What do they do?”

“You pour one into the other and put the stopper in. After a moment, the vial will break and smoke will cloud the air. Good find. Hold on to them.”

Desil pocketed the potions.

“Well, I thought this through,” Basen continued, “and we can keep to the same plan, but there’s something the three of you need to know. Now that Allephon has taken power, he’s wrestled control from all his siblings and probably accused Beatrix of something that will allow him to imprison her; perhaps it’s the murder of their father. The four of us are in similar danger—”

“We know, Father,” Leida interrupted politely. “We were just discussing the same thing, and we’re not going to stop helping you.”

He showed her half a smile. “If I didn’t think I could keep us safe, I would figure out something else for the three of you to do. But for now, getting to Tenred as soon as possible is even more important than before. The Wind Knights have to be alerted to what’s happened before Allephon’s men can lie to them—I still don’t know how many are part of this plot, but I will figure it out if I need to.”

“You don’t need to take all of this onto yourself,” Leida said. “We’re here to do more than follow orders.”

“She’s right,” Desil added.

“Thank you.” Basen briefly bowed his head. “I’m going to speak with Beatrix and Kirnich, and then we’ll leave.” He walked off.

“We’re taking a portal to Tenred as soon as he gets back?” Desil asked.

“He can’t take us directly to Tenred without making a portal within the castle there,” Leida said. “The closest we can get is Regash Forest.”

Depending on where in the forest Basen could deliver them, it would take about a day of walking to reach Tenred. “I hope the portal exit is far from the Krepps there.”

Leida and Adriya glanced at each other nervously.

“Not exactly,” Leida said.

 

 

*****

 

 

Desil imagined that the Krepps were just waking up around this time. The more revered among the creatures probably started their day with a breakfast of raw meat from a fresh kill on one of the farms, while weaker Krepps begrudgingly chewed on oats as they pondered how they might earn more respect today. It was the currency in their society, with the most powerful Krepps enjoying the most comfort in their—what Desil considered to be—small homes on their straw-filled beds.

None of the Krepps wanted to wake up to the sight of humans in the middle of their territory. Worse, many Krepps would use humans as a way to prove themselves. Killing a single human wouldn’t earn them any respect, for a human should never win a fight against a Krepp in their eyes, but killing two or three trespassers in a battle against the odds could be just what many of them would want. It might even be a pleasant thought to calm the creatures during sleepless nights.

Desil had told Basen a few times by now that there had to be somewhere else near Tenred, besides right in the middle of the Kreppen territory in Regash Forest, where the headmaster could take them. But Basen had confirmed to the point of showing his annoyance that the only alternative was a portal directly into the castle, which Basen had agreed never to use without explicit permission from Tenred’s king. Given the war, their party would never make it out of the castle alive and certainly wouldn’t be able to traverse the entire territory of Tenred and get past the final wall, where Kyrro’s army lay siege.

“But is there really a chance we can make it out of the Kreppen settlement after teleporting into its center without permission?” Desil had fought to prove himself to the primal creatures before they’d allowed him in, and even with a Krepp escort, the looks he’d received were far from welcoming.

“I’m friends with two of the Krepps, Nebre and Zoke, and their leader respects me,” Basen said. “Rickik is old for a Krepp, but he will remember me. No harm will come to us.”

Desil remembered Nebre as the Krepp who’d given him Basen’s note that told them where next to go, during their search for Leida’s missing parents. Nebre hadn’t seemed to be in a position to stop an angry mob of Krepps, but if this was the only way, then Desil might as well shut his mouth.

He trusted that if Basen really thought they would be safe, then they would be. Desil’s worry came from the hints—Basen’s glances away from Desil’s gaze, and the hurry to get him to agree—that Leida’s father was keeping the extent of the danger from them.

They waited a while longer for Beatrix and Kirnich to return. Basen had gone off and spoken with them before coming back to tell Desil and the others that they needed more time to cope with what had happened.

Desil wondered if the headmaster had persuaded them or if they were sticking with the group by their own volition. However, there was a more important question to ask.

“When do they plan to separate from us again?”

“That depends on what happens when we meet with our army outside Tenred.” Basen left it at that.

When Beatrix and Kirnich returned, Basen chose from the many pieces of glowing akorell metal at their feet with a kick to one the size of his fist, separating it from the group.

“Leida, can you help me take out the bastial energy from the rest of the akorell metal on the ground? Be careful when you do, though. Each holds enough BE to burn yourself if it’s too close.”

“I will be careful.”

They mirrored each other as they made a gripping motion over a single block of akorell metal at a time. They each pulled an arm back as they drew out the white hot energy, then pushed the arm forward to shoot a beam of it out toward the ocean.

When it was time to draw out the energy of the last one, Leida wore a mischievous grin. She took out the energy as before, but instead of shooting it into the air, she aimed the beam at the nearest hut. The force of it blew a small hole through the ragged cloth. Flames ignited. They fed on the material and grew, then spread along in a dance.

“Leida, we don’t want anyone knowing we use this area!” Basen ran to the hut as it collapsed and started throwing dirt onto the flames.

Leida joined him. “I’m sorry! I didn’t know it would catch fire.”

“What did you think would happen?”

“I wasn’t sure.” With the help of the others, they extinguished the fire. Their trouble putting it out made Desil think of how easily his mother could’ve squelched the flames with sartious energy. He had a hope that Basen would recruit others when they met with the Kyrro army, specifically a sartious mage like Effie who could counter Erwal’s skill with bastial energy, but Desil figured Basen would’ve mentioned recruitment if it was part of the plan.

Desil looked forward to getting the Wind Knights involved with this plot to stop the war. After finding out what Allephon had done, Desil didn’t see how the Wind Knights could support his play for Tenred.

“I’m sorry,” Leida repeated. “I’ve never casted a spell with that much energy at once. I wanted to see how powerful it was.”

Basen looked apologetic himself. “I didn’t mean to raise my voice.” He gave her a wry smile. “I probably would’ve done the same if I hadn’t already tested the power of the akorell metal. But if you think that beam is powerful, imagine feeding sartious energy into the cluster of bastial.”

“Oh, the size of that fireball must be as big as Kirnich.”

Basen put his hand on his daughter’s back as they headed to the portal spot in front of the charred wall. “Later I’ll tell you about the time that I and a team of mages extracted energy from three akorell stones and made the largest fireball I’ve ever seen. We nearly destroyed our entire troop in the forest.”

“This was during the war?”

“Yes.”

“Why wasn’t it in Mother’s book?”

“Probably because no one who understood anything about bastial energy would believe it really happened, and then they might start questioning the other true events she’d gone through so much trouble to chronicle.”

Beatrix and Kirnich eventually reunited with the group but had lapsed into a sullen silence. Kirnich appeared to be seething as he ground his teeth, while Beatrix seemed vacant of thoughts as she stared ahead lifelessly.

“Are we all ready?” Basen asked.

“I am,” Leida said, though no one else spoke up.

Basen shifted his gaze from person to person. Desil nodded when the headmaster peered at him, as did Adriya.

“Ready,” Kirnich grumbled and put his hand on Beatrix’s shoulder. “Are you?”

“Yes,” she said but made no effort to rise from where she huddled on the ground.

“Do the two of you want your wounds looked at before we leave?” Leida asked, studying them intently. 

“We’re fine,” Beatrix said, finally standing after Kirnich offered his hand to help her.

Desil wasn’t aware of the extent of Kirnich’s injured shoulder. He saw no blood, just a small tear in his shirt. If the warrior was in pain, it was impossible to see it or any other emotion past his anger.

“The Krepps are going to provoke us,” Basen warned, “but don’t engage in combat, and let me speak for us.”

“Do you know any Kreppen?” Desil asked.

“Do you?”

“Some.”

“I correct myself. Desil will speak for us.” Basen looked at him pointedly. “The purpose of every word you use will be to avoid combat and get us to Nebre or Zoke as soon as possible.”

“I can do that.”

“All of you be aware that dropping your weapon and refusing to fight is our best defense. The Krepps value honor above all.”

Without further warning, Basen drew the energy out of the last glowing akorell metal at his feet. He snapped his wrist. A portal grew out of nothing.

“Hide the rest of the akorell metal nearby,” he told them. “We won’t need any of it if we are successful, but we might as well hold onto it just in case.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Regash Forest was half the distance from their current location to Tenred’s bordering wall. Taking a portal would save them a day, so long as they made it out of the Kreppen territory unharmed. Desil had the honor of going through the portal first. It would still dizzy him, Basen explained, but it was important that he find his bearings quickly this time. He advised Desil to hold his breath and shut his eyes as soon as he jumped in, which Desil did.

He felt as though he’d been picked up by a dajrik and rolled across the ground. It was easier with his eyes closed to tell when he’d stopped moving, as he focused purely on the feeling of the ground against his body, but something still tilted behind his vision. Leida tumbled into him as he started to get up, knocking him down once more. He tried to pull her out of the way as Adriya came through, but the battle mage rolled into Leida’s heel and took her and Desil down.

Desil almost yelped as he saw Kirnich rolling toward them. The best he could do was intercept the confused warrior and guide him away as Beatrix and Basen tumbled out of the portal last.

“Quiet,” Desil said to hush their groaning. “Hurry to your feet and follow me.”

The portal had left them on a dirt field with patches of dying grass, some stained brown by what might’ve been dried blood. A fence of standing logs slightly buried and roped together sectioned off the field, leaving but one exit to what Desil assumed to be an arena. He couldn’t think of a worse place to be seen, but luck was on their side. Not a Krepp was in sight.

They followed Desil out and toward a small forest within the encampment. He had a breath of relief as they hid themselves in the midst of short trees with bushy leaves hanging down like hair in need of a cut.

“Where do we go from here, Basen?” Desil asked.

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know? Which way to the house of Nebre or Zoke?”

“That is what I mean. I don’t know which way because I don’t know where we are. I figured Krepps would catch us and eventually get us in front of one I know.”

Desil’s stomach tensed in the ensuing silence.

“So now what, Father?” Leida asked.

“We really shouldn’t be seen hiding,” Adriya advised. “They’ll think we snuck in here.”

All seemed to be waiting for Basen as they watched him.

“We could show ourselves and deal with the repercussions,” he said. “But there must be something better we can do to take advantage of getting here unnoticed. Give me a moment to think.”

Desil moved toward the outer trees. “I’ll take a quick look to find out what we can see from here.”

There were two huts made of sticks and leaves built along the side of a hill, each too small to fit more than a single Krepp. He couldn’t figure out what they were for besides acting as a marker of some kind. Smoke ribboned between the huts as one Krepp spoke over another in what sounded to be bartering. Desil looked past them to a lake where a small tribe of Krepps worked by the water. Several fires burned. The clank of steel rang out rhythmically, sounding like a blacksmith at work somewhere. Beyond the lake, the grassy terrain advanced into the mountains where Krepps walked about, possibly foraging.

Desil’s party would have to go in the opposite direction unless they planned to swim or find a way around the lake. He had an idea as he noticed a Krepp coming toward him.

There wasn’t much time to act on Desil’s plan as he returned to his group. Before he proposed it, he had to know something. “The encampment leads to a lake behind me. Do you know where to go from here, Basen?”

“I will remember once I see more of this place.”

“There’s a Krepp headed toward us from the lake. I suggest we follow him quietly and act as if he’s our escort.”

“We’ll be caught for sure,” Adriya said.

“We’ll be seen by them no matter what,” Desil specified. “At least this will be the best way to be seen. He’s coming by the trees now, so we have to be ready.”

“I don’t know of a better way,” Basen said. “Let’s go.”

The headmaster’s hasty agreement was somewhat of a shock, but Desil didn’t let it show. Part of him had hoped Leida’s father had something safer in mind. They went to the end of the trees and hid there to wait. The Krepp stopped to ask another nearby what he was selling, if Desil’s Kreppen was correct, then spat and continued on his way.

Basen was first out after the Krepp had passed, Desil and Leida just behind with Beatrix and Kirnich at the rear. The Krepp walked past the arena completely unaware of six humans behind him. He took the only path, across a flat field. No other Krepps were near.

He grumbled to himself as he glanced to his side at a large structure. It hardly seemed capable of standing against a storm. A small fire would take only moments to burn through what appeared to be reeds and sticks that made up the walls and roof. It couldn’t have been the home of just one Krepp, as many flowed in and out of its large doorway. The creatures seemed to be coming in with nothing, while others carried out weapons, pots, jugs, and husks of corn or other food.

Desil’s unaware escort spat in the direction of the place. Krepps coming out stared back at him, some pointing at the humans.

He put his knuckles against his chest and wondered aloud, “Dra ren fey ri?” Why they look at me?

More of the Krepps stopped outside the structure to stare. The escort puffed out his chest.

“Ren gwa ezcar, Azkire. Ren gwa.” They know you’re strong, Azkire. They know.

Krepps were not known for their intelligence, but Desil seemed to have chosen one particularly dim.

The escort walked with newfound pride in his gait. He headed past a thicket of small trees all naked of branches and leaves. A few structures stood on the outskirts that Desil didn’t recognize. They resembled large tables made of long sticks, too tall for Krepps to reach. The lizard-like creatures worked beneath them, near campfires, on actual tables. They used tools, some familiar to Desil and some not. Not one of them continued hammering or chiseling as they noticed the humans.

The escort continued to assume he had earned this attention, sauntering past them with a swagger.

“Ri wacka ezcar yoni,” the Krepp told himself. Desil didn’t know “wacka,” but the other words were “I…strong today.”

The unaware Krepp led them into an area that resembled a town, where buildings had real walls. Again, however, this didn’t seem to be a place where any of them dwelled. There were no doors on the buildings, Krepps freely walking in and out of each one yet all stopping when they saw the humans.

The escort veered off the path to head toward a couple of Kreppen females gawking with the others.

Desil had an idea about what to do from here, but he couldn’t tell his group without risking their escort hearing. Basen pulled on Desil’s cloak as if to tell him something. Desil turned and lowered his head to show him a knowing look as Desil pointed his thumb at himself. Basen put up his hands and mouthed, “All right.”

Their escort stopped in front of the female Krepps. He looked away from them as if disinterested, flexing his arms repeatedly.

“Ri Azkire. Nia seshar?” I’m Azkire. Have a seshar?

A seshar was similar to a wife or a husband, but without the same rules of commitment, to Desil’s understanding. It was distasteful and forward to ask another Krepp about a seshar, especially during an introduction.

“Eh?” answered one of the Kreppen females. Who?

The escort looked pointedly at each of them. “Eh yush.” Who’s interested. Desil figured this form of “who” was actually more like “whoever,” for the Krepp hadn’t phrased it as a question.

The females looked to each other. They might’ve been sisters, given their nearly identical long mouths, low across their protruding lizard faces. Both broke into a cackle, their sharp teeth reminding Desil just how dangerous all these creatures were, not just the males who were a head taller than him.

“Hissa felk pra seshar.” Ask a human to be your seshar, Desil figured one of the females said, though her words directly translated to ask human for seshar.

She and the other one were too busy laughing to notice the Krepp’s rage as he spat onto the ground just before their clawed bare feet.

He started to say something, but one of the females interrupted. “Sheck ru akwan felks?” Desil figured akwan was “to bring,” or possibly “escort.” Where you bring humans?

The Krepp didn’t speak as he tilted his head, no doubt confused. She leaned to look past him, her golden eyes meeting Desil’s gaze. There was nothing in Kreppen culture about showing respect by bowing or looking away. In fact, courage was more respected than reverence, so Desil stared back as he waited for the inevitable.

Their escort turned around and screeched. He fell backward against the two Kreppen females. One pushed him away with a sneer while the other stepped aside as if to let him fall. The result made the Krepp spin to the ground and roll over in the dirt.

“Dra ru tushy felk?” one female asked. Why are you afraid of human?

The Krepp jumped to his feet. “Aken tushy!” Not afraid!

“Desil?” Basen asked. He and the others stepped forward to flank Desil.

“I know what I’m doing.”

The escort’s shock was gone, his face twisted in obvious fury.

“Dra ru izcat?” the Krepp threatened. “Piah deeana?” Why are you here? Do you wish to die?

The creature’s bellowing had attracted the attention of other Krepps, who were beginning to circle Desil’s party. A few asked each other questions, but Desil was too busy trying to figure out how to answer the first Krepp with his limited command of the language.

“Krepp…um…akwan…wa Zoke lor Nebre,” Desil said as he watched the irritation grow on every Kreppen face in sight. “Uh, ri shten…ri. Aken…kweenin Krepp. Ri fey. Ri kweenin ru.”

Desil was trying to explain: “A Krepp was bringing us to Zoke or Nebre after we proved ourselves, but we lost him. We thought you were him.” Unfortunately, though, with Desil’s incomplete vocabulary, he was forced to say, “Krepp bring to Zoke or Nebre. I prove I. No find Krepp. I look. I find you.”

Chatter flared as soon as Desil finished his statement. Half of the Krepps laughed, though Desil didn’t know if they found his worse-than-a-child’s speech pattern amusing or if it came at the expense of Desil’s unaware escort. Unfortunately, it appeared to be the latter, for the escort ground his teeth.

A duel was inevitable unless Desil stopped it.

“Aken jek!” Desil announced before the escort could challenge him. No fight! “Keo lyloll Zoke lor Nebre.” Need to speak to Zoke or Nebre.

The Krepps ignored him to jabber among themselves. Desil tried to listen for words of danger, like “attack,” “die,” or “blood,” but he didn’t catch any of those. Sheck, he heard many times. Where. By following it with Zoke or Nebre’s name, they seemed to be asking who knew where either Krepp happened to be.

Desil’s party clustered around him defensively. There were enough Krepps to claw them to pieces before they could get back to the arena for a portal. However, none spat or hissed. It was as good a sign as Desil could hope for, given the circumstances.

The Krepps’ deep chatter went on for a while before the lot of them started shoving the supposed escort into Desil. Laughter started up from all but the enraged Krepp as he pushed Desil away from him, and then wiped off dust, and possibly the “human filth,” from his bare chest. The Krepp turned on his heels and stormed through the crowd before they could part to make an opening, shoving a few out of the way who were too busy laughing to care.

“Kwara ro,” many seemed to be telling Desil. “Kwara. Kwara.”

Ro was he or him, but Desil had never heard kwara.

The crowd’s intentions became clear as many gestured for Desil and the others to follow the departing Krepp down the dirt trail. Some even shoved individuals in Desil’s party, one pushing Leida hard enough to send her to her knees. Basen pulled her up before Desil had time to turn fully turn around. The large male who’d shoved her leaned back and grabbed his stiff belly as he roared with laughter, but a female smacked him in the chest with the back of her hand as she scolded him.

It was a relief when all the Krepps but the same escort as before stayed behind, jabbering on about the felks and laughing amongst each other.

Leida brushed the dirt off her knees, then pointed at the escort. “Is he taking us by choice?”

“Probably not, but he should still bring us to Zoke or Nebre,” Desil said.

Basen came up on Desil’s side. “I’ve spent more time around Krepps than I’ve wanted to, but I’ve never seen them laugh like that. What did you tell them?”

“I tried to say we proved ourselves through combat, and an escort took us into the encampment. We lost him and mistook that Krepp for him.” Desil lifted his finger to point but quickly put it down as their escort looked back with a scowl.

“So they were laughing at him, not us?” Leida asked.

“I believe so. They probably also found my broken Kreppen to be hilarious.”

“How do you know Kreppen at all?” she wondered.

“My father taught me.” Desil forced himself to keep talking before the black clouds of grief could darken his mind. “He took lessons at the Academy. It’s my understanding that every student must learn something besides the skill that got them into the Academy in the first place.”

“Yes, that’s correct. It’s especially important for warriors,” Basen said, “because there isn’t work for every swordsman after they finish their three years. However, the chemists aren’t required to focus their time on anything besides potion-making or healing because there’s always work for them. Many do anyway for the joy of learning.” 

“A concept lost on warriors,” Beatrix commented.

“It’s not lost,” Kirnich argued. “We simply enjoy learning how to fight and—”

“Not much else,” she interrupted.

Desil was surprised when he turned to see the psychic grinning. It hadn’t been clear to him until then that she was making jests. He wondered if some of her other jabs at Kirnich had been done in good spirit.

The warrior shrugged. “Remind me how you spent your time at the Academy when you weren’t training in psyche.”

Beatrix didn’t answer.

“Most psychics make use of their talents working with animal keepers to train horses, dogs, or birds,” Kirnich announced. “And what else do psychics usually do, headmaster?”

“Just about anything they want,” Basen answered. “Psychics usually have many talents.”

“So tell us what you did, Beatrix,” Kirnich requested with a lilt.

She spoke off to the side. “I painted.”

Kirnich laughed. “And you tease the warriors for focusing on sword fighting?”

Beatrix chuckled a bit as Leida came to her defense.

“Painting isn’t useless.”

“It was for her.” Kirnich stifled his laughter. “I remember a time when I was still working my way up toward officer. I’d had a few meetings with Fernan and had learned that he didn’t usually love to speak about his children, but he did about Beatrix. At first, I asked about how she was doing at the Academy as a way to gain his favor. I learned that she painted during her required alternative hours for the week. I asked to see one of her paintings, and Fernan realized that he hadn’t seen any himself. How many letters did he write you, Beatrix, before you brought one to him?”

“Must’ve been at least five.”

“I’m glad I was with him when you eventually arrived with one. It was the first time we met in person.” He paused, the amusement gone from his voice.

“What happened?” Adriya asked.

“All I could tell was that it was a landscape,” Kirnich said, monotone. “It looked like someone blind had done it.”

Beatrix laughed without humor.

“Do you remember your father’s reaction?” Kirnich nearly whispered.

“I’ll never forget it. He was so proud one of his children was an artist that he wanted to hang it in the throne room. I refused to let him because I knew how horrible it was. I thought he knew as well, but psyche confirmed that he somehow loved it.”

“It was then I figured out why you took up painting at the Academy. You knew how much he loved art.”

She nodded. “I only wish I could’ve given him something better.”

“What happened to the painting?” Desil asked.

“It’s somewhere in the castle,” Beatrix muttered. “Along with the rest of my belongings.”

Basen stopped everyone. He put his hand on Beatrix’s shoulder. “I’m going to help you no matter what you need. We’re going to figure out what to do, all of us, all right?”

“Thank you, headmaster.” 

 They kept their distance from the Krepp as he took them through the encampment. Trees diminished to flatland, grass changing to dirt fields, and all forms of buildings shrank to huts. The only consistency was that Krepps were everywhere, always staring at the humans without a hint of warmth.

When the land changed back to a healthy green sheet of grass, trees sprouting out, the Kreppen homes and public buildings showed more intricacy, some even two stories tall. Their escort looked back for only the second time since their short journey.

“Nebre.” The escort pointed to a two-story building with white walls of unchipped paint. Then he walked through their group, shouldering Desil aside before storming off.

Desil rubbed his shoulder, but he couldn’t complain. Everything had gone exceptionally well considering they’d entered the Kreppen encampment without permission. This was not the same house Desil had visited the last time he was here. Nebre must’ve been staying with his son last time to help take care of the Kreppen babies that he’d forced Desil to hold for a moment. There was no sound of crying as Basen walked up and knocked on the door.

A Kreppen female opened the door. Her head reeled as she snorted. She shut the door. “Nebre, felks! Sheck aen kar?” Nebre, Humans! Where is your sword?

Desil heard a chuckle from farther within the house. “Ren aken izcat jek.” It was Nebre. They aren’t here to fight. The door came open to reveal him. “Basen, I’m not surprised it’s you.” He turned his attention to Desil. “Remind me of your name, please.”

“Desil.” The female he assumed to be Nebre’s seshar watched apprehensively a step behind.

She asked Nebre what the humans wanted.

Desil didn’t understand any of Nebre’s reply, but it calmed her enough to put down the sword she’d been hiding behind her back. She placed it on the ground and looked at it no more, staring instead at Desil, but he noticed her dexterous toes curling around the handle.

“Have you had trouble with humans recently?” Desil asked Nebre.

“No, but my seshar believes we will. We’ve heard the sounds of battle coming from the west. Some think the war will reach us. I try to tell them that it will not.”

“It won’t,” Basen agreed. “So all Krepps know that war has begun?”

“We assume it to be true. You told me it might the last time we spoke. Then we’ve heard the shouting and crashing.” A shadow fell over his lizard face. “Are you here to give us unfortunate news?”

“No. We only need your help getting out of here. I had to make a portal into your encampment because it’s the quickest way to Tenred. We didn’t have time to walk there.”

“You made a portal here, without permission?”

“Dreena?” asked Nebre’s seshar. What?

Desil didn’t understand Nebre’s reply as he spoke quickly over his shoulder. He turned back and hunched to meet Basen’s height. “Krepps will kill you for entering without permission. How did you reach my home?” He looked over each person in the party. “And without injury?”

“We made them believe we proved ourselves at the border and then lost track of our escort,” Basen said. “Another Krepp led us to your door, unwillingly. Desil knows enough Kreppen to have gotten us out of this situation. We were safe.”

“You were lucky,” Nebre corrected. “I will take you out of here now. Come with me.” He said something too softly to his mate for Desil to pick up. She spat on the ground in reply, making Desil realize that there was no floor within at least the front room of their home.

“You will be safe with me,” Nebre said as he closed the door behind him. “But you must promise never to make a portal here again unless my father gives you permission, which he will not without a gift to our tribe. It must be as valuable as a hundred swords. Each time you make a portal, there must be a new gift, and you must—”

“I have nothing I can offer him,” Basen interrupted. “So I won’t make another portal into the encampment.”

“Good, because you are unlikely to get out if you do.”

“I understand, Nebre. You’ve made it clear.”

“My worry is not only about you. If the headmaster of Kyrro Academy was killed on our land, especially during war—”

“I’m not the headmaster anymore,” he interrupted again.

Nebre stopped to stare with his large mouth hanging open.

“But…” Leida’s voice died on her lips.

“Our situation is complicated,” Basen continued to Nebre, “but you don’t need to worry about retaliation to the Krepps if anything happens to me.”

“Tell me the situation with humans. I want to know all.”

“I will tell you, but we must keep walking.”

 

 

*****

 

 

Desil was starving by the time Nebre finished leading them out of the encampment and left them. Desil’s party stopped at a river on their way west to replenish their water after drinking their fill. Beatrix coaxed a few fish swimming by to jump out of the water, where Kirnich snatched them up by the tail one at a time and swung to slam their heads against a rock, killing each in one try.

Everyone ate their portion raw, eager to get moving again. No one had uttered a word all the way to the river, and it seemed as if their trek would continue in silence.

An hour passed before Kirnich spoke up. “You are the headmaster,” he told Basen. “You will be until you decide that you don’t want to do it anymore or you can’t, and I will make sure everyone knows this when we are done.”

“Aye,” Beatrix agreed.

“While your vow is appreciated, I refuse to care about my position until the war is over and Allephon is put in prison.”

They walked on, Basen at the front with his daughter and Adriya beside him. Desil stayed at the back, getting a clear view of Kirnich raising an eyebrow at Beatrix.

“Did he lie?” Kirnich asked in a hopeful whisper. “Does he still care?”

She nodded.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

It took a day to walk through the rest of the western forest. Corin Forest, it was called. Throughout no point in history had a ruler of Kyrro vied for these woods, but that might change during this war. Desil heard rumblings of many voices beyond the last trees. He took out his spyglass for a look as Basen did the same.

“Our army is in front of the wall,” Basen said. “I see no signs of immediate combat.”

Desil was too overwhelmed by the sight of thousands in leather armor dyed blue to figure out the scene. He’d witnessed a gathering of people before, perhaps a hundred filling a street in the capital near the markets, but never had he observed something of this magnitude. A cloud of Marros would cower away from this horde if they had a semblance of discretion.

But standing before them, with impenetrable force, was a wall of stone taller than any dajrik. It created a barricade in front of where the terrain began to incline. Behind the wall, the enormous hill Tenred was built upon rose into sight. Desil spotted dwarfed houses of Tenred’s citizens, built in neat columns with roads between them.

The exterior walls met mountains that grew taller and wider along the hill, barricading the territory all the way to its upper edge, where the castle appeared as a fortress with the same height as Kyrro’s yet three times the width. Layers of walls and towers encircled one another, shielding a magnificent keep. Desil knew the sea to be behind Tenred castle, but after a long drop. It had been said that no one could climb up the precipice to get to Tenred castle from behind. Desil could’ve claimed that accomplishment if things had been different, but he knew it was wiser to remain as far away as he could. He didn’t see how Kyrro’s army was supposed to get past that exterior wall, but even if they did, the castle seemed impossible to conquer. Only an army of giants would have a chance of breaking through.

“What is your army trying to do here?” Desil asked the headmaster.

“It looks like whoever took over command decided to attempt a play at Tenred with a siege. They’ve blocked access to water, I’m sure, and are working on destroying their means for food. It’s a terrible way to go about fighting a war, but it might be the only way to prevent allied casualties. We need to end this war as soon as we can, which means we need to get back to the Dajrik Mountains before the Marros take the akorell metal, not that I know how they would without tools.”

Leida took the spyglass from her father as soon as he let it down. Adriya asked her, “See anyone we know?”

“I can’t make them out from here.”

“I can’t, either,” Basen agreed, “which is why we need to get closer so I can find Steffen Duroby. Desil, I’m going to need your help. It’s not safe for the rest of us to be seen, but you can find out—”

Something heavy came down onto Desil, sending him sprawling facedown onto the grass and knocking the air out of his lungs. It felt like a mattress, not a man. He tried to throw it off, but it was alive as it pushed back. Pyforial energy! Micklin had come for revenge, a surprise attack. He was a coward.

Desil couldn’t escape from beneath it, could barely breathe. He was aware of a swarming army closing around his comrades, but he could do nothing to help them. Softening the ground beneath him would only cause him to sink into the dirt and suffocate faster.

Suddenly the energy jumped off his back. He started to rise but nearly impaled himself onto three swords pointed at his neck.

“Don’t move,” said an unfamiliar voice.

“Neeko, is that your voice I hear?” asked Basen. Desil located Leida’s father with his hands roped behind his back, three men pressing him against the ground.

“Headmaster?”

“Yes! And that’s the king’s daughter and my own daughter the rest of you are manhandling.”

The men and women burst into a panic, helping up everyone, including Desil, and untying the limbs they’d restricted. They uttered a dozen apologies to the headmaster and the princess but not to anyone else.

“I’m sorry, Basen, we assumed you were spies,” said the man Desil assumed to be Neeko.

“Is anyone hurt?” Basen asked his group.

Adriya rubbed her shoulder with a scowl while Kirnich untied the last of the rope around his legs and tossed it at one of the men backing away from him.

“We’re fine,” Beatrix said.

“Then you’re forgiven, Neeko,” said Basen. He grinned as he put his hand on the blond man’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”

Neeko smiled in return. “And you as well. We’ve been worried.”

Neeko’s name sounded familiar to Desil. He made the connection then—this was Micklin’s instructor of pyforial energy. Before Desil could figure out what that might mean, he was distracted by Neeko’s troops staring at Basen, Leida, and Adriya in a way that reminded him of how the Krepps had looked at them as trespassers.

Basen had been about to send Desil off before the attack. The headmaster must’ve assumed there could be this hostility toward him, his daughter and Adriya, but why?

There was one man in particular staring at Adriya, but it didn’t seem to be with the same aggression as his peers. His bright eyes were clever. His mouth was set in a proud grin. His cleanly shaven cheeks and combed short hair stood out among the other men, who’d gone days without touching a razor.

“Can we speak, Adriya?” he asked her quietly while taking a cautious step toward her. “I feared the worst had happened to you.”

“Later.”

Basen glanced around. “Are we safe to talk here?”

“Safe from whom?” asked Neeko.

Basen frowned. “You have to make me specify?”

“Not anymore now that you’ve made it clear. What are you doing here if you don’t want to be seen by anyone in your army?”

“It’s not my army right now, or they wouldn’t be sieging Tenred.”

“That’s not how it started.” There was a hint of irritation in Neeko’s voice, finally helping Desil understand that these men and women of the Academy were angry at Basen for leaving them during this time of war. Most of the people here were Desil’s age, possibly friends of Adriya and Leida who’d been fighting during their absence.

Desil could see a look on Leida’s face as if she was eager to explain, her gaze mostly set on a single woman still holding onto her wand. Probably a friend.

No one paid much attention to Desil. Of the looks he did receive, most were of obvious confusion.

“How did it start?” Basen asked Neeko.

“With several announcements at Redfield by the king. He transferred the role of headmaster to Cleve, but Cleve has made it clear he’s taken it solely out of responsibility. It will go back to you as soon as you return, but I see that you have no intention of doing that anytime soon. You weren’t even planning to show your face?”

Cleve Polken is headmaster now—Adriya’s father. She didn’t appear shocked by this news as she folded her arms defensively.

“Don’t you believe I’m still trying to stop this war?” Basen asked.

“Yes, I believe you’re trying, headmaster. We all do, but we’ve already lost hundreds. You must know the Fjallejon Mountains would be desired by both Kyrro and Tenred, so two battles have been waged over control.”

Desil had climbed up to the southernmost peak of the Fjallejon Mountains upon his return from Kanoan. The top had been bare as far as he could see, but it had been at night, after all, and the two Marros he’d spotted soon after had distracted him. An army could’ve been there in the distance; the mountains were miles long.

“Yes, I assumed so,” Basen said. If the headmaster felt any guilt for his actions, he didn’t let it show as he looked Neeko in the eyes. “And I know the Fjallejons must not be happy about us usurping the mountain. I’m working toward bringing peace to the land not just for them, but for the humans as well.”

“But the worst of it is already over,” Neeko said. “We moved our army here recently. It wasn’t easy. We were met with arrows and fireballs but have since scared off their ranged attackers with retaliations. Kyrro has the superior skill even if our numbers are the same. We’ll win the war eventually.”

“But King Hawthen has the advantage of Tenred’s defensive walls and mountains,” Basen argued. “We know little about him. If he’s clever, he will find a way to bring water to his people while making us believe that he’s unable to. If you try to get over the walls or the mountains to sabotage his supplies, it will be a swift loss. You don’t want to siege. Trust me. The only way it will work is by spreading disease—an option Fernan once discussed with me. He wanted to fling dead bodies and manure over the walls until Tenred gave up. It is an immoral way to fight this already immoral war, which would result in the death of more poor folk than troops, because it’s they who won’t have access to the limited supply of clean water and medicine. I hope Cleve is not considering that tactic.”

“I don’t know if he has,” Neeko responded. “But it’s not the current plan, and the king is not present to argue it. A messenger gave us word that his son, Allephon, is on his way instead. None of us know his purpose in coming.”

Beatrix put herself in front of Basen, her nose nearly touching Neeko’s chin. “What else did the messenger say?”

“That’s all.” A wrinkle formed down his forehead as he moved a step back. “Why?”

“You must have psychics present when he speaks,” she said. “Close enough to detect his lies.”

“I’m not sure of Cleve’s plans for the king’s son, but no one would stop you, Princess, from standing beside your brother if you would like to be the one to do it.”

“They would stop me—you don’t understand. Why can’t you go now to tell Cleve that Allephon plans to lie? Psychics must be present.”

“We can’t leave this forest until others come to relieve us. Tenred troops and scouts are hidden everywhere, waiting for their chance to attack or flee. They were separated from the rest of their army when we forced a retreat. They’re desperate and dangerous. We have to find them all. We’re taking a risk standing here speaking in the open.”

“I understand. Tell me when Allephon is supposed to arrive, and we will figure out what to do.”

“Sometime today, could be soon.”

“Beatrix,” Basen said, gently pulling her away by her shoulder, “we will figure out a plan, but there’s something else we need to know first.” He glanced at Neeko. “The Wind Knights—am I to presume they fight against Tenred with us now that Cleve leads Kyrro’s army?”

“Nothing has been confirmed from…them, but I’m sure many of them are here within our ranks, keeping their allegiance to the Wind Knights hidden until they figure something out.” His voice was hinting.

“All the Wind Knights must start questioning why each side is fighting this war. And everyone must start questioning their king’s motives if they haven’t already. Both kings.” Basen’s voice grew louder as he addressed everyone watching. “This war is without need. We are to fight to protect what’s behind us, not to destroy what’s in front, and yet here our army is outside Tenred’s walls. We have to find out if King Hawthen really means to march on Kyrro or if we are following a leader who merely wants to take Tenred’s land for himself, who wants to take it from those who work and live here, those who always have. Allephon must be questioned with psyche, as well as Hawthen.”

“None of us wish to destroy Tenred, Basen,” Neeko assured. “Cleve has been working with our chemists to loosen parts of the wall with acid mixtures.”

“That could take months.”

Distant horns turned everyone west. “It seems that your brother has arrived, Princess,” Neeko said.

Basen hadn’t told Neeko about Micklin. They hadn’t even mentioned that Fernan had been murdered. There was nothing Neeko could do about that here—that information was for the Wind Knights, and it had to reach them now. But Desil couldn’t leave without at least alerting Neeko about his former student. 

“Micklin is trying to kill Beatrix. He’s working for Allephon, who—” Desil stopped himself to check on Beatrix. She nodded; it was easier for him to say than for her. “Who killed Fernan. The king is dead. We found him in his bed, where he’d been kept for days after passing, hidden away. Murdering him must be part of Allephon’s plot to take the crown, probably Tenred as well.”

“It’s true,” Beatrix said. “We just came from there.”

Even with her confirmation, dozens of men and women glanced at each other incredulously. The man who’d asked to speak with Adriya moved close and took her hand.

“You knew this?” he asked gently.

She surprised Desil by slipping her hands under the man’s arms and leaning against him. He embraced her comfortably as if they were close.

Eckard, Desil realized. They had been a couple. He was the one who told Beatrix and Kirnich that Leida and Adriya were looking for Basen. That felt as if it was years ago, not weeks.

The soldiers of the Academy took the news hard. Desil had seen the dead king with his own eyes, smelled his rot, but he didn’t know Fernan well enough to mourn him. The king must’ve visited the Academy plenty of times for these people to feel as if he really was their leader, at least one of several. Fear showed on their faces, not just sorrow in their teary eyes.

Neeko stepped in front of Desil to show him a face of intent. “I never knew what became of Micklin, but I had a feeling I might have to kill him one day. Was it he who murdered King Fernan?”

“I believe the king was poisoned by Allephon or someone close to him. It should come out shortly, when your army questions him in front of psychics.”

Eckard said, “Something isn’t right. Why would Allephon be here if he could be questioned with psyche?”

“Because he didn’t know we could get here first with a portal,” answered Beatrix. “He must’ve planned to come here to announce the news of my father’s death before we could get to the army and tell them the truth. Knowing him, he’ll claim the culprit was a Tenred spy. That will encourage the ongoing war effort.”

“There’s one thing you’re leaving out,” Basen said. “He also wants the akorell metal and eppil plants before we can get to them. I’m sure part of his plea to end the war swiftly will be sending off a team to gather the supplies for his explosive.” Basen pointed west toward the end of the trees. “Someone who knows as a fact that Fernan died a while ago and it wasn’t Beatrix who killed him has to be out there when Allephon makes his announcement. However, there’s an order to capture, or even kill us, upon sight. We’re viewed as traitors, after all.”

“Desil is as well,” Leida argued. “We should all go now. Our loyal friends will protect us.”

Desil looked through his spyglass toward Tenred’s wall. “Hundreds of troops on horseback are making their way through the army. Allephon probably brought everyone loyal to him. But I don’t know what he looks like, and even if I did, I couldn’t confirm he’s there from this distance.”

“Adriya’s mother and father are there,” Leida told Basen. “And many of the Wind Knights, I would assume. The chances of battle are almost nil.”

“You’re right—there won’t be a battle. No one is going to start one on our behalf, just as I wouldn’t for any small group that defies the king. Most of the troops out there are direct enlists in Fernan’s army, now Allephon’s. They are paid and promoted by the Estlanders. Their lives and livelihoods depend on following orders; Kirnich can attest to this. They won’t stand idle if their leader commands them to arrest someone.”

“That’s true,” Kirnich said, “but what are you suggesting we do instead?”

“If any of us are recognized by Allephon or those loyal to him, he will gladly interrupt himself to detain us,” Basen replied. “And if we refuse, he’ll be more than glad to order his men to kill.”

“My parents would never allow that,” Adriya said.

“And they would get themselves killed when they tried stopping it. The rest of the Academy isn’t going to wage war against the greater half of the army. The year for the school has just begun, which means a third of the troops from the Academy have only just started training. This war is the most unfair to them, as they have had no time to complete war-preparation training like you and Leida have. They will not fight against their own kind. They are not your friends or your family. They don’t know you. I’m sure most of them were hoping to avoid combat altogether. Half are psychics and chemists still figuring out their talents. Desil, I’m sorry, but it has to be you.”

He wasn’t ready to go until he understood why he would be the best choice.

Adriya shifted as if needing to relieve herself. “But Allephon won’t recognize me or Leida, especially if we get there now before an announcement begins.”

“He might recognize me, actually,” Leida said with the same urgency in her voice. “We met when I was called into the castle for questioning.”

“And both of you will be recognized by half of the troops of the Academy.” Basen put his hand on Desil’s back and started to walk him toward the end of the forest. “Word will get around that the daughter of Cleve and Reela and the daughter of the headmaster are here. You were last seen disappearing with me. Anyone can make the connection that I’m somewhere nearby. Think of your parents, Adriya. They wouldn’t know to keep their reaction hidden when they see you. Everything we’ve worked toward could crumble in an instant. We can’t allow Allephon to imprison us.”

Now Desil understood, but was there really no other option? Everyone walked with him and Basen, excluding Neeko and his men.

“We must go,” Neeko said apologetically. “We’ve been idle here too long. Someone could see us and design a trap.”

“Good luck to you,” Basen replied.

This was all happening so quickly that Desil could barely keep up. It gave him no time to consider all the options, as well as the risks. He would have to trust that Basen wouldn’t knowingly send him off to his death.

“Wait,” Beatrix said as they reached the last few trees. “How is Desil supposed to get word to the Wind Knights if he doesn’t know who to speak to?”

“Your mother must’ve introduced you to Cleve and Reela Polken at some point?” Basen asked Desil.

“Many years ago.”

“You told me you never forget a face.”

“I don’t.”

“Then you will recognize them. Cleve is the new headmaster, so those in his army should know of his whereabouts at any given time. Just ask the younger troops you see. They are less likely to be loyal to Allephon. When you meet Cleve or Reela, tell them these exact words in private.” Basen whispered in Desil’s ear: “I come from the south and I’m here to help.” Basen leaned away. “You won’t share that with anyone, understand?”

“That part I do, but the rest is going over my head.”

“There’s no more time. Who knows what lies Allephon is already spinning. Find some way to gain audience with Cleve or Reela, but stay inconspicuous.” Basen gave Desil a little push. He stumbled out of the woods as Neeko’s men and women went deeper into the forest. Most looked back at the headmaster as if expecting him to come, even after his explanation of why he couldn’t.

A few shared words of their disappointment with Basen, which Desil ignored. He focused instead on whispering the phrase to himself that he needed to remember.

Neeko’s shouting distracted him. “Eckard!”

“I’ll catch up.” He was the only one of Neeko’s troops who remained, and he faced Adriya with a worried look.

Desil put them out of his mind. He needed to focus solely on his task.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Leida couldn’t believe her father had sent Desil off alone. She was too stunned to figure out her feelings. Her father put his hand on her shoulder and tried to look in her eyes, but she glanced away.

“Sweetheart, I know this must seem harsh to you, but it’s the safest course of action we can take.”

“For whom? Certainly not for him.”

He surprised her by dropping his hand in frustration. “We can’t show ourselves there just yet. The Wind Knights must be alerted to everything with subtlety so a safe plan can be devised.”

“Adriya,” Eckard said, somewhere behind Leida. “I have to leave, but not before we talk.”

“I’m worried about my friend, so I need to hear this. You wouldn’t understand.”

“I was worried about you and Leida!” Eckard retorted angrily. “That’s why I told them. Ask her if you must; she is a psychic.”

Beatrix and Kirnich were busy with their own conversation a short distance away. “Leave us alone,” the princess spat. “We’re figuring this out.”

“There’s nothing to figure out!” Basen announced, his emotion still a surprise to Leida. The only other occasions when she’d seen him this frustrated were during his gripes about the king’s contracts for Academy students. “Our only option is already at play. We can either go out there with Desil and get ourselves killed, or none of us can go, which will let Allephon get away with murdering your father, Beatrix. What you should be asking yourselves instead is if you trust Desil to handle whatever happens.” Basen paused, but no one spoke. “I do, otherwise I wouldn’t have sent him. Now do the rest of you?”

Leida supposed if she put her worries aside, she did trust Desil to know what to do, but she couldn’t get past the feeling of how wrong it was to send him off alone.

No one answered Basen.

He walked deeper into the woods and said loud enough for all to hear, “Fine, I will take complete responsibility for this decision, even though I know the rest of you agree with it.”

Leida almost couldn’t believe she was watching the same father she’d known to be composed and patient her entire life. It made her uncomfortable to see him pace and mutter to himself like a madman. She wanted to comfort him, but she couldn’t be sincere until she convinced herself he was right.

“I’m sorry, Adriya,” Eckard continued.

Adriya put herself beside Leida so Eckard could face them both. All Leida wanted to do was walk off to be alone, like her father, and think through this. However, she wouldn’t pry off her friend’s fingers as Adriya took her arm.

“I want you to tell Leida and me exactly what you did.”

“Only if you will listen to my reason why,” Eckard countered.

“Fine.”

“I told Beatrix Estlander you were leaving the Academy for long periods of time to search for the headmaster.”

“Which was a complete betrayal of our trust,” Adriya accused.

“How did you even know?” Leida asked.

“I saw how concerned both of you were when you found me in the dining hall and asked if Cleve had shown up that day. I searched for clues myself and found something serious had happened. When the two of you weren’t at Redfield during the announcement that the headmaster was missing and wanted for treason, I knew you were both involved somehow. I told the king’s daughter, then I went out searching. I found the two of you with…I’m assuming he’s the same man?” He pointed a thumb over his shoulder in the direction Desil had gone.

“Yes. Where did you find us?” Adriya asked.

“In Kayvol. I recognized Leida’s voice from inside a tavern. Then I followed when the three of you headed west past the Academy and went down a ladder.”

“So it was you who ran when I called out,” Adriya said. “Why not show yourself?”

“So you could scold me? So you could threaten me to leave you alone? What would be the point? This way, I might be able to keep following you and help.” He looked away with a scowl. “Little did I know you would be leaving the continent, otherwise I would’ve shown myself and convinced you to let me come.”

Leida resisted the urge to look over at her friend. They’d argued whether they should’ve gotten Eckard involved, Leida opting for more help. It was in the past now, which made her think of an important question.

“Why are you telling us all of this now?”

“Because I needed both of you know why I did it.”

“You already said it.” Adriya’s voice had softened. “Because you were worried.”

Eckard stepped in close to her. “I was. I still am.”

Their tones were as gentle as feathers. Both of them had a way of unraveling each other’s aggression with a single look of care. Leida stepped away to give them time alone, as well as herself.

“Do you forgive me, Leida?” Eckard called after her.

She looked toward her friend for confirmation. Adriya nodded.

“I do, Eckard.” Kirnich and Beatrix have been invaluable to us. If Eckard was the one to thank for them getting involved, then he deserved more than just her forgiveness. Her mind wasn’t in the right place to find the words, though.

Beatrix and Kirnich still seemed to be plotting as they passed a spyglass back and forth to watch the army.

Alone with her thoughts, Leida could finally work through this complicated situation. She weighed each known option while she sought better ones. They didn’t have the luxury of time—they needed to return to the Dajrik Mountains for the akorell metal as soon as possible—but they would accomplish nothing without the potion that liquefied the akorell and separated it from rock. To get that, they needed to speak with Steffen Duroby. To speak with him, they had to show themselves. To show themselves, they had to deal with Allephon.

She supposed they could’ve waited until he left to speak with the chemist, but that would allow him to manipulate the army however he pleased.

We need to deal with Allephon even if we didn’t need the akorell melting potion.

She sighed. Sending Desil to find Adriya’s parents really was the best option.

The pressure on Leida’s father must be more than she realized. She didn’t know what it was like to take responsibility for the lives of others. She’d assumed it came naturally to her father after all of his time as headmaster, but looking at him now, the world on his shoulders as he paced with a miserable look on his face, she realized how wrong she was.

She’d seen the way the troops had looked at him with disappointment. It must have seemed to them that he had abandoned them when they needed him most. Some may have lost a friend in this war already, possibly more, and their headmaster had nothing tangible to show for his time away from the school.

There hadn’t been a chance to share their accomplishments with Neeko’s troops. They should have akorell metal soon. They really could end the war. Leida believed it. She was determined to show everyone, but there was one person in particular who most needed to see her faith in the headmaster right now.

She went over to her father. He stopped his mumblings and looked up with a hopeful sparkle his eyes.

“I believe in you,” she said. “Not just with your recent decision, but with everything. It’s why I went to Kanoan to help you, and it’s why I’m still here rather than fighting beside my friends. Everyone will see what I see in you by the time you’re done. You will end this war, Father. I know you will.”

They embraced. He kissed her head. “We will end it, sweetheart. It’s not just me anymore.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

The only reason Desil was able to slip into the ranks of the army was because most of them were focused on Allephon. There were some, however, who showed Desil puzzled looks. One grabbed him.

“Who are you?”

Desil felt something sharp against his stomach. He looked down at his shirt stretching around the point of a dagger. At least the man’s sword was still sheathed.

“I’m an ally who needs to speak with Cleve or Reela immediately. Where are they?”

“If you’re an ally, where’s your uniform?”

Desil paused to think of how best to answer. He remembered Cleve being a giant of a man. It shouldn’t be difficult to find him if he was near.

“I’m not that kind of ally,” Desil admitted.

“Then you must be questioned by a psychic before stepping on this ground.” The man in uniform stomped his foot. “Are you a merchant, a delouser, or something else? You look like a soldier without a uniform, which would make you a Tenred spy. Psychic! Who’s near?”

“I am,” answered a woman on her way over.

“I just arrived,” Desil said, “and I don’t have time to explain myself. I am an ally of Kyrro. For the sake of the kingdom, bring me to Cleve or Reela Polken before they speak with Allephon.” Desil tried to move around the man, but the knife dug deeper.

“No one gets into the troop section unless you explain who you are and where you came from.”

Tenred’s army must’ve done more damage than Desil realized if Kyrro’s army was this protective of each other. They had made camp a mile from the wall. There weren’t enough tents for everyone, so Desil didn’t know where many of them slept, but he saw now that there were different sections to what looked like a traveling town. Men and women without uniform worked to Desil’s right while uniformed troops worked just as hard to his left.

Soldiers and commoners groomed horses, delousing no doubt. The swordsman had asked Desil if he was a delouser. It was too late to say he was now that a psychic was here. A trail of whom Desil assumed to be merchants made their way out of the Fjallejon Pathway, around the soldier section of this massive camp, and into the back of a queue at least seventy people long. Two men in uniform questioned and searched each man, woman, and even child before allowing them through. Some had bread tucked under their arms. Others covered their goods in a blanketed basket. More than a few seemed to be returning cleaned undergarments or first-layer clothing. Even more people were taking out soiled garments from the troop area.

At closer look, Desil noticed more and more people without uniform working among the soldiers. Desil knew soldiers would be fighting, eating, and sleeping, but he’d never considered how they would accomplish that. He saw now how much more there was to war. For every man or woman Desil noticed to be eating, he counted another preparing food. Soup and bread seemed to be the meals of choice, or perhaps choice had little to do with it. He watched an officer—designated by the stars on the shoulders of his uniform—take a disinterested look at a woman’s basket and fish out some carrots and beets. He handed her a coin in exchange, then gave the vegetables to a woman in uniform stirring a vat over a fire. She let go of the ladle to start chopping the new vegetables on top of a tree stump.

There was a smoky smell to the air. Underneath it was the stink of manure. A child made a face as she carried a bucket out of camp, holding it as far from her nose as she could manage.

The construction of catapults took center stage of the camp, men banging away as others barked orders. The troops passing by kept a wide berth. Allephon and his escorts had moved out of sight behind the massive structures, but turning heads indicated the new king couldn’t have gone far. There were many roles Desil could choose from to gain access to the troop side of the camp, but only the truth would suffice with a psychic scowling at him.

“Allephon plans to lie,” he told the young man and woman. “He will announce that his father died from an illness, but Allephon was the one responsible for Fernan’s death.”

The swordsman scoffed as he shoved Desil. “We don’t need your kind spreading rumors. Next you’ll be asking for coin for more false tidings. Stay away from here.”

“I’m telling the truth.” Desil peered into the psychic’s eyes. She appeared unconvinced. “Can’t you tell?”

“Psyche tells me you believe yourself but not whether you’ve gone mad.”

“I was there in the castle a day ago.” Desil leaned in to whisper. “I saw his body.”

The effect of his words slackened their faces.

“It can’t be true,” the swordsman said to the psychic. “How could he have gotten here from the castle in a day without a horse?”

“I don’t know.” Her gaze bore into Desil. The power behind her eyes reminded him of how Adriya used to stare when Desil first involved himself with Leida. But there was something else in the psychics’ gray eyes that Desil had never seen in Adriya, a glint of fear that Desil was right. “Who are you?”

He wished he could tell them that he was helping the headmaster end this war, but he’d seen how Neeko’s troops had looked at Basen with betrayal. If the rest of the army found out their headmaster was here in hiding, news would no doubt reach Allephon. A search would commence, resulting in Basen’s capture as well as everyone else’s. Desil might not be killed, but Beatrix certainly would. There would be no more hope to reach the akorell metal before the Marros, and the creatures could use it to build a new home in Kyrro if they didn’t take it back to Kanoan. Desil stopped his train of thought there.

“I’m Desil Fogg,” he answered. “I’m involved in this war in a different way than you, but I am on your side. More importantly, I’m on the side of truth. I cannot tell you more, but you’re welcome to accompany me on our way to Cleve or Reela Polken. You can take my sword as well.” He gripped the handle and began to draw it out, pausing to wait for their reaction. He would hate to part with his weapon, and he was certain the psychic could feel this.

“Yes, give it to him.”

Desil handed his weapon off to the soldier. The young man’s face blanched as he took the sword with a shaky hand.

“Are you saying he’s right about the king?” he asked the psychic

“He might be,” she answered. “And that chance is all I need to take him to the Polkens.”

 

 

*****

 

 

Leida needed to interrupt Adriya and Eckard while they seemed to be rekindling an old flame. It wasn’t that Leida minded their brushing of hands and longing looks. In fact, Adriya had been as happy as Leida could remember during the heart of her relationship with the haughty swordsman-chemist. Her reason for interrupting instead had to do with a thought, or more a hope, for Desil.

Eckard had chosen to ignore orders, remaining here only because of Adriya, so it seemed wrong of Leida to force him away. But she couldn’t stand idle any longer.

She’d asked her father why he hadn’t told any of Neeko’s troops to go with Desil.

“Because I know how important it must be for them to watch these woods,” he’d answered. “Remember how they captured us when they thought we were with Tenred. There was anger behind their tackling and roping. Tenred must’ve done more damage to Kyrro in the short time we’ve been gone than I assumed. Our enemies are out here somewhere, posing a risk to our allies. It’s not fair of me to ask them to sacrifice their safety. They’ve already lost trust in us because we left the Academy. They aren’t likely to accept such an order.”

It was a valid point, except that Eckard had stayed behind without anyone asking him to. When Basen saw Leida glancing at the young swordsman, Basen had told her, “Ask if you wish, but hurry. Neeko should be back any moment to collect and reprimand him, if I know Neeko as well as I think I do.”

Leida had run to interrupt her friend’s reunion after that.

“Eckard, can you go after Desil and make sure he gets to one of Adriya’s parents?” She gave Adriya an apologetic look as soon as she finished speaking.

“I should’ve thought of that earlier,” Adriya said to Leida’s relief. “Go, Eckard.”

For all the attention Eckard had given Leida the last time she and Adriya had seen him, in the dining hall of the Academy, now it was as if Leida didn’t exist. He looked at Adriya as if she had answers to every question he could think to ask.

“Go!” she repeated.

“All right.”

Leida was surprised when he leaned into Adriya for a kiss. She must’ve expected it, though, because her mouth was ready.

Screams pierced the air as their lips touched.

Basen was running toward the cries before Leida even realized what she was hearing. There was a battle in the woods. Her father looked back at them. “Stay here, Leida and Adriya!”

But Eckard and Adriya were already on their way after him, Kirnich and Beatrix flanking Basen.

“But Desil…” Leida spoke to no one but herself. She was unable to move, and unable to figure out why. She tried to go after them, but all she could do was watch.

It felt as a betrayal to Desil when she finally sprang into motion. I will see him again, she told herself. He will be safe. There was no logic behind her fear for Desil. It was little more than a sense, a premonition that something would go wrong out there.

Here she would fight beside her father with courage, her training coming back stronger with each step.

She ran into the scene behind her comrades. Men camouflaged with leaf-colored leather armor stabbed spears into the bodies of Academy students trapped beneath rope, squirming in a panic to free themselves. Many were already dead. The ambush must’ve come from the trees, where more camouflaged archers fired down arrows into the heads and backs of Leida’s allies.

She screamed out her aggression and anger as she unleashed a fireball at the nearest woman in the trees. Leida’s aim was true. Her target was older, with gray hair that fanned out as she spiraled down from the branch and landed on the ground, alive somehow. She started to get up until Kirnich swiped his sword through her neck to separate her head. She held for a moment on hands and knees before sprawling. Leida was sickened by the sight of blood spurting from the woman’s neck.

She couldn’t believe the gruesome scene everywhere before her. Blood sprayed the trees, the ground, and the armor of everyone as the pungent and metallic scent of death curled Leida’s stomach. Shouts and screams grinded in her ears. Explosions of fireballs reverberated through her heart.

She froze. Her breath caught. Her hand dropped.

Unable to control her feet, they turned her around. Erwal, one of the assassins who’d been pursuing Beatrix, had been right about Leida. He’d harassed her for weeks, staring at her rather than their instructor during their training, sitting close enough in the dining hall to watch Leida every time she ate. He started walking around her campus house at night—she could hear him pacing and knew it was him, though she never had the courage to confront him. She went to Reela with Adriya’s help, and together they questioned Erwal. He claimed he loved Leida and had been trying to figure out how to tell her, which she couldn’t believe when Reela confirmed it was true. Leida told him then that he scared her and asked him to stay away.

Instead, he’d cornered her in the dining hall the next evening. He called her every name he could think of, but the worst was when he said she was a coward who would be first to die if war ever started. It was the only insult spoken under control, the only insult that turned out to be correct.

It all came back as she fought herself not to flee. She knew she wasn’t a coward. She wasn’t the weakest on the battlefield. And yet she was the only one who couldn’t fight.

“Adriya!” Basen yelled. “Take Leida back with you.”

Leida turned to see Adriya looking her way, obviously unsure about what to do. A battle raged behind Adriya. Basen blocked an attack with his sword and counterattacked with speed Leida had never witnessed in her father, shock bulging his enemy’s eyes as the man curled over Basen’s blade. Two more came for Basen—Leida’s allies were heavily outnumbered.

Something snapped within her as Adriya came and put her hands on Leida to take her away. Leida moved around Adriya and blasted the ground in front of the two men charging her father. Dirt exploded, rolling men backward in its wake.

“Watch out!” Adriya shoved Leida. An arrow whistled and stuck into the ground. Adriya dropped her staff to return fire with her bow, felling the archer on the outskirts of the fray, but another arrow came from the sky and pierced Adriya’s leg just above her knee.

The injury took her off her feet but not out of the battle. She readied her second arrow and shot this man down as well, all before Leida could form a fireball from the energy she’d gathered. Unable to hold it, she shifted her aim to the last archer she saw in the trees, this one far across the battlefield. Her fireball broke branches as it stormed through the canopy with a tail of smoke, blasting down another woman.

Leida helped up her friend and got her behind the nearest tree.

“Stay here and shoot with me.” Adriya nocked an arrow.

The battle had shrunk into a brawl. “I can’t risk it. My fireball would be just as likely to strike an ally.”

“Stay where I can see you, then.”

“I will.”

 

 

*****

 

 

The swordsman and psychic didn’t give Desil their names. They accompanied him in a walk around the siege weapons. Desil spotted Allephon’s retinue soaking up everyone’s attention, most stopping work to gawk. Desil casually moved to one side to place his escorts between him and the band of steel-clad soldiers. He wasn’t sure if any among them would recognize him from his escape of the castle, but he couldn’t risk finding out.

His escorts brought him in front of a large tent where two older men were just leaving while chatting with each other.

“Hawthen really agreed?” asked one dubiously.

The din of the camp drowned out the other’s response as they walked past Desil as if he wasn’t there.

Hawthen was the king of Tenred. Desil had no idea what he could’ve agreed to.

The swordsman escort called out, “Headmaster, there’s something important to be discussed.”

“How important?” answered a deep voice.

“Very,” Desil answered. “And urgent.”

“Then hurry up. Come in.”

Desil followed the swordsman inside with the psychic behind them. Cleve Polken put himself in front of them at the entrance of the tent, his broad shoulders blocking the rest of the interior from view.

Desil knew they’d met before, but Cleve’s glowering eyes and straight mouth were unfamiliar. It was probable that Desil hadn’t spent much time glancing above Cleve’s chest the last time they’d met, too distracted by the size of this man. Cleve’s graying hair, once brown, was wet as if he’d washed it in preparation of meeting Allephon. The prince didn’t deserve attention or admiration from anyone here, but at least he wasn’t in this tent.

Desil looked around Cleve hoping to find Reela present. She turned around as she moved her hazelnut hair over her pointed ear to give Desil a glance of curiosity.

“Three of you are needed for this?” Cleve asked incredulously.

The swordsman and psychic appeared reluctant to move, even as Cleve stared at them one at a time.

“I would like to stay and listen,” said the swordsman.

“I would as well,” added the psychic.

“The two of you would be of more use continuing your work.” Cleve’s voice was as hard and unforgiving as rock.

They left in a hurry. Reela approached.

“Is that you, Desil Fogg?” she asked.

Cleve’s face softened as Desil nodded. “Desil, is Adriya all right?”

So they knew he was with her, which meant they must know Basen was with them as well. “She is.” Apparently, Desil didn’t need to repeat the line Basen had given him. Reela’s psyche was strong enough to determine his loyalty.

“Is Adriya still with you?” Reela asked.

“Yes. She isn’t far, but no one else in my party can be seen here, and that has to do with Allephon. It’s less of a risk for me to be here, but I would still be arrested if I was recognized by anyone loyal to Allephon. I know a truth about him that he’s keeping from you.”

Cleve put his finger over his mouth to indicate Desil should keep quiet, then he walked past Desil to peer out of the tent. Satisfied, Cleve returned but kept going past Desil, stopping in the middle of the tent. He sat on a sheepskin-draped bench and gestured for Desil to sit on the other bench across from him, a table between them. Desil obliged as Reela chose the spot beside her husband.

“What has Allephon told you so far?” Desil asked.

“You said this was urgent.” Cleve leaned in. “So get out what you know.”

“Fernan is dead.” Desil felt a weight lift off his shoulders. He’d made it. All would work out. “Beatrix Estlander believes her brother Allephon is responsible for their father’s death, and I do as well. Allephon hid the king’s passing, claiming he was sick when he had already died a week ago. We found his body in the castle. It was…old.” Rotten.

They didn’t appear surprised by the news. In fact, they hardly reacted at all as they glanced at one another.

“What makes you think it was Allephon?” Reela asked.

Words poured out of Desil’s mouth without thought. “Because he sent Micklin, Erwal, and Girgis to kill Beatrix. Only Micklin followed her and the rest of us to Kanoan, but the other two showed up with him at my mother’s tavern, along with the king’s adviser—Jimmin—who can lie undetected to psychics. Annah confirmed this. I don’t know her last name, and I don’t know the first name of the Girgis brother. He wants to kill me and Kirnich, while Micklin mostly is after Beatrix yet is willing to kill anyone in his way.”

Reela put up her hand. The spell of psyche dissolved, Desil’s conscious thoughts returning. He felt as if he’d come out of a dream where he’d watched himself act without control. Bastial hell, Reela is strong. It struck Desil with awe but terrified him all the same.

He got up and moved away from the bench. “What did you just do?” he asked her.

 “I’m sorry for that.” She gestured at the bench. “Please sit.”

Was there a point in refusing if she had the power to force him onto the bench anyway? He cautiously moved his legs around to sit again.

No wonder Adriya was so direct about everything. She grew up under the guidance of a stern and disciplined man as well as possibly the most powerful psychic in Ovira. Psyche wasn’t supposed to be able to control another person, only cause feelings.

“Sometimes it’s easier to get out every little thing you know about a subject rather than going back and forth with questions and answers,” Reela said apologetically. “Psyche often helps with that.”

“I wish you had warned me first.” He felt as if he’d been a puppet with her holding the strings.

“It doesn’t work as well if you know it’s coming, but I promise I won’t do it to you again.”

“Will you now tell me what Allephon has said so far?” Desil asked.

“Not much.” Cleve lifted himself from the bench and began to pace. “He did tell us his father had died but not how.” Cleve turned to Reela. “It doesn’t make sense; why would he agree?”

“He must be planning something.”

“Agree to what?” Desil asked. It might be the same thing Hawthen had agreed to. A meeting?

Cleve glanced at Desil from the corner of his eye, ignoring his question. “Are you certain it was Allephon who sent Micklin after Beatrix—and are you sure it was Micklin, the pyforial mage?”

“It was definitely him. Before Micklin tried to kill me, he confirmed that Allephon had sent him. He said Allephon is to be the new king. Micklin protects him because Allephon promised to give Micklin free reign to kill whoever he wants after he murders Beatrix. Allephon must know how much of a threat she is to him to want her dead. He planned to have Micklin kill her in Kanoan as well as figure out how the Marros are causing explosions. By following us, he succeeded in the latter but not the former.”

Cleve shut his eyes for a breath as anguish took his face. “Desil—you must speak only in facts.”

“I am,” he insisted.

Cleve demanded, “Tell me what Allephon thinks Basen is doing right now.”

“Looking for akorell metal.”

“Is it true? Wait.” Cleve put up his hand as he turned away. “Don’t answer that. Instead, tell me where Allephon thinks all of you are?”

“He probably assumes we’re on our way here, which is why he hurried to come here first. What else did he tell you besides that his father died? I bet he wants your troops to watch for Basen or anyone loyal to him.”

“He wouldn’t order that of the Academy troops who are loyal to Basen,” Cleve said. “But I’m sure he’s issued that order to his own men, who he can trust.”

“You only control students and instructors of the Academy?”

“Reela and I don’t control anyone. When we’re not at war, the headmaster of the Academy oversees the school, which belongs to the king. During times of war, the headmaster is to lead the army into battle. But again, all troops belong to the king. His orders supersede Basen’s, and especially mine. The only difference between troops at the Academy, troops who are graduates of the Academy, and hired swords is the strength of their loyalty to their king compared to their headmaster.”

“What about the Wind Knights?”

Cleve gave a dry laugh. “What did Basen tell you about them?”

“Nothing. Everything I know is from my mother, which isn’t much.”

“They are not as powerful as she made them seem,” Reela explained.

“They, not ‘we’? ”

“It’s more complicated than you imagine,” she said.

“I imagine the Wind Knights have the power to stop this war.” Both Cleve and Reela shook their heads at Desil. “But I’m beginning to see that’s wrong.”

“There aren’t enough Wind Knights to threaten either side into giving up,” Reela said.

“The Wind Knights could help put a stop to the war under the right circumstances.” Cleve sat again and showed Desil a look of importance. “But the opportunity has not come.”

Desil got the hint. They needed Basen’s help. They needed the threat of the explosive.

It was disappointing how both Cleve and Reela seemed to disconnect themselves from the Wind Knights, but he could feel hope behind their words. Ending this war meant more to them than winning it, but the lives of those in Kyrro’s army were at stake. Cleve and Reela had given Desil no indication that they thought the war was pointless. Tenred must’ve fought viciously so far. Their king probably isn’t dedicated to the lives of his people any more than Allephon is.

Desil had a sudden worry for Leida and the others. Could it be that Basen had sent Desil away from danger, not into it? The sooner he concluded this meeting, the faster he could return to them, but would he be able to make it back into this camp if he left? Curiosity interrupted his stream of thoughts.

“What were you referring to earlier, headmaster, when you wondered why Allephon would agree?”

“I’d prefer if you don’t call me headmaster. I have to bear the title among everyone here, but you are working with Basen. He is still the headmaster. Make sure he knows this.”

Reela nodded. “Please do,” she added.

“Your support of our goal comes as a relief,” Desil admitted. “We didn’t receive the same response from Neeko’s troops.”

“He’s lost men he’s known for years,” Cleve said. “We can’t blame anyone for their resentment; we can only help them manage it. Regarding your question about Allephon, he agreed to a meeting that came as a shock to us. Now that you’ve come here with accusations of murder that I believe to be true, I’ve gone from shocked to incredulous. There must be something we’re missing.”

“Who did he agree to meet?” Desil asked. He’d already assumed the answer, but assumptions weren’t good enough here.

“King Hawthen, outside Tenred’s wall.” Cleve pointed west. “Psychics will be there to confirm both kings tell the truth.”

“What is to be discussed?”

“The terms of the war…originally.” Cleve spoke facing Reela. “But Allephon must know the question of his father’s death will arise. If he isn’t responsible, he wouldn’t have agreed to the meeting. Did you use psyche to convince him?”

“No, the psychic with him would’ve felt the artificial shift of his energy,” she replied.

“He must not be responsible for his father’s death,” Cleve said with a shrug. “It’s the only explanation I can think of, not that I believe it.”

“Even if that’s true,” Desil said. “He does want Beatrix dead.”

“Unless that is someone else’s doing as well.” Cleve put up his hands before Desil could interrupt. “I believe everything you’ve said. I’m only looking for an explanation of why he agreed to meet. Allephon must assume Hawthen will ask how King Fernan died. If Allephon killed him, Reela will be able to tell with psyche.”

“I will.”

“Then either you’re wrong, Desil, or there’s something all of us are missing.”

“We’ll find out soon enough.” Reela stood from the bench, prompting Desil to as well. “The kings are to meet in less than an hour. In the meantime, I want you to tell me everything that’s happened with Basen. Spare no details, especially about my daughter. Start with where she is right this moment.”

“Then I must excuse myself,” Cleve said to Desil’s surprise, and walked out of the tent.

“Try not to wonder why he’s leaving,” Reela said. “You don’t want to figure it out.”

Utterly confused, Desil decided to take her advice and ignore it. He began his tale with meeting the headmaster at Lake Kayvol and agreeing to bring news of Basen’s departure to Leida the following morning at the Academy. As Desil rushed through the events that led him to Kanoan and back, a nervous excitement fluttered in his stomach. Allephon must have something planned, but he’d underestimated Basen’s ability to get here in time. The truth would come out. Reela would make sure of it.

Halfway through Desil’s tale, Reela jumped. “Wait.” She stared at the tent’s exit. “Cleve is calling to me,” she whispered. “Something about Allephon and the tent. He’s probably come to search it.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

There was only one place to hide, and that was underneath the bed. But Reela had mentioned earlier that Allephon had a psychic with him. No matter how well Desil was hidden, his natural bastial energy would give away his location. He could only hope that Cleve would send Allephon away.

The wish had just crossed his mind when Allephon entered the tent and stared at Desil. They’d never met, but it had to be him. His raven hair was the same black as Beatrix’s, his pointed gaze alert and drilling. A blue robe of velvet hung from his shoulders. Boots with rubber heels across the bottom gave him an extra inch, making him just taller than Desil.

A woman came in behind Allephon. She looked young to have gray hair. Desil placed her in her late thirties. The only wrinkles on her face were the two down her cheeks polished by sweat. She squinted as if concentrating, a battle in her eyes as she peered at Reela.

“I should be leaving.” Desil started around Allephon and nodded at Cleve. “I can return at a better time.”

The freshly crowned king barred Desil with an extended arm. “Wait. You will return to where you were standing.” He pointed to the center of the tent.

Could Allephon have recognized Desil somehow? How far would I get if I fled? It depended on whether he would receive aid from anyone in this tent or nearby.

“Who are you?” Allephon asked.

His name would give him away. Looking to Reela for help would be obvious. No, just feeling the need for help would be obvious. The psychic tilted her head from one shoulder to the other, her focus still on Reela. Desil didn’t know why, but he took it as his chance to answer.

Desil stuffed away his anger and fear in some deep corner of his heart. “I’m no one important, my prince. I shouldn’t waste your time.”

“I’ll return in a moment, Allephon, unless I’m needed this instant?” Cleve asked.

“Where are you going?”

“To relieve myself.”

Allephon grumbled and tossed a hand. “Fine.”

It seemed strange to Desil for Cleve to flee after what had to be an excuse, but there was more going on here than met the eye. Allephon’s psychic still hadn’t paid much attention to anyone besides Reela.

“He’s just a young mage who came here to deliver a report,” Reela told Allephon. “He doesn’t know anything. He’s not the brightest of the lot of them,” she added with a chuckle. “He can come back later if you need to speak with me before your meeting.”

“No need.” Allephon eyed his psychic. “Anyone else here?”

She shook her head.

“Then we’ll be leaving.”

“Are you checking every tent for Basen?” Reela asked as Allephon started to leave.

He scowled over his shoulder. “Would that be a problem?”

“It’s a waste of your time. He’s not in the camp. There’s no way anyone who left the Academy with him would be able to show up here without being recognized. We would all find out soon enough that Basen or someone with him had at least made an appearance.”

“Would you tell me if you found out where he was?”

Reela hesitated. “That depends.” 

“On what?”

“On many things. I can’t say what I will do if I don’t know the circumstances of it.”

Allephon shot a look at his psychic. She shrugged as if she didn’t want to admit Reela had told the truth. The new monarch seemed more surprised than angry, though certainly some of both.

“I want you to pledge that you will tell me if you find out anything about Basen.”

“I pledge to do what is best for Kyrro.”

Allephon stomped toward her. “I am king now. I could remove you from here. I could take away your work as a psychic. I could even put you in prison for disobeying me. I know everything there is to know about the Wind Knights. They won’t revolt if I discipline one of their members for defiance.”

“Would you rather I lie? Fine. I will tell you if I find out anything about Basen, no matter the circumstance.”

“It’s a lie, sire,” confirmed Allephon’s psychic.

“Of course it is, you dolt! She just said she would!” He took a breath.

Reela held her fierce gaze.

Desil felt like a mouse in this room of giants, powerless to do anything. The king could take his golden-hilted sword and run it through Reela’s stomach, and Desil could only scream as the gray-haired psychic floored him with pain.

He couldn’t get a grasp on the situation. Reela had lied earlier about Desil, and yet it was only in this conversation about Basen’s whereabouts that the king confronted her. Desil knew exactly where Basen was…stop thinking about it. He drew the enemy psychic’s gaze.

“You don’t need to remind me what you can legally do to me as king,” Reela explained. “It does not change that I can only tell the truth. I have. Now the rest is up to you.”

Allephon paused for a moment. “I will let it go this time if you vow to work on your subservience to me.”

“I will.”

He glanced at his psychic. She nodded. Then he turned on his heels and stormed out with his psychic trailing behind.

Desil felt as if a quake had opened the earth around him but left a small patch of land for him to stand upon. The shaking had finally come to an end, but that didn’t mean he was safe.

“Reela, I don’t understand. You lied about me.”

“It’s best if you don’t think about it.”

But Desil’s mind was already racing. The momentum was too much to stop. “That’s why Cleve left in a hurry. Because he knows what you can do—you can lie undetected to psychics. Allephon’s psychic could’ve picked this up from Cleve’s energy if he’d stayed.”

Reela cursed. “And now a psychic can do the same of you. Do you realize how dangerous this is for both of us?”

Desil cursed louder. “Does Adriya know?”

“She doesn’t, and you can’t tell anyone, Desil. Understand?”

“I do.”

Reela put her hand over her brow. “If a situation with a psychic arises with the two of us again, you must find some way to excuse yourself.”

“I promise I will.” Desil thought for a moment. “Basen knows, doesn’t he?”

“Yes. It’s why he came to me to help him with his explosive, but I wasn’t able to do what he required. He turned to Annah, and she betrayed him. I’m partially to blame for everything that’s happened since.” Reela shook her head. “That is a conversation between me and him. Try to forget about what you know. I hope you can.”

“I don’t forget things like that. I’m sorry.”

She sighed. “Then at least focus on getting what he needs for the explosive. There has already been bloodshed, yet I have a feeling it’s about to get much worse.”

“I must ask. Why didn’t you lie at the end of the conversation and simply tell Allephon you would inform him of Basen’s whereabouts if you found out?”

“That would be too obvious a lie. They might get suspicious.”

Desil nodded, understanding dawning. Her actions showed what kind of woman she was. He was beginning to see why his mother had gotten along so well with Reela when they were younger.

“I wish you and my mother had remained friends.”

“I do too.”

“Will you question Allephon yourself about the murder of Fernan and the attempted murder of Beatrix?”

“I will, Desil.” She took his hand. “It’s a pleasure we got to meet again. I’m happy to see the man you’ve become. Your mother must be proud. I thank you for coming here, but now you should find some way to return to Basen. He was right to stay away. Make sure he keeps doing that until he absolutely needs our help or he has the akorell and the eppil vines.”

Desil spoke hesitantly. “I would like to stay to watch the meeting between the kings. You mentioned it was soon.”

She dropped his hand. “There will be nothing but danger for you if you remain here.”

He found some strength to bolster his voice. “I can’t return to Beatrix without telling her what becomes of her brother, or you’ll find her here in my stead.”

“I see I’m not going to change your mind.” Reela let out her breath. “I won’t force you to leave if you promise to be careful and keep your distance from me.”

“I promise.”

 

 

*****

 

 

After the victory of battle came a pain unlike Leida had experienced in her short life. She fell where she stood, a scream slipping out. Her vision blurred as she looked for her father. She’d lost sight of him during the fray while she stayed on the outskirts, blasting any man or woman without a mark of Kyrro on their blue armor—a gold crown outlined in silver.

“I’m here, Leida!” her father said from directly above her. “I need to roll you onto your side to see if you’ve been stabbed or shot.”

“It’s only my back,” she said, gritting her teeth through the pain.

“Are you sure? It’s difficult to tell sometimes.”

He was certainly right about that. She hadn’t known how deep her wound was until the short battle came to an end. Adriya had done well covering Leida’s blind spots, but one swordsman charged too fast to be stopped by an arrow in his leg. He got a clean slash across her lower back as she jumped forward in a failed attempt to avoid him. If she hadn’t moved, though, the damage would’ve been worse. At least she could still feel her legs.

“It’s only my back,” Leida confirmed.

When she’d first been struck, she’d felt only a pinching sensation and some numbness. She’d figured the blade had only nicked her. The pain first came in a wave that traveled out from her horizontal wound, her nerves tingling as if asleep. Horrible burning followed, as if someone had set her skin aflame.

She could hear the groans of others. Some must’ve had worse injuries, but her pain was so intense that she couldn’t tell her father to leave.

“Caregelow?” she asked.

“I was just getting it out for you. Here, drink.”

“Stop,” Kirnich said. He crouched beside Leida for a closer look at her wound. “She’ll do further damage to herself if she moves around while drunk on caregelow. She needs to be somewhere she can be put to sleep with psyche.”

“You see how much pain she’s in,” Basen argued.

“Pain won’t kill anyone, headmaster. If it wasn’t your daughter, you would agree.”

Leida couldn’t think past the agony. She ached for relief, no matter the risk. The only other time she’d felt pain like this was when Beatrix had crippled her with psyche, but that was so short it was forgettable. This already felt as if it had gone on for hours.

“Adriya needs help as well,” Leida barely managed to get out.

“Beatrix is with her,” Kirnich said. “But Neeko says it’s not safe to treat our injured here. He’s running to the rest of the army to inform them of what happened. Reinforcements will come to replace his troops and the injured will be brought into camp.”

Basen jumped up. “Did you tell him not to speak of us to anyone?”

“I’m assuming he already knows, headmaster, but we still have to get somewhere safe. Then Leida and Adriya can take caregelow and rest.”

That meant Leida really would have to endure hours of this pain. She couldn’t believe it. There had to be some other option.

“Your cut is deep,” Basen said, “but more so on the left of your back. It’s shallow across your spine and superficial on the right side. I don’t think you have to worry about permanent damage. I’m going to see if I can get you and Adriya something for the pain from the soldiers here as I figure out what to do.”

Leida groaned and squirmed to get more comfortable as her father left. Kirnich took her hand. “I know what it feels like to be cut like that with a sword. There are few things worse.”

“How long will the pain last?”

“Caregelow takes away the pain and closes the wound.”

“Without caregelow.”

“Days, maybe weeks. I don’t know.” He shifted to look closer at her wound, then sighed nervously. He looked the other way, where her father had gone.

“What is it?” Leida asked.

“You’re going to keep losing blood unless we do something.”

Dread came over her as she realized what that meant. Her first tears sprung from her eyes as she was no longer able to hold them back. A river flowed down her cheeks and across her nose as she lay on her side. She couldn’t lift her arm to wipe them away because any movement made the pain worse, so the forest remained a blur.

“I can’t handle cauterizing it,” Leida admitted, full of shame. “I can’t. Erwal was right about me. I’m weak. I’m not meant to fight in war.”

The warrior squeezed her hand again, hard this time. “I saw you fight, Leida. You’re strong and courageous. Here comes your father. We’ll figure this out.”

“We’re going to do this here,” Basen said to Leida’s immense relief. “I’m giving caregelow to Leida and Adriya, and we will suffer the consequences of that choice. Here, sweetheart. Drink all of it.”

Leida somehow found the will to refuse the potion for a moment longer. Her father cared for her more than anything, but his judgment was impaired by her agony. Although the pain was torture, she feared death more.

“Kirnich?” she asked. “Do you agree?”

“Yes,” he said. “We’ll figure something out.”

She drank with her father’s assistance. It tasted like the juice of a spoiled fruit, with a strong salty sensation that might’ve been from her tears falling into the vial. She knew much about caregelow, but she’d never needed it before, never tasted it.

Many had died or at least worsened their injuries because of lively drunken behavior. Don’t move, don’t move, don’t move, she would repeat to herself until she could fall asleep.

“Is Adriya all right?” Leida asked.

“She’s better off than you,” Kirnich said. “As soon as Beatrix is done helping her, she’ll try to put you to sleep.”

“Let’s move Adriya here,” Basen suggested. “So we can manage the two of them easier.”

They carried Adriya over. She took Leida’s hand. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stop him.”

“No, Adriya. Don’t apologize. You’ve done more than I can ask for. Thank you. How is your leg?”

“Good. That archer couldn’t get enough strength behind her shot to bury the arrow into my bone. She shouldn’t have shot from tree branches.” Adriya sounded furious. “They must be desperate to kill by ambush.”

If Leida felt anything past her pain, it was anger. Why? The Tenred troops were just doing what they could to fight back. Knowing this didn’t seem to help, though. She hated their archers, she hated their tactics, and she especially hated the man who’d sliced open her back. She surprised herself by feeling glad he was dead.

“Something seems to be happening by the wall,” Beatrix said. “I’m going to check with my spyglass. I’ll return soon.”

“Make sure you don’t get too close,” Basen advised her.

“Don’t worry about that.”

Leida felt everything moving slowly, her thoughts foggy. She didn’t have much more time as herself.

“How many died on both sides?” Leida asked her father.

“About forty on ours and sixty on theirs. The rest of Tenred’s soldiers who attacked us have been captured. I don’t know what Cleve will do with the prisoners, but I imagine these aren’t the first he’s dealt with.”

We lost forty? It seemed to be about half of those in this particular group, she estimated. She wondered if anyone she knew by name had died. She’d recognized a few students during their first encounter, one woman close enough to call friend. She hoped all were still alive.

Beatrix returned after a little while. “The gate of Tenred’s wall is opening. Some of their soldiers are walking out. It seems to be a meeting of some sort. Leida, I’m going to put you asleep now so I can investigate closer. Relax, or this won’t work. You might wake up somewhere else depending on what your father decides to do before the others arrive. It’s normal to feel confused. Just try not to move.”

With the pain already subsiding, Leida wiped away her drying tears and made herself as comfortable as she could. “I’m ready.”

Beatrix put her hand on Leida’s head. Drowsiness overwhelmed her.

“Beatrix, you shouldn’t go anywhere near them,” Basen said, “because—“

Leida fell asleep before she could hear the rest.

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Desil hadn’t heard much about the king of Tenred. Hawthen had come into power around the same time that Fernan Estlander won the crown after a vote of the people of Kyrro, but the citizens of Tenred didn’t elect their king in the same way. Desil didn’t know exactly what had happened after the last leader of Tenred, a queen with the surname of Hiller—the cousin of Basen—was killed. There had been no news of uprisings, so it was likely that the people of Tenred favored their king in the same way Kyrro’s citizens favored theirs.

Hawthen wore his crown forward on his head, slightly atilt. He’d donned a gray cap of cloth beneath the crown that matched his beard and the locks of hair resting on his shoulder. Desil assumed the cap was to hide baldness, for it looked akin to hair, difficult to notice from afar. Hawthen had a scar down his cheek and an unafraid look in his eyes as if he’d emerged victorious from worse situations than this—the Academy’s army at his doorstep. He showed no surprise when Allephon approached him wearing the crown of a king.

“Your father?” Hawthen asked.

“Dead. We will get to that in a moment.” Allephon didn’t bow or offer a greeting.

Hawthen glanced from side to side. He seemed content with their chosen meeting spot. The two kings weren’t far from the wall, where hundreds of Tenred archers were protected by parapets, their weapons across their backs or hanging from their shoulders, for now.

On Kyrro’s side, on the ground, at least a thousand men and women of various classes—warriors, mages, and psychics—clustered around their new king. Desil was the only one among them without armor. He had been the focus of much of their attention during the short walk toward the wall, but keeping close to Reela and Cleve prevented anyone from questioning him.

Reela had separated from them moments ago to form a small circle with only the two kings and herself.

“We met years ago, Hawthen, but I’m not sure if you remember. I’m—”

“Reela Polken. Of course I remember. Your presence is the only reason I agreed to this meeting. I trust the Wind Knights will keep everything in order.”

“Order will be kept no matter what,” Allephon interjected. “This is no trick. There will not be battle today and hopefully ever again. I don’t want to kill your people, Hawthen.”

“And I don’t want to kill yours, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be bloodshed.”

Hawthen had come with a retinue of swordsmen in full steel battle suits. The only two without armor behind him were women in black robes with ten red stars around their midsection, representing the ten original founders of Tenred during a rebellion against Kyrro’s tyrannical king at the time, Jinn Takary.

“We only began preparing for war after you broke our agreement,” Allephon said.

“What do you accuse me of doing to break our agreement?” His hostile voice made Desil tense.

“You erected this wall around your territory.” Allephon gestured at it as if it were a beverage Hawthen had carelessly spilled. “The wall was to remain destroyed, as it had been after each war between Kyrro and Tenred, and yet you rebuilt it taller and stronger. Why else would you do that unless you were preparing for war?”

“Your family showed interest in Tenred. The wall is for defense against your aggression.”

“How did we show interest?”

“Your father knew. You don’t?”

Allephon’s gaze shifted to Reela. His face held no emotion as he stared back at Hawthen. “I don’t.”

Hawthen seemed shocked as he looked at the two women without armor behind him. They shook their heads. He checked with Reela next.

“As we agreed,” she responded, “I’m to say if I sense anything untrue from either of you. I haven’t yet.”

Desil could only assume the Estlanders’ interest in Tenred became known from spies in Kyrro’s castle. Fernan must’ve never told his son about either his interest in Tenred or whatever spies they might’ve discovered, but both seemed unlikely to Desil, yet more so to Hawthen. He still seemed at a loss for words. The king looked as if he’d swallowed something sour when he finally spoke.

“Do you even know your father’s stance on this war?”

“It was the same as mine. I want peace.”

“Then why is your army here outside my territory?”

Allephon paused. “Ask what you really want to know, Hawthen.” There was a surprising lack of animosity in his voice. He even seemed sluggish as if already tired of this ordeal.

“I gladly will,” Hawthen said without the same calm demeanor. His voice rose. “Before Tenred began erecting the wall behind me, your family had finished a curtain wall around Kyrro’s castle. You rebuilt the Academy bigger with walls twice the size as before, recruiting more citizens to be trained for combat. Your father refused to end the contracts that every man and woman must sign upon entry to the Academy, forcing them to fight for your family in any situation of your choosing, even though it was well known that the headmaster of the Academy was not in favor of such contracts. I ask the point behind all of that if you claim your family wants peace. Will you really deny in front of psychics that you were preparing for war?”

“We were preparing to defend our territory in the case of war.”

“At first, yes I can believe that. But what happened in the following years?”

“Regarding what?”

“You know what.” Hawthen’s cheeks went red. “Stop trying to dance around the answer. What happened after you built your walls and trained your troops? Something changed.” He was clearly hinting at something Desil was keenly aware of and waiting for Allephon to address: the issue of money. 

“Nothing changed. We built up our army to defend ourselves so you wouldn’t take Kyrro with your ever-increasing army. It seems to me that you’re referring more to yourself than to my family. What changed for you?”

“It was your father who made me recruit in the first place,” Hawthen insisted.

“He did no such thing.”

“I’m not to blame for this war.”

“Neither is my family.”

Desil could feel the crowd sharing his irritation as both kings continued to speak without really saying anything, without directly answering each other. Part of him wanted to yell out, “How did Fernan die?” But all it was likely to do was get him arrested by Allephon’s men. He would be questioned later, without Reela by his side, and they would discover who he really was and torture him for answers about Basen.

Desil feared what would happen when the truth did come out. The air was laden with aggression, two armies poised for battle. He tried to renew his trust in the Wind Knights to keep the situation controlled, but after finding out how little power they actually had, chaos felt inevitable.

“If we’d never built an army to defend ourselves,” Allephon said, “then you would’ve taken Kyrro as soon as you were able.”

“You have nothing to support that claim.”

“Are you saying it’s not true?”

“I am.”

“Sire, I can feel that’s partially a lie,” Reela told Hawthen apologetically. The crowd murmured.

Desil expected Allephon to show some sign of triumph, but his mouth remained flat.

Hawthen inhaled sharply. “I can’t say what I would’ve done if Kyrro’s army ceased to exist because I don’t know for certain, but I can say with complete honesty that the reason for my walls and the reason for my army are to protect my territory. They are not to take Kyrro. Enough of this dancing, Allephon. I know your truth and you know mine. We both have our reasons for war. If I don’t take your land, you’re going to kill my people until you take mine. Admit that you follow the same thought.”

“That depends on what else you admit here in front of psychics. I told you earlier that I don’t care for war, but I will fight until the threat to my territory is gone if it’s the only way to protect my present and future citizens.”

“If you want peace, let’s have it.”

Allephon showed him a thoughtful look. “We were at peace before. What’s to say we won’t be at war again after I withdraw my troops back to Kyrro? The Fjallejon Mountains will be easy for you to take without us there. Is this your plan?”

“I have no plan for peace because I know you’re not going to agree to it. Answer this straight, Allephon. Do you have any spies in my army?”

“No. Do you in mine?”

“You don’t know your own army!” Hawthen said, outraged. “You’re probably not even aware of everything your father had planned.” He let out his breath. “I suppose that doesn’t matter now that he’s dead. You claim that you wouldn’t have gone to war if I’d never rebuilt an army and walls to defend this territory, but your father would have. It’s the reason I did. Psyche can confirm it.”

“I need psyche to confirm instead if you will come for Kyrro if I disband my army.”

Hawthen looked at Allephon sideways as if this might be a trick. “You do know what changed for both of us.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You really have no idea? Psychics, what can you tell from his energy?”

“It’s been consistent, sire,” said one of the women behind him. “He doesn’t lie.”

“He doesn’t feel much at all,” said the other psychic.

Reela told Hawthen, “You’re the one who said to end this dancing. Say what you mean so we can finish this.”

Desil panicked briefly. Had she changed her mind and would no longer question Allephon about his father? No, she still had to do it, but she might wait until they were in private. Perhaps she saw how it all might unfold if she announced it here.

“King Fernan and I both paid heavily to build our armies,” Hawthen announced to the crowd. “Ten thousand men each; at least it was that at the start of this war. All my soldiers must be paid by the week. Opportunities remain for land and promotions. I know the Estlander family encountered the same issue once they had so many men to pay.” He paused and fixed his stare on Allephon.

“What was the point of recruiting and paying so many men if they weren’t to be used? Your family doesn’t have the coin to support such an army for years more, and your people aren’t going to double their payment of taxes to support your forces without chance of revolt. Your father couldn’t disband the army because of the threat of mine, but the same goes for me. War became inevitable. I was hoping by coming here that we could find a resolution that would make my people safe. Now I must admit, in front of the psychics, that I don’t understand your motive behind this summons. It’s clearly not the same as mine. Explain yourself.”

“I want my people to be safe, the same as you,” Allephon replied. “Knock down this wall. Use the stone for something to benefit your people. Build bridges and cathedrals. Your religious folk will love you for it, and the leftover stone can be used to erect statues of you. If you say in front of the psychics that you will knock down this wall, then I will agree right here and now to peace for ten years.”

Hawthen squinted in obvious distrust. “What’s to stop you from attacking as soon as the wall crumbles?”

“Because of our agreement.”

“No agreement will make me trust you. With your Academy strategically placed at the southern entrance to the Fjallejon Pathway, you or a future king can hide an entire army within its walls and march through the pathway to surprise my people at any point. Without walls, the homes of my people are exposed. You could pillage half the town before Tenred’s army mounts a defense.”

Hawthen gestured behind him again. “These walls protect us. They do nothing to threaten you. Many of my citizens have spent a decade of their life fortifying this territory. I’m not about to undo that because of an agreement that may or may not last. To end this war for good, we need more than an agreement. We need change, something that will unite our territories for the first time in history. Let the Elves and Krepps and greedy kings from Greenedge stand as our only threat. There will be enough to worry about with them if we unite, and I have the answer as to how we will do that.”

“Go ahead,” Allephon challenged.

“Share the Academy with Tenred.”

Desil expected Allephon to laugh or outright reject the offer, but he yawned instead. “Excuse me,” he said in apology. “Continue.”

Hawthen lost some of the wind behind his words at Allephon’s surprising show of boredom.

“Sharing the Academy with us would mean the start of sincere cooperation between our territories.” The king of Tenred found his voice as he continued. “It would be the end of a long rivalry that has resulted in the death of thousands. I, and every future king of Tenred, will pay the costs of half the upkeep of the Academy. It is this coin that leads to war. Every king of Kyrro has seen the amount of gold lost each year to the specialized training of thousands of budding men and women, and they think, ‘Why not make use of these troops? A war would bring in more wealth from captured land and reduce the number of soldiers requiring payment for their service.’ Your father came to this conclusion, as would any king in his position. His army and mine continued to grow until neither of us could sustain the cost. Split the Academy with Tenred and we will reward our armies with the payment and land promised. New work will arise. Both territories will flourish.”

“I’ve heard enough,” Allephon said. “You’ve made your intentions of this meeting clear. You mean to take half of the Academy, but can you really promise peace will remain?”

“If enough people want war, then war begins no matter what is promised,” Hawthen said sadly. “This is what I can guarantee: If you grant half of the Academy to Tenred, you will ensure a swift and lasting end to this war. We will have begun something that is likely to resist rebellion, no matter what ugly shape it takes, through the unity of our territories. I don’t plan to go to war with Kyrro at any point after that. I will see us as allies.”

He paused to survey the crowd. Desil took a quick look himself and noted that many appeared surprised at what Tenred’s king was proposing.

“Now I have promised what I can do,” Hawthen said. “What do you promise, in front of our troops, the Wind Knights, and these psychics? How would you like this war to end?”

Allephon’s legs buckled. He caught himself before falling.

“Are you all right?” asked one of his nearby men.

“Fine.” He addressed Hawthen with drooping eyelids. “I would like this war to end with no more casualties. I will consider your request and send notice tomorrow.” Allephon lowered his head, blinked longer than necessary, then turned as if to walk away.

“Why must you leave so suddenly? Are you ill?”

“No. I’m leaving because there is nothing more to discuss.” He continued moving away from Hawthen, clearly making an effort to keep his gait steady. But he halted abruptly as if struck with a thought. “You didn’t ask me how my father died.” He turned back to the other king.

“Because I don’t need to know. I only require confirmation that you are the new ruler. I wouldn’t force any man, king or not, to speak on his father’s death shortly after losing him.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

Hawthen looked at Allephon sideways. “If you’re implying I had something to do with it, I will happily answer in front of the psychics that I did not.”

“No, it wasn’t you. It was my sister, Beatrix, who poisoned him.”

The silence of the crowd broke, Desil letting out a sound of shock with them. He met Reela’s gaze. She seemed pained as she shrugged.

No—it couldn’t be the truth. It couldn’t even be what Allephon believed. Beatrix had been gone during the time her father had fallen ill, and he was dead by the time she returned.

“Lies!” yelled Beatrix from somewhere in the crowd. “It was Allephon who killed our father! Psychics, why haven’t you said anything?”

Half the crowd spoke the name “Beatrix” or “princess” in shock as they parted to let her through. Allephon glanced over at her almost lazily. That proved it for Desil. Allephon had taken something to allow him to lie. Desil had never heard of such a potion, but it was the only explanation for the man’s complete lack of emotion. Allephon moved behind his guards sluggishly, no doubt drowsy from whatever he’d taken.

A swarm of men closed in on Beatrix. “Say it again, Allephon, now that I’m close enough to tell if you’re lying!”

“Seize her,” he told his guards.

“Say it!” Beatrix screamed furiously. “Say that I killed our father.”

“You killed our father.”

She held steady as she squinted at him, her arms grabbed by two men. “How are you lying without your energy showing it? You must’ve taken something! Everything he’s said is not to be trusted. Reela—”

“Enough, Beatrix!” An older man emerged from the crowd. It was Jimmin, who’d almost led Beatrix into a trap outside Effie’s tavern…the man who’d proven he could lie to psychics. “Haven’t you done enough damage to this family already? Let yourself be taken to the castle and we will work out the truth.”

Through torture. Desil had to do something. He started to move toward Reela, the only one who might be able to get Beatrix out of this, but the king’s guards formed a quick ring to protect Allephon, inadvertently separating Reela from Desil.

He pushed as he tried to circle around. “Reela!” he yelled. “Reela!”

It was a good thing she was tall. They found each other over the shoulders and heads of a dozen people. “It’s true what Beatrix says,” he told her.

Reela said something as she nodded. She understands—good. But now what could Desil do about Beatrix? She continued to call Allephon a liar and a cheat as men in full suits of armor dragged her through the crowd, away from her brother. They suddenly all yelled out in pain. Beatrix burst through unencumbered with a face of fury as if she would kill Allephon right here.

“You poisoned him or you paid someone else to do it! Question me, psychics. I know it must be true! At least hear me when I say I didn’t do it! Where are our other siblings, Allephon? Did you have them killed like you tried to do with me? Reela—”

Two men tackled Beatrix, the three of them disappearing from Desil’s view. Women near Beatrix screamed. Others yelled for the guards to stop. Unable to see them on the ground, Desil tried to push through, but there were too many people trying to get closer to gawk. By the time Desil made it to Beatrix, she had been beaten unconscious, blood smeared across her forehead.

Appearing seemingly out of nowhere, Kirnich threw off the man on top of her. “She’s a princess, bastial hell! What have the lot of you done?”

“Take Kirnich as well,” Allephon ordered. “He might have helped her poison my father.”

Desil shouted that Allephon was wrong to do this, hoping to incite the crowd, but his voice was lost among the others screaming for this to stop as Kirnich started a brawl with the armored men attempting to detain him. He shoved back two of them, and they fell atop a couple of onlookers.

Other soldiers took out their swords and pointed them at Kirnich. He heaved out breaths of anger as he lifted his arms in surrender.

There was no stopping this arrest now. Desil had to make a choice.

He took the two vials of the smoke potion from his pocket and untied them. He slid one into each boot. There was just enough room for them to fit uncomfortably without breaking, he hoped.

He tried shoving his way through the circle of armored men to get to Kirnich, knowing he would be stopped and accepting it. “I want to hear what the princess has to say!” Desil yelled. “Let her speak in front of a psychic.”

“Agreed!” announced a few others who heard Desil over the racket.

“Get back.” A soldier shoved Desil with his forearm. Desil pushed back, focusing his rage at Allephon onto these men. He made it within their circle, where he pushed away any arm that came near.

They barked for him to move back. The attention was too much—Allephon would question who he was if he didn’t end this quickly. Beatrix groaned in confusion. Soldiers pressed Kirnich onto the ground with hands and knees on his back. Desil was the only one left fighting, the crowd following the orders of these armored men and moving away.

“It’s not right to stop the princess before she can say something in front of the psychics!” Desil exclaimed. “If you’re taking them to prison for speaking up, you might as well take me too. I will not shut up.” He spoke only to the guards, fearful that if Allephon heard, Desil would be questioned about his identity. He stopped fighting back and surrendered. Someone pushed him down from behind. A lot of weight pressed him into the dirt.

“If that’s what you want, fine,” grumbled someone in his ear. It wasn’t Allephon’s voice, and that’s all that mattered.

As they dragged Desil, Kirnich, and a half-conscious Beatrix away from the kings and the crowd, Desil heard many timidly asking to hear more from Beatrix. All were ignored, except Hawthen, who spoke adamantly to Reela.

“The princess’ accusation cannot be overlooked. You have acted strangely, Allephon, as if drugged. I don’t know of a potion that would allow you to lie to psychics, but I don’t know of the impossibility of one, either. We must meet again in front of the Wind Knights before anything is decided, and you must be under surveillance for hours before our meeting. There won’t be a peaceful end to this war if you don’t agree to these terms.”

“I have to deal with my sister now,” Allephon said, emotionless. “We will discuss this later.”

“Will we? That is up to you.” Hawthen didn’t wait for an answer, whistling for his troops to leave with him as he showed Allephon his back.

Allephon might not have shown any anger at this moment, but there was no doubt in Desil’s mind that his full wrath would fall upon Beatrix as soon as he had her behind closed doors.

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

No one else was taken away besides the three of them. Desil was surprised that out of the entire crowd of brave soldiers, not one had tried to stop the arrest of the princess. But as Desil recalled the feeling he’d had escaping from the castle just recently, it began to make sense. The king’s power was immense and not to be tested. Desil wouldn’t have stood up to these armored men if he wasn’t prepared to be arrested.

“Separate them,” Allephon announced. “They are not to communicate with each other.”

“And this boy?” asked one of the two men holding Desil by his arms. They were just about to shove him into a jail set up on a wagon. 

“Separate everyone.” Allephon didn’t bother looking. He walked weakly toward the awaiting horses. Jimmin offered his arm, but Allephon refused with a lift of his hands. Desil lowered his head, hoping not to be seen by the older councilman. Jimmin might not recognize Desil as one of the four who’d fought off the attack at the tavern, thanks to all the dirt he had collected since then, but it wasn’t worth the risk.

They were on the outskirts of the camp. More of Allephon’s loyal troops brought out horses and wagons. How many more men than those outside Tenred were allied with the new king? Five hundred? And did they know what Allephon had done to his father? Perhaps they’d even gone along with it.

Desil heard Beatrix speaking to someone from her small jail on another wagon. “Don’t do this. You are supporting a traitor.” At least she sounded like her old self, although groggy and in pain.

“Shall I gag her?” asked someone near the princess.

“Yes, if she keeps talking,” Allephon answered. “I must lie down. Where is my carriage?”

Could these men really know the truth and not care? Desil refused to believe it.

Jimmin escorted Allephon to his covered carriage. The king got in with a groan and drew the shades across the windows. Desil didn’t fight as men moved him into an identical wagon as the ones where they’d locked up Kirnich and Beatrix. Kirnich was too far away to hear clearly, but he sounded to be ordering the men around him to release him and the princess. Desil feared he would hear his own name from Kirnich’s mouth. He listened for it as someone spoke with Kirnich about how they had to take them to the castle, but there was no mention of Desil. Hopefully Kirnich knew keeping Desil’s identity hidden was the only way they would survive.

There was one other hope, Desil realized, but he wasn’t sure he could really think of it with anything other than dread. Basen, Leida, and Adriya could come for them. How they could break everyone out of the dungeons in the castle, Desil had no idea. They would probably get arrested in the process.

The Wind Knights didn’t have the power to force Allephon to release his sister. They probably couldn’t even get her out for questioning. All they could do was organize another meeting between Allephon and Hawthen, supervising Allephon hours before to ensure he didn’t take any potions, as Tenred’s king had ordered.

Allephon would not agree to another meeting, nor would he give up half the Academy. He probably didn’t want peace. He’d lied about Beatrix killing their father, so he could’ve lied about everything he’d told Hawthen. Allephon had called the meeting to convince his father’s troops—now his troops—that he meant to end this war peacefully, and that Hawthen didn’t. Allephon made the king of Tenred out to be their villain, fully responsible for this war and all the deaths that followed. But talk of a potion that allowed him to lie undetected by psychics had ruined that strategy.

The truth would come out eventually. Desil would make sure of it, or die trying.

It wasn’t until the horses reached the start of the Fjallejon Pathway that Desil remembered there was more to this than stopping Allephon. The explosive needed to be crafted out of the right ingredients. Perhaps Basen would go on without Desil, Beatrix, and Kirnich.

Desil might never see Leida again.

He felt his first prick of fear as they entered the narrow channel of the pathway. He’d never crossed through directly, for this road was reserved for men and women serving either king, men like traders, emissaries, and messengers. Desil had gone around these mountains, even climbed to the top on the opposite—southern—end shortly after returning from Kanoan. The mountains were hundreds of feet tall, nearly vertical on either side of the thin canal between them, called the Fjallejon Pathway. This road snaked through the mountains, offering the only way through. Rock was still connected in many places above Desil’s head, sometimes creating long tunnels. One became so dark at its center that a few mages needed to light the path.

The horses slowly made their way over the bowl-shaped ground. No more than two could fit side by side on the even ground in the middle. Desil’s wagon rattled constantly and tilted during some of the turns. He hoped Allephon wouldn’t get a wink of rest.

Desil had heard that messengers could make the trip from Tenred to Kyrro’s capital in one full day on foot. With horses, it should be faster, but Desil didn’t know how long it would take. All of the men had removed their armor by then, many walking alongside horses instead of riding them. That would change as soon as they got back onto open land. Desil wanted to ask them how they could live with themselves knowing what Allephon had done to Fernan, but doing so would reveal what he knew and who he was. Allephon must have the names of everyone working with Basen, maybe even a description of Desil from Micklin by now. Desil could only remain silent and wait, hoping he wouldn’t see Micklin, Erwal, or the Girgis brother again; hoping no one would ask his name in front of a psychic.

I’d better act quickly as soon as we get to the castle.

It took hours before Desil’s heart finally calmed. They’d made it out of the narrow Fjallejon Pathway by then, and Desil had decided to make use of this time by trying to rest. He would be busy once he reached the dungeon, unable to sleep. He curled up on the hard surface of the wagon. He’d left his bag, with everything he’d brought in it, with Leida. He thought of her as he shut his eyes.

Someone tried to contact him while he was asleep. He nearly awoke as he startled, finding himself floating over the ocean of energy.

“Leida?” He had a voice! It was weak, as if Desil was sickly, but he could hear himself nonetheless. It was a starting point at least. Feeling a lack of strength was incomparably better to feeling nothing at all. He mustered his strength and shouted.

“Leida!”

It hardly sounded louder than the squeak of a mouse. He stopped to feel for her. The waves of blue energy crashed into each other as the wind picked up. The watery energy turned red and orange as it speared into the air. Something seemed to be happening beneath Desil, the energy rising up beneath his feet to lift him into the air. He felt to have some control over it, but he was too scared to go any higher. The water shrank away and calmed.

Desil didn’t fall back to where he’d been but floated out. He sank slowly as he went, feeling as if he might fall into the energy at any moment. But with his fear came another feeling—a connection to Leida somewhere past the horizon. He screamed to her once more, his voice dying a few feet away.

His control over his consciousness slipped. He fell as if he’d missed a step while walking along a ledge.

He crashed into the water energy. It was warm.

He awoke with a startle, to a man laughing. “How are you falling asleep? It’s not even night.”

Because I haven’t had a good night’s rest since I left the tavern. “Did I say anything?” Desil asked. Uttering Leida’s name around the wrong pair of ears could make escape impossible.

The man ignored his question. “You must not think you’re guilty of anything if you can sleep. It’s always the same of men your age.”

Desil tried to rub the blur out of his eyes. It was evening. They were halfway along the path from the Academy to the capital. It wouldn’t be long before they reached the castle. The man speaking to him was on horseback beside the wagon. He didn’t seem familiar.

“What am I charged with?” Desil asked.

“Interfering with an arrest.”

“What’s the punishment for that?”

“Whatever the king sees fit. If I were you, I would think twice about continuing to defend the princess. She’s guilty of many things. Attempting to protect her could make you guilty of those same things.” The man spoke quietly as if he shouldn’t be talking.

Desil wanted to ask if he really thought Beatrix was capable of killing her father. There was no way she could’ve done it, even if she had been at the castle. But could Allephon really have done it? Even after everything Desil had seen of the new king, it was still difficult to imagine him putting poison in his father’s ale. It made him wonder if Beatrix could be wrong. Desil supposed it was possible that Allephon had told the truth in front of the Wind Knights. Just like Reela’s lie, Allephon had done well to keep most of his answers ambiguous, as if he feared psychics would catch him lying.

It shouldn’t matter to Desil unless the opportunity for revenge arose. He felt heat in his chest as he realized that it might soon if everything went according to his plan.

This confusion was dangerous. He’d better make a decision about whether to trust Beatrix’s claims about her brother.

“What’s your name?” asked the man on horseback.

“Benedict,” Desil lied. “People call me Ben.”

“I’m Ionrad. I wouldn’t worry, Ben. Just do what you’re asked without insubordination, tell the truth, and you should be back outside Tenred helping the army soon enough. What were you doing there?”

Desil took a better look at this man who was interested in him for reasons he hadn’t yet figured out. With his bald head and round face, the stranger looked nothing like Desil’s father. Yet, there was something in Ionrad’s eyes—an innate kindness—that reminded Desil of Wade.

What could Desil say he was doing with the army? He thought of what might’ve happened if he’d never met Basen at the lake that night, which now seemed so long ago.

“I’ve been bringing ale to sell, sir.”

“Then we’d better get you back there as soon as we can.” Ionrad laughed. “Good touch with ‘sir.’ I don’t care much for it, but address the other guards that way if they speak to you.”

“Thank you for the help,” Desil whispered over the clacking of hoofs. He had his doubts that this man was as genuinely interested as he seemed. After all, Ionrad could’ve been sent by Allephon to figure out who Desil was. Still, instinct told him to trust the man. It’s the eyes making me think this way, Desil realized, and raised his guard.

He checked again for anyone near enough to overhear them. Besides the man driving Desil’s jail-wagon, there was no one. Ionrad seemed to be the only one responsible for watching Desil. He was surprisingly caring. Something wasn’t right here.

“Beatrix seemed sincere about King Fernan,” Desil prompted.

The guard looked at Desil with disappointment, clearly not taking the bait.

“I’ll only bring it up with you,” Desil promised.

He wasn’t sure whether that answer would help him, but he needed to know why men like this would follow Allephon.

“Your affection for the princess is speaking, nay, thinking for you,” Ionrad replied. “No man would disagree that she’s beautiful, but her power exceeds her beauty. Have you heard she’s a psychic?”

“Yes.” Most everyone in Ovira knew at least that detail about Beatrix Estlander.

“She can lie.” Ionrad spoke the words with heavy dread, as if discussing an evil presence that threatened their world.

Desil wanted to argue that psychics couldn’t lie to other psychics any better than everyone else, but how much was he supposed to know about such a topic? How much did he actually know about it? Reela could lie. Was it possible Beatrix could as well?

No, she didn’t have the same power. If so, she would’ve forced Leida to talk about her father when they first met, like Reela had forced Desil to speak during their recent meeting.

“If she lies, then how can anyone tell?” Desil asked.

“Because her lying is the only explanation that makes sense, Ben. You’ll have to trust me. Say nothing in support of her.”

Desil did trust that Ionrad believed what he was saying, but no matter what proof the guard could provide, Desil would never believe Beatrix had poisoned her father.

“I can see you don’t want to leave it at that,” Ionrad said.

“At least tell me what led you to this belief.”

“The king was bedridden the day after she left for Kanoan. Allephon was always at his side. He’s been observed to be in great pain and worried to the point of tears. He has fits of anger. His emotions went wild as his father worsened, especially when poisoning was all but confirmed. Everyone in the castle was questioned; everyone who’d been there in the last few days before Fernan took to his bed and didn’t get up again. The only person who wasn’t cleared by psychics was Beatrix. The king’s other children came and answered in front of psychics, including Allephon. They had nothing to do with it. Then recently, Beatrix was found to be in the company of the Academy’s headmaster, an enemy to war and to the king. She’s known Basen for three years or longer. She must’ve grown fond of his ideas. Allephon’s been so affected by this mess he had to take a mixture of potions just to ease his nerves before this meeting. It’s why he was drowsy, Ben, but admitting to that would make him sound weak.”

Ionrad looked over his shoulder for eavesdroppers before turning back to Desil. “You remind me of my son fighting for Kyrro,” the guard continued. “He questions everything, as you both should, and as I myself have done. Yet the truth is that Beatrix will say anything to return to Basen.”

Desil was unsure why he didn’t think of something earlier that just came to mind. Allephon must’ve sent people from the army to look for the headmaster and his party, knowing they must be close by. They could easily be found in the forest near the wall and captured.

Should Desil have run back into the forest to warn the others to leave instead of getting himself arrested? But then Beatrix and Kirnich would have no hope.

“Do you believe me now?” Ionrad asked.

“I do,” Desil lied.

“I’m glad. I wouldn’t sleep right if I let you talk yourself into a life sentence when I had the chance to prevent it.”

Perhaps there wasn’t anything amiss with Ionrad. Perhaps some of these men were good-hearted, just wrong, and Allephon had tricked them.

But there still had to be some, like Jimmin, who knew the truth and chose to let Fernan die. These were the same people who would allow Beatrix to be tortured and killed, who’d want the headmaster to be captured, and anyone loyal to Beatrix or Basen to be silenced.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Beatrix’s brother didn’t allow her out of the cage even as they passed into the courtyard of the castle grounds. He did cover her wagon with a blanket, though, so the workers would not see and gossip. Even with the reputation of their family in shambles, Allephon did what he could to keep it from getting worse.

The last time Beatrix had seen Kirnich, he was following her out of the forest and toward the meeting between Allephon and Hawthen. Kirnich had pleaded for Beatrix to stay back. Now she wished she’d listened, or at least he had not come with her.

She had no memory of what had transpired afterward. The last she could recall was being in this cage as she was taken through the Fjallejon Mountains. She hadn’t even gotten a glance at Kirnich. Now he wasn’t close enough to detect his energy with psyche, but she still had faith he was near. He wouldn’t have let Allephon take her without trying to stop it. So Allephon must’ve taken him as well.

Light flashed as someone lifted the blanket from one side of the wagon. She couldn’t make out the silhouette as a man stepped close to the wagon and let the blanket fall over him.

“We’re going to take you out now.” It was Jimmin, a traitor deserving of death, like her brother. “For the sake of the kingdom, don’t fight. Imagine the talk if Allephon is forced to slay you in the courtyard.”

No, he planned to slay her in the depths of the castle after squeezing out everything she knew. Beatrix would not die quietly, but her first priority was to survive this.

“I won’t fight.” Not here.

Jimmin unlocked her cage as others pulled off the blanket. No less than fifty men surrounded her. It was almost laughable. Ten archers stood back where they figured her psyche would be weak against them. She only wanted to hurt two of them, but she still wasn’t sure Jimmin could be pained. She’d heard of men like him whose energy could not be read. Did that mean it couldn’t be changed at all to make him feel any emotion? They were too much a rarity to know anything certain about them, and it wasn’t as if one of them would let himself be tested. They kept their ability a secret so that it was most beneficial to them. 

Jimmin had helped kill a king. Who knew what the others might have done?

Allephon called out from somewhere within the castle keep. “Bring her through.”

Horses had taken her wagon right up to the keep. She looked back as countless men put their hands on her. Two more covered wagons were behind. Two? Who else had been arrested beside her and Kirnich? Both wagons were too far for Beatrix to read the energy of anyone within.

“What should we do with the younger one?” someone asked Allephon. Beatrix didn’t recognize his voice. It made her realize she didn’t recognize more than half of these troops. Were they all loyal to Allephon, even if they knew the truth? It didn’t matter. Nothing would anymore. She was walking to her death.

“Keep all of them separate and guarded. I’ll figure out what to do about the boy after I deal with my sister.” Allephon sounded exhausted. Suddenly Beatrix recalled a piece of the meeting. He’d obviously taken something that made it difficult for him to stay on his feet and keep his eyes open. It had allowed him to lie. She’d demanded the truth to be known. Had she announced that he was the one who had killed Fernan? Had Reela and any of the other Wind Knights heard her plea?

Beatrix believed they had, but would they listen? Her life was riding on the answer to that question.

More uncertain was whether Allephon would worm his way out of this somehow. He couldn’t possibly remain king with the crimes he’d committed. He might not be killed, like Beatrix would here in the keep, but everything he’d worked toward would slide through his fingers as if he were trying to hold onto sand. At least there was that.

Allephon stepped toward her to show himself. “Don’t fight, Sister. Reela Polken demanded on behalf of the Wind Knights that there must be a public trial for you, so you are going to live at least until then no matter what, unless you resist. Even they would understand if you were killed before the trial because you pained me or my troops with psyche and attempted to escape.”

Beatrix remained undecided. She could die gloriously here, not attempting to escape but killing her brother, or cooperate for a slim chance at life.

To fight in this keep wouldn’t be glorious, she realized. Foolish. She feared the pain she would soon endure, and that was the only thing pushing her to accept a swift death. She must be courageous, or she would give up during this ordeal and Allephon would win.

She let them take her into the keep.

Allephon made no attempt to clear the castle of its inhabitants. Although there were fewer than Beatrix was used to seeing, Allephon no doubt wanted them here to witness Beatrix fighting back. The small army of troops marched her through the corridors and into the entrance of the dungeon. Fear increased her need for breath as they descended into darkness. A mage lit a few torches and passed them to other men.

Heat belted her face as one torch was passed beside her. She thought to act here and now, floor them with psyche and run.

The moment passed. A bead of sweat ran down her temple.

Don’t or they will kill you, she reminded herself. There must be at least one psychic among them who wouldn’t let her get far.

They took her past many cells. Men and women were caged separately, but not a single person let the sight of the princess in cuffs go unnoticed. A few babbled with questions about her arrest, none mentioning her father’s death. All it took was one for the news to spread to everyone here. Allephon could put Beatrix in a cell with others after they found out, and it would be the other prisoners who would kill her, not her brother or Jimmin.

Eventually the cells they passed were empty. Beatrix figured out exactly where she was going. It was the room in the far corner of the dungeon that her father had almost chosen to remove by building a wall in front of it. Jimmin had convinced him that keeping the torture chamber didn’t mean he had to use it, and no one would blame Fernan for doing nothing with it, so the wall was never built.

Her father had trusted the older councilman for as long as she could remember. Why had Jimmin decided to betray Fernan in favor of Allephon? What could her failure of a brother have done to change the man’s loyalty?

I’ve underestimated Allephon until now. She should’ve read the signs…his arrogance, his frustration. She didn’t think him capable of…she couldn’t finish the thought as the sight of her father’s corpse entered her mind. She tried to rid herself of it, but the image was a flood and she had but a small pail.

They stopped before the torture chamber to wait for something. There were too many people ahead of Beatrix for her to see what it was. She could feel panic coming—exactly what her brother wanted. Beatrix had been taught never to rid herself of her uncomfortable emotions using psyche or she would never learn to deal with them naturally, but these were dire circumstances. She read her own energy and saw plainly just how terrified she was. She shifted her energy with her mind to match the pattern of someone who was calm. Relief trickled down her body like a weak stream of water. But as soon as she ended the psychic spell, panic inflamed her skin worse than before, because now she knew there was no way to rid herself of it for good.

A couple women came from the torture chamber with brooms in hand. How nice of them to tidy up the room before I endure the worst pain of my life. The small army of troops stopped outside the chamber, only a few taking Beatrix within.

“Where did all of you come from?” she asked them.

None replied.

“Why haven’t I seen any of you before?”

A few scoffed, but Beatrix didn’t know why.

They didn’t meet her eyes as they brought her to the center of the rather small chamber. They removed her cuffs, but the freedom didn’t last. They were rough as two of them held up her wrists up and another tied a rope from the ceiling around both of them. After a few quick adjustments, her arms stretched up to the point of pulling her heels slightly off the ground. Her wrists ached instantly; already she’d had enough pain, and no one had even glanced at the hammers, pliers, and knives on a nearby table.

The two men moved away and glanced at their work to ensure she was trapped. Satisfied, they left her alone. The door shut with an ominous thud.

She tried to move directly beneath the rope to relieve the tension of hanging, but all she managed to do was increase the pain of her already raw wrists. Calm down and think, she told herself, looking about the room to see what she might be able to use.

The table was too far. None of the tools on top of it had been designed for torture. They shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t be here. Blood stained the stone floor in a loose circle around her feet. Torture was reserved for the worst criminals, or for those helping them hide. Allephon shouldn’t be able to justify torturing her for information on the headmaster. She would make sure he paid for this.

As if summoned by her thoughts, he opened the door, stepped inside, and closed it after him.

He didn’t look at her as he walked over to the table. He set his hands on it, glanced down, and shook his head as he breathed out in frustration. He faced Beatrix.

“I need someone in here now,” Allephon said seemingly to her. “Any guard. Can you hear me?”

She could barely see behind her without causing more pain to her wrists. There was a glass window in the wooden door, the back of someone’s head in view.

She looked back at Allephon. “What are doing?” she asked.

“Wait,” he told her. He raised his voice. “Guard!”

The door came open. One man stepped in.

“Fetch me some wine,” Allephon requested.

The guard nodded and left, shutting the door behind him.

“I needed to know at what volume they could hear my voice,” Allephon explained. He went back to the table to clear some space and sat upon it. “You’re going to help me.”

She might’ve laughed if it wasn’t for her fear. “Why wouldn’t I do the opposite and pain you right now?” She knew the answer already. She didn’t know why she needed him to say it aloud. Did she have some hope left after all that there would be a way out of this?

“Because cooperation is the only way both of us are going to live.”

Both of us? Why is his life in danger? “I don’t care anymore if you die. I would kill you myself if I could.”

The arch of his brows gave him a sad look. “I don’t blame you for that thought.” He took a slow breath. “I know Father’s death was my fault.”

She was surprised at his maturity. Psyche confirmed he was sincere.

“Why rope me up like this just to admit fault?”

“There’s a perception we have to create.”

Someone knocked. Allephon rushed to open the door. He took his wine through the small opening and drank it in a few gulps. He then told the guard, “Make sure no one disturbs us.”

“Yes, sire.”

Allephon shut the door, then walked past Beatrix to lean against the table. “I don’t know how much time we have. You have to trust me, or both of us are dead.” He was still sincere.

“How do I know you haven’t taken the same substance as earlier that allows you to lie?”

He stood and balanced on one foot. “Because I can do this.” He closed his eyes and touched his nose, then he switched to stand on the other foot and touched his nose with his other hand. “The enblock potion alters perception and makes me drowsier as time goes on, a necessary side effect of blocking emotions.”

He didn’t appear worried that now she would be able to tell psychics truthfully that he’d admitted this. She shivered with fear.

“What’s your plan with me?”

“To help each other.”

“You keep saying that. Cut me down if that’s really what you want.”

“I will once I’m sure.”

“Of what?” She tried to get more comfortable as she squirmed, but the pain in her wrists only worsened, as did the prickles down her arms.

“That you aren’t going to kill us both by attacking me.”

“I’m smarter than that.” She spoke it like an insult to his intelligence, as if he should remember what she’d proven to him every year. I’m smarter than you.

“You are,” he admitted to her surprise. “I’m sure that’s why Father was going to entrust you with Tenred after it was taken.”

Allephon thought his own words to be true, but that didn’t make them so.

She asked, “Why do you believe that?”

“You don’t?”

“It sounds like an excuse to kill me, nothing more.”

“You’re smarter than that, Sister! You just said so.”

“You’re the eldest! The territory of Tenred would go to you just like the territory of Kyrro when he died.”

“Lower your voice.”

“Or what?”

Don’t tempt him, you idiot! Anger had spoken for her.

Allephon picked up the smallest knife on the table. “I’m supposed to be torturing you for information on Basen Hiller. If you don’t lower your voice, I’ll have to give you a reason to scream.”

Her anger broke like a dam keeping in her grief. She missed her father more than ever before in that moment. She wouldn’t cry in front of Allephon. Damn, tears were pooling.

“How could you kill him?” she asked, barely holding onto her strength. “He loved you.”

Allephon turned away. He tried to set the knife back where he’d found it, but he let go too early as he grabbed the side of the table to keep from falling. The knife clanked against the floor as his head slumped. “I know he did.”

His voice held steady, but he seemed to be crying as he sniffled and wiped his face. He picked up the knife after a while and turned around, his cheeks red. “Sister…”

“Stop calling me that. You never have before.”

He nodded. “Beatrix, I didn’t want him to die. Use psyche to confirm it.”

It was true.

“But you did poison him,” she assumed.

“I didn’t.”

“You lie!”

“Quiet. I mean it wasn’t my idea. I only knew about it.”

“You’re not making sense. What are you hiding?”

“You mean who am I hiding,” he specified as he looked at the door. “If they find out I spoke to you, it will accelerate everything. I doubt I have much time left, so I can’t risk it unless I’m sure you’re going to help me.”

“If you’re attempting to convince me that you’re not responsible for the death of our father or for sending Micklin after me, then I don’t care what happens to us. I will scream until you shut up or kill me. I can’t listen to it anymore.”

Allephon sighed. “I take responsibility for both, all right? I regret everything!” He let his words sit in the air. “Now if you still want to live, we have to move past that. Do you want to live? This is not rhetorical. It would make everything easier if you fought and forced me to have you killed right now, but I’m trying to avoid that. Do you understand?”

His blatant anger heated Beatrix’s rage. “I’m not listening to anything until you tell me exactly what you’ve done and what you regret.”

“I sent Micklin to Kanoan after you. When he failed to kill you there, I told him to find you in Kyrro and finish his task, but my motive for each request was different. I was foolish at first, jealous and angry. I underestimated…someone. The second time I was scared.”

“You still are.” But she felt more from his energy than fear. She couldn’t specify all of his emotions. His energy showed him to be feeling dread, but it was close to a feeling of giving up. As she looked harder, she detected something else like the deep-rooted gloom she’d sensed from beggars.

There was even more to his energy she didn’t recognize, patterns she’d seen too rarely to learn. Perhaps these were other levels of fear reserved for when death was near.

“I am afraid,” Allephon admitted. “And my life depends on your choice now, and yet I don’t deserve your sympathy.”

She wouldn’t give it to him, no matter what he said.

“Who did you underestimate? Who are you hiding from me?”

“First I need to know if I can I trust you?”

 “You can trust me, Allephon. Tell me what you’re keeping secret.” She would lie and even manipulate his energy if it led to her freedom.

Allephon glanced at the door and continued in a voice barely above a whisper. “Jimmin approached me while you were chasing Basen Hiller. You hadn’t left for Kanoan yet, but we all knew your pursuit was headed there eventually. We’d heard of the explosions there. It was obvious Basen was trying to find a way to the island.” Allephon picked up the same knife as before. He fiddled with it as he spoke, twisting its pointed end into the table.

“We knew the war would start soon. Like Hawthen said, Father couldn’t afford the upkeep of all his troops for much longer, and we couldn’t disband them, either. It would cause thousands of our trained soldiers to be angry with their king at the same time that Hawthen could attack with an army greater in size. Father and I discussed this at length, but we never spoke about who would control Tenred when we won the war. Like you, I had assumed I would lead the conquered territory. But Jimmin said it was you who Father had chosen.”

“And you believed Jimmin.” Beatrix took tiny steps in hopes of finding a little comfort. It only caused more pain to her wrists, her tired arms already aching for a rest.

“I didn’t believe him at first, but then I spoke with Father about it. He confirmed that you would lead Tenred. I’m sure you can imagine we argued, but he wouldn’t change his mind.”

If they were anywhere else, Beatrix would’ve forced Allephon to tell her the reasons their father had chosen her to lead Tenred. But she could still feel Allephon’s jealousy, even after everything that had happened since then. She would have to answer the question for herself or risk unhinging her already unstable brother.

She and her three siblings had undergone the same training to be kings and queens, in the event one of them besides Allephon would be required to assume the throne. Most of it was boring to Beatrix, but she had shown an understanding of how to be a fair and benevolent ruler better than her other siblings, and certainly better than Allephon. Her oldest brother eventually had learned all the right answers, which she had assumed would be good enough for him to attain the crown when the terrible time of their father’s death arrived. But Fernan must’ve been even less impressed with Allephon than Beatrix had realized. It was a great insult to him to be passed over for leadership.

But ruling over a conquered territory was a delicate matter. There would be a great chance of an uprising. And he trusted me the most out of anyone to handle it.

She smiled sadly. “I had no idea.” Anger burned within her again. “Was he going to leave the crown of Kyrro to me as well? Is that why you killed him?”

“I don’t want to hear you say those words again.” Allephon gripped the knife so hard his knuckles turned white. “I didn’t kill him.” He sounded like the easily frustrated man she remembered all too well. “Jimmin—”

“You’ve always deflected blame. Did you not allow our father to be poisoned?”

“I did, but only to make him sick!” Allephon caught his rising voice and stopped speaking. He stared at the door for a moment and waited. When no one entered, he continued. “Jimmin claims that Father had a poor reaction that led to his death, but I don’t believe him. He’s the one who killed our father, Beatrix. He knew the poison would end his life. And now I have no doubt Jimmin is plotting to kill me as soon as you’re…removed. That is why we must work together.”

“What about Rallo and Eslefar?” Beatrix asked, referring to their younger siblings.

“They’re either in Greenedge or still on their way there. That’s where they’ll remain until this war is over, or likely longer. Jimmin scared them into leaving, and you know how easily they frighten.”

“What did he tell them?”

“I don’t know. They’d already fled before I could speak to them.” Allephon let out a raspy sigh. “He can be very convincing.”

“Are you scared of Jimmin?”

“I would be foolish not to be.”

You are a fool. The pain was getting to her. “Cut me down and we can finish this conversation.”

“I can’t. In fact…” He came toward her with the knife. “Give me a scream as if I’m cutting you.”

“You’re the king now, imbecile. You don’t need to be afraid of anyone.”

“A false statement. All kings should fear something, or power has taken over.” He clicked his tongue. “And Father thought you would be the better ruler; I still don’t understand it. Scream, Beatrix, or I will be forced to make you.”

She sucked in a breath, then screamed out her frustration into her brother’s face.

“I just need to know where Basen is!” Allephon announced, then added quietly, “Scream as if you’re in pain, stupid girl.”

It was his oldest insult.

She shrieked convincingly. Allephon took from his pocket a small jar filled with a red liquid. He poured some on the floor by Beatrix’s feet. Then he spread some on her arm.

“I will find out what you know about Basen,” he promised her gently and quietly. “But that’s not my priority. You must agree to cooperate with me before Jimmin gets suspicious and comes in here. I don’t know what he’ll do, so we’d best finish this before then.”

“I can’t, Allephon. I can’t help you after what you’ve done to our family. All of our family.”

He grabbed her arm as anger flashed across his face. “You’re going to bring Mother up now of all times? I knew you still blamed me for that!”

“So do Rallo and Eslefar.” She twisted out of his grasp. “You were twelve, plenty old enough to do something besides run when the bandits showed up.”

Men had stopped Allephon and their mother on a road, killed the guards with them, and attempted to take both Allephon and the queen. He’d fled at her request—that’s what he’d told everyone later while a psychic confirmed it. Their mother wasn’t as fast as Allephon and was captured. Rather than let herself be ransomed, she fought to break free. One of them stabbed her. All ran, leaving her wounded. She made it halfway back to the capital before collapsing. Allephon had returned to her after fetching help. He’d tried to save her, but it was too late by the time she was brought to healers.

Her death wasn’t really Allephon’s fault. Beatrix knew she should’ve stopped herself from bringing it up, but she’d been too furious at her brother to pull any punches.

Allephon had the opposite reaction as Beatrix expected. Rather than stab her, he turned away to hide his face.

“I’ve made mistakes,” he admitted. “It’s too late for most to be corrected, but there’s still time for others.” He looked back at her with a glimmer of moisture in his eyes. “You are still alive, and I might be able to keep you that way if you cooperate. I will give you one more chance before I break, not intentionally, but I can feel it coming, Sister. I know you told me not to use that word, but never have I opened myself this much to you. We’ve never treated each other like siblings, and that has to change now if we’re to survive. You are my sister, and we need each other.”

She took a few breaths to think. “I will never forgive you for Father’s death, but I take back blaming you for Mother. I lied. No one thinks it’s your fault.”

His shoulders relaxed. “That means a lot.”

“You want honesty, so I will give it to you. I don’t believe I can cooperate with you, even if it means my death, but I will try my best. What do you propose as a way out of this situation? Someone needs to be charged with Father’s murder.” 

“I am partially to blame, but it was Jimmin who obtained the poison. It was he who gave it to me to put in Father’s drink. It was he who handed me a lethal dosage without telling me. He tricked me. He is the one who should be charged.”

“Why didn’t you say any of that during the meeting with Hawthen?”

“Because I didn’t have your cooperation then. I knew you would kill me eventually, no matter what happened between me and Jimmin. I sent Micklin after you to protect myself, but even he hasn’t been enough. I’ve been fearful of Jimmin, Beatrix, but more scared of you. Somehow you climbed up the castle, made a hole through the stone, and got inside. You’ve proven you can get to me no matter where I am. I needed the entire kingdom on my side, or you might’ve found a way to kill me before Micklin found you. Pinning Father’s murder on you was my way of doing that. But now that I’ve had the chance to explain myself, I’m hoping everything has changed.”

Clearly nervous, he paced while awaiting her reply. This was not the arrogant brother she’d dealt with most of her life. Fear had softened him.

“That depends on your plan going forward,” she said. “How will you get the truth out?”

“We both will speak in court about everything I’ve told you. Then we will deal with the consequences together.”

“What about Basen?”

“He needs to stop what he’s doing. My loyals are out searching for akorell and eppil vines right now, hoping to find the necessary amount before Basen does. You must tell one of my trusted psychics where he is for two reasons. One, Jimmin believes I’m in here with you to get that information. Two, I must have access to the explosive before Basen so it can be used to win the war. I’ll bring a psychic in here to question you. Then you’ll be let down. Will you cooperate?”

She could feel that Allephon was being truthful, but could she be truthful in response? Jimmin was trickier than he let on; the trial would be difficult and there indeed would be consequences for Allephon.

Beatrix pictured herself going through with it, cooperating with her brother—which meant cooperating with one of the men responsible for her father’s death and for so much of her grief. It felt like a betrayal to her father, and she would also have to betray Basen. The thought made her stomach turn.

Before she could answer, she heard the sound of a key rattling in the door. Jimmin entered.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Jimmin looked different in the dim lighting of this dungeon. His thin and precisely arranged gray hair, along with his beard, peppered with brown, made him appear younger than she remembered. She’d never really looked at him, never thought about him much, either. This was probably his intention, to stay as far removed from psychics as possible. He could’ve easily been in his forties if he’d grayed early. The subtle lines creeping out from his eyes and across his forehead aged him but did not make him look frail. He had cunning eyes. They surveyed Beatrix and Allephon knowingly.

She saw the cordial version of him she was used to as he turned to the guards to nod at them and shut the door.

“What are you doing here?” Allephon asked. Beatrix could feel his fear, though he didn’t show it through his voice or irritated expression.

Ignoring Allephon, Jimmin walked around to observe Beatrix. His eyes roamed up and down as if she were an animal undergoing his inspection.

“I assume she must be cooperating,” Jimmin said. “Why else would she be unwounded?”

Allephon looked at Beatrix’s red arm as if to mention it but didn’t.

Jimmin knelt over the fabricated blood Allephon had spilled to squint at it. He rose and dabbed Beatrix’s arm with his fingers to take off some of the substance. He smelled his fingers, then licked them. “Now why would you waste tomatoes to do this, Allephon? It’s not even the right consistency. Blood is thick. It looks more like spilled paint than this watery substance.”

“She’s been cooperating without torture,” Allephon insisted. “I figured no one would believe that. Especially not you.”

“There isn’t much I believe anymore unless I hear it myself.” Jimmin wiped his fingers clean on Beatrix’s already soiled shirt. She wouldn’t have cared except for the way he did it, looking away from her as if she was nothing to him.

“What was the point of all those times you asked me about the Academy or my training, Jimmin, if you never cared about me?” she asked.

He glared into her eyes. “I did care about you until I figured out you poisoned Fernan. He was my friend as much as he was your father.”

Shock made Beatrix quiet. His energy showed no trace of emotion. There wasn’t so much as a hint of fear or worry that showed him to be lying. Could it be possible that Allephon had taken a potion after all to allow him to lie without her detection? It seemed less likely than Jimmin taking the same potion without showing any signs of fatigue. That must be it. He must’ve just taken the potion. He’d done the same before walking into Desil’s tavern where he’d nearly tricked her into leaving the sanctuary of the walls behind.

“Why would I poison my father?” she asked the councilman. “I loved him.”

“The same reason you’ve begun working with Basen instead of trying to stop him. You plan to force your brother into giving you the crown so you can rule Kyrro. Tenred as well, I might add, though I haven’t figured out how yet.”

He even sounded different, like he was enjoying himself rather than focused purely on business. She believed her brother. Both Allephon and Jimmin were responsible, but without Jimmin, the traitor pig, none of this would’ve happened.

“What did she agree to so far?” Jimmin asked Allephon.

He didn’t answer.

Demand that guards put Jimmin in a cell, Allephon!

He couldn’t, she realized, because he wasn’t sure she would cooperate yet. Her testimony of how her father had died needed to be verified by psyche first, but that couldn’t happen with Jimmin here. At least send him away, Allephon.

She knew that a psychic of mastery level could persuade even the most stubborn people, at least for a short time. She was strong but not that powerful. She could only force Allephon to feel the need to act, which she did by altering his energy.

His fear of what she assumed to be Jimmin increased so much that it supplanted her brother’s urge to act. Allephon didn’t move or speak.

“Well?” Jimmin pressed. When Allephon didn’t answer, the councilman began to nod. “I see. Don’t fret, sire. I will take care of this for you. Go to the kitchen and request a meal. It’s what you need most right now. Your strength is drained from this ordeal. It will be over soon and you will feel better.”

Her brother’s energy altered drastically as Jimmin spoke to him. Gone was his compulsion to stay. Gone was his urge to resolve a conflict. Gone was the tiny bit of warmth toward Beatrix. Every feeling of his was gone, as if he had been put to sleep.

“Yes, I will do that.” He shuffled toward the door.

“Wait,” Beatrix called after him. She tried to make him want to stay by altering his energy, but another psychic had too strong a hold. Jimmin.

Allephon shut the door without a glance back.

“Did my father know the truth about you?” she asked Jimmin. “You’re a psychic.” And a murderer. She tried not to think that last thought too strongly, as he might be able to feel it. There was still a chance he didn’t know about her intention to cooperate with Allephon against him.

He stepped close. She instinctively tried to move away, but the rope tugged at her wrists. He looked at the ceiling as if investigating how strong the rope would hold, then his gaze fell to her as he produced a knife.

“It’s clear Allephon would have you go against me.” Jimmin’s eyes held malice that remained even as he smiled. “You were the only one who might’ve been able to stop this, and now you’re here.” He rested the tip of the knife on her leg and let it fall bit by bit. It caught on her pants and threatened to cut them open, but the material held. It felt like a fingernail scratching her until he started to push harder above her knee. The cloth split. She let out a yelp before catching herself. He stopped.

She looked down. The blood took its time before she felt it seep over her knee. A faint stain showed in a circle around the lower part of the rip.

“Tell me where Basen is now,” he demanded calmly.

Beatrix’s breath was heavy in her chest. Unlike Allephon, Jimmin hadn’t offered her a way out of this. Even worse, he’d shown joy at having her here. He doesn’t plan to let me leave.

He ran the blade over her knee, pushing harder. There was bearable pain as she bled, until he reached her shin and pushed harder still. She braced herself by her arms as she kicked his hand with her other leg. He flinched but didn’t let go of the knife.

Jimmin grabbed her throat and held the knife close to her eye. “Try that again and you lose this one.”

She tried to keep both eyes open, but the one being threatened closed on its own. “What are you planning to do?” she wheezed.

He let down his knife hand and released her throat. “I’m going to focus on one leg until I see more blood than skin, then I’ll switch to the other. I’ll work my way up your body until you’re bleeding everywhere. I’m curious how far I’ll get before you die.”

Beatrix wasn’t asking about torture but his plan for Kyrro and Tenred. However, now she couldn’t ignore his terrifying threat. “You’ll be tried for murder.”

He stepped back and feigned worried innocence. “I didn’t mean to kill her. She wouldn’t talk, so I gave her shallow cuts. I didn’t know they could be lethal. Allephon had entrusted me to do the questioning because he couldn’t hurt his own sister. I was sick with myself as I cut her. I pleaded for her to speak, but she never said a word. I feel terrible for what’s happened, but I was only trying to stop a traitor from threatening our kingdom with an explosion that’s likely to kill thousands. Beatrix refused to cooperate even though she understood the threat Basen poses.”

His expression returned to that of faint amusement as he put the knife back on her shin and opened another line of red down her leg. She screamed loudly at the sharp pain this time, because why keep her voice down anymore?

“He’s going to kill me and claim it was an accident! I demand witnesses in here!”

“I warned you!” He jabbed the knife toward her eye. She leaned away, but she couldn’t get far because of the rope that held her.

She kicked off the ground to bounce away from him, but he only moved closer until she had nowhere to go. She tried to knee him in the groin, but he maneuvered around to her side and grabbed her hair.

“I’ll start with your cheek to show I’m serious. Hold still and don’t speak, or I might stab your eye…accidentally.”

He sounded like a healer about to apply a salve. It made it that much worse as he pinched her cheek just below her eye and pushed the knife into it.

She screamed as she flinched. It was over in a moment. He moved away to leave her harshly swinging, her eyes blurred with what seemed to be tears. She was in too much agony to tell.

“No one’s coming in here,” he assured her. “They have my orders to stay far away.”

She couldn’t believe that the order of a councilman was enough to make everyone abandon a princess, but she was done underestimating Jimmin. He was a more powerful psychic than she was. She still felt hardly anything from his energy, even after all of this! No, he wasn’t just a powerful psychic. He was a monstrosity that should not be called human. How could he have no emotion except for a hint of gratification? At least she’d felt Allephon’s fatigue when he’d taken this potion.

“What have you done to yourself to keep your energy from changing?”

“It can change, Princess, but there are few things anymore that give me feeling at all.”

“That drug you gave Allephon—you’ve been taking it for your entire life!”

“No, I stopped needing it many years ago.”

Suddenly all was clear. “Can’t you see what it’s done to you? The only feelings you have left are your deepest and most powerful emotions. You can only be happy if you are the ruler of all of Ovira. All the damage you’ve done is because of that. You would murder thousands of innocent people if they got in your way.”

He lifted his eyebrows as if surprised, but his energy didn’t show it. “You are smart, Beatrix. You might’ve made a good ruler like your father said, except you’re wrong about something. You speak as if destroying emotions was a mistake, but I knew what I was doing.”

“You won’t ever be happy,” she chided. “Even if you do kill me and my brother and take the crown of Kyrro. Even if you manage to take Tenred. You’ll just want more. There will be no humans left to conquer here, and wherever you look next is unobtainable. No one will fight to take land from the Krepps or the Elves, and your army won’t stand a chance against any ruler in Greenedge. Their armies are too large. This is all for nothing. But you still have a chance to stop it. Take a boat to Greenedge and tell my siblings to return. No one will come after you, so you can safely start a new life there.”

His emotionless expression did not change. “I would pretend to laugh at this moment, to show my false amusement, but there’s no point with you. I don’t have time for more stalling. Allephon will return after his meal, which will make matters complicated.” He glanced down at her leg. “I really am curious as to how much I can cut your body from toe to head before you die, and there isn’t much else that intrigues me.”

He gave no indication of what would make him stop as he put the knife to her skin again. She knew she had only one chance, a small one, to save her life. He wanted to know where Basen, the akorell metal, and eppil vines were to be found.

She couldn’t lie when she told him about Basen or he would know and possibly take her eye. He dragged the knife down her leg as she tried to think. She felt herself breaking as she screamed. Nothing in her life had prepared her for this feeling. She wasn’t just in agony. She was trapped.

“If I go quickly,” he said, “I should be able to cut more of you before you die.”

His next swipe, down her calf, was faster and harder. She could feel her blood pooling in her shoes as she continued to scream.

“That one was deeper,” Jimmin complained. “Cutting quickly might not be the best strategy after all. I really am enjoying this game. Are you?”

She was tempted to shout for her brother, as he seemed to be the only one who could help her, but her fear of losing her eye stifled her voice.

“Look at all this blood! It’s already time to move to the other leg.”

There wasn’t a spot on her pant leg that wasn’t ripped or stained. “How do I know you’ll stop if I tell you where Basen is?”

He looked disappointed. “As much fun as I’m having, I’ll stop when you tell me because it will make this easier.”

“What is this?”

“Everything going forward.”

“Which is what?”

“For you? A life in Greenedge with your siblings. For your brother and myself, you’ll have to come back to Ovira to find out.” He winked.

Even if he was telling the truth about sending her to the much larger continent inhabited mostly by humans, she was certain he would make it near impossible for her to return here and live. He could be king by the time she got a boat back. He could have thousands of men loyal to him, who would believe she had killed her father and fled to Greenedge. Everyone in Ovira would believe that if she ran. It was worse than dying.

But at least agreeing to tell Jimmin of Basen’s whereabouts would give her time.

Basen and his daughter, along with Desil and Adriya, should be safe even if Beatrix told the truth of their whereabouts. It was the only reason she would say anything about them.

“I don’t know where they are right now,” she admitted. “They could be on their way here in hopes of freeing me, but I doubt that. They should know that’s impossible for them.” She halted as she realized she had a complete lack of power; she was utterly useless for the first time she could remember. She hoped to be right, that she wouldn’t be responsible for Basen’s capture, but she couldn’t be sure anymore. “I imagine they are still near Kyrro’s army outside Tenred.”

“Doing what?”

She’d already committed to the truth, seeing no other option available. “They’re getting a potion from a chemist that causes akorell metal to separate from rock.”

“Where are they going to obtain this akorell metal?”

“The Dajrik Mountains.” They should be able to get it and get out before anyone else reaches the dajriks’ home. “It’s in an area impossible to get to without climbing.” And especially without a portal. “There’s no hope of anyone reaching it before Basen does.”

He studied her as her blood dripped from his knife. “Where will they go afterward?”

“That hasn’t been discussed.”

“Would they give the akorell to the Wind Knights or hold onto it?”

“I could only guess they would give it to the Wind Knights.”

“Where and how is the exchange to be made?”

“I have no idea.”

“Think!” He aimed the tip at her eye.

But her fear was beginning to fade now that he was no longer opening up her skin. She was realizing that he wouldn’t really be able to cut out her eye and excuse the action with any explanation, even if he could lie to psychics.

Her leg felt hot and cold at the same time, full of air. Her wrists were rubbed raw and bleeding. She had to get out of here, nonetheless.

“I’ve told you all I know,” she said, exhausted and aching to let her arms down. “Get me out of here now, and I will continue to cooperate.” Until my opportunity comes.

Without a word, he walked toward the door. She watched over her shoulder as he opened it and stepped outside the room.

She heard him calling out, “Can anyone hear me?”

After a moment, Jimmin returned and shut the door after him.

“What’s happening?” she asked.

“I’m going to start on your other leg now.” He moved in front of her and knelt to grab both legs with his arms. Still holding his knife, he positioned it above an uninjured ankle.

“I’ve told you everything I know!” she repeated as she tried to squirm free.

“I believe you.” He stabbed the blade through her pants and skin, then started to run it up the side of her leg.

He was still going to kill her and claim she’d refused to cooperate! She thrashed as hard as she could but was in no position to free herself. “I demand a witness in here!” she yelled. “Allephon! Anyone!” Jimmin had sent them away in preparation for this, no doubt.

He stood up to show her a furious expression. “I told you not to yell or you would lose that eye.”

She kicked him in the leg. He was too close for her to reach higher. It did nothing to stop him as he grabbed her hair and put the knife at the corner of her mouth.

“I wonder what you’ll look like if I cut out your mouth!” He stuck the tip into her upper lip.

The pain was intolerable as she tried to swing away, but he still had hold of her hair. He pushed the blade deeper into her face, her cheek this time. She screamed louder than she knew possible, pulling on the rope near to the point of separating her hand from her wrist.

Something gave. She fell away from Jimmin. She hurried to her feet as she stumbled back. Her wrists were still bound, she saw, but the rope attached to them had pulled down the metal square from the ceiling, nails scattered about.

She ran for the door, but Jimmin was already there. He eased toward her with his knife.

She sprinted to the table as Jimmin chased her. She grabbed the largest dagger there and spun around. He stopped short and took a fighter’s stance, then grinned.

“Now the real fun begins.”

“You had the nails loosened,” she realized. “You knew I would thrash enough to break myself free eventually.”

“That’s not what others will believe. You broke free because the nails were rusted. You tried to escape. I wanted to stop you without killing you, but you gave me no choice as you fought back.”

Her wrists and legs were bloody. She had no training with a knife or any form of combat. He was immune to psyche, while she was not.

But he had killed her father.

“Then come get me,” she said with a sneer.





[image:  ]

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Desil hadn’t seen Beatrix since Allephon’s men beat her unconscious outside Tenred. He thought he might’ve heard Kirnich yelling at someone while men took Desil into the dungeon, but he hadn’t seen the warrior, either. Ionrad stayed right behind Desil as they walked deeper into the castle. It gave him a sense of comfort to know at least one of these men cared about his well-being, but Ionrad couldn’t do anything to help Beatrix or Kirnich. Only Desil could.

He kept track of the route. They went down a long hall, the air cold and damp. After a turn, however, the air was freshened by lightwells. The dungeon was underground, so to see the outside through barred openings meant diggers must’ve made these lightwells somewhere within the keep. They might not lead to outside, so escaping through one did not guarantee freedom. There were grates in the ground, no doubt leading to a sewer. Here might be a route of escape, albeit an unpleasant and potentially dangerous one, if Desil found a way in.

Eventually they stuck him in an empty cell. There was only enough room for him to take a few steps in any direction. A bed of straw with a clean sheet, at least, would be where he spent most of his time if he were to stay the night. He would leave long before then, though.

Ionrad stayed put as the others left.

“It might be a few hours, but the king will send someone to speak to you eventually.”

I won’t need that long. “All right.”

“Remember to behave.”

“I will.”

“I’ll see if someone can come sooner to bring you some water and bread at least.”

Desil was parched and hungry, but he couldn’t allow the disruption. “I’m fine. I’d rather rest as I wait.”

Ionrad chuckled. “I’m glad you feel comfortable enough to do that. Goodbye, Ben. Don’t let me see you in here again.”

“Goodbye and thank you.”

Once Ionrad left, Desil had a chance to study his cell. The bars were too close together for him to fit his head through. He checked from every angle to determine whether there was anyone who might spot him leaving. An empty cell identical to his was across from him. There were others to its side. He had partial view of a hallway leading into this chamber of cells, but that was everything he could see. He’d noticed another hallway on the other side of this cell cluster before being brought here, but he didn’t know where it led. There seemed to be about ten cells that he’d noticed, five on each side. He hadn’t seen or heard any prisoners in this section, although on the way here they had passed by other cells that were occupied. Most of the prisoners had been gossiping about Beatrix’s arrest. None showed any interest in Desil.

“Is that you?” a voice asked on the other end.

“K?”

There was no reply. Desil had almost been certain that the faintly asked question was spoken by the warrior’s bass voice, but everything could be ruined if someone else found out Desil was here. He didn’t speak as he waited.

He realized that Kirnich was probably waiting to see if anyone else was within earshot. It was the same reason he hadn’t used Desil’s name.

Now that Desil thought of it, Allephon’s men probably wouldn’t have done anything differently even if they’d known he was Desil Fogg, the manipulator of land and water, because they didn’t know everything he was capable of. But if they chose to be cautious, they would take precautions that would make breaking out impossible. There was no point in risking that.

Eventually the warrior spoke again. “Yes. Do they…you?”

“No.”

Desil still wasn’t sure if someone was listening. He couldn’t reveal his plan yet, listening instead to Kirnich breathing and grumbling as if furious.

 “You must’ve gotten yourself arrested on purpose when you saw Beatrix and I would be taken,” the warrior said.

“Yes.”

“You shouldn’t have done that.” There was no gratitude in his voice.

Desil was going to do everything he could to get them all out of here, but there was something he had to point out now that Kirnich had made it clear just how much he appreciated Desil’s help.

“The two of you were fools. You shouldn’t have gotten close and definitely shouldn’t have said anything.”

Kirnich didn’t reply.

“It’s all right. I know what to do,” Desil tried to tell him.

“You’re not going to do anything. Listen to Ionrad’s advice and you’ll live.”

“You know Ionrad?”

“Yes. There are many who actually care, like him. Not every soldier below my rank is a Girgis brother. I tried to tell you that when we first met.” Kirnich let out a groan. “None of that matters now. Just stay where you are and let me speak when someone comes. They can’t possibly kill her. She’s a damn princess.” There was no doubt in his voice, but Desil had doubts of his own.

He checked one last time for someone coming down the hall and saw no one. He sat with his back to the bars. It was time to begin. His heart beat like a thumping fist.

Yes, he could do as Kirnich said—nothing but wait—and he would probably be freed eventually, but Desil hadn’t joined Basen just to give up when he was afraid.

It was an odd way to sit, with his back against the hard bars and his knees up. Someone would investigate if they saw him. He could only hope no one came as he softened the stone just in front of him. He scooped it out little by little, pushing it away to make a hole. Progress was quick at first, though the stone remained rough against his ungloved hands even though it was softer. He tried to work so as not to open old wounds, but he wouldn’t slow if he saw blood.

Soon the wide hole was deep enough for anyone to notice who glanced that way. He went to his bed and got his measly sheet, then put it over his lap and the hole, just in case someone came. Kirnich had given up on conversation.

Desil wasn’t sure why he felt this exhausted, but it must’ve been the same for Kirnich. As he worked to push the floor away, he asked the warrior, “Why would they believe Beatrix, rather than Allephon, killed her father?”

“Were you close enough to hear me during the trip here?”

“No, but I figured you would argue for her and get a response out of them. You were an officer, after all. These were your men, right?”

“I did argue for her, and I did get a response from them. But let me make something clear. I oversaw none of the men here. I know most of them, and they know me like a warrior at the Academy would know an instructor he’s never had, through reputation and gossip. It’s the same for Beatrix. They know she went to the Academy and was at the top of her year in psyche, but what else they think they know comes from Allephon.”

“So they assume she’s…” Desil couldn’t say the insult aloud.

“A heartless bitch.”

“I was under the impression that it was Allephon who was the selfish and arrogant one of the family.”

“He is, though Beatrix has had to deal with his childish nature more than the others because he’s jealous of her. She has a way of inadvertently making him lash out. She isn’t a heartless bitch. Her only crime is keeping mostly to herself. Allephon is the opposite, or he was before he was king.” The word seemed to give Kirnich pain as he grumbled. “He would dine and drink with many of these soldiers. He told stories of his conquests of women. He divulged slivers of information from meetings with his father. Women swooned over him, and he wasn’t interested in them all, so he introduced some to the soldiers. They didn’t just trust him. They thought of him as a friend. Beatrix was not. When the king was poisoned, they blamed the psychic who ran off right before it happened rather than their trusted friend who stayed by his stricken father’s side day and night.”

“Some must at least suspect it was Allephon. The crown would go to him, not Beatrix.”

“Those men are still by the Tenred wall.”

Desil heard footsteps. He’d made good progress scooping out the softened stone, now sitting in a little ditch, but he still had to clear enough masonry underneath the bars to slide through. He couldn’t tell the direction of the footsteps because of the echo. He ensured his rough sheet covered all and waited.

“It really is you, Kirnich,” said a familiar voice, dim with gloom. “Is what I heard true? Did you and Beatrix attack the king?”

“The king is dead.”

“I’ll take that to mean you did, and in front of his entire army as well. After what you put me and the others through trying to find you, I’m disappointed you were captured so easily.” The man came toward Desil as he spoke.

It was the younger Girgis brother, his sword already in hand. He stopped right behind Desil without speaking.

Desil wasn’t comfortable with his back against the bars, but he couldn’t move without revealing the shallow, wide hole. It was a good thing the light was dim, because even the sheet couldn’t have hid what he was doing.

“Turn around,” Girgis demanded. Desil still hadn’t learned the man’s first name and didn’t care to find out.

Desil turned his head halfway. “Leave me alone,” he said in a sorrowful voice.

Girgis pushed a sword tip into Desil’s spine. “Turn around!”

Desil gritted his teeth and didn’t respond.

Girgis chuckled in a mean way, but at least he pulled back his sword. “Crying with your blanket like a baby? I know it’s you, Desil. I should’ve known you would be this cowardly. You attacked me from behind at your tavern, like only a coward would.”

Kirnich called out, “If you came down here just to taunt us, then you’re the coward.”

It worked to draw Girgis back to Kirnich’s cell. “A coward wouldn’t chase you around Ovira with only two other men, ready to face six of you!”

“Face us? Hah! You, Micklin, and Erwal would never win in a fair fight, and you know this. You planned to ambush us, and you still would’ve lost.”

Desil returned to pulling out chunks of the softened stone. It was difficult to separate it from itself, the noise like pulling meet off bone. Fortunately, Kirnich was loud and Girgis was even louder.

“This is why I’m going to kill you when I have the chance,” Girgis said. “You attempt to shame me over nothing.”

“You stole from the citizens you swore to protect. You shame yourself.”

“Pennies! It was pennies I took! If it wasn’t for Allephon, I would be still be in that cell. I told him to put you in the same one if you were captured. That way you would know how it felt. Tell me, officer. How does it feel to be treated like a criminal?”

Desil couldn’t figure out if Girgis would stay until someone else arrived or if he planned to leave, which would give Desil a chance to free himself and Kirnich without being seen.

They still had to find Beatrix and get out. Desil squelched his panic as it started to surface. One step at a time.

There was a clang of metal against metal. “If you want a fight, then get me out of here. I will beat you without a weapon, you with that damn sword you keep pointing at me.” It sounded as if Kirnich had kicked the blade or slapped it into the bars.

“I’d rather keep you alive so I can visit you whenever I want.”

Desil turned around for a better look, as it sounded like Girgis might be leaving.

Desil’s heart sank as he watched Girgis walk out of view but not into the hall. He heard the man shuffling as if to sit. A moment of silence followed.

“How long are you going to waste your time sitting there watching me?” Kirnich asked.

“I’m paid every day, no matter what I do. Being here is no waste. Can’t say the same about you.”

“How long?” Kirnich asked again, plainly irritated.

“I’m going to enjoy this sight until I get bored. The real entertainment is how long I decide to wait before giving you food or water. Did you hear all of that, Desil?”

If Desil didn’t speak, Girgis might come over and stick his sword into Desil’s back again.

He sighed, then spoke in a hopeless voice. “What is it that you want?” He didn’t have to exaggerate much. With Girgis refusing to leave them alone, Desil’s plan was ruined, and now there was no way to put back the masonry exactly as it had been. Anyone who came close would see the broken pieces in a hole.

“Tell me where Basen and the others are now.”

“I’m sure Allephon’s already torturing Beatrix for that,” Kirnich said.

“Her suffering can end if you tell me instead.”

Torturing her? Desil strained his ears to listen. He heard a distant scream of a woman, muffled by walls. It was impossible for him to know if it was the first time she’d cried out or if others had been drowned out by the noise of his work. He had to get out and help her, or she and Kirnich would spend the rest of their lives in prison. He could as well, even after what Ionrad had told him, because Ionrad didn’t know that Desil had helped someone who was deemed a traitor.

But what could he do about Girgis? It was obvious that Girgis and the others didn’t know Desil was capable of moving stone, for Girgis cared more about taunting Kirnich than watching Desil. What did they think happened when they saw the hole in the roof of the castle? Desil couldn’t worry about that right now. There was enough space for him to get out of his cell, but he had nothing to threaten Girgis into keeping quiet, no rope to tie him up.

Everything slowed as combat became imminent. Every sound and sight, the shadows Girgis made gesturing while he spoke, gave Desil clues to his exact positioning. Aggression stormed through Desil’s body, his breathing ragged. He got his head underneath the bars. No turning back now.

He crawled out, hardly able to keep his aggression under control. He gritted his teeth to keep from letting out a battle cry as he charged.

“What…?” Girgis was so shocked he fell backward. Desil stepped on his hand until the sword came free. Girgis yelped and squirmed away as Desil snatched the weapon.

“Stab him in the heart!” Kirnich urged.

Girgis produced a dagger and held it up as Desil came after him. With a face of fear, Girgis screamed, “Help!”

“Stab him!” Kirnich yelled louder.

Desil had the sword raised. He fought against some force within himself, losing. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t kill this man.

Girgis swiped the blade of his dagger across Desil’s shin. Desil’s muscles gave out as he toppled.

He found use of his leg again, but he was already on the ground with Girgis, a man twice his weight, now on top. Desil still had the sword, but it was too long to do anything with from this angle. He let go of it to grab Girgis’ dagger-wielding arm before he could stick Desil in the neck.

Girgis was surprisingly strong. His rank breath blew hot in Desil’s face. Girgis put his other meaty forearm across Desil’s throat and pushed.

Desil lost concentration as his body went into a panic. Breathless, he couldn’t do anything to keep the dagger back as it edged toward his temple. He had to regain control or he would die.

That did it. He focused bastial energy into his arms for an immense burst of strength and threw Girgis off to the side. Desil got to his feet but stumbled because of his bleeding leg. He coughed, his throat full of needles. Girgis bent down for the sword, but Desil kicked him in the face. He dropped the sword as he reeled back, swiping the dagger at nothing as Desil picked up the blade.

He motioned to strike but stopped short. Girgis lunged with the dagger. Desil swung down to chop the back of Girgis’ hand. The sword buried itself in his bone. Girgis gasped as he pulled his hand away, disconnecting his flesh from the steel.

Desil didn’t hesitate this time as he shoved the pointed tip into Girgis’ chest. His eyes bulged as he grabbed the blade, cutting open the one hand that wasn’t already split from the back. Girgis fell onto his rear, still gasping. He turned and tried to crawl toward help.

He didn’t go far before he collapsed. As Girgis gasped for breath, Desil could only watch as not a single thought or emotion registered.

Slowly, Girgis died in a pool of his own blood. He didn’t make it into the hall, but it wouldn’t be long before his blood would.

Desil suddenly became aware of Kirnich calling his name. “Desil, hurry up! Desil. Desil! Get over here and free me.”

Desil felt distant from himself as he went down to his knees in front of Kirnich, who grabbed the bars desperately. Desil softened the stone and scooped out chunks quicker than before, no longer worried about the sound.

“I know you didn’t want me to try escaping—”

“Never mind that now,” Kirnich interrupted. “It’s done. No going back. But I need to know something going forward, Desil. I saw that you couldn’t kill him at first. It was only when he showed he would kill you that you got the stomach to do it. There will be others in our way to Beatrix and more in our way as we leave. I need to know you can kill them without hesitation.”

Desil didn’t answer. He couldn’t seem to find his thoughts, as if he were watching himself create the hole. It was a surprise he could even soften the stone right now.

“Desil?” Kirnich prodded.

“I have to, so I will.”

His emotions attacked him in that instant as he remembered the feeling of the sword breaking through chest bone and piercing soft heart. His leg stung, his pants soaked with blood. It looked like a lot, but that was the thing with blood. Even a little could create quite a stain. He looked over at Girgis…and the amount of blood that had drained from his body. Desil’s blood was nothing compared to that. He would be fine.

He had to make the hole bigger for Kirnich to fit through. Somehow he worked faster than he thought possible, his heart pounding like the feet of a speeding Krepp.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Jimmin advanced on Beatrix as if in a hurry to end her life. She knew there was a way to block a knife attack, something about stopping the arm during the motion of the swing, but she didn’t see how it was possible. Jimmin was stronger and had a longer reach. She backed away from him as he chased her around the torture chamber. Her hands were still bound together as she dragged the metal block that had detached from the ceiling.

He appeared to enjoy the chase, grinning like a fool. She wanted to gouge that smile off his face. He swiped his knife at her head. She ducked to avoid it but ended up falling because of her weakened legs. 

He laughed. “I haven’t had this much fun since I was a boy.”

She created some distance between them and flung the rope toward him. The metal end wrapped around his leg and struck him in the shin. He caught the rope as he flinched and tried to pull Beatrix toward him, but she was ready for this. With the rope finally taut, she sawed at it with her dagger. Jimmin stopped pulling after it was too late. She’d threaded enough of the rope for the last remaining fibers to break.

“Clever,” Jimmin commented as he switched his knife to his other hand to grab the rope with his right. He untangled himself and tried to whip the metal end toward Beatrix. “Or not!”

She dashed toward him as it hit her in the hip. Fear flashed on his face as he swiped with no coordination and backed away from her, dropping the rope. She felt his energy shift to scared surprise just like a normal man. He changed the knife back to his right hand when he was far enough from Beatrix. She stopped.

Jimmin laughed again, though it sounded forced this time.

If he could still feel, even slightly, he could be pained. It had been many years since Beatrix had attempted to hurt someone with the full force of her ability, for she’d never wished such agony on anyone. The only person she’d felt morally able to test it on was herself, on her twenty-second birthday. She’d only pained herself for a blink, but even after the effects were gone, the memory remained. She’d bit her lip open and cut the palms of her hands with her digging nails. She imagined that being burned alive produced a similar feeling.

Jimmin’s energy was difficult to sense. She might’ve lost it beneath her own if it wasn’t for his slight aggression and amusement. Reaching for his energy was like trying to grab the fibers of a rug; she couldn’t get a firm hold. She wouldn’t try anything until she knew it would work.

He was entertained by this physical fight for now, but if she got the upper hand with psyche, she had no doubt he would retaliate with a stronger spell than hers and probably end her life. 

He came at her with the knife, feigning attacks to see what she would do. She backed away. Her legs felt cold. She didn’t have time for this. She needed some way to make him feel something so she could grab his energy. No thought came to mind.

He backed her toward a wall. She tried to circle around, but he anticipated her movement and jumped at her with a slash, his knife catching her on the arm. She swiped back, slicing him down his attacking arm. They backed away and palmed their injuries. She tried to reach out toward his energy, but the pain he felt was minimal.

He rushed her this time. She fled, but he continued to chase. She ran to the table, grabbed one of the spare knives, and flicked it behind her. It cut open his shirt, but she didn’t see blood. Nor did it stop him. He slashed at her, striking her twice, as she stuck out her blade and ran around him.

He let her go as he grabbed his side. She looked at her arm. She couldn’t see cuts, only blood. The pain was surprising, like teeth gnawing away her flesh. She started to fear more pain, a bad sign. Was her adrenaline starting to fade? She felt slower as well. This was probably because of the blood she’d lost. She’d noticed trails of it around the chamber, but blood was beginning to drip around Jimmin as well. Some stained his shirt just above his pants as more trailed down his arms. She didn’t remember cutting him twice, but both arms were smeared red.

This had to end soon or she would bleed out.

Beatrix noticed movement by the door behind Jimmin, specifically at the bottom where it met the floor. A hand fit through a new opening and pulled away some of the stone. It came back for more and more.

Desil! She couldn’t let Jimmin see, but she couldn’t defend herself much longer. She tried to keep away from him, but he kept edging her toward the corner of the chamber until eventually she was trapped.

She needed access to his bastial energy now or he would kill her here. An idea finally came as he closed in cautiously, making sure to cut off every avenue of escape.

Jimmin had taken many lovers over the years but never a wife. Hopefully, he still was interested in the female body, even after dulling his ability to feel. If not, this should still shock him enough.

She pulled up her shirt to expose her bare breasts.

His energy changed into the shape of shock as his eyes went wide. Attraction mixed in, but both it and the shock were quickly fading as she reached out with her mind to finally get a firm hold of his energy. She pained him with as much force as she could muster.

He let out a scream sweet to her ears as he fell to his knees. She dropped her shirt and came at him with her knife, but he reached out to make a grabbing motion in front of her. Pain struck her like a bolt of lightning, every muscle giving out.

She’d trained in how to resist. She just needed something stronger than this agony.

He killed my father. He’s going to get away with it. He has to die now!

The pain started to recede behind thoughts of her father. She staggered to her feet but had to find the dagger she didn’t remember dropping. It was just behind her.

Jimmin was back on his feet by the time she had the weapon in hand. They both paused to catch their breath. She still had a good hold on his energy, still shaped it to make him feel pain, but he’d prevailed over it with a feeling of determination, like she had. Neither of them could hurt each other with psyche at this point, but at least she’d gotten out of the corner of the room and bought herself more time. 

Not wanting to give away her rescuer’s presence, she didn’t look at the door behind Jimmin but into his raging eyes.

“Well fought,” Jimmin said through clenched teeth. “But it’s time to end this.”

A vial rolled along the floor toward them.

Jimmin didn’t seem to hear as he stomped toward her, his energy strengthening like steel. Her grip slipped, and she backed away as he rushed her.

The vial shattered, startling Jimmin into spinning around as a cloud of smoke rose toward them like a crashing wave. He spun back to Beatrix, but she was already rushing past him. She drove her dagger into his thigh, producing a scream, and left it there as she ran into the expanding cloud.

Smoke filled her lungs. Taking a breath felt like trying to breathe underwater. She coughed and put out her hands to brace herself as she hit the unseen wall. She knew how the smoke potion worked. The cloud was most dense at this point. It would spread for hundreds of feet, thinning out until it no longer blocked sight. For now, however, she might as well be blind. She couldn’t tell in which direction the door was. She chose to go left, feeling the stone along the way.

“I’m going to find you,” Jimmin said, his voice malicious. “I don’t know who or how someone fit a smoke bomb under the door, but you’re not getting out without my key.”

She would get out without his key…if she could find the damn door. She went back the other way. Jimmin’s energy said he was right behind her. She dashed as she felt movement across her back. His knife clanked against the wall. He cursed just beside her, yet she couldn’t see him.

“Find me.” It was Desil’s voice. He was within the chamber and as close to her as Jimmin. He started coughing right after he spoke.

“Who is that?” Jimmin demanded. “Kill her or you will be at fault for her escape.”

Beatrix found that she was able to take quick, shallow breaths, bringing in some air without coughing. Smoke burned her throat to no end, though. Jimmin let out a hacking cough as he cursed.

“Who are you?” Jimmin called out. “How did a smoke potion get in here?”

Why hadn’t he pained Desil? Maybe he would wait until he found the two of them.

Beatrix bumped into Desil. Their arms entangled. Soon their hands found each other. She felt him, but she couldn’t see him. He pulled her down. She heard Jimmin sliding his hand over the floor in search of his blade, or perhaps for her.

She felt Jimmin attempting to pain her, but her resistance was too strong.

“Grab my leg,” Desil said quietly.

His footwear broke through the smoke and booted her square on her forehead. She reeled back and lost track of everything for a moment, but then found his leg near her stomach. She grabbed hold with both hands.

The little light from the torch in the chamber went out, leaving them in complete darkness. She felt the floor depress as she crawled after Desil. Her hair pressed against the underside of the door, then her back slid along it, a tight fit even for her slim body.

“I got her,” Desil said to someone.

“Find me. I’ll lose my sense of direction if I have to turn.” It was Kirnich’s voice! Beatrix had never been so relieved to hear it. Bless him and Desil.

She mustn’t get ahead of herself. They still had to get out of the castle, and then where could they go? Beatrix couldn’t run far in this condition.

It seemed hopeless. No, it didn’t just seem so. It was.

“It’s madness to run,” she said as Desil helped her to her feet. “Jimmin cut me in more places than he didn’t. I have no hope of escaping. Leave me and go.”

“We won’t,” Kirnich said. “We’re getting out of here even if I have to carry you.” He swept her up with his arms beneath her legs and back. He was off with her before she could object.

She feared he would run into a wall and crush her between it and his rocklike muscle she felt against her, but he really did seem to know where he was. She’d experienced a smoke bomb like this before, while playing with her siblings and father. They’d gone to the courtyard and mixed two potions into one vial, put a lid on, and then let it break. Allephon had received the honor of mixing them and rolling the vial away, while Beatrix had wanted to and whined about it like the child she was. Fernan promised she could do it next time, but there never was a next time.

She regretted caring more about the smoke than she did her father in that moment. In fact, she regretted every moment she’d spent near her father without hugging him or showing how much she loved him. She hoped he’d known how much he’d meant to her. Her world had become empty without him.

Kirnich slowed. “Desil?”

“I’m ahead.”

“How!”

Beatrix hadn’t noticed him pass, either.

“See my light?” Desil asked.

“There,” Beatrix pointed to the side.

“This is the turn we need,” Desil said.

Kirnich raced toward him. Beatrix felt blood pooling where Kirnich had his arm behind her legs. She forced herself to calm through psyche, for a rushing heart would only kill her faster.

She was hit with a spell of drowsiness, her head falling back.

Jimmin?

No, she’d done this to herself. Without her worry and adrenaline, exhaustion and blood loss was all there was. She tried to undo the psychic spell but it was too late. She passed out, her last thought wondering whether she would wake again.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

The smoke didn’t seem to have an end to it. Desil led the way with a glow of bright bastial energy in front of him that did little to show him any walls they might encounter. Kirnich kept up with Beatrix in his arms.

“Hey, Beatrix? Beatrix!” His voice rose in alarm as he sounded to be slowing.

“We have to keep up the pace,” Desil urged.

“She might be dead already!”

“Might be. That doesn’t mean we should stop. Come on!”

Kirnich huffed for breath, growling in fury like some sort of man-bear. He and Desil hadn’t seen anyone guarding the torture chambers. It didn’t make sense to either of them, but now was not the time to question it.

Desil looked for a turn to his right that would lead them back the way they’d come, but now he was feeling he’d missed it. He couldn’t believe this much smoke could come from a vial just longer than his hand. It had to end soon if he just kept going through it.

It thinned somewhat as he came to a wall, allowing him to see that both left and right were available to him. “Turn right here.” At hearing nothing, he asked, “Are you still with me?”

“Yes.” But the warrior’s voice came from far behind.

Desil stopped as he heard someone shout in front of him. “There’s smoke here!”

“Fire?” asked another.

“Seems more like one of those potions.”

“What potions?”

“Never mind. Run off and have troops guard the gate to the dungeon. This might be an attempt to escape.”

That didn’t give Desil much of an opportunity to get to the gate before they did. Kirnich caught up, both he and Desil wheezing from the smoke. “I’ll take her from here,” Desil suggested.

“Bastial hell you will. Just give us more light so I can see better.”

Desil gathered bastial energy into another cluster and told it to remain an arm’s length ahead of his outstretched hand. Maintaining it put the same strain on his body as jogging. With his breath shallow from the smoke, he felt as if he’d sprinted a mile from just his short journey here from the torture chambers.

“We’re going to need Beatrix,” he realized.

“I won’t be able to tell if she’s breathing until we stop.”

The smoke came to a sudden end. Desil dreaded the site ahead of him: Ionrad shocked to see him.

“Ben? How did you…? Is that…? Stop!” He took out his weapon and pointed it as Desil and Kirnich approached. It must’ve been Ionrad’s voice that Desil heard ordering the other man to guard the gate.

“I’m not Ben. I’m Desil Fogg.”

Ionrad grumbled a curse. “I had a feeling, but I wanted to believe you weren’t the one wanted for treason. You’re too young to be caught up in that.”

“Bastial hell, look at all her blood!” Kirnich exclaimed. Desil hadn’t noticed the extent of Beatrix’s injuries yet, either. She looked as if she’d come out of a pool of blood as it ran down her limbs and stained every inch of her pants.

“We have to get her out of the castle now!” Desil said. “Or she will die.”

“It’s not that I want to stop you…” Ionrad seemed to have skill with his sword as he held it up confidently. “But I can’t let you go. She killed the king, Desil.”

“She didn’t.” Kirnich passed Beatrix into Desil’s arms and took out his blade. “I know your son. He wouldn’t want you standing in our way. Think of him.”

“I think of the king first.”

“Then you are an idiot. I will kill you if you do not move.”

Desil couldn’t bear it. The feeling of piercing Girgis in the heart was still too fresh in his mind. “Kirnich don’t—”

The warrior came at Ionrad. In an impressive display of skill, Kirnich deflected Ionrad’s jabbing sword and grabbed Ionrad’s hilt, with one massive hand still holding the hilt of his own sword. With his free arm, he pushed Ionrad away to separate him from his weapon.

Ionrad put up his hands to block their passage. “I have to attempt to stop you, or I’m dead anyway.”

“Think about what that says of the man you’re serving,” Desil told him, managing to get in front of Kirnich.

“It shows he’s determined to stop her from getting out.”

Kirnich easily pushed Desil out of the way. “There’s no reason for you to die here, Ionrad.”

Desil put down Beatrix as he feared he might have to act.

Kirnich gave Ionrad’s weapon to Desil. He already had Girgis’ sword, but he gladly rid himself of the reminder of what he’d done as he threw it behind him to take this one instead.

He would do everything in his power to make sure his new weapon belonged to someone living rather than dead, someone he respected.

“You’ll have to kill me if you want to get past,” Ionrad insisted.

“You did this to yourself.” Kirnich raised his weapon, but Desil ran in first and slashed Ionrad high on his leg.

“Get Beatrix,” he told Kirnich.

Ionrad stumbled into the wall, then slid down as he gripped his thigh. To Desil’s surprise, he reached out to grab Desil’s foot as he tried to pass. The yank sent shooting pain throughout his already scorching wound, Desil yelping as he fell.

Kirnich stepped on the top of Ionrad’s wrist until he let go. Ionrad screamed. His next breath was used to shout a warning. “Two of them are coming out this way with the princess!”

“I knew we should’ve killed him,” Kirnich complained as Desil hobbled after him.

The pain didn’t abate as they went on, but Desil found a way to use his leg without too much of a limp. Kirnich led them from the dungeon, as he knew it well. They ran past cells filled with prisoners hollering one thing or another. Some seemed to be remarking about Beatrix. Others wanted to be freed themselves and offered rewards that were impossible to be true. Desil didn’t catch the rest.

It didn’t take long before Kirnich slowed, the warrior drenched with sweat. Beatrix lay supple across his arms. Desil’s shin felt as if a knife was stuck within it, the pain shooting up his leg in waves every step he took.

“We’re almost to the stairs,” Kirnich said.

“Beatrix?” Desil said as he came up on Kirnich’s side. “Beatrix can you hear me? We’re going to need you.”

“You have something in mind?” Kirnich asked.

“Yes, but only if she’s with us. Otherwise we have no hope.”

“Beatrix.” Kirnich gave her a little shake.

“Mmm.” Her head rose.

“Thank the stars! I thought you were dead.”

“Set me down. I think I can run.”

“We need more than you being able to run,” Desil told her as Kirnich set her on her feet. “Is your psyche strong in this moment?”

The three of them ran side by side. Beatrix stumbled as she asked Desil, “What for?” He caught her bloody arm to keep her from falling, but she hissed and flinched away. Kirnich got his arms around her before she toppled.

“I’m picking you up again,” the warrior said as he swept her up.

He started off slow with Beatrix back in his arms, but he seemed to find his strength as he quickly caught up with Desil.

“We’ll need you to pain someone,” Desil told Beatrix. “But it has to be at just the right time.”

They continued to pass by cells of prisoners hollering to them, some cheering but more requesting to be broken out. Desil described his simple plan to Beatrix. Jailers carrying various items from buckets to rusted trays of food skirted out of their way, most too shocked to say anything. Others screamed that the princess was escaping. It made every prisoner aware, their enthusiasm deafening.

It was a mystery as to why no guards stood in their way yet. At least a hundred had accompanied Allephon during the escort from Tenred’s wall to this castle. Where were they now?

Kirnich wheezed like a sick dog as he somehow kept up his speed. He led them down each corridor, around each turn.

“The stairs to the keep are close,” he managed to get out between breaths.

They still hadn’t seen the man sent off by Ionrad to alert the others of this escape.

 “We have to pick up our pace. This is over if we don’t catch up to that guard.” Desil couldn’t ignore his guilt for pushing Kirnich beyond his limits, but it had to be said. “I’ll take Beatrix.”

“I’ve got her.”

Desil was about to insist when Beatrix spoke up. “Let me down now.”

Kirnich plopped her on her feet. She groaned as she showed her teeth in a grimace, but despite her pain she set a decent pace and soon took the lead.

Desil recognized the last long hall as they entered it after a turn. He saw someone running ahead of them. “That must be him!”

It was a thin man who turned to check behind him as he gasped for breath. He seemed to be about Ionrad’s age, but there was nothing kind about his long face shadowed by the torch he carried. He took out his sword and stopped as if to face them, but his cowardice won over when they charged without hesitating. He dropped the weapon and fled up the stairs.

 He didn’t yell about the escape, no doubt aware he would be locked down here with them. He was nearly halfway up the stairs by the time Beatrix reached the first step. She slowed as she started to climb, holding onto Kirnich for support.

The man ahead tossed his torch down at them. It bounced against the step at the level of Kirnich’s head and spiraled over him as he ducked.

“Are you in range?” Desil asked Beatrix.

She didn’t answer, putting everything she had into climbing these steps. She slowed again as they reached the halfway mark. She nearly tripped, but Kirnich caught her. Desil got around her and grabbed her hand to help her along the way. She needed as much support as he could give her, for it seemed as if she would collapse if he let go.

He was beginning to lose hope she had the necessary strength for a psychic spell as the man ahead got to the bars that marked the end of the dungeon. He already had a key ready, but he fumbled as he tried to insert it into the slot.

“What’s wrong?” someone asked him from the other side. Desil couldn’t see who it was or how many were with him.

“Nothing,” said the one trying to get out. He unlocked the grille, removed his key, and pulled the gate open.

Beatrix was about ten steps behind. She let go of Desil’s hand to aim her arm upward. The man screamed, his arms flailing as he fell. He grabbed the bars but lacked the strength to hold himself up as he puddled.

“What’s the matter with you?” asked another, but this man soon found out himself as he came through to look down the stairs. He ignored his fallen comrade as he turned and shouted, “Escape—!”

Beatrix took him down with pain before he could utter another word. He collapsed on top of the other guard, both squirming in agony. A third yelled out in what also sounded to be pain. Desil couldn’t see him even as they neared the top. The sound of his scream moved away from them and transitioned into words. “The princess is escaping!”

“I can’t stop that one,” Beatrix said as she continued to pain the other two.

She stepped around their coiled bodies and limbs sticking through the open gate, Desil and Kirnich right behind her. She fell to her knees just after they passed into the keep.

“Kirnich.” Her voice was weak.

He knelt down with his back in front of her. “Get her on, Desil.”

He put Beatrix’s arms over Kirnich’s shoulders. She found some strength as she climbed the rest of the way onto his back while he stood. The groaning men behind them showed no indication of wanting to fight as Desil glared at each of them. They crawled backward into the shadows of the dungeon.

The teeth gnawing Desil’s shin, where Girgis had cut him, felt sharper with each step. But whatever distance he was limited to, it had to be farther than Beatrix. Part of him never thought they would make it this far. He needed a plan if they somehow managed to get out of the keep.

The three of them didn’t speak as they crossed through the halls. It seemed to be night outside, for the castle was mostly quiet besides the man in front of them still screaming about the escape.

A woman in a simple servant’s robe shrieked upon seeing them. She fled into one of the rooms and slammed the door behind her. It wouldn’t be long after this, no matter what happened, that everyone in the castle would think of the three of them as enemies to the king.

“Beatrix, how thick is the back wall of the keep?” Desil asked.

“What do you mean how thick?”

“How many yards of stone is it? I might be able to break us out.”

“I don’t know. Two yards?”

Kirnich stopped them at a corridor. “If you can get through that, Desil, we turn here.”

“I could, but it might take half of an hour.”

“Then we keep going to the great hall. Too many will see us on the way to the back and reveal our location.”

But how many wait at the front? Desil trusted that Kirnich and Beatrix knew this castle better than he did, so he let it go.

He heard shouting ahead, as well as the sound of shuffling feet, as they went down more hallways and past more doors. The people who did see them ran the opposite way or cowered against the wall and protected their heads. Desil didn’t know what in particular they were afraid of, but he was certain he felt the most fear of anyone. He’d suffered through nightmares like this, attempting to escape from somewhere without any idea how he would make it.

This was no nightmare. There was no waking from this.

He felt breathless as they entered the great hall and witnessed dozens of guards rushing to block the door. There were already two in front of the massive entranceway, fidgeting as they held up their swords, looking toward their incoming comrades for help. Kirnich rushed them.

“Move or die!” His deep command while charging gave Desil new hope, as he saw fear break across the guards’ faces.

“Archers!” Beatrix warned.

Desil glanced up at dozens of them aiming down from the balcony of the first floor as a stream of swordsmen came out from every opening on the ground level, many more flooding down the stairs.

“Don’t shoot!” Allephon pleaded from the bottom of the stairs. His voice was firm with his next words. “Beatrix, stop. As king, I order you to stop!”

She didn’t even bother to look his way as she kept running beside Kirnich, with Desil just behind.

“If you have any love for our family,” Allephon yelled, “you’ll stop and speak to me!”

She halted in front of the two guards at the door and spun. Allephon stood halfway between them and the stairs, his arms in the air.

“Everyone stop. Let me speak with my sister.”

The last few men still moving toward the door finally came to a halt. About a dozen were just a few steps away from Desil, all with swords drawn.

“If you go through that door,” Allephon warned Beatrix, “you won’t just be suspected of murder. You will be a breakout, and I can no longer protect you.”

Breakouts were considered guilty of whatever crime put them in prison in the first place. It was the same to run from arrest.

“You abandoned me, Allephon. You left me in there with him knowing he would kill me.”

Allephon made his way toward her. “Come with me so we can talk.” The armed men nearby flocked around him, but he shooed them away. “No guards.”

“You will say what you must right here.” Beatrix’s blood dripped from both pant legs.

“Father would not want you to run. He would want us to settle this.”

“If he saw how you abandoned me, he would never ask me to stay. I cannot trust you anymore after what you did.”

“You need treatment, whether you trust me or not. If you run, you will be caught if you don’t bleed out first.”

“I’d rather take my chances than stay here where I’m destined to die.”

“I will protect you until the truth comes out.” He hadn’t moved far from the stairs, except to reach out his hand. “Come here.”

Beatrix shook her head, her face pale as death. She wavered on her feet and Kirnich propped her up.

“You can’t protect me. Not from him.” Her next words were spoken to herself. “He’s too strong.”

Kirnich nudged her forward with a hand on her back. “We must leave. But the door…”

She nodded. “Unlock the door, Allephon. Letting me leave is the only way I’ll live.”

The king walked past his men, many falling into step with him. He stopped when he noticed them. “Stay where you are.” They obeyed and stayed behind as he approached Beatrix.

“The only way we can beat him is together,” he said in a voice meant only for her ears, Desil barely overhearing. “I need your help, and you need mine. I promise I will do everything I can for you. Let me make up for my mistakes.”

“You knew he would kill me.”

“I admit I figured he would get Basen’s whereabouts from you, but I swear I didn’t know he intended to kill you. He must know he’d be executed for murder if he had.”

“No, he rigged the rope to break. He sent away all the guards so no one would hear my pleas for help. He planned to pretend I had broken free and tried to kill him, forcing him to defend himself.”

So that’s why we found no one on the way to the torture chambers. Jimmin didn’t want witnesses.

Allephon seemed to be having trouble speaking as he swallowed air. “I had no idea,” he managed to get out. “I’m sorry, Sister. That’s even more reason for you to stay. There’s no hope for you if you escape.”

“Please open the door, Brother. I’ve made my decision. Tell your men not to follow.”

“And then what will you do?”

“I will find a way to kill him.”

“My king!” shouted Jimmin from one side of the great hall. He dragged the leg that still had a dagger imbedded in it. “You’re in danger by being so close. Back away and give the order for her to be shot down before she kills someone!”

The entire great hall stirred, archers nocking arrows.

“There is no need for that!” Allephon announced.

“Open the door, Brother,” she insisted. “You will not win this debate with him.”

“My king,” Jimmin said, “you are blinded by your love for your sister. She is a murderer and a liar. She will say anything to you to stay alive, but she doesn’t care about you. She doesn’t care about anyone but herself. For your own safety, you must back away and give the order to shoot.”

“This can be settled with words alone! Jimmin, I am ordering you to keep quiet.”

“I’m sorry, Sire, but I cannot.” Jimmin limped forward. “Your king needs your help,” he told the many men who seemed eager to use the weapons in their hands. “He has too good a heart to see what kind of person his sister really is. She admitted to me that she murdered her father. I will attest to this in front of psychics, but first she must be struck down.”

“No!” Allephon yelled. “No one will move until I say so.”

“It is his sister changing his words,” Jimmin continued, addressing the men. “He cannot order her death while he is being manipulated, but he will realize as soon as this is over that he should’ve told you to shoot. Beatrix killed your king. She killed my king. She killed his king, his father. She is smart, wily, and terribly strong. If she gets out of this keep, there is a good chance she will escape the castle. We have to do what’s right, even if our new king cannot give the order himself.”

Desil could feel the energy of the room changing. Archers shifted to get a better angle. Swordsmen moved closer.

“Open the door!” Beatrix told her brother through her teeth.

Allephon turned and ran toward the switch. “Do not attack her! Do not shoot her!”

But Jimmin was yelling the opposite. “She is not to be captured. She is to be killed! Archers, shoot now!”

Desil heard a thud as Allephon pulled the lever near the stairs. Beatrix raised her palm and took down the two men in front of them. Desil and Kirnich grabbed the handles of the door and pulled. Arrows beat against it as they squeezed into the opening, Beatrix between them.

Soldiers were right behind them. Others came from the courtyard in front, all yelling about the escape. At least one was a mage, shining a beam of light to illuminate them in this dark night.

“We go around back,” Desil said as he took the lead and turned to run parallel to the long wall of the castle keep.

“And if Basen doesn’t have a portal ready for us?” Beatrix asked. Her voice sounded so far away, as if it took all her waning strength just to speak.

“He will.”

Desil didn’t hear Kirnich’s reply as he opened his mind to the other plane. He’d never reached it before while awake and moving, but something felt different now. His connection was as strong as remembering a vivid dream. It was not as if he was entering a different world but as if something had pulled him there.

Leida’s voice was the first sound he recognized, only he didn’t actually hear it. “desil. desil.” The noise was little more than a feeling. “desil. finally! where?”

He didn’t know how he could respond. He tried shouting, but his voice was sapped by the energy in this place.

“kyrro’s castle. we need a portal behind the keep now.” Desil was dimly aware of himself running beside Kirnich, mumbling his words aloud.

“What are you saying?” Kirnich asked, then looked behind them. He said something to Beatrix in front of him, which caused her to turn around too and lift her hand as if to cast a psychic spell. Desil could do nothing to help them, as it took too much focus to keep his mind in both planes. Beatrix and Kirnich slowed until they were behind him.

“We need a portal behind the castle now,” Desil tried to say again, but he heard himself in the physical world and felt nothing in the plane of energy.

“help?” she asked.

“Yes.”

This wasn’t working. He kept trying to speak, but he couldn’t get his words through the right plane. He felt her speaking to him without using her voice, like someone would communicate with a facial expression. He had to show her what he needed, not tell her.

 He heard nothing from Leida as he realized he had slowed, Kirnich grabbing his arm.

“What’s the matter with you?” Kirnich asked, bringing Desil fully back into the physical world.

“I’m telling Leida we need a portal behind the castle.”

Kirnich replied with something that sounded like confusion, but Desil had already lost track of himself in the physical world as he re-entered the other plane.

He could feel energy floating below him, great power…dangerous power, like standing next to a boulder at the top of a hill. He couldn’t shout in this plane, as he was disconnected from his voice, but his connection to energy was stronger here. Waves of red sizzled with unfelt heat, crackled with no sound, and sloshed excitedly with no obvious emotion. They…or perhaps it…seemed to call to him.

He tried to connect his mind to this vast sea of energy. He felt himself getting close to succeeding, akin to almost remembering a forgotten name.

He wasn’t sure how, but he suddenly felt part of it. Desil wasn’t wholly there; it was like remembering a small part of a song he used to know, but it was enough to give him voice.

“leida? leida!”

“yes. where are you?”

He spotted her far away, as if he had stood on top of the Fjallejon Mountains and peered down into the Academy with a spyglass. It wasn’t that he saw her with his eyes. The energy communicated her presence to him through what he thought of as vibrations, only they clearly weren’t.

His own vibrations were as strong as a quake. “behind the castle. we need a portal now.” He felt his vibrations travel through the energy, carrying his message.

Something entered the energy besides the two of them. Or was it someone? Fear shot into Desil, breaking his focus.

His mind fled the plane without Desil choosing to leave. As he came back into his body, he was unaware how far he’d run along the wall of the keep.

“Which wall are we at?” he asked his companions.

Beatrix was looking behind them. She lifted her hand, paining two men catching up and causing them to fall as they yelped. Another twenty were right behind.

“This is the back wall,” Kirnich told him. “We’re nearing the location, but I don’t see a portal.”

Desil’s mind left them again. The other plane felt different as he entered it this time, disrupted by a great force. He connected himself to the energy and immediately heard Leida.

“father, i can’t get out.” Leida seemed to be in a panic, though Desil could feel nothing besides her words. Something else took all his focus, a man or creature putting a strain on the energy that made it difficult for Desil to hold on.

It found him. With deafening words, it seemed to shout, “Tell me your name!”

The same fear returned. It felt wrong, unnatural, as if made through psyche. Desil felt a strong urge to flee, but he found the courage to stay put.

“let go of her.”

“I see that you are separated from her. Which one of you is with Basen?”

Desil didn’t know how to help her. He felt one inch from slipping out of the plane.

“I will not let her wake until I’m told the truth.”

“it’s me,” Leida said. “i’m with him.”

“Where?”

“what will you do?”

“Speak to him.”

“i can speak for him.”

“No.” There was tremendous power behind that word, the ocean of energy shaking as if it might rise up and swallow Desil.

He felt Kirnich grabbing his arm, pulling his mind away. He tried to remain in this plane but it was like reaching for a fading dream.

“leida, we need the portal now,” he told her before losing contact completely.

“Get your hands up,” Kirnich was telling him. “It’s over. There’s no portal.”

Desil should’ve felt panic, but his exhaustion was overwhelming. He fell to his knees as he gasped for breath. He tried to get his hands up, but he needed Kirnich’s help as the warrior picked him up and took one of his arms to lift into the air. Beatrix took the other, though she had difficulty standing herself. Blood ran down her arm, falling onto his. Her shredded pants were soaked red.

Desil’s vision blurred. He could only make out the outline of men hesitantly approaching from both sides.

Had Desil, Kirnich, and Beatrix really made it to the back of the keep? Yes, they appeared to be at the halfway mark along the back wall, where Basen had delivered them through a portal not long ago. A hill ran down in front of them, where Desil would’ve fallen if Kirnich hadn’t grabbed his leg. The sloping land met the curtain wall that went around the entire castle. Scattered troops hurried up the hill to intercept them even from that angle. It really was over. Desil couldn’t seem to find his breath, feeling faint.

There was a mighty crack right behind Desil. He fell backward—it was as if he’d been swallowed by some beast, tumbling down its throat. He fell through a short tunnel, mostly dark with some flashes of light, then landed hard onto what felt to be wood.

Everything spun around him. He felt sick to his stomach as he seemed to be rolling, or was this just vertigo and he was lying still? Yes, it was a portal that spat him out!

Before he could celebrate, Kirnich rolled across him groaning. The warrior felt like a boulder crushing Desil’s bones. Beatrix followed, stopping somewhere on his legs. He yelled as his sliced shin felt to be tearing open wider. Hands reached for them out of his spinning surroundings. He was able to discern only that Beatrix had been pulled off his legs and Kirnich no longer sat on his back.

Objects started to come into focus, a bed, a desk. Desil appeared to be inside the room of a house, finally out of the cold night. A lamp lit the crowded bedroom, a black portal in the center with shimmering white lines flashing across it.

“Anyone else coming through?” Basen asked frantically.

“No,” Desil wheezed out, lacking the strength to do more than sit up.

Basen let out his breath and put down his wand hand. The portal collapsed on itself and disappeared.

Desil found himself to be lying beside a bed. Adriya stood over him, giving equally concerned glances between him and whoever was in the bed. One of her long legs was bandaged at her thigh. She had on what appeared to be a short sleeping gown, her oak brown hair untied and falling just past her shoulders.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Adriya asked whoever was in bed, ignoring Desil.

He didn’t need to wait for Leida’s reply to know that it had to be her in the bed above him. She was the only one he couldn’t see, as both her mother and father glanced at her and everyone on the floor with looks of panic.

“I’m fine. How are they?” Leida asked weakly. “Desil?”

“I’ll be fine,” he managed as he tried to regain his breath. “Beatrix needs help.”

“My stars,” Alabell said as she crouched over Beatrix with bandages in hand. “How much blood have you lost so far, Princess?”

“I don’t know.” She lay flat beside Desil.

“Caregelow?” Kirnich suggested as he got himself up.

“It doesn’t do anything for blood loss,” Alabell told him quickly. “Basen, get my cure kit. Quickly”

He hurried to bring her a thin box of what Desil assumed to be medical supplies.

“She seems to be bleeding most from her legs,” Alabell said. “We need to get them up.”

“She can have the bed,” Leida said, sitting up.

“No, you can’t risk opening that gash on your back,” her mother said. “Lay still, Leida, please. You look as if you’re about to pass out.”

Desil didn’t have the strength to stand, but he somehow raised himself to his knees to meet Leida’s eyes. He found her fingers with his, then moved them across her palm until he had her whole hand. She squeezed so tightly it didn’t seem as if she wanted him to let go anytime soon.

She must’ve been injured after he left the forest. She lay on her stomach, her free arm bent beneath the pillow supporting her turned head. Her back rose with each rapid breath. A nightgown similar to Adriya’s had been folded up to reveal thick bandaging across her lower back.

Though she’d been lying in bed the entire time, the visit to the other plane had clearly tired her. No wonder Desil felt the room turning even though his vertigo had passed.

Leida started to tilt as if to sit up. “Desil.” She moved her hair from her face and smiled weakly. “I heard you.”

He realized then the miracle of what had happened. They’d made it out of the dungeon. There couldn’t be more than a few people who could claim that feat. Basen must’ve opened a portal right on top of Desil.

The pain across Desil’s shin made it seem as if Girgis had returned to life to slash his dagger through Desil’s flesh again and again. But somehow the agony of Desil’s dry throat was worse. He longed for water almost as much as he yearned to tell Leida what it meant to see her again.

“I heard you too,” he replied, needles in his throat.

The beautiful sight of her blurred as the room continued to turn. Desil couldn’t stay on his knees a moment longer. He couldn’t ask her about the man from the other plane. He couldn’t ask about her injuries. He couldn’t even seem to check what Alabell was doing to keep Beatrix alive.

The only light of the room faded, leaving him in darkness as the room spun faster. He was ready to topple over, unsure if he was going to be sick or pass out. All he could feel was Leida’s hand holding him tightly.

He shut his eyes and his world went black.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Desil awoke unsure how long he’d been out. Someone had a hand on his shoulder. “You need water.” It sounded to be Alabell’s caring voice.

He was in a bed, in a different room from before. He could feel that not a full day had passed, so it must still be the same night. Alabell appeared to be holding something up to his lips.

“Drink.”

Desil assumed they were at the Academy if the headmaster’s wife was here. He had more strength than before as he reached up to take the tall cup, though he was still weakened by exhaustion and thirst.

“Slowly,” she said as he began gulping the soothing water. “Slowly!” she repeated. He tried to stop gulping, but he couldn’t.

She pulled the tall cup away as she gave a laugh. “Give it a moment. When was the last time you drank anything?”

It was difficult for him to remember such a specific detail, especially when the recent day felt as long as a week.

“I think I had some in the morning.”

“Was that the last time you ate anything as well?”

“Yes, but just a bite. How is Beatrix?”

“As famished and dehydrated as you, but I managed to stop her bleeding.”

“Already?” Desil reached for the water. “You must be as skilled as people say.”

Alabell kept the cup out of reach. “Compliments aren’t going to allow you to hydrate the wrong way. The water is less effective if you gulp all of it, and you’re likely to feel sharp pains in your abdomen. Slowly, all right?”

“Got it.” He started to notice a taste in the water as he slowed. It was slightly bitter as if she’d squeezed a lime into it. “What else is in this?”

“This is going to hurt,” she said as she started tightly wrapping his split shin.

He hissed. The relief from the water had almost dulled his agony, but now with his throat at ease, he had the dubious delight of feeling the pain twofold.

“I gave you something to help stop the bleeding. This cut is deeper than any Beatrix has on her legs. Try to rest. I’ll return when I can.” She started to leave.

“Beatrix will live?”

Alabell looked back but didn’t say anything. Without light, he couldn’t see more than a shadow covering her face.

“I can’t promise anything yet,” she whispered.

“What about Leida? Is she all right?”

“She’s in better shape than you, and you’re going to be fine.”

What happened to her? How did everyone get here? Desil was full of questions, but he couldn’t take any more of the healer’s time. “You don’t need to return to me before you’ve done everything you can for Beatrix. As you said, I’ll be fine.”

“You at least need something for the pain. I’ll return soon.”

He had kept the tearing agony of his shin out of his voice, but Alabell probably knew exactly how much it hurt without him showing it. “Thank you,” he said as she left.

He wished he hadn’t passed out. Then they wouldn’t have brought him into this other room where he was alone and undistracted from the twisting knife in his shin and the hunger fangs in his stomach.

His thoughts went toward Beatrix. Alabell had said Desil’s cut was deeper than any on Beatrix’s legs, but he remembered seeing blood running down her arms as well, staining her shredded shirt. She’d been stabbed and cut all over. Desil was almost in disbelief that she’d managed to run around to the back of the keep given her blood loss. She wasn’t just a strong psychic; she was something more.

Her conversation with her brother made it seem that he wasn’t the one at fault in Fernan’s death after all, at least not completely. What was the name of that blonde psychic who showed up at the tavern when Micklin attacked? Annah? She had been the one who made it seem as if Allephon was behind all of this, but she easily could’ve been wrong.

Desil rubbed his temple, beset with a headache as sharp as a tack, as he tried to think through it all. What did this mean for the quest for akorell? Would having the power to create an explosion still solve everything? Would it solve anything?

What exactly had happened to Leida after she and Desil communicated? He felt a surge of excitement. How amazing it was that they’d heard each other! He wanted to limp to her room and talk with her about it. He moved his fingers along his palm, squeezing tightly to remember how they’d felt in her grasp.

How many men would be after them now, besides Micklin and Erwal? Could the entire king’s army be out searching for them? Desil doubted that, but even a hundred men might make this quest impossible. His heart became heavy as he realized something. He’d lost confidence that Basen could get the necessary akorell and eppil without someone perishing along the way. All Desil wanted was for everyone to be safe, but it was too late to convince them to stop, and much too late for him to give up. 

The best he could do now was continue to fight to keep everyone as safe as possible. But first, he needed sustenance and rest.

Alabell returned in a hurry to set two more cups of water on the floor beside his bed, just within reach. “Slowly,” she reminded him. “And try to rest until I come back.”

He thanked her, but he already knew he couldn’t sleep through the pain. He could barely follow his thoughts. It didn’t take him more than a few moments to finish all the water, and still he wanted more.

So he resigned himself to wait, rather impatiently, for someone to return as he quietly bled into his bandage and felt it growing heavy and wet.

Hundreds of injured probably found themselves in the same situation across Ovira in this very moment. Many more had died as a result of this war.

He’d gladly forgotten Girgis until then. The feeling of piercing the bone in the guard’s chest made Desil cringe every time he remembered. It hadn’t been easy to reach the man’s heart. Desil felt sick to his stomach when he recalled how much force he’d put behind the thrust. He’d meant to kill Girgis, aimed for his heart. The thought was so vivid, Desil doubted it would ever leave. He would have to find a way to live with it instead.

It would’ve been Beatrix if it wasn’t him. Desil’s nausea worsened as he realized his party was in the same situation with Micklin and Erwal. Desil wouldn’t hesitate this time.

Eventually Kirnich arrived with two more cups. He appeared to be completely uninjured, though his scowl made Desil look him over once more to be sure.

“How is she?” Desil asked.

“She’s asleep or unconscious. Waking her will do no good, so we’ll let her be. She’s already taken everything that’s possible to take. Now it’s your turn.” He held out one cup. “This one first. Imagine the worst thing you’ve tasted.”

“What is it?” Desil would drink it no matter what; he was simply curious.

“Caregelow.”

“I shouldn’t need it.”

Kirnich showed concern across his chiseled face. “Why not?”

“Save it for someone who’s dying.”

“There’s plenty. Take it, unless you mean to stay here until you’re caught.”

Desil understood the warrior’s meaning then. He worried Desil would separate from their group. The thought had entered his mind recently, when he thought of how nice it would be to return to the tavern and see his mother, but he would not break his vow or put her in danger. He might’ve never said it aloud, but he’d promised himself a few times now that he would see this through no matter what. He told this to Kirnich, who showed a faint smile.

“Then you’ll need this.”

Desil took it in his hand. “Did Alabell say when my shin will heal?”

“You’ll be able to walk on it in less than a day, thanks to the caregelow. Then it’ll take a few more days before it’s back to how it was.”

“Your arms didn’t take that long, and your injuries were worse.”

He looked down as if to study them. “I took more caregelow than you, Leida, Adriya, and Beatrix are going to have time to take, and my arms still aren’t as strong as they were.” He glanced up. “Drink.”

Desil couldn’t tell much about the caregelow in the dark besides that it was liquid. He knew it to have an argent color, like melted silver, but he didn’t know anything of how it tasted. He prepared for the worst.

As it entered his mouth, he was unpleasantly surprised to find that some of it was as thick as cream while part of it was watery. Its sickeningly sweet taste matched its smell, like spoiled fruit. It was the worst thing Desil had ever drank, so bad that he was surprised someone had thought to consume it at some point in history.

“This cup is full of water,” Kirnich said as they traded. “There won’t be any food tonight. Alabell can’t fetch it. She has to stay with Beatrix, and the dining hall is closed anyway. She’ll go before sunrise.”

“I take that to mean Basen can’t be seen by anyone at the Academy?”

“None of us should be. The only reason it’s not risky for Alabell is because all psychics loyal to Beatrix’s brother are busy elsewhere. She won’t be questioned by one.”

Desil gulped down half the water before he could stop himself. “Did Beatrix say anything else about what happened in that torture chamber?”

“She passed out as soon as you did.” Kirnich sat on the side of the bed. “Leida says you spoke to her through energy.” He looked into Desil’s eyes. “This was the first time you accomplished that, right? Otherwise you would’ve told me such a thing was possible.”

Desil nodded. “The first time. What else did she say?”

“That’s it. She’s busy arguing with her father to keep him from leaving without us. I have to get back in there. I’m moving Beatrix in here with you so the Hillers can continue their conversation without disturbing her sleep.” The warrior stood. “You should get some rest as well.”

Desil sat up. “Beatrix can have this bed if Leida is still in the other.”

“Beatrix might switch with you eventually, but we’ll prepare the floor with blankets and pillows for the rest of us as we figure things out. All I know so far is that I’m sleeping here too. This might be the only break we have for a while, so we’d better make good use of it.”

Desil gulped down half of the rest of his water. He was about to finish it when Kirnich gestured at the cup. “Take your time with that. No one’s going to be able to help you piss later if it goes through you.”

“Speaking of…”

Kirnich sighed. “Come on, then.”

Desil finished the water and set the cup on the floor. Kirnich motioned as if he would pick Desil up like a bride being carried over the threshold.

“What are you doing?” Desil asked, pushing the warrior’s reaching hands away.

“I’m going to carry you there.”

“I ran all the way from the dungeon to the back of the keep. I just need a shoulder for support.”

“It’s better for your shin, and faster, if I just carry you.”

“I have my dignity.”

Kirnich glanced at him as if deciding if that were true. He gave a nod, then turned to offer his shoulder. Desil used it as a crutch to get up. They walked out of the room abreast, Desil hopping as Kirnich supported him with an arm around his back.

“Going for a piss,” Kirnich grumbled to the others down the hall before he turned with Desil toward the front of the house.

Outside, Desil asked, “When will I feel the caregelow working?”

“You don’t feel it doing anything for your shin, if that’s what you mean. Your pain subsides and a new thrill for life will take over. It’s best to get to sleep before then.”

“I don’t recall you acting that much differently, just a tad drunk.”

“But the thoughts that went through my head weren’t easy to resist. In other circumstances, I would tell you to stay awake and enjoy yourself, and I would watch you to make sure you don’t do anything dangerous. But I have to sleep. Without supervision, you’re likely to tear open your wound dancing to the dining hall so you can gorge yourself, even though it’s closed.”

“I doubt that. I’ve never been one to dance.”

“Neither have I, but I found myself swaying to a rhythm in my head.”

“In the Dajrik Mountains?”

“Yes.”

“I never saw.”

“Because I hid it well, like I said. You have to get to sleep as soon as I bring you back, as there might not be anyone awake to watch you.”

Kirnich yawned as he brought Desil to one of the square buildings painted blue that Desil knew to be a bathhouse. There were separate entrances for men and women, marked by O’s and X’s. Desil was fine on his own from here. He’d seen one during his tour when his mother had showed him around the Academy many years ago. He’d marveled at the shower stalls, just like he did again now. He longed to use one. There’d been quite an odor walking so close to Kirnich, but Desil knew part of it came from him.

His head started to feel foggy by the time he returned outside, similar to when he’d had a few drinks. It was different, though, in that it made him feel closer to Kirnich, as if they shared something he hadn’t realized before.

He refrained from calling Kirnich his brother, as much as he wanted to. But even without Desil speaking, Kirnich chuckled when he saw his face.

“You have a huge smile. It’s beginning…works quickly if you haven’t eaten all day.”

“I still don’t want to dance.”

“You will.”

Kirnich helped him walk in the same way during the short trip back. Desil paid attention to their surroundings to figure out where in the Academy they were. The tall walls of stone could be seen just behind the buildings. They were formidable, but they didn’t match the impregnable height and width of Tenred’s outer walls. Two of them met to form a corner behind Desil and Kirnich’s destination, making this the headmaster’s house. Wasn’t he supposed to have his own private bathhouse? Yes, Desil had seen it the last time he was here, when he’d waited in vain for Basen to arrive.

“Wait.” Desil held in a laugh. “Let me show you something.”

“Desil…”

“It’s quick—this is not the caregelow speaking.” It might’ve been, but Desil needed to show Kirnich this no matter what.

 “Fine.”

Desil took the lead as they went around the house, separating from Kirnich.

“Stay with me,” Kirnich said. “Your shin.”

Desil gasped, marveling at how little pain he noticed. Less than an hour ago, it had felt like a clamp with teeth slowly prying him open. He wanted to take off the bloody bandage to see if his wound had healed already, but he knew that was impossible. Still, the impossible might be possible.

No. That’s what made it impossible. It was impossible. He gasped again. Was that a revelation? How was he supposed to explain it to Kirnich?

“Desil?”

Right—he was going to show Kirnich the private bathhouse. He giggled as he continued, almost letting out the surprise early.

It seemed to take an eternity to get around the house, but eventually they did. Desil couldn’t hold it in any longer as he pointed at the bathhouse. “Look!” He burst into laughter. “We went all that way when there’s one right here!”

“Quiet! We’re not supposed to be heard.” He pulled Desil back around to the front of Basen and Alabell’s home.

“Isn’t it funny?” Why wasn’t Kirnich laughing? Desil couldn’t stop himself, even as Kirnich put his hand over Desil’s mouth.

The warrior shushed him as he let down his hand. “Yes it’s hilarious, but we have to keep quiet. Can you do that or do I have to gag you?”

Desil put his mouth over his hand, or was it his hand over his mouth? He laughed again as he thought of the former. At least the sound was muffled. Kirnich looked tense as he waited for Desil to stop laughing.

Desil gave a sigh as he realized that doing something foolish was all but inevitable. “I’d better get to bed.” 

“A warning, first.” Kirnich squeezed his shoulder in a firm grip as if fearful Desil would dance away. He just might. “You will be tempted to speak your mind to Leida, and your mind will be filled with intense thoughts. If you don’t want to scare the young woman, you must refrain from seeing her during this time. It will be a challenge for you to return to bed without visiting her, and even more of a challenge for you to stay put until you fall asleep, but you will regret it if you don’t.”

Desil gaped at Kirnich. “How do you know my thoughts about Leida? Did Beatrix—?”

“It doesn’t take a psychic to see what’s obvious. Come on, and keep quiet.” Kirnich opened the door. He announced softly, “Just us.”

Desil tiptoed, holding his breath.

“Stop that,” Kirnich said. “It’s fine if they hear you make noise.”

Oh, right. “This caregelow is quite strong.” He heard a slur in his words, then Adriya laughing from the other room. Had she heard him?

“Get him to bed,” Alabell said from down the hall.

“On our way,” Kirnich confirmed.

Desil didn’t want to cooperate, but he knew it was the caregelow that urged him to stay on his feet until he could at least glimpse Leida. He’d hardly gotten a look at her since returning from the castle. It wasn’t enough.

Desil lay on top of the sheets, suddenly aware of all the blood he and Beatrix had shed in these two bedrooms. Sheets and blankets were ruined, and yet Alabell showed no care about it. She was too nice, like her daughter.

“Thank the Hillers for me,” Desil said as Kirnich started to leave. “Tell them their kindness is a beacon of light in a dark world of gloom. They’re a shining example to others.” He gestured with his tired arm. “Say it just like that. Apt. Poetic.”

“It was neither apt nor poetic, Desil, but you can still tell them yourself tomorrow. Close your eyes and don’t open them until morning.”

“You’re going to be a crank of an old man, vigilant warrior. You must embrace life and every moment of glory it offers.” Sleep pulled him away, his voice fading, but he wouldn’t succumb. “You must show Beatrix your love, not your lust. Open your heart to joy, don’t make a fist to anger!”

“Stop talking like that.”

“Poetry is the nectar of our flowery language! I must not stop.”

“You might think you’re making sense, but you’re not actually saying anything. Go to sleep, Desil.” Kirnich chuckled as he left. He seemed to be speaking to himself as he shut the door. “Thinks he’s a poet.”

 

 

*****

 

 

Desil awoke smiling. His mind was in the same place as before he’d fallen asleep, stuck on an overwhelming desire to see Leida. His leg felt dry. He saw Alabell had come in at some point and changed his bandage. She’d left a flask next to him on the bed. He opened it for a drink, already certain it would be water before he tasted it. She clearly didn’t want him getting up, but he wasn’t going back to sleep until he had a glimpse of Leida.

There was a faint glow behind the curtains covering the bedroom windows. Morning had begun, meaning Alabell might be out fetching food from the dining hall. Desil looked forward to it almost as much as taking in Leida’s beauty. He finished all the water in the flask, then crept out of bed. He had to walk around Kirnich sprawled on the floor. Wasn’t Beatrix supposed to take the mattress for herself? He felt guilt as he saw her beside Kirnich, on a similar set of blankets, with her bandaged legs propped up by pillows. It was a good thing the white bandages were unstained, like the one around his shin.

Desil couldn’t tell how tired he was. He figured he could sleep if he went back to bed, but that wasn’t about to happen. The door to their bedroom remained open. He was glad to see the door to the other bedroom open as well as he came into the hall that led straight there.

He made out Basen lying on the floor on top of blankets. Desil saw half of Adriya beside him as he came closer to the bedroom. He didn’t want anyone to catch him awake, or he would be sent back, so he stopped here to look into the room slowly by leaning.

He crept closer, seeing that Adriya slept on her side facing away from the bed where Leida must be. He came into the doorway and saw her.

She certainly wasn’t at her best. She lay on her stomach, her head turned toward him. Hair trailed down her cheek, giving him only a sliver of her face to see. Her mouth hung open. She let out an unflattering clicking and snorting sound with each breath, as if her tongue were trying to remain alive in an otherwise dead mouth. And yet, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

He realized then that her beauty was more than just her outward appearance. Another epiphany? What was the last? It didn’t matter now.

He wished to tell her, needed to tell her. He could contact her through the other plane while she was asleep if his mind wasn’t so cloudy.

He knew he should return to the other room. They both needed rest to be fresh before going back to the Dajrik Mountains, and the caregelow probably healed their wounds better if they weren’t standing or moving. But Desil couldn’t turn around. He stood in the doorway watching Leida, wishing she would wake. He wasn’t sure what he would do if she did. One word could alert Basen or Adriya that he was out of bed, standing on his injured ankle.

Leida’s back was bandaged like Adriya’s thigh, which stuck out from the blanket draped over Adriya’s knees. Leida seemed so small in comparison. He wanted to do more to help her. She’d endured trials to reunite with her parents, to keep them safe and return here to the Academy. However, everything had changed since she’d left. They could no longer remain here. No one in this house could, except for Alabell.

The six of them would leave soon, unless Beatrix and Kirnich separated to deal with Allephon. At least Desil knew Leida would stay with her father no matter what.

Hadn’t Kirnich said something about them arguing? Desil couldn’t remember much at the moment except for the castle’s dungeon…killing Girgis. It felt as though it had happened in another life. He hoped his next kill would be easier, but what would make that so? For some reason, stabbing his dagger into Micklin’s boot left him with no ill feelings, nothing like piercing Girgis’ chest. Desil even enjoyed the memory of stabbing the pyforial mage in the foot. He hoped Micklin had suffered greatly, though caregelow probably had given him a full recovery by now. It was fortunate he didn’t get in their way during their escape. Probably out looking for us if he wasn’t healing somewhere in the castle.

Desil was certain of nothing anymore, except that he wanted Leida to wake. Her eyes came open, her mouth closed. She saw him, causing his heart to stir. She sat up quickly as if alarmed but froze with her palms on the mattress. She looked down at Adriya and her father, then back at Desil.

They held each other’s gazes. She removed the white sheet wrapped around her body, inadvertently showing off her smooth skin between her bandage and…Desil made himself look away as his heart jumped up into his throat. Her nightgown had bunched up around her chest, revealing the round underside of her bosom. She didn’t seem to notice or care as she stared at Desil hypnotically while tiptoeing toward him. Shorts covered her waist but not much else. Desil hardly noticed them as he kept his unblinking gaze from drifting down. It felt as if his eyes had been weighted with bricks.

Her nightgown fell to cover her as she came closer. Desil found his breath again, his heart pounding.

She leaned into him as he pulled her against him. She had just gotten her chin over his shoulder when she whipped back to show him a face of shock. She took her hands off to put one finger in front of her lips.

“Shhh,” she whispered. She put her other hand on his chest and tilted her head as if concerned.

His heart beat harder, slamming within his chest.

She showed him a sweet smile as she took his hand with both of hers. Right there in the doorway, a couple steps away from her sleeping father and friend, she pressed his hand into the center of her chest. His breath escaped him in a small gasp as the sides of his hand pressed into her soft flesh that had crossed his mind many times during ungentlemanly thoughts. He tried to ignore the way his body stirred and focus on the reason she’d taken his hand and placed it there, over her rushing heart.

He took in a long, relaxing breath and showed her the same smile. She kept one hand over his and put the other on his chest. He wanted to never move his hand again, except to feel more of her, even through her clothing, but he would be content here nonetheless.

Their hearts beat hard against each other’s palms for a long, blissful moment. Desil could feel his own heart slowing at the same time that he felt the beat of Leida’s fading. He didn’t know why it reminded him of death, but once the thought entered his mind, he could think of nothing else: He might one day lose her.

He felt his smile turn into a frown as sorrow made his knees weak. He could feel her thoughts right there with his as her eyes glistened with tears. One escaped, running down her cheek as she took her palm off his chest. He pulled his hand away to embrace her. She squeezed him hard as if letting go would mean the end of them.

There was more between them. Desil felt everything strongly with the caregelow, but this was different. It was as if a barrier had been broken, a bridge now connecting them. Someone had attacked her in that forest outside Tenred. She had done something to protect herself and others that she hadn’t wanted to do, and she could feel that Desil had done the same. They touched foreheads and closed their eyes, holding one another, comforting.

A river of emotions ran through Desil. He felt blessed to have gotten this far with both of them still whole, but this was far from over, and neither of them could stop. They needed each other, but would that mean the death of them? Climbing mountains made him think he was courageous in the face of death, but hidden where he had not looked yet, he was afraid. Something with Leida had brought it to the surface, and now it was all he could feel.

She whispered in his ear, “We’ll get through this.”

Immediately he calmed. Not only did his fear subside, it was gone. He felt as if he’d been cured of it, as if her voice had flushed it out and built a wall to keep it from coming back.

With confidence he knew he shouldn’t have, he replied, “We will.”

He finally felt as if he could return and sleep, immensely relieved. He kissed her lips, his mouth lingering to enjoy the soft feeling, then finally pulled away with great reluctance. Their hands slid down each other’s arms as he turned. He walked down the hall, looking back over his shoulder. She stood in the doorway, a wide smile on her radiant face.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Desil tried to move when he awoke. He started by lifting his head, but that was too much. He rolled over instead. His muscles strained as if the air was heavy. He tried to speak, but the lump in his throat stopped him short. He cleared it with a grumble.

“How long?” he wheezed out to anyone who might hear.

He heard Kirnich reply. “How long what?”

Desil made the effort to sit up. His head felt as solid as a brick, his neck stiff with pain as if he’d slept on it wrong.

“How long…” He tried to swallow the lump. “Have I been asleep?”

“Since I first put you to bed or since you last awoke?”

I awoke earlier? His heart trilled as he remembered Leida’s hand against his chest, his against hers. The taste of her lips.

No one had seen them, so Kirnich likely wasn’t referring to that. Another memory came of eating right here in this bed. He looked around for clues and found crumbs hidden in the folds of the sheets. His mind worked as slow as an old crank. Alabell had brought him a tray of food sometime in the morning, woken him up for breakfast, he believed. Had he even enjoyed whatever it was he’d eaten? She’d given him more caregelow during the meal and had coaxed him into going back to sleep rather than bathing.

He desperately needed to get out of these filthy clothes now and wash. Whatever he’d dreamed had given him the sweats. Fragments of nightmares returned in which he was chased by some powerful being who could dance across the other plane with ease.

Perhaps that wasn’t a dream.

What time was it now? The shades were still drawn. Only Kirnich was in the room with him, though Beatrix had clearly slept next to the warrior, her blankets still there.

“Is it evening?” Desil asked, ignoring his first question of how long he’d been asleep.

“It is. Alabell’s off to get us more food. Beatrix is risking a shower.”

I would like to as well. “Is she better?”

“Check your ankle for the answer. None of her cuts were deeper than that one.” With a hinting tone, Kirnich had given it away, but Desil still wanted to see it for himself.

He unwrapped the unsoiled bandage. There was some bruising across his shin, a faint scar at its center that looked months or even years old. Desil tested the pain by pressing with his fingers. He felt nothing.

“Why does the caregelow work this well?”

“Why?” Kirnich laughed. “I figured you would be amazed rather than curious.”

“Amazement makes me curious.”

“Well, don’t ask me how it works. Whatever your body normally does to heal, it probably amplifies that, but not without a cost. How are you feeling?” His tone was hinting once more.

“Surprised.”

Kirnich looked confused. “Not what I expected. Why surprised?”

“I’m surprised you went through the Dajrik Mountains feeling like this, like…” His mind was as slow as steam. “Like my body’s about to turn into a puddle while my head floats away.”

“The amount that you took in one day, I took over a few days, and I’m bigger than you. We’ve been bored waiting for Beatrix to wake. At least all our swords are as sharp as they can be now. Basen brought your bag here from the forest. If you have any clean clothes in there, you can change into them after your shower. If you don’t, he wanted me to tell you that you can take some from him.”

Desil stopped himself from wondering what was next for their group, from worrying about how soon they would be in danger again. He took a few breaths to enjoy this feeling of calm. Kirnich brought him his bag. The warrior must’ve showered recently. The dark hair that fell past his broad shoulders swayed as he walked, clean as silk at the market. He’d shaven, his square jaw seemingly wider, the long planes of his cheeks boasting high bones.

Desil wondered something. “Did you treat all of your soldiers like you treat me?”

“How is that?” Kirnich folded his arms as if expecting insult.

“I don’t mean anything bad by the statement.” But it was too awkward to say that the warrior was caring.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I saw you and Beatrix in a new way when we were in the castle. I suppose I hadn’t thought of Beatrix as a princess and you like an officer until now. You’ve gone from hostile to…friendly around me, and I wonder…” Desil searched for the right words, but his mind was slow.

“And you wonder if you deserve it?”

“How did you know?”

“Because I’ve had others bring it up to me. I am the same way with some of them…” He paused. “When I was an officer. Those who deserved it.”

“What would you have done if you hadn’t been in Kanoan with Beatrix when the war began?”

“I would’ve led a thousand men through the Fjallejon Pathway to take the Fjallejon Mountains. Then I would’ve led those who’d survived of my brigade to Tenred’s wall. But that’s only if Allephon had allowed me to do that. His father trusted me, but I don’t know how my standing would’ve been with him. We never had more than a few awkward conversations that didn’t go to either of our liking. He tried to win me over like he had many of my men, but I already knew what kind of man he was from the way his father spoke about him.”

“No matter what kind of man he is, I still have trouble believing he would murder his own father.”

“It wasn’t him.” Beatrix entered holding a damp towel, her wet black hair falling straight down her back. “It was Jimmin. He’s a psychic, Kirnich. Strong as they get.” She bit her towel to hold it in her mouth as she leaned her head down, then she grabbed her hair with both hands to flick it over her head. She took back the towel and wrapped it around her hair, but a thought seemed to stop her. “At least I hope they can’t be stronger than that.” She rubbed the towel up and down her hair. “Allephon wanted me to help him stop Jimmin, but Jimmin entered and easily coaxed Allephon into leaving us alone.”

Desil noticed scars down her arms like the one across his shin. He figured her legs were covered with them, but if this bothered her, she didn’t show it. Beatrix stopped drying her hair as she stared at the floor.

“Where is Basen?” she asked before looking up, a tinge of dread in her dark eyes.

“He’s gathering as many supplies as he can.”

“He shouldn’t be out in the open.”

“I told him the same thing,” Kirnich said. “So his idea was to take his daughter and Adriya with him. I didn’t see how that would help.”

Desil was nervous to see Leida. Her mind had been altered from caregelow during their moment in the night, no doubt. He recalled her drunken swagger as she’d gotten out of bed and walked toward him, her nightgown bunched at her chest. He lost himself to the memory until Beatrix said his name.

“Desil, are you all right?”

He nodded. “And yourself?”

“I think I have Alabell to thank for still being alive.” She whispered the words in a careful manner, the way one might tread lightly around the edge of a precipice.

His pride made him aware that she hadn’t thanked him yet. He wasn’t sure if she realized it as she continued to look at the floor.

“I’d better shower while I have the chance,” Desil said.

He got his bag and a towel from Kirnich and made his way back to the nearest bathhouse. He checked inside his bag on the way there, first noticing a line of someone else’s blood down one side, probably from whatever had happened in the forest after he left. Desil’s clothes within were cold and wrinkled, but a few had surprisingly little smell considering he’d worn them all at least once. Anything in there would be better than the sweaty rags he had on.

He expected more out of the shower and left somewhat disappointed. The water had been cold, the stall confined. He was glad Basen had brought his bag from forest, even if someone had bled onto it and finished the last bit of food inside. At least it still had his soap, his clothes, his quilt, and the small amount of coins he’d brought.

When he returned to the headmaster’s home, he found everyone eating in the hall between the two bedrooms. They sat on the floor with plates on their laps, all looking at Desil as he came down the adjoining hall, his gaze solely on Leida.

Her red hair was a shade darker, damp like Beatrix’s. Her eyes were emeralds but more precious to him than any stone. Seeing them again in the light felt like finding a treasure once lost to him. She got up with his plate in hand and walked it over to him. He took it from her as she reached out to touch his arm.

“You look well,” she said.

And you’re the most beautiful woman in the world. “Thank you. So do you.”

He was so focused on her eyes that he didn’t notice everyone else had stood, all staring. Did they somehow know what had happened between him and Leida? He felt his cheeks burn red.

“We know what happened in the prison,” Leida said.

Oh, just that.

Beatrix continued for her, “I forgot to thank you until now, Desil. It shouldn’t have taken this long, but I’ve been distracted. I would be dead if it wasn’t for you. Thank you. There aren’t many people who would risk their life to break out someone from the torture chamber.”

The silence that followed was heavy. Desil didn’t know what to say, though his cheeks seemed to shout his embarrassment.

“I couldn’t sit and do nothing,” he muttered.

“We’re all alive, which I believe warrants a toast.” Basen raised his glass, thankfully breaking the awkward silence. Everyone followed suit. “I would rather be with all of you than with the finest fighters in Ovira.”

Desil chuckled with the rest of them.

“But in seriousness,” Basen continued. “There was a time there that I feared I’d lost more than one of you. Three to be exact. When my wife and I set out to discover the secret behind the explosions in Kanoan, we hadn’t anticipated the danger that would befall to the rest of you. Leida, we especially meant to protect you, to keep you and thousands of others from killing each other in a war that has begun despite how much I’ve tried to delay it. You’ve seen the nature of the battles. There is no glory in pointless killing. We will only find glory in stopping it, but I have dragged the rest of you too far into this.”

“Father, I told you I’m not staying behind.”

“I’m hoping I can change your mind and convince everyone else here that all of you have done enough to help. I will teleport myself to the Dajrik Mountains tonight to pour the concoction onto the akorell metal that will cause it to melt. Once it’s separated, I will bring all of it back here. There is no reason to risk anyone else going if I can do it on my own.”

“It will be less dangerous for you if we’re there.” Desil spoke firmly. He wouldn’t stay behind no matter what Basen said. “We’ll fill our bags and be out of there five times sooner.”

“We’re going with you,” Adriya agreed. “We will work faster, as Desil says, and we’ll be able to help in case something goes wrong.”

“Kirnich and I have nowhere else to go,” Beatrix said. “We can’t let ourselves be captured until the truth about my father’s murder comes out. Which means we’re in the same position as you—we can’t risk being seen by anyone. We might as well stay together to keep each other safe.” She caught Kirnich’s eye and seemed to realize something from the stern look he gave her. “And we want to help,” she added. He gave a nod to her.

Basen lifted his palms. “I’d rather not put anyone else at risk. I’ve already made arrangements for the rest of you to stay at the Academy in hiding until I obtain the akorell metal and eppil vines necessary for an explosive. Both should be easy to obtain now.”

“You’re not being entirely truthful,” Beatrix commented.

“Easy in comparison to what we’ve already gone through,” Basen specified.

“Unless something goes wrong,” Leida pointed out. “The Marros could be collecting the akorell metal as we speak. You can’t fight them back as you concentrate to make an escape portal. You’d have no hope of getting the akorell. And what if your portal crumbles again? They’ll kill you.”

What does she mean about his portal crumbling? Whatever it was, Alabell nodded in agreement as she spoke.

“You need to have at least one person with you in case that happens. So I’ll go.”

Basen took a sharp breath as he showed her a disapproving look. “It was foolish of me to take you to Kanoan. You’re too valuable a healer to be brought into a potential battle, where you’re unable to defend yourself.” It seemed to Desil that he was speaking to her as if she were a soldier, not his wife.

She looked as if she wanted to remind him of who she was as she took his hand somewhat forcefully. “Going alone could be your death, love. I won’t let that be an option.”

“I’m going no matter what,” Leida said. “So there’s no point of arguing about it. And there’s no reason for you to go, Mother.”

“She’s telling the truth, headmaster,” Beatrix added. “And if your daughter is going, you might as well take the rest of us to aid the two of you.”

Basen rested his chin on his palm as he glanced from person-to-person. He seemed to be judging each of them, or at least deciding if any of them could be spared. His gaze settled on Desil.

“We wouldn’t have made it this far without you, but Effie would have my head if I didn’t offer you a way out now. Stay here. We’ll dress you as a farmer and put you to work. When this is over, and we have a new king of Kyrro, your ‘crimes’ will be forgiven.”

Desil couldn’t help but take offense. The headmaster no longer deemed him necessary. He reminded himself that Basen wanted to go alone from now on, that no one was necessary any longer in his eyes.

“I’m going with you and Leida, and I’m staying until this is over.”

Basen nodded, though he didn’t seem pleased. He turned to Adriya.

“It’s the same to you, Adriya. My family is indebted to you for all your help, but you can stay here until your parents return. You don’t need to take the role of a farmer. You are not an ‘escaped criminal.’ I was going to force you and the others to stay here, and Cleve and Reela would’ve thanked me for that, but with Leida going I don’t believe you can be convinced, either. Still, I must give you the option for your parents’ sake.”

“I think of my friends fighting this war outside Tenred. I’m terrified to find out even one has died already, but I trust my mother and father to keep them alive better than I could if I was there. I can do more good with you and Leida. I might even save lives if we can stop this war. I’m seeing this through too, no matter what happens.”

“Then we’re going to do this right from now on,” Basen said with a swing of confidence. “We leave when we’re completely prepared. Stay here and finish eating. It might be the last decent meal for a while. I will return in a moment.”

He headed to the door. Everyone glanced at Beatrix for confirmation. She nodded. “He’s not abandoning us.”

Basen returned shortly after, carrying a chest piece of leather armor of the highest quality. “This one should fit you, Desil.” He tossed it. Desil caught it.

It was lighter than he figured, matching the light tan color of the unmarked leather. There were all sorts of straps and buckles, and Desil had little idea how to put it on. He was excited to try until two thoughts struck him.

Not only was the armor piece too much of a gift, it wasn’t right for him to be the only one to get one.

“It should go to someone else.” Desil stepped toward Leida, hoping the headmaster would agree with his choice.

“It’s too big for her.” Basen turned around and walked toward the door as he spoke. “Just put it on. Kirnich, help him.”

Kirnich got it over Desil’s head and started closing the straps and buckles. It felt light and comfortable, especially when Kirnich was done strapping it on. There were two openings to the arms, one around the end of Desil’s shoulder and the other around his elbow, giving him full mobility. He had trouble turning his torso, though, unable to look completely behind him. Kirnich put Desil’s old belt around his waist, then stuck a sword into the sheath and stepped back for a look. His face said he approved, as did the others looking him up and down.

“There’s a mirror in here,” Leida said as she headed toward the bedroom where he’d kissed her. He followed her in. She watched him with a proud but indulgent grin as he stood in front of the tall mirror against one wall and examined his image.

The armor expanded at the chest and shoulders, giving him more bulk. He wasn’t anywhere near Kirnich’s girth, but he still looked like a formidable opponent. He felt fierce—ready to take advantage of the armor, almost hoping someone would challenge him. The feeling faded as he realized how likely that challenge would be.

He heard Basen struggling with something somewhere outside. “Bell, can you help me here?”

Alabell chuckled as if she knew what it was. “Coming.”

Leida asked Desil, “Have you worn armor before?”

“Not exactly. I stopped at every armorer’s table in the market when my parents used to send me there for fish. I think they purposely gave me less coin than what any piece of armor would cost because they knew I wanted to buy it more than I wanted to haul back stinking fish.”

She giggled. “Which piece of armor did you want most?”

“I wanted to be encased completely in armor. So if I had to pick one piece, it would be a cuirass. None fit me at the time, as they were all made for grown men, but one of the armorers let me put on a cuirass anyway to feel how heavy it was. I remember wondering, while he chuckled at the sight of a child barely standing in a man’s armor, how anyone could fight with all that weight. Some men even wore full suits of steel more than five times the weight of a cuirass. It made me feel I would never be strong enough to be a warrior. Yet now this cuirass is little to no nuisance. I wonder why it’s here at the Academy and not on someone’s body outside Tenred’s wall.”

“Leather, while cheaper and lighter than other armor, is flexible by nature, which unfortunately means that any rub or poke works against the process armorers took to harden it. There are many extras at the Academy, ready to be delivered to soldiers in need of a replacement. I’m sure my father thought they would be of good use protecting us.”

“Us? So I don’t have to worry about being the only one.”

“I’m sorry to ruin my father’s surprise.”

Basen and Alabell returned. Desil and Leida left the room to watch them come down the hall, bundles of armor threatening to fall from their arms.

“You’re fortunate, Kirnich,” Basen said as he fumbled around before getting his hands on the largest cuirass. He handed it to the warrior. “I managed to find one large enough for a bear, so it just might fit you.”

Beatrix accepted hers without a grin. “Did anyone see you taking these?”

“No one you need to worry about, Princess. There are still people I trust here, though that doesn’t mean we can stay long. It should be night on the eastern coast soon. Let’s hope the dajriks sleep when it’s dark, otherwise we’re taking a portal right out.”

“And the Marros?” Desil asked. He couldn’t speak their name without reliving memories of claws flashing in front of his face.

“The same goes for the Marros,” Basen said. “We escape in a portal immediately if they’re there.”

Alabell came up on her daughter’s side, opposite of Desil. “You remember how to help him if his portal collapses?”

“We’ve gone over it enough times. Don’t worry, Mother. I know what to do.”

Alabell swung her fist in the air. “Don’t be afraid to give him a hard punch if nothing else is working.”

Leida chuckled. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

“It might be.” Alabell handed Leida her cuirass. “It’s been worse recently, but he doesn’t want you to know that.”

Leida nodded. “I figured. Too many portals.” She hugged her mother, then went back into the bedroom and positioned the cuirass as if she would soon put it on.

Desil asked, “Do you need help?”

She smiled. “I’ve done it enough times. I’m fine.”

He stayed in the doorway and was about to ask Alabell about Basen’s crumbling portals when Leida spoke again, “Actually I could use your help.” She waved him over as she stood in front of the mirror.

He closed each buckle, missing one that Leida then pointed out. It became clear that she didn’t really need his help, but he was glad for the excuse to hold her arm as he got the bracers in place, or to put his hand on her shoulder as he made sure unnecessarily that the armor was straight.

When his hands no longer had anything to do, he still couldn’t seem to take them off her shoulders as he stood behind her and looked at her in the mirror. He hoped she didn’t mind.

“When have you had to wear armor before?” Desil asked.

“Mages like myself must train with it every month to get used to its feel, but the used training armor is never in this good of a condition.” She ran her hand down her side as she admired the image in the mirror. Desil figured it was the armor that caused the corner of her mouth to turn up in appreciation, but he couldn’t notice the craftsmanship of the cuirass when it was on her. It was her mouth that took his focus. The softness of her lips beckoned for a kiss; the memory of their touch was fierce and yet gentle at the same time, the fire within his chest burning hotter every time he looked at her.

She seemed to be struck by shock as she gasped and looked away from the mirror. “Do you hear him?”

Desil strained his ears until he realized that Leida wasn’t speaking of this plane. “I’ll try.”

He found it more difficult than usual to phase out the sight of Leida in front of him and the sounds of the others speaking in the hall. His mind drifted between the planes, the force of his struggle making his knees weak. There seemed to be a barrier of some sort not just keeping them out but repelling him back into the physical world.

“I can’t get there.”

Leida groaned as she grabbed her head. Her voice was weak. “He keeps you out…he keeps me in.” Her words fell to a whisper. “Leave me alone. I’ve already answered you.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Desil didn’t know how to release Leida from a prison in the other plane if he couldn’t get there himself. Even if he could, how could he go up against someone so well-versed in that place? He took her by her shoulders, mostly to steady her after noticing her wobbly legs. He remembered how Kirnich had pulled him out of the plane by grabbing his arm. Taking Leida’s hand and squeezing, he asked, “Can you feel this?”

She gave no reaction, her head bowed and her eyes closed.

“Basen!” Desil called.

Everyone rushed into the room.

“He has her in the other plane,” Desil alerted her father. “I hope you know what to do, because I don’t.”

Basen hunched in front of his daughter to look into her face. He gave her a shake. “Leida?”

She murmured something about mountains. It didn’t seem to be a response to her father.

“Can you go after her?” Basen asked Desil.

“He’s blocking me out somehow.”

“Beatrix, can you do anything with psyche?”

“No. Her energy is as if she’s asleep.”

Alabell asked, “Is she in danger?”

“I don’t believe so,” answered Basen, “but Desil should know better than I do.”

He thought for a moment. “To be in the other plane doesn’t feel the same as entering a harmless dream. It seems as if our mind is actually elsewhere, unprotected. I doubt anything could happen to our bodies, but I wouldn’t say it’s safe for our minds.”

Suddenly Leida screamed, causing everyone to jump. She started to fall but many hands were there to catch her. She awoke still on her feet and let out a sorrowful sound, not of pain but of worry.

She spoke in a feeble voice as she put her palm on her forehead. “He’s stronger. The distance must make a difference—he’s closer to us than ever before.”

“How do you know where he is?” Basen asked.

“I don’t exactly. I could only feel his presence closer. I’m fine now.”

They let her stand on her own. She took sharp breaths.

“What does he want with you?” Basen asked.

“It’s you he wants. He always asks about you. Are you sure you have no idea who this is?”

Basen glanced at Beatrix before answering. “I have a guess.”

“You’ve been lying when you said you didn’t know who it could be?” Leida seemed more surprised than angry.

“Because there’s no point in scaring you until I know for sure. Does he still want only the akorell metal?”

Leida nodded. “I already told him we are taking it from the Dajrik Mountains, where he is unable to go, but he either doesn’t care or doesn’t believe me. I think he’s somewhere near the mountains now. He forced me to tell him where we are currently, at the Academy, and whether we have the akorell yet. I said we only have a little.”

“Could it be Jimmin Rofters?” Beatrix asked.

Basen glanced at her, perplexed. “Your father’s adviser?”

Beatrix sighed as she gave a nod. “He’s the one who formulated the plan to kill my father. He controls my brother through fear and psyche. He’s proven he can lie to psychics without detection or taking any potion, and…” She looked to Desil with gratitude. “He would’ve killed me.”

Kirnich cleared his throat. She smiled halfheartedly at him next.

“No, Jimmin isn’t the one I had in mind,” Basen said. “I didn’t realize he was a psychic. He’s the one who tortured you? I had assumed it was Allephon.”

“My brother deserves worse than the fate he’s fallen into by working with Jimmin, but it’s Jimmin who controls the men looking for us. Allephon assumes Jimmin has plans to rule. He wanted my help to stop Jimmin, but we couldn’t formulate a plan before Jimmin interrupted us. Even if he hadn’t, I’m not sure there’s anything Kirnich and I can do alone.”

“There isn’t,” Kirnich said. “Not yet.”

“What about with all of us?” Basen asked.

“Even then, I don’t see it as enough.” Beatrix turned away. She didn’t speak for a moment. It appeared to Desil that she was hinting at something specific.

Basen must’ve assumed the same. “What is it?” he asked. “What can we do?”

She sighed and started to pace. “I think the only people able to do anything are the Wind Knights, but you require them for something more important.” Her voice was regretful. “I wouldn’t do anything to disrupt your plan to stop this war.”

Basen looked down as if in thought. Beatrix glanced at him from over her shoulder. “There’s something else that’s been even more difficult for me to admit than that.”

Basen’s expression softened. “You can tell me anything, Beatrix. What is it?”

“I divulged to Jimmin that you could get the akorell metal you need from the Dajrik Mountains. I explained that the metal was somewhere Jimmin wouldn’t be able to reach without taking a portal and then climbing, but I doubt he was deterred. Men are probably on their way there. I’m confident they can’t get to the akorell metal before we do, but if we’re delayed for any reason, they might become an issue. I apologize.”

“There’s no reason to apologize. I’m sure it was necessary for you to tell them.” Basen put his hand on her back. “I’m going to do everything in my power to prevent something like that from happening to you again…but if it does—I’m not saying it’s going to, only if—then you worry about yourself first. Tell them whatever you need to tell them to survive. I can deal with the consequences.”

Adriya asked, “Should we be concerned that Jimmin knows where we’re going?”

Basen shook his head. “The plan stays the same.” He looked as if he was going to say something else but he stopped. “It stays the same,” he repeated, though he seemed to be speaking to himself before he addressed them again. “Timing is more important now, though. Let me do a few calculations and figure out exactly when we need to start melting the akorell.” He left the crowded bedroom.

Beatrix stared at his back as he walked off. She didn’t seem pleased by whatever she felt from his psyche.

Desil’s took the time to ask Leida and Adriya, “What happened after I left the forest outside Tenred?”

Both women considered him for only a moment before their gazes fell. They seemed to be lost in a painful memory. Desil regretted his question. Beatrix and Kirnich gave them longing looks as if wanting to support them. Alabell even put her hand on Leida’s shoulder.

“You don’t have to speak about it,” the healer said.

“I didn’t realize.” Desil spoke hastily. “I’m sorry.”

“No, my parents have taught me it’s good that we do speak about it,” Adriya said. “It’s the only way for it to feel normal.”

“It seems wrong to make killing normal.” Leida looked at her friend. “But you’re right. It has to be this way.” With surprising strength, she told Desil, “Neeko’s troops were victim to a surprise attack. We fought with them. We killed people. We…” She clamped her mouth shut and pursed her lips, as if sucking on something sour.

Adriya continued for her, “I took an arrow to the leg. Leida took a blade to her back.”

“I couldn’t believe the pain,” Leida said. “You hear stories of battle, but not what it’s like to be cut with a sword across your back.”

Desil imagined the pain if his wound had been to his back and shuddered.

“They killed many of ours,” Leida said. “But we won. Adriya and I needed caregelow for our injuries, but we couldn’t stay there to recover. There was too much risk of Allephon’s men finding my father. We took caregelow, then Beatrix put us to sleep before she rushed to the Tenred wall.” Leida looked at the psychic. “When I awoke, I was here with my family and Adriya. I had no idea what kind of trouble the rest of you were in until my father told me.”

“How did he know?” Desil asked.

“Because of Neeko. After the battle, he visited Kyrro’s army outside the wall and learned what happened at the end of the meeting between the kings. He went there to get us out of that forest by organizing a group of trusted men to take us through the Fjallejon Pathway and into the Academy in covered carriages. We were in the same transport as the troops taking the bodies of our allies back to Kyrro to be buried, so there was no need for the carriages to be inspected. My father also managed to get the akorell melting potions from Neeko, who obtained them from the chemist he mentioned a while ago. If it had been discovered that my father was in one of the carriages, everyone privy to the plan could’ve been imprisoned, and yet they helped anyway. It was surprising considering how they blamed him for leaving the Academy.”

“Eckard said he will do what he can to convince them not to blame us or your father,” Adriya told her friend. “He also explained that it’s only because they’ve lost friends that they look for someone to blame, but they know the headmaster wouldn’t have been able to do anything to prevent that if he’d been with them. It’s just easier to blame him.”

Leida nodded. She told Desil, “I’m sure if my father had been there, he would’ve risked capture to keep the three of you from being taken to the castle. He heard about what happened from Neeko too late. Even Neeko might’ve done something if he’d been closer when Beatrix accused Allephon of murdering their father and attacked him.”

“I attacked Allephon?” Beatrix seemed in disbelief.

“You don’t remember?” Kirnich asked.

“I can’t recall anything after putting Leida to sleep, except arriving at the castle.”

“The bastards beat you more than necessary,” Kirnich said angrily. “You didn’t attack Allephon, though I could see how someone might’ve believed you were going to.”

“I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

“Aye, for your own safety, but then we never would’ve known it was Jimmin who was behind your father’s murder.”

“Desil, I have to know something,” Adriya said. “How the bastial hell did you get Beatrix out of prison?”

“It wasn’t just me,” he felt the need to point out. “We wouldn’t have made it without Kirnich.”

“What happened?” Leida asked.

Kirnich seemed eager to share the tale. He didn’t spare any details, sharing how worried he’d been when Desil started to soften the stone to dig his way out of his cell. Leida and Adriya seemed surprised about this ability, which made Desil realize something. If two people who knew him well were surprised he could move that much stone, it was no wonder that more precautions weren’t taken to prevent him from escaping in such a way. But there was still a detail that went against that thought.

“They must’ve seen the hole I made in the roof of the castle to get through the first time. Didn’t that make them realize there was a mage who could get through stone?”

“My brother thought I did that with some tool,” Beatrix answered. “He figured we climbed up and broke through.”

“Well, now they must know the truth from the hole I left under my cell and under the door of the torture chamber,” Desil said. “If we’re captured again, there’s no escaping.”

“In that case, we’ll fight to the death,” Kirnich answered a little too quickly for Desil’s taste.

No one offered a better alternative, which troubled him even more.

Kirnich jumped right back into the tale, describing exactly how Desil had hesitated to kill Girgis and nearly died because of it. As Kirnich described watching Desil stab his sword into Girgis’ chest, Desil felt sick. He took on a blank stare as his mind seemed to separate from his body. He didn’t hear much of the other details of the escape until the end.

“We were running around the castle,” Kirnich said, now giving the story as much respect as a bard would, with emphatic gestures and dramatic inflections. “I’m thinking there’s no hope. We’re going to die behind the castle if Beatrix doesn’t bleed out first. And Desil starts to slow as if he might fall. He regains his balance and stumbles along as I reach out to help him. Is he about to pass out before Beatrix? He seemed fine a moment before, so I asked him what he was doing and he told me he was speaking with Leida! I figured he’d gone insane. As I prepared to fight my traitorous men to the death, I thought of my mother. News of my betrayal must’ve reached her at Trentyre by then. I thought of that too.”

Kirnich slapped Desil on the back. “You could’ve told me earlier what you intended to do! Instead I had to watch you run, half conscious and panting, around the castle. Finally, we reached the same place as before behind the castle, but there was no sign of a portal. It opened on top of Desil, sucked him right up as well as my arm! I jerked it out just in time. I don’t know if Basen has ever tested sticking a limb into a portal without going in, but I wouldn’t recommend it.” The warrior rubbed his forearm. “I think it nearly pulled a bone loose.”

“He hasn’t tested it,” Leida said with a giggle. “You really thought Desil had gone mad?”

“I did!” Kirnich put his heavy hand on Desil’s shoulder. “Why didn’t you say anything before we got behind the keep?”

“I was too busy concentrating.”

“What about when we were running out of the dungeon?” Kirnich asked. “You were only following the two of us. You could’ve told me then.”

Desil admitted with some embarrassment, “I had my doubts we would get out of there, and it seemed even more unlikely I could tell Leida we needed a portal.”

 “That’s surprisingly true,” Beatrix said. “Then why did you escape at all? You could’ve stayed in the cell like Kirnich advised you to do. They wouldn’t have hung you.”

“Because I knew I could do something to help you. Even though there was a small chance of success, I had to take it.”

“Wait, Beatrix…” Kirnich held up his hands. “You don’t know, do you?”

“What?”

“Desil planned this all from the moment he saw us taken down at the wall. He joined the brawl so they would take him too. He didn’t get himself arrested by accident, like I did out of anger. It was calculated.”

Both Leida and Adriya gasped while Beatrix gaped at Desil in surprise.

“I should’ve led with that!” Kirnich said. “I thought all of you knew.”

“You did that just for the two of us?” Beatrix asked.

“I didn’t see how else you would get out of there alive,” Desil replied.

“I figured you broke me out because you were already going to escape.” She was shaking her head for a reason Desil didn’t understand. “That’s too much, Desil. I would’ve never asked you to do that.”

“He is mad.” Kirnich laughed. He seemed to be the only one still entertained by this as the others looked at Desil with shock. “At least half mad. The rest of you should’ve heard him on caregelow. He was one step away from insanity, making up nonsense and calling it poetry.”

Now Kirnich was exaggerating for the sake of amusement. Desil hadn’t exactly been himself on caregelow, but his thoughts were all sincere, as were his intentions. He glanced at Leida to ensure she knew this.

She already was staring at him but looked down to avoid his gaze.

“It didn’t affect me that—” Desil began to say, but Basen returned and spoke over him.

“We should leave now for the timing of this to work. If something goes wrong and we must separate, then bring the akorell metal to the Wind Knights. They’re meeting us at the abandoned Kreppen encampment outside the mountains. They should be there in a few hours, just enough time for us to melt the akorell metal and collect it. I hope all of you are ready.”

Desil was still so focused on how to undo Kirnich’s exaggeration that he missed half of what Basen said and asked him to repeat it. By the time the headmaster was done saying it a second time, Desil remembered he had a lot more to worry about than Leida misunderstanding his intentions.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Two enormous sacks clanked as Basen set them on the floor. He opened one sack and took out tall, empty bottles, with corks in the top of each of them, and started handing them off. “Clear your bags. Leave your belongings here. We’ll return for them after we get the melted akorell metal to the Wind Knights.”

“What about our water?” Adriya asked.

“My wife filled each of your pouches. She’ll return with them soon.”

Desil hadn’t noticed her leaving, focused instead on Leida. She continued to avoid his gaze. He knew he should direct all his attention to Basen’s instructions, but he couldn’t help look for an opportunity to explain to her how Kirnich had exaggerated.

Basen announced, “Fill your bags with as many bottles as you can fit.”

When the two sacks were empty, Basen brought out two more. Desil’s bag was full before they ran out of bottles, and soon no one had any room left.

Alabell returned with everyone’s water pouches. They’d been cleaned, Desil saw, droplets of cool water dripping down their sides.

“Follow me,” Basen said as he headed toward the door. They marched after him, all in light leather armor, matching in tan color. Desil felt ready for anything, except what he would say to Leida when he finally had the chance. It was easy to tell her Kirnich had exaggerated, but then what? He couldn’t explain why he had stood in the doorway of her bedroom until she woke. It was some sort of need to see her, but he didn’t like the way that made him seem. What else could he say? He felt worse lying, though.

Why had he gone there during the night? Perhaps Kirnich was right after all and Desil was far from his usual self.

“I have small bags for all of you,” Basen said as they went around behind his house and spotted smaller sacks on the grass. “Take one each. They contain more bottles, and these are filled with the potion that will melt the akorell metal.”

“What’s it called?” Leida took out a bottle from her sack to inspect it. The substance within was as clear as water.

“It’s not an easy name to remember. I didn’t bother to learn it, as I don’t see us using this again after today.”

“Arisalithan,” Alabell said. She had her own bag with her, but she hadn’t filled it with any bottles.

“Yeah, that’s it.” Basen cocked his head. “How do you know that?”

“I researched the potion after I found out what you were planning to do with it. I wanted to ensure there wouldn’t be any dangers to using it that Steffen might not have mentioned. You know how he can be when he’s excited about someone testing a new potion.”

“Yes. Now I’m not sure I want to know this…but did you find anything?”

“Many things. It’s an alcohol-based substance, very toxic. Don’t breathe it in, wear gloves, and turn your face away to protect your eyes.”

“He told me most of that except for the part about gloves. Knowing Steffen, he probably assumed I would come to that conclusion on my own. Do all of you have gloves?”

“No,” Leida and Beatrix said at the same time.

“I don’t know where mine are,” Desil added. He didn’t see them among his possessions he’d just removed from his bag. He’d figured he would worry about that later. The caregelow had healed all the cuts on his hands, so he didn’t fret much about them at the moment, but now—looking at Basen’s worried expression—he felt a small panic settling in.

“Mine seem to be missing as well,” Kirnich said.

“I had all of your gloves washed and dried.” Alabell spoke proudly. She opened her bag and started handing them off. Noting that she had neither armor nor another bag, Desil realized she was definitely staying behind. She didn’t seem perturbed by this as she handed Desil his still warm gloves. A mage must’ve dried them with hot bastial energy. He thought for a brief moment of all the luxuries the headmaster’s family had while living at the Academy, and still they’d risked losing all by leaving to go against the late king.

“Thank you,” Desil told Leida’s mother. “I hope no trouble will come to you because of your help.”

“The one hundred guards left at the Academy are loyal to my family more than Fernan’s son, Allephon, so I’ll be fine.”

“Why would Allephon keep so few men here to defend the school?” Desil asked.

“One hundred men within the Academy can fight off a thousand trying to get past the wall,” Basen explained. “And there’s little chance that more than a hundred men could reach the Academy before being stopped. I heard that King Hawthen had proposed taking half of the Academy in exchange for peace—is that right?”

“Yes,” Desil said. “And now I’m curious what the headmaster thinks of that arrangement.”

“What do you think about it?” Basen asked to Desil’s surprise.

He was reluctant to answer as everyone listened. “I haven’t given myself time to ponder all the options. Why ask me?”

“Your opinion of Hawthen’s proposal is probably held by many citizens of Kyrro. I would like to hear what that is. Do you believe sharing the Academy with Tenred is the best way to stop this war and all future wars?”

Desil thought through which he would prefer, delivering the power of an explosive to the Wind Knights or splitting the Academy. He had to be honest, with Beatrix here.

“Hawthen did convince me that would be best, yes.”

“I see.”

Basen spoke no more on the subject as he distributed the rest of the akorell melting potion. It left Desil bemused as to whether he’d disappointed Leida’s father. Basen’s expression seemed indifferent, then focused as he discussed something with his wife away from the group. It seemed to be a goodbye between them, as they soon shared a hug and a kiss. Desil prepared himself to leave, still distracted by Leida, though. She finally met his gaze again when he glanced over. He gathered his courage and approached. Adriya standing beside her would make this awkward, but it had to be said.

“Kirnich exaggerated,” Desil led with.

“Exaggerated what?”

“How the caregelow affected me. I wasn’t out of my mind.”

Adriya walked off. “I’ll let you two speak.”

Desil was surprised at first, half expecting her to try shooing him. She’d always been very protective of Leida.

“I told her what happened,” Leida said.

Desil craved to hear more. What had Leida said exactly? Was it a mistake, or was it as strangely yet wonderfully fulfilling for her as it had been for Desil?

Leida seemed embarrassed as she looked down.

“How did you describe it?” Desil asked.

She curled her lips inward and toed at the grass with her shoe. “I said we were both on caregelow…but…” She didn’t go on. “How would you describe it?”

“I don’t think I can accurately, because I felt something that I shouldn’t have been able to feel: You spoke to me without words…and I think you heard me respond?”

She nodded as she looked away, as if lost in the memory. “I don’t remember what was said.” She stared at him silently for a breathtaking moment, her piercing eyes like lustrous stars. “Do you?”

“I know what I felt. It was like when we found each other in the other plane, a connection that reminded me of the lake memories we used to share.”

She nodded as she smiled. “I was reminded of them as well.”

“Gather around,” Basen announced. “It’s time we leave.” 

Desil had hoped they’d have longer. The Academy wasn’t far from Kayvol, where his mother must be worried about him. Popping in for a quick greeting to let her know he was fine would mean the world to her. He didn’t know when his next chance would come.

But Basen had already put on his glowing akorell bracelets. He readied his wand in the air and waved his arm. His face took on a look a pain, one eye squeezing shut. The pupil of the other rolled up to reveal only white as he faltered. His legs gave out.

“Catch him,” Alabell said as she took hold of his arms. Leida and Adriya were closest, grabbing Basen before he hit the ground. Kirnich and Desil took over as Basen started to slip through their arms. They set him on his back.

He didn’t seem to be unconscious even though his eyes were shut. His hands fluttered as if he was dreaming he was in a fight. He murmured words. No, they were names.

“Bell. Leida. Bell.”

“We’re here,” Alabell replied as she put her hand against his cheek.

“Let me, Mother,” Leida said. “I need to practice.”

Alabell nodded as she moved away.

This must’ve been what they’d been referring to when they’d mentioned crumbling portals. They’d spoken as if this tended to happen more frequently recently because Basen had been making more portals.

Basen appeared to be in discomfort, showing a pinched face as he seemed to want out of this state, his hands still weakly fighting.

“Father, focus on what you can feel here.” Leida touched his cheek. “Where is my hand?”

“I don’t…mmerrah”

Desil couldn’t understand the rest, as Basen’s voice was too faint.

“It’s on your cheek. Don’t you feel it?”

“No, no, no.”

It hurt Desil to see their leader like this, trapped elsewhere. Was he in the other plane? Desil pushed his mind there to see if he felt any closer to Basen. Instead, immense power reached out to grab Desil—wolf fangs, while he was a mere hare. He retreated back to the physical world with a gasp.

“Is my father there?” Leida asked.

Desil wondered if she’d felt Desil traveling or if she just knew from the gasp. “I couldn’t tell. That man is guarding it.”

“Comfort isn’t going to work this time,” Alabell told Leida. “He’s too deeply stuck.”

“All right.” Leida took a breath in preparation as she made a fist out of her small hand. “I’m sorry for this, Father.” She brought her fist down on his stomach. It was too dainty and restrained to be called a punch.

Leida looked up at his face with a hopeful lift of her eyebrows, but Basen didn’t react.

“Was he supposed to feel that?” Kirnich asked in a teasing tone.

Leida half sighed, half grumbled. She struck her father in the stomach again, hard enough this time to be called a punch. “Wake up, Father!”

His hands lost movement as if he was falling asleep.

“More,” Alabell instructed.

But Leida leaned back instead. “I think he’s making fools out of us.”

“He’s not pretending,” Alabell said. 

“No, I think I saw a smile,” Leida countered.

“The longer you take, the harder it will be.” Her mother put Leida’s hands on Basen’s face and chest. “Smack him, Leida. I don’t know if we’ll get him out otherwise.”

The lines across Leida’s forehead made it clear she didn’t approve, but she started slapping his cheek and pounding his chest anyway.

“Remember to tell him who you are,” her mother instructed.

“Father, it’s me. It’s Leida. Your daughter.”

He didn’t react.

“Wake up!” she tried.

Basen didn’t move.

“It has to be harder if he’s not waking up,” Alabell said.

Leida slapped hard, with increasingly more strength.

“Bastial hell,” she grumbled out of what sounded to be shock. “How is he not—?”

Basen started to laugh. “Ow.” He rubbed his cheek, smiling all the while. “Took you long enough.”

“You were pretending!” Leida made a fist as if she would strike him, though she set her hand down instead as she smiled. “I knew I saw a grin!”

“We had to make sure you would strike him hard enough,” Alabell said.

“You were part of this plan?” Leida asked in disbelief.

“It was her idea,” Basen answered.

Alabell didn’t appear amused. “You took too long to induce pain. If discomfort doesn’t work, you have to be firm immediately.”

“All right. I will from now on.”

“Wouldn’t it work better if I did it?” Kirnich asked. “I’m sure I could wake him up quickly.”

“It’s not sleep we’re talking about, Kirnich.” Basen chuckled. “Just looking for an excuse to punch the headmaster in the face, eh?” He didn’t give Kirnich time to reply as the warrior’s cheeks turned red. “Well, it works better if it’s family. It’s not just the distraction of pain that gets me out. It’s remembering where I am instead of where I perceive to be.”

Desil asked, “And where do you perceive to be when that happens?”

Basen shook his head and clicked his tongue. “In many places at once, divided. For each location where I can make a portal, it feels as if a piece of my mind is stuck there. When it’s time to form an entrance to one location, I have to put myself there first through my mind. I reckon it’s similar to how you and Leida are moving to this other plane, which we still have to learn more about before you experiment too much. Understand?”

“I do.” Desil didn’t need Basen’s reminder to remain cautious.

“You must’ve known he was pretending, Beatrix,” Kirnich said.

That’s right. Psyche would make it obvious he was still fully here.

“They told me beforehand.”

“We had to make sure Leida was ready,” Basen said as he lifted his wand. “I’d say she is now.”

“Wait,” Leida said. “Promise you won’t pretend anymore.”

He lowered his wand. “I promise I won’t.” His shoulders tensed as he lifted both arms. He fished a cloth holding something glowing from his pocket, then dumped it on to the floor. A piece of bright akorell metal tumbled out.

So he would be using some of what they’d already mined from the Dajrik Mountains, preserving the two akorell bracelets for later. Desil wondered why not take more of the akorell fragments if they would work the same to make a portal.

They’re too hot to handle, he realized. The akorell bracelets were designed to be worn without burning Basen, with the hot akorell encased by rock.

Desil was surprised no one had mentioned a plan yet. He supposed they could return through an escape portal if anything went wrong, but after seeing what could potentially happen to Basen as he tried to make a portal, Desil figured a precaution needed to be taken.

“Let me be the first to go in,” he said, stopping Basen once more. “Then give me a moment to make sure there aren’t dajriks or Marros there.”

Basen tilted his head. “What am I missing? Why wouldn’t all of you go in to better protect each other?”

“Because there is nothing we can do against many dajriks or Marros. But I can get back into the portal easier by myself than if all of us were there.”

“Why you, then?” Basen asked.

“I can climb or take care of myself if something goes wrong. I have the best chance of surviving if I can’t get back into the portal.”

Basen looked at Desil sideways. “Why wouldn’t you be able to get back into the portal?”

“There’s no way to know what we’re going to find, so I can’t say. But I would rather risk myself than everyone else.”

Basen pinched his chin as he thought. “I had similar worries earlier, which is why I wanted to go alone. Well, I can’t go through the portal and keep it open, so I guess it must be you.”

It wasn’t a direct agreement, but it was good enough.

“When the vertigo passes,” Basen said, “put up your hands to tell us whether to come in or wait. Gesture emphatically because it might be difficult to see you clearly.”

“I’ve got it.”

“Are you sure about this?” Leida asked.

“Yes, and you should go in last,” he said. She looked offended until he continued. “If our group is separated again, you and I shouldn’t be together because we are the only people who might be able to communicate while apart.”

“I suppose that does make sense. Just be careful.”

Desil wasn’t sure how easily he could find her again in the other plane, but at least he knew it was possible. He wouldn’t give up if they needed to find each other.

 “All right, we’ve waited long enough.” Basen opened the portal without another warning. It looked like a deep hole opening in the middle of the grass, only it didn’t fall down but forward.

Basen grimaced as he let out a groan. He stumbled and reached out, Leida and Alabell steadying him. The portal shook.

“I can’t seem to get the location right,” Basen said with a strain in his voice.

Rips shot across the sphere. It looked to be splitting in half, the wavering edges shooting off beams of light.

This is his first portal to a place where he’s never stood.

There was nothing to see within the portal but darkness, streaks of light running across the surface. It looked like an endlessly deep hole.

Basen screamed with concentration. Just behind the shimmering scars on the surface of the portal, an image formed, though it was just a thin line of white. The perspective shifted in front of Desil’s eyes, the image turning to fill the entire spherical portal. The scene was still all black except for the bottom, which glowed white. Gray rocks took shape between the bright glow.

“Go now, Desil,” Basen gritted out.

The portal hardly seemed stable, continuing to shake as if a tremendous force pressed down onto it.

Desil ignored his fear and jumped in.

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Desil felt as if he’d been tossed onto white hot coals. He rolled across them, holding in a scream, for it might give away his location to any creature that might be up and about. The akorell metal was as smooth as it was scorching.

He hurried to his feet as soon as he came to a stop, his boots protecting him completely at least for now. Shapes of gray, black, and white continued to tilt, merging together as he held out his arms for balance. He shut his eyes and took a calming breath. He felt like he was in an oven. When he opened his eyes again, he saw little else besides the glowing akorell metal around his feet. His pupils adjusted, his eyes teary, and he saw the blunt rocks between the akorell metal. He looked around for what else might be in sight while the portal behind him made a windy sound.

He almost yelled out as he saw them—at least a hundred Marros. They were scattered along the peaks of the mountainous hills that seemed to surround this place. The land came to an end not too far behind Desil, nothing but black past it.

He waited for the Marros to attack. He would flee into the portal as soon as they did, for there was no hope to fight off so many, but they didn’t move. Was it possible they didn’t see him? Desil didn’t think that was likely, given all the light of the akorell metal around him. There was more than enough of the precious metal to match what he remembered seeing within the Marros’ home in Kanoan.

It was unfortunate the Marros got here first. Still, they did not attack. They were little more than shadows on the hills, but Desil recognized them as well as he would recognize Micklin again. There were no other winged creatures as large, none with beaks that long. All the Marros appeared to be folded over their own bodies, their heads turned inward. Was it possible they were asleep?

Desil jumped as he felt something above him. He watched a Marro glide past him as if he wasn’t there, a trail of wind following that wrapped Desil’s cloak around his arms. The creature refused to beat its wings even as it neared the ground. It barely made it over the field of akorell metal and hit the rocks hard, rolling over itself a few times. It came to a stop at the base of a short hill. For a moment, it didn’t move, awkwardly lying on its back with its feet in the air. Finally it turned onto its feet and powered its wings, scampering up the rocky hill as it half took flight and half ran to the top. It collapsed on the first ledge flat enough to support it.

No other Marros showed movement. Desil realized they must have just flown here. The last Marro appeared to be so exhausted from the long flight over the ocean that it didn’t even notice Desil standing on the precious akorell metal. Hopefully that meant the creatures would sleep for a while.

He decided it was worth the risk to stay. He turned to the portal and lifted his arms to gesture at the rest of his party. They leaned into one another for a look, though Desil couldn’t make out more than the outline of their shadowed images. He continued to wave for them to follow him through.

Adriya came first. Desil had the chance to finally see just how impossible it was to land on one’s feet when leaving the portal. Adriya popped out diagonally, already tilting toward Desil as she started to flip.

He sucked through his teeth as he saw her come down on her front side. At least she got her hands out to protect her face from hitting the akorell metal.

“Don’t scream,” he told her as he helped her up.

“Who do you take me for?” She wobbled and groaned, but she seemed to find her balance quickly.

Kirnich went through similarly, landing hard on the akorell metal. He already sounded to be suppressing a scream, so Desil didn’t think it necessary to warn him to be quiet. The big warrior was much harder to stop from rolling than Adriya and took Desil down as he plowed through his shins. Desil got up and left him for the moment, rushing back in front of the floating portal just as Beatrix went through.

“Don’t scream,” he said to her as he mostly caught her so she wouldn’t land on her face. She seemed to want to fall forward although she needed to lean back, pushing against him with her toes on the ground.

“Lean back,” he told her. “You’re not straight.”

She was beginning to take his advice when Leida fell through the portal onto the two of them. Desil got himself up quickly as both women rolled along the hot akorell.

“Don’t scream,” he said for the third time.

Leida muffled herself, letting out only a whimper before falling silent. Desil hoped Kirnich and Adriya might help the headmaster as he came through last, while Desil got Leida and Beatrix onto their feet. But when he glanced over, he saw Kirnich and Adriya had fallen again, now clawing and kicking in poor attempts to get off the hot akorell. Basen rolled into Leida as Desil was pulling her up, dragging her down again.

“There are Marros asleep,” Desil said. “Stay quiet.”

He wasn’t sure if his entire group heard, many distracted by the pain and dizziness as they groaned despite their best efforts to stay silent.

Adriya recovered first and gasped. She spun to look all the way around them, at every unmoving silhouette of what must’ve been hundreds of birds. “Are you sure they’re asleep?”

“It seems that way. I saw one land only a moment ago, utterly exhausted. He climbed up there and now he’s not moving like the rest.” Desil pointed to the nearest hill of rock. It was only fifty yards away.

“What of the dajriks?” Basen asked as he held his stomach. Like the others, he had made it away from the field of akorell that looked like white, flat grass covering the even ground. There was no way to see past its bright glow, so Desil quickly made his way around to get a look at what he assumed to be the dajriks’ home. It was difficult to tell anything from here. All that he recognized was the short wall of jutting rocks nearby that separated this area from the actual grass field where the giants dwelled. He looked past it at distant shadows. He thought he could make out their massive stone homes, but it might’ve been his imagination as he tried to decipher one shade of black from another.

“Can’t see them without light,” he answered Basen. “But I assume they could see us if they were to look closely enough.”

“We’d better be quick. There’s no telling how long the Marros will be asleep.” Basen took off each of his glowing akorell bracelets, wrapped them in a cloth, and stuck them in his bag. He then assigned each person to their designated section.

They got to their task immediately. There were two areas of the field of akorell that were closest to the Marros. Basen took one corner for himself and gave the other to Desil. It might’ve meant nothing, but Desil took it as an honor.

Basen had given no instruction other than to pour the potion, step away, and see what happened without breathing in the toxic air. That meant moving closer to the Marros after Desil began.

He found it difficult to resist the urge to continually check on the Marros right behind him, but he didn’t have time to waste. He poured a little of the akorell melting potion onto the first bit of glowing white at the very corner.

The stench—he almost fainted. If the strongest drink known to man could turn rotten, that’s what it smelled like. Desil’s head felt light as he covered his mouth and nose, his eyes burning until he closed them. He feared the Marros might smell it and wake up, but he no longer suffered from the intense odor or the sting in his eyes as he took a few more steps away. Although potent, the toxic substance didn’t seem to spread very far through the air.

Because the akorell absorbs it, he realized. He could see from here that the glow to the metal where he’d poured the substance faded as quickly as a smothered lamp. Soon there was only a little light left, like a single ember of a once lively fire. Desil wondered whether this meant he needed to pour more of the melting substance for it to work.

He went back and poured a tiny amount, crouching low so as not to splash and holding his breath so he wouldn’t pass out. He could see the other members of his party taking the same precautions, covering their faces with their shirts and looking away.

The last glow at the corner faded, leaving only the unlit akorell metal that Desil clearly saw from the light around it. It was as smooth as the flat end of a steel sword, glistening wet. He didn’t know why it seemed to form in this manner, while the rest of the rock around it was somewhat uneven, but it made the process of melting it easier as he poured more of the substance onto the surrounding akorell.

He continued to watch the Marros as he poured and moved away, repeating the process a few dozen times. The creatures never stirred.

A little later, Desil heard something from behind that startled him. A Marro tumbled down the rocky hillside. Desil waited for it to wake up and see them, but its only movement was a slight lift of its long neck to settle its head back onto its body. It rested there rather than trying to make its way back up.

Hopefully that meant it would be hours more before any of them were strong enough to fight. Would it be wise to take this opportunity to kill them?

No, as much as Desil feared the creatures, he felt no anger toward them anymore. Even though his father’s death was somewhat their fault, he had none of the fury that would be necessary to kill so many. There just wasn’t room in his heart for such animosity.

If they attacked, though, it would be different.

It only took a few more minutes to pour enough of the melting substance to completely cover his designated section of akorell. Soon nearly all the metal of the large field was as dark as the rest of the ground. Desil and the others gathered around Basen on the other side of the field, away from the Marros and far enough from the melting substance not to smell it. It was another ten yards before the drop behind them, which Desil walked over to investigate. He had some difficulty seeing exactly what was there, but it looked to be a long, mostly vertical slope of the mountainside they stood upon that reached all the way to water a long ways below.

He came back and described what he saw.

Basen said, “We should know if the potion’s working within an hour. The akorell will appear soft and start to spread out. We should be able to risk a tiny amount of light to check later. For now, we wait.”

“Who was supposed to melt that akorell?” Adriya pointed at the strip of glowing white across the ground at the farthest end from them, between where Basen and Desil had worked.

“No one,” Basen said. “I figured we should leave some illumination so we could better watch the Marros. And if they do wake up early, they might be drawn to it rather than us, giving us a better chance of escape.”

Leida asked her father, “Do you think they can see us here?”

“I don’t. If I remember accurately what Desil’s father told me, they never hunt during the night, most likely because their eyesight is at least as poor as ours in the dark. Hopefully much, much worse.”

Desil had another fear in addition to the Marros. “What is our plan to obtain the eppil plant we need?” he asked Basen.

“It’s unlikely for us to find any in Ovira. The Slugari destroy any eppil vines they come across, though that may change depending on the Elves.”

“Why?”

“What do you know about these current Elves?”

Years ago, Desil’s parents took him on a long trip to the Elven home on this continent, in Merejic. Like humans, the Elves came here from Greenedge, the much larger of the two continents, a couple hundred years ago. Desil believed his father had told him this, but he couldn’t recall exact dates. It wasn’t that long ago that Krepps invaded the Elves’ home and forced them to flee in ships back to Greenedge. In a rare twist of fate, two Slugari had led this army of Krepps against the Elves.

Normally the slug-like creatures feared the Krepps because of the lizard creatures’ taste for Slugari flesh, but these two had feasted on eppil vines for years.

Toxic to humans, the eppil vines had a different reaction in a Slugari’s body. The creatures were known to grow to be five feet long normally but never grew to be taller than a few feet. However, the two Slugari that led the Krepps were gargantuan, taller than Krepps and three times the length of a normal Slugari. Those creatures always had a strong grasp over bastial energy, but these two became more powerful than even the strongest human mages.

Desil couldn’t quite recall the reasoning behind the invasion of Merejic, but he believed it had something to do with the Slugari wanting to use the Elvish psychics. There had never been any psychics among the Krepps, who had no control over bastial energy, a necessary skill for a psychic.

“I know some of the old Elvish history, but not much about the Elves who came back to Ovira after they were forced away. Were any of them alive during the attack on their home, or were these younger generations?”

“Some were alive at the time, but many are the offspring of those who survived the attack. They despise Krepps. The Elven leader, Fatholl, especially hates the savage creatures.” Basen paused to glance away. “He and I don’t agree. Never have. Unfortunately, the Slugari favor the Elves over the humans these days because the Slugari queen agrees with Fatholl’s attitude toward Krepps. Both of them want to rid Ovira of Krepps. I believe the queen and Fatholl share an alliance. If not, they are at least in contact.”

“So that’s why the Slugari will help the Elves locate eppil vines, but they won’t help us,” Desil realized.

“I believe so, if there are any eppil vines still growing somewhere on this continent. But even if they’ve all been destroyed, they find ways to grow again. The Slugari know better where to look than we do, though. It’s unlikely we’ll find any unless they happen to grow close to human civilization, where Slugari have fled.”

“What does Fatholl mean to do with an explosion?” Desil asked. The last thing he wanted was to worry about the Elves on top of Jimmin Rofters, Allephon Estlander, and Micklin and Erwal, but it didn’t seem as if Desil had a choice.

Basen shook his head. “I doubt he’ll use it on humans, but even that might be a possibility. I think it’s more for protection. He believes humans will eventually come for his land. It might not be in this century or the next, but he seems confident it will happen eventually. He’s overprotective of his people, a commonality between Elves that I hope you never have to discover firsthand…” Basen cut himself off as he glanced toward Adriya. “I hope you know I don’t mean you or your mother when I speak of these Elves.”

“I know,” Adriya said. “My mother doesn’t trust Fatholl, either, even if she is half Elf.”

“Because she’s smart. I haven’t heard anything about your uncle in some time. Do you know if Vithos is going to spend the rest of his life living with them in Merejic?”

Desil had heard the name Vithos from his mother’s stories. He was Reela’s half-brother, a full Elf, though he had always sided with Reela and the humans during the small disputes between the races throughout the years. Desil didn’t know he’d been living with the Elves or for how long.

“She hasn’t spoken to him in years,” Adriya answered. “She became too busy with the Wind Knights to travel to Merejic.”

Too busy even to visit the tavern, which is a hundred times closer than Merejic.

“I think she’s disappointed he hasn’t come to the Academy in that time,” Adriya continued. “I’m not sure if we can rely on him to help us if anything happens with Fatholl.”

“I asked for him when I went to Merejic, before leaving for Kanoan,” Basen said. “Fatholl wouldn’t allow him to come with me and my wife, sending Rhy instead. Perhaps that means he doesn’t trust Vithos completely, which would be a good sign for us that we might have an ally among them in case we need one.” The headmaster turned up his palm toward Desil. “My point in all of this is that the eppil plant will be too hard for us to find here, so we will have to go elsewhere.”

“I hope you’re not referring to Kanoan,” Desil said.

“No.”

A dajrik roared. It sounded akin to a deep-voiced human, only with more base and power than any human throat could muster. A few in Desil’s party cursed. Other dajriks replied with shouts that sounded to be laden with anger or annoyance. The commotion was loud, but far.

Desil watched the Marros. He could see little more than slight movement, but at least there was no flap of their wings. Their outlines made them look like little more than bushes swaying in the wind.

The dajriks calmed, their voices dying out until there was no sound left. Desil had to admit he understood next to nothing about these creatures. He did know they’d lived for thousands of years, eventually going mad, but was that roar from one verging on insanity, or was it a simple reaction to an unpleasant dream? Was it possible they cared what happened to this akorell metal? One thing was for sure. They didn’t appreciate humans near their home. They’d made this clear by chasing Desil and the others out of their territory with intentions to kill.

The akorell began to fizzle and bubble, like a pot of boiling water above a high flame. Everyone stared silently ahead as fumes of alcohol filled Desil’s nose.

Adriya was the only one who didn’t step farther away as she looked at her hands.

“I think there was a hole in my glove. I feel my finger burning, and it won’t seem to stop.” She took off her glove and wiped her finger across her pants.

Basen took her by the wrist and sniffed her hand. “Hold it out.”

She did, and he rinsed it with water, then dried it with the bottom of his shirt. He smelled it again.

“Better?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Desil smelled his gloves and regretted taking a big whiff. He made a mental note not to touch his skin or anywhere near his face while he wore the gloves.

They waited for what felt to be an hour, catching small whiffs of the fumes. Eventually the akorell stopped fizzling. It seemed to be time to begin.

Holding one of the empty collecting bottles from his bag, Basen walked to the edge of what was once a bright field of glowing akorell. Desil could hear him sniffing the air.

“Still strong.” Basen coughed. He tried to collect the akorell in front of his feet, but he didn’t rise for some time. The rest of the party came to his sides for a look.

“It’s not quite liquid yet,” Basen said as he held up his bottle. “But I managed to capture a chunk of it.” There was no more than an inch of the partially melted metal at the bottom, little pieces sticking to the sides of the bottle. “We’d better wait longer and hope it becomes more like liquid, or getting all of it will take longer than we have.”

It wouldn’t be an issue if we didn’t have to worry about the Marros.

They returned to their spot near the cliff to wait some more. Desil listened to Leida and Adriya speak about how they missed the Academy. Adriya would’ve liked to have spent time with her parents outside of Tenred, even if it was brief. Kirnich asked Basen several questions that showed the warrior was nervous. He wanted to ensure that Basen thought this would work. The headmaster was certain it would. Kirnich wondered how long it would take. No more than another hour. Kirnich asked how many akorell stones the headmaster had brought for portals. He only had two because there hadn’t been time to set the akorell metal they’d gotten from these mountains into a bracelet that could protect him from the metal’s heat.

Desil eventually asked Beatrix what would happen if her brother managed to find enough akorell and eppil to make his own explosive. When she didn’t respond, Desil prodded, “Would he use it on Tenred’s wall?”

“Without a doubt,” the princess replied. “The only thing that might stop him from using everything in his army’s arsenal against Tenred is if there’s a chance his troops would disband or turn against him. I always figured the Wind Knights had enough power to cause such a revolt, but now I’m not so sure. I think they would’ve already if they could.”

“They aren’t powerful enough for that,” Desil told her with disappointment. “I spoke to Adriya’s mother about it before the meeting between your brother and Hawthen. They do not have as many numbers as most believe. I assumed your father knew this?”

“He probably did. We didn’t speak much about them.” Beatrix’s voice quieted. “We didn’t speak much about anything other than myself.”

“Because he enjoyed that topic,” Kirnich said. “You don’t recall him indulging Allephon the same way, do you?”

“I don’t, but I wish I had focused more of my time on him.”

“It wasn’t a waste of his time like you imply,” Kirnich insisted.

She glanced up at him. “Do you know this as fact?”

“I know what I saw between the two of you. He regarded you as the son he was supposed to have.”

“You weren’t that close with him. You don’t know.” Although she argued, she lacked conviction, as if hoping to be wrong.

“I was close enough to tell. Why else would he trust you to rule Tenred?”

“Now how do you know that?”

“You told me while you were on caregelow, in the brief moments you were awake. I had asked you why Allephon would go along with the plan to poison your father, and you told me Allephon was jealous. He probably also figured he could take control of the army while your father was sick, proving his capability to lead. You don’t remember this?”

“I thought it was a dream. We…” She paused. “Did I…?”

“Yes, but that’s not important right now.”

Beatrix put her hand over her mouth, her gloved hand. She wheezed and coughed. Kirnich put his hand on her back.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded as she coughed.

What had they done in the bedroom while Desil was asleep? It couldn’t have been more than a kiss, he figured, because of Beatrix’s injuries.

“Your father planned to give you Tenred to rule at the end of the war?” Desil asked the princess.

“Yes, Allephon found out through Jimmin. My father needed the councilman’s help with many of the details, I assume. But then Jimmin took what he knew to Allephon and used it to turn him against our father.” Desil could hear little else besides anger in her voice.

Basen sounded offended. “When were you going to tell me this?”

“I didn’t think it mattered.”

“It’s the motive we need to prove the truth, in case we can’t kill Jimmin.”

Silence followed. Basen had spoken with the same careful choice of words Desil was used to hearing, but it was still a shock to hear him speak of killing someone.

Leida asked, “Father, do you really plan to kill him…with your own hands?”

“I plan to deliver justice for Beatrix, her family, and Kyrro no matter what form that takes. Jimmin has built a dedicated army behind these lies and proven that he can trick psychics into believing he’s telling the truth. We have Allephon’s motive now and know that he cannot lie without taking a potion that makes him drowsy, but Jimmin can. Allephon we can incriminate, but the only way to incriminate Jimmin is through Allephon, which might turn out to be impossible. That means I might have to resort to killing Jimmin myself. I know this is difficult for you to hear, Leida, but I will never force you to do anything like that yourself.”

She thought for a moment before answering. “If you’re certain, then I’m with you until the end of this. Whatever you have to do, I can do it too, if I must.”

“Is there a plan in place for Jimmin?” Beatrix asked.

“Not yet,” Basen said. “Allow me to speak to the Wind Knights when we meet with them right after we collect this akorell. Perhaps all of us can figure out something together.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY

 

It wasn’t clear to Desil when it had happened, but he noticed that he could make out the Marros clearly now, with night transitioning into morning. Clouds were painted red, the deeper the color the closer they were to the eastern horizon. Desil had a beautiful view of the crimson ocean meeting the horizon, where a streak of gold split the water from the sky. He took no more than a glance to enjoy it, so intensely was he involved in his task.

They’d begun collecting the akorell not long ago. The melted metal resembled caregelow, silver and as thick as oatmeal, yet smooth instead of chunky. It pooled in the shallow crevices on the ground. It was easy to collect where it was abundant, but it was nearly impossible for Desil to get some of the tiny remnants into a bottle.

He worried the Academy chemist could be wrong and the akorell would not return to a solid state. Or it would, but it wouldn’t retain its ability to draw bastial energy from its surroundings. He hadn’t feared this until he’d heard Leida and Adriya discussing the possibility. Apparently this chemist wasn’t known for testing anything thoroughly before confirming it was ready.

Desil had no choice but to keep gathering and hoping. There was no way of obtaining this akorell through normal mining, for the noise would attract the dajriks.

Everyone worked in their own section. Desil filled five of the tall bottles in the first half hour and then spent the next half only able to fill two. The dajriks had emerged from their stone enclosures, roaming their grass field the way fish might swim around inside their bowl. They were far away; the only reason Desil could see them was because of their massive size. He took it to mean the dajriks wouldn’t be able to notice Desil and his group. He checked on the creatures often, but not as often as he did the Marros.

There’d been increasingly more movement among the hundreds of massive birds in the last hour. A few more had tumbled down from their ledges, but only half awoke to reposition themselves. Others lay awkwardly on their back or side, some with their feet in the air, their enormous claws bringing back painful memories for Desil.

“Look,” Adriya said as she pointed toward the Marros.

One of the large Marros appeared on the tallest of the rocky hills. An Lmar, Desil’s father had called them. Where had it come from? It must’ve chosen to sleep behind the hills until now, but it was asleep no longer. It stretched up and beat its wings as if to ready them for flight.

“Father?” Leida asked.

“It’s time to leave. Gather around me. Let’s hope we collected enough.” He hurried to the center of what used to be a field of glowing akorell. Now it looked as if silver rain had drizzled around it, only tiny puddles remaining.

The Lmar looked right at them. It had a long neck that stretched all the way forward as if the beast was unsure what it was looking at. Its beak was craggy and ugly, piercingly sharp at the tip. The wings it beat to keep its massive body steady on the tiny peak seemed longer than necessary, too long, even, as if the creature shouldn’t possess the strength to flap them. The Lmar seemed to defy nature as it took flight, the span of its stretching claws long enough to wrap around Kirnich’s chest with ease.

It let out a screeching battle cry that made Desil shiver with fear. All the Marros roused. They took flight slower than normal-sized birds, but the sheer number seemed to stun Basen.

Desil would’ve yelled for him to make the portal if Leida hadn’t first. “Go, Father!”

The headmaster looked at the swarm of Marros but didn’t seem to see them. He squinted as if looking at something he could barely make out. “My mind is split,” he said with dread.

Desil didn’t know exactly what that meant, but it seemed to imply that a portal couldn’t be made. The birds were seconds away, close enough for him to see the familiar malice in their eyes. There was an understanding Desil derived from their terrifying expressions of fury. Humans had come here to steal their precious akorell. They screeched words to each other that sounded like swords scraping across rocks.

Kirnich took out his two-handed blade as he stepped in front of everyone. “Hurry, headmaster!” The warrior wore a stretching bag of bottles on his back. Loud clanks sounded with each subtle movement. The bag must’ve been as heavy as the one on Desil’s back, restricting his mobility as he came up on Kirnich’s side.

“Let’s blast them,” Adriya told Leida.

A punch of heat struck Desil in the back of his head as twin fireballs flew over him. They exploded into the cloud of Marros, splitting the creatures into two groups. They circled around Desil’s party, avoiding his and Kirnich’s swinging swords. Suddenly there were claws everywhere, like blankets made of talons falling to cover every space. Desil bowed his head to protect his eyes as he swung every which way. He needn’t put any skill behind the attacks, for his blade always found something.

The creatures’ feet and legs felt as hard as bone when his sword smacked against them. He had little hope of sticking the tip into any of their torsos, especially as he couldn’t look up to see his targets. He ducked and weaved, trying to avoid the claws as best he could, but they still ripped open his scalp and neck.

He made out Leida yelling to Basen, “Wake up!”

A quick look behind showed her kneeling over Basen’s unconscious body. Adriya tried to defend them with brave swings of her staff while facing her attackers, but one Marro clawed her across her face. She screamed as she palmed her eye.

Desil fought his way there to help as claws grabbed Adriya by her arms and shoulders. She screamed again as talons sank into the gaps between her armor.

 Desil swiped his blade and took off the leg of one vicious Marro with its talon embedded near Adriya’s elbow. The claw remained stuck to her even as the Marro with the missing leg screeched and disappeared behind the others. Desil pulled the limb out from Adriya’s arm and held it up as a shield as two other claws came for his head. They got entangled with his shield, giving him a chance to stab his sword up past one of the Marro’s legs and into its abdomen.

Adriya resumed fighting, blood running down her cheek. Both eyes seemed to be open and undamaged, thankfully.

A Marro reached around Desil’s neck from behind, its talons bending to pierce his throat. In a panic, Desil dropped his sword and makeshift shield to grab the long claws with both hands. He pried them back as one tip scratched against his throat. The Marro matched his strength.

Another claw came for Desil’s face. He flinched away, but his temple and cheek still caught a couple of talons. He felt nothing from the scrape as he pulled as hard as he could, wishing he could break the toes of this damn beast flapping above him and trying to pierce his neck. The creature’s wings knocked Desil around, their power immense. He even felt himself coming off the ground slightly.

The tugging stopped instantly, the claw coming loose from his neck. Kirnich swung his blade around Desil, freeing up some space. Two Marros grabbed at the bag on Kirnich’s back, but his forward momentum was too much for them to stop him or pull it off, as he dragged them behind him. He fought through the Marros with amazing speed considering the weight of his weapon and bag, circling around their party to drive dozens of the Marros back at a time.

Kirnich did so much on his own for their party that Desil thought it better to help the warrior directly, as a couple Marros swiped at his head from behind. They’d given up trying to pull the bag off his back, most likely hoping to kill him instead.

“I’m behind you,” Desil warned him as he slashed the wing of one Marro. It was the same result as killing one of the creatures, the Marro falling away from battle with a screech clearly of fear. They value their wings more than their feet.

Desil was reminded of this again as he hacked at the leg of one who took hold of Kirnich’s hair. Rather than give up, the Marro turned in the air and slashed Desil with its other claw. His shoulder armor deflected the blow, making him realize just how much worse this would be without that protection. The Marro let go of Kirnich’s hair before Desil could run his blade through its leg.

Kirnich must’ve noticed the Marros tugging at his bag and hair, but he seemed to trust Desil to take care of them as he focused on the trio flying in front of him. Each of Kirnich’s attacks were strong, forcing the creatures back lest they end up with a steel sword buried in their leg or abdomen. The rest of their bodies remained too high for even Kirnich to reach.

They circled the group, Desil unsure what was happening with Leida and the others. He caught glimpses of Adriya beating back the Marros with her staff, sometimes casting a jet of fire from the tip of it when she’d cleared enough space so as not to burn herself. Beatrix had only a dagger as she fought beside Adriya, pointing her small blade at each Marro that she pained. One by one they fell, but there was no point in taking the time to slay them. Killing enough of them to make them retreat was impossible. The fight would only end when Basen could make a portal.

“I have hold of all their minds!” Beatrix announced. “Leida, is Basen ready?”

“He’s speaking, but he’s not awake. Father, we need you now!”

Desil could barely make out Basen’s words. “Yes, the Marros will have it if we die here.”

“Leida?” Beatrix asked.

“He’s sitting up.”

“I’m here,” Basen said. “Pain them, Beatrix.”

She let out a cry. The Marros fell from the air with deafening screeches. Desil felt agony deep in his ears from the tremendous noise as he and Kirnich stepped over and around the large squirming bodies of the birds to stand beside Basen. The headmaster had his wand up but the sight of something above stopped him. He cursed.

Desil noticed the shadow before he saw the Lmar come down onto them. He ducked out of reflex, but a massive claw clamped down around his chest and arms anyway. It dug its talons through his armor near his shoulder and at his upper back, yanking him off the ground as if he were as light as a toy.

He spun through the air, managing to catch sight of the ground as he was coming down. He couldn’t get his feet below him, landing on his back and continuing to roll. Feeling the ledge approaching quickly, he softened the rugged rocks that were trying to make a diced meal of his armor. He sank into them but not enough to stop until he jabbed his sword into the ground and held onto the handle. He felt his feet dangling. He looked behind him to find nothing but sky.

Two Marros darted toward him. He crawled up to his feet, picking up his sword and a fistful of softened rock from the ground. It hardened instantly in his hand. He stepped forward and threw hard. Both Marros tilted to get their feet out in front of them, but Desil’s aim was true. The rock hit one Marro in its chest, stunning it into losing flight. It skidded across the ground toward Desil as the other swerved to avoid Desil’s swinging sword. The Marro circled around behind him, over the ledge, as the other was getting to its feet. Desil swiped at the one in the air as it reached for his cloak. The creature darted back but then came at Desil again with surprising agility. He couldn’t get his sword back up in time as it grabbed his cloak.

The Marro pulled him toward the ledge. Desil swiped his sword at it as the other Marro got to its feet right beside Desil. The flying Marro let go of his cloak to avoid the attack, giving Desil just enough time to get his sword up and block the claws coming for his face. The creature cut its foot on his sword and flew back. Desil felt the other one coming from behind, so he swung without looking as he turned. He embedded his sword between the bird’s reaching claws. It shrieked as it pulled back, nearly taking the sword out of Desil’s hands. He ripped it free and swung at the other he knew to be behind him. He was too early, missing and hitting the rocks with a sting to his hands. The creature came for him.

Desil ducked and scurried forward, putting both Marros on one side of him over the ledge. The one he’d cut seemed to give up, flying off. The other looked at something above Desil as it spoke, “Cra, oora, cra!” It lifted its claw at Desil as if gesturing to another Marro.

Desil turned, only to see that he’d been tricked. Nothing was there except the ongoing battle, a cloud of Marros with an Lmar above them. Desil dropped to the ground as the Marro that tricked him swooped overhead. It twisted its head around to squawk angrily at him as it flew toward the rest of its comrades. Desil ran to rejoin the battle but stopped when the Lmar threw someone out of the fray.

He made out Leida’s red hair as she flipped like a doll. She soared toward Desil, looking as if she would land behind him. He backed up as he shot a look over his shoulder. There wasn’t much room before the mountain came to a drop. He put himself right at the edge as he softened the ground, wiggling his feet to get as deep as he could into the now muddy rock.

He met Leida’s gaze during one of her spins. The fear of her face changed to shock.

“Move!” she called out, no doubt aware that she might take him off the ledge with her.

He had no hope of catching her, given her momentum. Fortunately she landed just in front of him, splashing the softened rock into his face. From his knees, Desil couldn’t see anything for a moment as she collided with his arms and chest. She pushed him back, his legs digging out the rock until his feet broke free and he felt nothing beneath them. Time slowed as her momentum pushed him a few inches farther, his knees slipping off as well. He started to fall.

He couldn’t get his hands into the rock with Leida sprawled across the ledge. His arms flailed to find purchase. Leida’s outstretched arms appeared in front of his eyes. He grabbed her wrists and hoped she was offering help rather than on the verge of falling herself. He readied himself to let go if there was any give.

He caught like a rope running out of slack. His breath escaped him as he panted.

“I can’t pull you up!” Leida said. “You’re too heavy.”

He feared he would pull her over with him, but he made himself focus rather than panic. He kicked his feet into the softened precipice to take some weight off Leida’s arms. Her head was stuck out over the edge, as he hung below her. He quickly found two bumps on the wall to grab. It took only two steps from there to get his arms over the top and pull the rest of his body up.

“Thank you,” he told Leida as he helped her up.

“No, thank you!”

The dajriks roared as they charged into the battle. Desil counted seven of them rushing into the cloud of Marros, who scattered like flies and left Basen, Adriya, Beatrix, and Kirnich staring in shock.

The Lmar swooped down and latched its feet to the face of one dajrik. The giant wasn’t much bigger than the enormous Marro, but its strength couldn’t be matched by any creature. It grabbed at the legs of the Lmar trying to scratch its eyes, but the Lmar lifted itself out of reach with a jerk of its wings.

Desil hadn’t realized that he wasn’t moving until Leida took his hand and started running with him toward their group.

“Hurry!” Basen yelled to them.

“Collreeaa adreee,” called the Lmar in its deep, grinding voice as the dajriks circled beneath it. They reached up trying to grab, some jumping and shaking the ground upon landing.

The other Marros blackening the sky darted fearlessly toward the seven dajriks. Most collided with the giants feet-first, managing to knock over two of them. The other giants held their ground as they batted the Marros away with slow yet powerful swings of their arms.

Desil didn’t know how he still had the bag on his back, but he was glad for it. The weight of the melted akorell slowed him, the bottles banging so loudly together that he feared some were shattering. Leida had her bag as well. She yelled something about the portal, but Desil couldn’t make out her words over the deafening sound of clashing glass.

Less than half the Marros were still trying to kill or snatch the bags from Desil’s party. The others seemed to be successfully fighting back the dajriks, who yelled to each other in voices deep enough to rattle Desil’s bones. It was good to know that the giants would fight back any creature, not just humans. Basen had already given the Marros reason for a grudge. It would be too much to worry about the dajriks coming after them as well.

The Marros took priority in keeping themselves alive as they clawed mostly at Basen, keeping as much distance as they could between attacks. They seemed to know he was the only one able to make a portal. They remember him from Kanoan.

The dajriks retreated as quickly as they’d come. The Marros let them go, racing to return to the missing akorell field, as were Desil and Leida. Beatrix pushed up her palms and cried out. At least fifty Marros screeched as they tumbled through the air, many landing awkwardly, their beaks chipping against the hard rock. Desil and Leida stepped around and jumped over the sprawled bodies and wings to reach Basen as he flicked his wand and created a growing black hole out of nothing. It grew larger than any man, bursting out from each direction to make a sphere.

Adriya shot a fireball over Desil’s head as he flinched from the heat. He heard the Lmar screech as he turned to see the flying beast spiraling backward with a smoking torso.

“Leida, go,” Basen said.

She jumped in.

“Adriya,” he called next.

She followed Leida through.

“Desil,” Basen said.

He ran in as Beatrix put up her hands for another spell of pain.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

The portal didn’t disorient Desil as much as usual. This time it felt as if he’d been picked up by a tornado and tossed out a moment later in a completely different place, with little vertigo. The ground was steady, his head on fire from all the talon scratches, but his mind felt fine. He hurried out of the way before Kirnich plowed through.

Once everyone in his party had emerged from the portal, Desil checked on the bottles in his bag. The toxic scent of strong alcohol made it too painful for him to keep his eyes open. He poured most of the bottles out from the bag instead. Almost all had small cracks. There was one that looked deep enough for the melted akorell to get through, only it hadn’t. He tested it with his gloved finger. It felt like the texture of mud but dry.

“Is everyone all right?” Basen asked.

They glanced at each other. Adriya had a considerable amount of blood down the side of her face, darkening the shoulder of her armor. Leida had a trickle of blood running down her forehead from what seemed to be a cut on the top of her head. Desil put his hand on his own stinging scalp and looked at his palm to find blood and a few matted hairs. He checked the back of his burning neck with his other hand. More blood. Somehow his face was unscathed, while the armor had protected the rest of his body except for the two holes the Lmar had made in the front and back of his shoulder.

None of the Marros had gotten low enough to threaten his unprotected legs, but his right wrist had a slice across the back between his glove and his armor. The armor itself was severely damaged. It looked just like Desil would expect after wearing it during an attack from Marros, discolored and scratched up nearly everywhere above his waist.

He studied the hole in the front of his armor made by the Lmar. He felt nothing from it until he pressed his bloody hand against it. Sharp pain radiated out, but he’d expected worse agony. Still, he couldn’t imagine how deep the talons would’ve gone into his body without the armor.

Kirnich seemed nearly untouched from the front, but when he turned around to check on Beatrix, Desil saw the armor across his shoulders was covered in holes. There was even a tear near Kirnich’s spine that went halfway down the armor. It seemed as if the birds had focused on that spot when they couldn’t pull off his backpack, attempting to pry off his armor. Desil made light for a look and spotted blood beneath the opening on Kirnich’s bare skin. His neck was in worse shape, bleeding into his shirt and armor. Desil went closer for a better look and told Kirnich to hold still. He was thankful to see that there were many shallow cuts, not any deep ones.

Basen and Beatrix were practically untouched. It took Desil a moment before he saw the scuffs on the back of their armor. No holes, no scratches. Just scuffs, as if they’d scraped their backs against some rock.

“We’re fine,” Kirnich answered for everyone. “What now?”

“We hope the Wind Knights find us before the Marros do,” Basen said as he looked inside his bag.

Leida squeezed Desil’s hand. “Thank you,” she said again, then approached her father. “That wasn’t like the other times.”

“What do you mean?” His attention remained on the cracked bottles he was pulling out to investigate.

“When the portal collapsed the other times, you spoke to us, not to someone else. What happened this time?”

He held on to one bottle with a crack that went all the way through, tilting it to see if the melted akorell would run out. It looked just like when Desil had observed his cracked bottle, the akorell clotting like drying blood. Basen put them back in his sack and stared at nothing in particular as if in thought.

They were back at the Kreppen encampment, Desil saw, near the Dajrik Mountains. There were no hills, no trees, and the huts that remained in this old home of the now nonexistent Kreppen army were little more than rags on poles of wood. The only defense was a charred wall of stone nearby. The Marros were probably looking for them, and this place wasn’t far enough away from the creatures for Desil to feel safe.

Basen had one akorell stone left that was still glowing. He took it out from his bag, removed the cloth, and slid his hand through the wristband. He spoke to Leida while everyone gathered around to listen.

“I tried to picture this place as I prepared to open a portal, but my mind was taken elsewhere. I saw a vast ocean of bastial energy.” He squinted. “I couldn’t tell where I was. No, I did know where I was. From your description, Leida, I knew it was the place you and Desil have gone many times now. I meant to say I couldn’t determine my exact location in that plane. I’ve never been there before. I heard the voice you’ve described. I felt it the way a deaf man feels thunder. I wasn’t sure if he brought me there or if he was only preventing me from leaving, but I couldn’t escape until I convinced him the akorell would be lost to the Marros if he didn’t let me go.”

Desil asked, “Do you feel you can return now that you’ve been there?”

Basen shut his eyes. “I’m not sure. I feel no connection to that place like I do to the portal spots around the world. I can’t take time to test it right now. Whoever he is, he’s coming for the akorell. And he’s close.”

Kirnich held a spyglass up to his eye as he looked west. “I see a small army, headmaster. No banner.” He sounded pleased.

Basen jumped up. Kirnich handed him the spyglass.

The low sun at their backs gave Desil and the others the shadows of giants. The sun must’ve just peeked over the horizon, warmth spreading over his skin. The light struck Leida’s dark red hair, reminding Desil of freshly fallen leaves. He felt good about this approaching army at sunrise.

Emerging out of the nearby forest, they were small indeed, no more than twenty.

“I think that’s them,” Basen said. “But we wait here, where I can make a portal, until we’re certain.”

Desil took a turn with the spyglass. None of them wore armor. Their clothes of gray and black indicated no side in this war. He couldn’t make out any of their faces, but he had hope.

“Let me,” Adriya said as she held out her hand. He passed over the spyglass.

She gasped immediately. “Those are my parents at the front.”

“Are you sure?” Basen asked.

She was already picking up her clanking bag and running toward the dilapidated western wall of the Kreppen encampment. “Yes, I’m certain!”

“Adriya, they need to come here anyway to use a portal! Adriya, stay here where we are together. The Marros could swoop down and pick you off. Adriya!”

She looked back but didn’t stop running. “I’ve made up my mind!”

“Headmaster?” Kirnich asked.

“We’d better stay close to her. Grab your bag and let’s go.”

It would’ve been difficult to match the pace of Adriya’s long legs, especially with Desil lugging such a heavy bag. Thankfully, Basen settled on a jog, letting her run ahead. They held the bottom of their bags with a hand behind their backs, to keep the glass from clanking together, but it didn’t do much good.

Desil felt relieved when they neared the Wind Knights and he made out the stern face of Cleve with his wife right beside him. After everything Desil and the others had been through, the akorell would be safe. Cleve didn’t smile as he opened his arms to embrace Adriya, his expression remaining worried. But Reela smiled enough for the two of them as she took her turn hugging their daughter.

Adriya was opening her bag to show them the akorell trapped in bottles when the rest of the party arrived.

“Come on,” Basen said without preamble. “I’d rather get back to the portal spot sooner than later.”

They all started heading back toward the Kreppen encampment. Besides Reela and Cleve, Desil only recognized the round face and short hair of Neeko, the pyforial mage he’d met briefly in the forest outside Tenred. The other twenty or so people were mostly around the age of Adriya’s parents, half men and half women. Most of them appeared slightly younger than Cleve and Reela, but there were a few men and one woman with full gray hair and deeper lines across their foreheads. They appeared no older than seventy but certainly past their fifties. This couldn’t have been every Wind Knight. Even after Reela had told Desil that they didn’t have the power to stop the war, he’d assumed there were at least a few hundred. Nevertheless, he was ecstatic to see them.

“Where’s everyone else?” Basen asked Cleve.

“Busy,” he answered in his deep voice. He was just larger than Kirnich. Although older, he looked no less formidable, as he seemed to have the muscles of a younger man. “The war still must be fought for now.”

“I take it my brother didn’t agree to Hawthen’s offer of peace in return for half the Academy?” Beatrix asked.

“Princess.” Cleve gave her a respectful nod. “I’m glad to see you alive and unscathed. Allephon has not left the castle since he brought you back there, but he told Reela before he left the wall that you would live and that the war is to continue.”

“She wasn’t unscathed,” Basen corrected Cleve. “And they would’ve killed her if Desil hadn’t been there to break her out.”

Cleve didn’t appear as shocked as he was displeased. “What happened?”

“Kirnich, if you wouldn’t mind?” Basen asked.

Kirnich retold the story, briefly this time, leaving out many of the theatrics from the last recounting at the headmaster’s home. He explained how Jimmin tricked Allephon and tortured Beatrix, with a plan to kill her. Kirnich finished after everyone had ducked to get through the holes in the wooden wall around the Kreppen encampment.

“I knew Jimmin when he was younger,” said an older man with a patch of gray hair in the shape of a triangle hanging from his chin. “Never trusted him.”

“In Tenred?” Cleve asked.

The older man nodded. “He and his brother came to train with me for a year. Their parents had died mysteriously at the same time, leaving both brothers with a lot of money at such a young age. Neither of them took to the sword well and ended their training abruptly. I heard later that they’d begun private lessons with someone else, never learned who because I never cared. When I found out Jimmin was selected to be one of Fernan’s advisers, I didn’t think much of it. Not everyone living in Kyrro but born in Tenred has an agenda, yet apparently he must.”

Leida whispered to Desil, “That’s Abith Max, Adriya’s battle-mage instructor. He taught my father as well.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of him from my mother.”

Basen asked Abith, “Do you know where Jimmin’s brother is now?”

“Dead years ago, I heard. Executed in Tenred.”

Cleve hummed. “So both are destined to suffer the same fate. How many support him, Beatrix?”

“The entire army, unfortunately. I don’t know if it’s through psyche or lies alone, but he’s convinced them that I’m the threat to the kingdom. That I…killed my father.” She sounded disgusted.

“A trial will clear everything up,” Reela said.

“Except Jimmin can lie to psychics.”

“Not to me.” Reela spoke confidently.

None of the other Wind Knights appeared surprised by this. Desil had a question, but he feared asking it might bring about problems. If no one could lie to Reela without her knowing, not even Jimmin, then why didn’t she say something about Allephon’s lies during the meeting between him and Hawthen?

He waited until they arrived at the charred wall, where Reela, Cleve, and Adriya spoke to each other on the outskirts of the group, all smiles, even Cleve. Feeling as if he was encroaching, Desil put on his most apologetic face.

“I’m sorry to interrupt.”

“It’s fine,” Adriya said to his surprise.

He gave her a nod of gratitude. “Reela, I need to ask you something, and I mean no disrespect. If you knew Allephon was lying, why didn’t you say anything back at the Tenred wall?”

She appeared worried as she put up her hands. “First of all, I had no idea Beatrix would show up and endanger herself, otherwise I would’ve done things differently.”

“But you did know he was lying?” Desil recalled how Reela had shrugged during the meeting as if there was nothing she could do.

“I did, but I had no grounds to accuse him.” She paused, scrunching her face as if having trouble figuring out how to explain. “Normally psychics can feel spikes of emotion from someone’s natural bastial energy when they are lying, but there was no emotion at all from him. That was proof enough for me that he’d taken something. Unfortunately, I couldn’t say anything without the other psychics there coming to the same conclusion, and I couldn’t be sure if any of them had until I had the chance to speak with them. I figured I would first find out what he could’ve taken before we investigated further. Like I said, I didn’t know Beatrix would be there.” Reela looked at someone behind Desil.

The princess must’ve heard her name, or Reela had called to her with psyche, for she came over in that moment.

“I need to apologize,” Reela told her. “I could’ve said something at the wall about your brother’s lies, but I decided I would wait until I was certain as to what he’d taken. However, without anyone speaking up, you must’ve felt the need to put your life in danger. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t blame anyone but him and Jimmin Rofters. You’re forgiven.”

“Thank you,” Reela said. “We will figure out how to resolve this without putting you in any more danger. That’s a promise.”

Desil heard many voices behind him where the rest of the group had gathered. When he’d left, they were starting to look in each of the large bags, and now they sounded worried about something.

“Is there a problem with the akorell?” Adriya asked Beatrix.

“It was fine a moment ago, solidifying quickly.”

They returned to the group. Basen made a face of concentration as he had his hand on his head, his wand in his slack left hand. Many circled around him, speaking in hushed tones as if trying to solve a dilemma. Leida stood closest to her father, crouched with her hand over her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” Adriya asked her instructor.

Desil didn’t hear the answer as something happened to him akin to what apparently had befallen Basen and Leida. Desil’s mind suddenly felt bloated as if something was stuck within it. He felt the need to be free, but he couldn’t think of a single thought more complex than that.

He recognized the terrifying presence of the powerful man from the other plane, only now he was in complete control. Desil found himself hovering over the ocean of energy, unable to move. The man was closer than ever before. He didn’t speak to Desil as he perused his mind freely.

It felt as if an aggressive dog was sniffing Desil all over, deciding whether to open its jaws and bite. But after a moment, he let Desil go.

When Desil returned to the physical plane, Leida had her hand on his shoulder. “It’s him,” she said. “Help me fight his hold on my father.”

But as Leida reached out to touch her father, he opened his eyes and seemed himself again except for a disappointed look.

“He’s blocking parts of my mind.”

“Who?” Cleve asked.

“I’m not certain, but I have a feeling we’re going to find out soon.”

“What do you mean?”

Desil answered, “He’s close.”

Basen asked, “You felt him too?”

“We both did,” Leida said. “But he only wants you.”

“He wants the akorell,” Basen specified. “He knows we have it.”

“I don’t know what any of you are talking about,” Cleve said. “But it sounds like we should leave.”

“He’s keeping me from making a portal,” Basen said.

“What do you mean keeping you?”

“I can’t get my mind to the right place. It’s not going to work from here unless Desil and Leida can find some way to stop him.”

“There’s an army coming from the west,” Kirnich announced as he looked through his spyglass.

Desil could see them without his spyglass, emerging from the same forest as the Wind Knights had. This group numbered in the hundreds.

“A banner?” Basen asked.

“Kyrro. It might be the men Allephon sent for the akorell in the Dajrik Mountains.”

“How does he know about it?” Cleve asked.

Beatrix sounded embarrassed. “I had to tell Jimmin to forestall his killing me.”

“That’s fine, glad you saved yourself however you could,” Cleve said somewhat apologetically. “Basen, is the man blocking your portal among them?”

“I don’t know. Leida? Desil?”

Desil tried to reach out with his mind, but the only place he could go was into the other plane where the man awaited. He dared not let himself be trapped, as he might need to fight in a moment.

“I can’t tell,” he admitted.

“Neither can I,” Leida said.

“Everyone needs to relax,” Reela announced, as she must’ve felt their aggression stronger than Desil could see it on their faces. “Allephon wouldn’t order an attack on his best fighters.”

“He might for akorell,” Abith Max countered. “If he believes it will end the war in a victory.”

“I assure you he will not if all of you stay back and let me speak,” Reela said.

“You can’t go alone,” Adriya grumbled.

“She won’t.” Cleve put his blade back in his sheath. Desil thought he had caught a glimpse of a reddish color to the steel before it was hidden away. Bastial steel? It was the same material made by the explosions, which the Marros had licked feverishly as if feasting upon it.

“I’m going with the two of you,” Beatrix insisted. “I must speak with my brother.”

“You need to stay back,” Cleve ordered. “You are the most wanted person in Kyrro right now. When news of your escape reached us, it came with orders to kill you upon sight.”

“It must’ve been Jimmin—”

“It was your brother’s signature on the message,” Cleve interrupted. “If you’re seen with us, alive, we could be treated as enemies. Stay out of sight.”

“Cleve,” Reela began, “we’re already going to be seen as enemies so long as anyone with Basen’s group is with us.”

“Then all of them will stay out of sight.”

“I believe it will be obvious to Allephon’s troops that we came here to meet Basen for the akorell,” Reela argued. “But even if not, the truth will come out eventually. It always does. Let Beatrix and I go by ourselves. They can’t possibly see the presence of two women as an act of aggression. They won’t charge, no matter what is said.”

“You’re two psychics,” Cleve disagreed. “You are just as threatening as the most powerful of men.”

“But we aren’t seen that way by all men. Trust me here, please.”

Desil agreed with Cleve. Reela and Beatrix together would intimidate him as much as, if not more than, any man if he found them standing on the opposite side of the battlefield. But he trusted Reela. Cleve seemed to as well, letting out his breath. Or perhaps he was just giving up.

“Fine, so long as you’re careful. Don’t provoke them in any way.”

 Desil stayed beside Leida as her father described what he saw through the spyglass. “None wear heavy armor, only leather. They weren’t expecting battle. That means they might have few or no archers.”

“And mages?” Leida asked.

“I would assume there are at least a couple of them to light the Dajrik Mountains during their exploration.”

Beatrix and Reela walked toward the oncoming army, stopping once they were past the wooden wall. They chose to stand in front of where the wall still seemed sturdy, none of the wooden beams broken behind them. It made them almost impossible to see, as the wall was about as high as Desil could reach with a small jump. Everyone moved up to stay at least close enough to get to the two psychics before the army did if Allephon initiated the unexpected and attacked.

Beatrix and Reela walked up a small hill ahead of them, putting themselves in view. Reela took two more steps after Beatrix stopped and put out her hand to halt the army as they came over the hill.

Even without the spyglass, Desil recognized a few of them. None he was happy to see. Allephon got down from horseback at the front. Desil recognized Jimmin as the gray-haired man remaining on his horse at Allephon’s side. Micklin was on Allephon’s other side, with a trimmed beard and no signs of a limp from the dagger Desil had stabbed into his boot.

He assumed Erwal to be somewhere near Micklin, both men probably holding grudges now; Erwal for Leida and Micklin for Desil. The army stopped short of Reela but well within the range where mages could get a good shot on her downhill. Psyche had a maximum range depending on the strength of the psychic, but every spell weakened over distance. Desil doubted even she could tell from there if they were lying.

“What are you doing here, Reela Polken?” Allephon asked.

“I believe you already know we’re here to get the akorell from Basen.”

Allephon didn’t sound surprised. “And what do you plan to do with it?”

“Nothing yet, but we must keep it from you.”

“You might be with the Wind Knights, but you are also citizens of Kyrro. The same laws apply to you as anyone else. You will obey your king or suffer the consequences. Have your people bring the akorell out here. Set it on the ground, then move back. I don’t care where Basen Hiller goes afterward. He won’t be pursued so long as he doesn’t show up in Kyrro. This includes Kirnich Chalder, Desil Fogg, and my sister, Beatrix. They are to leave with Basen. His wife can choose whether to leave with him or stay, as can his daughter. If Leida Hiller remains here, she and Adriya Polken will be permitted to fight in my army until the war is over, then return to the Academy without punishment.”

Beatrix moved forward to join Reela. “You plan to pin the murder of our father on me if I run. I refuse. You know it wasn’t me. That’s why you unlocked the door to the castle keep. Don’t pursue this, Brother. Focus on the real person responsible.”

“I was wrong to give you a chance to escape.”

Jimmin added, “To avoid further bloodshed, we will allow you to leave this kingdom with Basen, but only if you choose to do so now. If you go against us, you will die the next time we see you.”

Normally, no murderer of the king would ever be allowed to leave the territory. It was the obvious solution to the problems Beatrix would cause Jimmin and her brother if she remained here without capture. She was never supposed to escape that torture room alive, and now they would have to make sacrifices to silence her, like letting her leave the continent, which they wanted for Desil as well.

He wasn’t going anywhere.

Desil knew Basen wouldn’t leave unless it was the only way to save others, but Beatrix certainly wouldn’t go under any circumstance. It was pointless even to threaten her. She chose not to reply. So Reela spoke.

“If you manage to find enough of the eppil vines to produce an explosion with this akorell metal, what will you use the explosion for?”

“To end this war swiftly,” Allephon replied.

“How?”

The king gazed at the ground between them as if judging the distance. “I will destroy Tenred’s outer wall when no one is around it.”

“There will always be men guarding it,” Reela argued.

“When there are no troops of Kyrro around it,” Allephon specified. “But only after I warn Hawthen to give up under the threat that I will destroy his wall. I want this war to end swiftly, but also with as few casualties as possible.”

“Then allow Tenred to own and maintain half of the Academy like Hawthen proposed,” Reela said. “Your troops have been questioned about this. All agree that if it would end war between our territories for good, then it is the choice they believe in.”

“They’ll believe in any choice that promises that.” Allephon sounded perturbed. “If that’s the way you phrased the question, then I should relieve you and your husband of your official duties, for you clearly aim to turn my troops against me! I will allow you to retain your position so long as you immediately return to your post outside Tenred and ask my troops a real question: Would they wish for Tenred to occupy and maintain half of the Academy when there is no evidence that it will prevent future war? Let them think about what would happen if we let the siege come to an end and allowed Hawthen’s troops to occupy the Academy, and then Hawthen started the war again. We would be in a position so disadvantageous, there would be no hope of winning. Thousands would die.”

“Have you not received our message, my king?” Reela waited, but he did not reply. “Hawthen brings water to his people somehow. The men we captured have attested to this under the scrutiny of psyche.”

“You will find his source of water and dam it like you have dammed the others.”

“Cleve and I have doubts we can. It’s probably an underground source, through the mountains where we cannot reach it. Hawthen prepared for this siege more than your father realized. He even has something planned that will turn the war in his favor. The Tenred troops we captured all speak of this.”

“So make them tell us what it is.”

“None of them know.”

Jimmin spoke up. “Hawthen must’ve told them this knowing they could be captured. It is a bluff designed to scare us into accepting his proposal for the Academy, nothing more.”

“I believe it’s not,” Reela insisted. “As I said before, he has proven to be well-prepared for this siege. Perhaps he wants our army to be right where it is, outside his wall where we cannot see some of his territory.”

“We have scouts on the Fjallejon Mountains who can see all.”

“Not all, my king. And word of what they can see still must be relayed to our army. As you know, that can take half a day.”

“You are a mile from the wall. You are safe.”

“This conversation must continue at another time,” Jimmin interrupted. “If I may say so, Sire.”

“My adviser is right. We came for the akorell. After we obtain the eppil vines, all worries about the war will no longer be relevant. Bring the akorell to us now, or I’ll send my men in to take it forcefully.”

“You wouldn’t kill your leaders and your strongest fighters,” Reela challenged.

“If it’s to obtain the akorell, then we will do as necessary,” Allephon threatened. “Read my psyche to confirm the truth.”

The Wind Knights’ pyforial mage hustled through a hole in the wall to join Reela and Beatrix. Desil started to move to join him, but Basen put up his hands from the front of the jumpy group. “Hold for now.”

“What’s Neeko doing?” Cleve asked.

“Something that might benefit all of us,” Basen answered. “Or it might do nothing, but it was his decision to act.”

Neeko shouted, “All of you blindly following Allephon need to make a choice for yourself for once. It isn’t Beatrix who’s responsible for the death of Fernan Estlander, it’s Allephon and Jimmin. And Basen only aims to stop this war peacefully. He’s no enemy of Kyrro. Look at some of the men you are standing beside and question your loyalty to them again. Erwal is a troubled mage who harasses young women. Next to him is Micklin, who thrives on murdering and getting away with it. You especially disgust me, Micklin. You’re a waste of talent. I never should’ve taught you a damned thing about pyforial energy.”

“You speak as if you’re better than me, Neeko. You’re not, and I’ll prove it. Duel me right now.”

“I will do so, but without joy. I’m not sick like you are.” Neeko walked forward.

“Basen, you knew they would fight?” Cleve asked with a heavy tone.

“Neeko knew Micklin would challenge him.” Basen took a breath. “We’ll all be better off not having to worry about Micklin.”

“If he wins,” Cleve added worriedly.

The younger pyforial mage emerged from the group of Allephon’s troops. He took to the air as if an invisible hand had swept him up. Neeko rose quickly to match his height.

“Elves!” Kirnich shouted. He pointed north, where an army larger than Allephon’s marched downhill and straight into the flat Kreppen encampment. They showed no signs of stopping as they headed toward Desil and the others.

“What do you know of this, Reela?” Allephon yelled to the half-Elf.

“Nothing. Basen?” she shouted behind her.

“I haven’t had any contact with them since Kanoan. They’re probably here to look for the akorell. Except…why would they bring this many troops?” Basen cursed. “No, they knew we were here with it and have come to take it.”

“Micklin, get back here now!” Allephon ordered.

“You as well, Neeko,” Basen called to him.

Both Micklin and Neeko settled back to the ground and returned to their armies.

“I will speak only with Fernan Estlander and Basen Hiller!” announced an Elf at the front of the army that finally came to a stop just fifty yards away.

His voice gave Desil chills. It’s him.

Leida grabbed his hand. He could feel her arrive at the same conclusion. They recognized something about this Elf from dealing with him in the other plane. It was something beyond the sound of his words, but Desil was too filled with terror to figure out what.

Basen yelled back to the leader of the Elves, “Fernan has been killed, Fatholl, but his son Allephon is here.”

“Then I will speak with him and you. Come forward.”

Basen had mentioned Fatholl in one of the memories Desil had experienced in Kanoan. He’d described Fatholl briefly when talking about another Elf, Rhy, who’d been sent with Basen’s group to Kanoan. The only way the Elves would give Basen a boat to Kanoan was if Rhy went with him, and the Elf eventually discovered the same thing Basen did about how the Marros produced their explosions. Basen had said they would need to suffer the consequences of Fatholl at a later time, but he must not have known what Fatholl was ultimately capable of. This was certainly the man from the other plane. There was no telling what he could do here if he had that much power there.

Desil felt Fatholl reaching toward his mind like the claw of an Lmar. He pulled Desil out of the physical plane with ease, holding him firmly above the ocean of energy. “We finally meet,” said the familiar voice. “You’re younger than I imagined. What are you? A mage? A psychic?”

Desil didn’t answer. He felt full of fear, as if about to burst or die, his heart unsure which to choose as it raced like a fleeing horse. “I will keep you and Basen’s daughter here until you answer me. Who are you!” There was fury in his unspoken voice, but it seemed controlled, akin to a man ready to exact vengeance.

“desil fogg.” He felt his own voice to be that of a weakling. It was an embarrassment, but he was too afraid to find any strength. “i am no one.”

“You are not no one if I can find you here. Why do you help Basen?” Fatholl didn’t seem to want Desil to answer as he ruffled through Desil’s mind. It felt wildly uncomfortable, as if he’d been stripped naked in public. He didn’t know what Fatholl found, but the Elf soon told him, “I see. You have qualities of strength, but you were born of the wrong race. No choice was given to you, so you had to create your own opportunity.” Was it possible Fatholl spoke of Desil’s recent involvement with Basen? He didn’t see how Fatholl could figure that out.

“I will offer you a choice because you are different: You can die here with your humans, when Basen refuses to hand over the akorell, or you can join the Elves and I will shape you into a true hero. You don’t know your strength. You might never without my help. Leave the plight of the humans behind, and I will show you what you can become.”

There was a lurch back into the physical world as he released Desil. He found himself gasping, waiting for the terror to leave him. Leida was on her knees beside him, panting as well.

“What did he tell you?” Desil asked her.

“He’s going to kill us all if my father doesn’t cooperate.”

“That’s all he said?”

She nodded.

This fear was unnatural. It had to be an effect of whatever Fatholl had done to him in the other plane. Desil had no intention of joining the Elves. All he could think to do was flee. If he turned and sprinted away, no harm would come to him today. He might even be able to leave all of this behind.

What was he thinking? It was the fear speaking for him. He started to muster up his courage, but Fatholl announced something that broke it.

“Desil Fogg, come out.”

“How does he know your name?” Basen asked.

“I had to tell him just now.”

“It is him entering the other plane with you and Leida.” Basen sighed. “I had a feeling, but I didn’t want to suggest it until I knew for sure. I didn’t want to…scare the two of you. Obviously it’s too late for that now.”

“He means to kill all of us, Father,” Leida said. “Can you make a portal yet?”

“He continues to block me. We need some way of distracting him. Is there anything you and Desil can do in the other plane toward that end?”

“I don’t think so,” Desil said. “He’s too strong.”

“He is,” Leida agreed. 

“Allephon Estlander and Basen Hiller!” Fatholl yelled. “Unless you want to face my army, the two of you will come forward now and bring Desil Fogg.”

Allephon already was a few steps ahead of the rest of his men, glancing toward Basen, who gave another sigh before heading for the Elves. Desil tried to ignore his fear as he walked behind Basen. There seemed to be no other option. There were just too many Elves, many of them probably psychics.

“What does he want with you?” Basen asked.

“I have no idea,” Desil said. It wasn’t a complete lie, for it seemed equally possible that Fatholl wanted to kill him rather than recruit him. Perhaps Desil and Leida were a threat to the Elf after all.

“If you can’t be honest with him, then don’t speak,” Basen advised, “He angers easier than Kirnich.”

Fatholl met them between the three armies. He addressed Allephon first. “You’re the king of Kyrro for now?” He spoke common tongue without any trace of an accent.

“Permanently.”

The leader of the Elves had straight gray hair that somehow looked youthful, sleek even, as it fell down his back. There were but a few wrinkles around his eyes and across his forehead, shallow as if fading rather than forming. His eyes were sharp and cunning, intimidating Desil to the point that he dreaded they would look his way. He knew this fear to be manufactured by the psychic, for Desil could scale mountains with his heart remaining calmer than this, but that knowledge didn’t do anything to help alleviate the terror.

Fatholl looked at Allephon with a tilted head as if he didn’t believe Allephon would be king for long, or perhaps the Elf just wanted to make it obvious that the human was of little importance to him. He looked at Basen next, but the headmaster spoke first.

“I was hoping it would be years before we met again. What brings you here?”

“I’d rather not see you, either, but akorell has led me to this spot. It’s unfortunate for you that you got to it before I could, but you can survive this if you leave the akorell behind and take a portal elsewhere. Then I promise you’ll never see me again.”

“You’ve already proven that you can visit me whenever you want.” Basen tapped his finger against his temple petulantly. “So it doesn’t seem to matter anymore if you’re here or in Merejic.

“You will be left alone, I swear.”

“Tell me again why I would give you the akorell.”

“You’re not giving the Elves the akorell,” Allephon said adamantly. “With their alliance with the Slugari, they are more likely to find the eppil before we do.”

Fatholl raised one of his gray eyebrows. “You don’t have eppil yet?” He pointed at Allephon, then Basen. “And you work together now?”

Basen shot Allephon an angry look before glancing back at Fatholl. If the headmaster was at all afraid, he didn’t show it. “I will be forced to ally with Allephon and his army to fight against yours if you don’t leave.”

Fatholl stroked his hairless chin. “What do the two of you plan to do with the explosive once you can use it?”

“We have different plans on how to use it to end the war,” Basen said. “But neither of us have any intention of getting involved with Elves. Your people will be safe.”

“For generations, yes,” Fatholl agreed. “But eventually humans will come for us as they have in Greenedge. You cannot promise what your grandchildren will do with such power. The only way I can ensure my people will be safe is to control it myself.”

“Until you decide that Ovira is better without humankind, and you come for our people,” Basen said.

This was exactly what Desil’s mother had said about Fatholl. The leader of the Elves had led an army that killed thousands of humans in Greenedge, even managing to slay kings. No one could stop him, so many joined him instead, and eventually his plan came to fruition. He’d left that continent afterward to come here, and many people, like Desil’s mother, had been nervous about what he’d been planning.

Reela approached. “Where is my brother?” she demanded.

“Vithos wasn’t going to cooperate with us, Reela, so I made him stay in Merejic.”

“And Rhy?” Basen asked.

“He’s behind me with many others who are ready to kill your people if you don’t give us the akorell.”

“There has never been a battle between humans and Elves on this continent,” Reela said. “Don’t start one now.”

“That choice is up to you and the humans.” Fatholl finally looked at Desil. A needle pricked his heart. “And you have the choice, Desil, to die with them or join me. I can feel that you want everything to change. That’s what I want too.” He suddenly sounded friendly, and Desil realized his fear was gone. “Your talents will go to waste without proper guidance. Return to Merejic with me. In just one week you’ll see what you’ll eventually be capable of accomplishing. If you still wish to leave after that, you are welcome to do so.”

Although curious, his now clear thoughts made Desil remember how important the task at hand was. “Nothing will take me away from this until it’s over.”

“Foolish but admirable. You can wait to die with the others. Go.” He shooed Desil with a swat of his hand.

Desil looked to Basen, who nodded. But as Desil turned, Basen leaned over and whispered.

“Find some way with Leida to stop him from blocking me. The only way out of here alive is with a portal.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

Leida asked Desil as soon as he returned, “What did Fatholl want with you?”

“To go to Merejic with him, abandon everyone here. Nothing would make me do that.”

“Why would he want you to leave with him?”

“He says I have potential to become something under his guidance. I’m not sure I believe it. He’s probably threatened by us because we can reach him in the other plane. We have to stop him from blocking Basen’s portal, Leida, before it’s too late. Do you have any idea how?”

“I’ve been trying since the meeting began, but he’s too strong. He forces me out every time I enter.”

“Have you been able to feel how he’s keeping Basen from making a portal?”

“No. I don’t feel my father in the other plane at all.”

Desil thought quickly as Fatholl and Basen seemed to be the only two speaking, Reela and Allephon watching Fatholl intently. Desil wished he knew more about portals, but even Basen didn’t seem to completely understand how they worked. The headmaster was only aware of the rules. Basen must’ve been close enough to the location of each of his portals to unlock the entrance and exit with his mind. Was Fatholl keeping Basen from accessing these points by closing them off from Basen, or was he closing Basen off from everywhere? It seemed that no matter what the answer was, Fatholl had built a mental wall that needed to be destroyed. It was probably the same wall that kept out Desil and Leida.

Fatholl turned and walked back to his Elves, leaving Basen with Allephon and Reela as the three of them spoke. They didn’t stand there long, soon walking hastily back toward their armies, which remained separated by the dilapidated Kreppen wall. Allephon split off as Jimmin waited ahead of the rest of the troops with a nervous look on his face. Cleve stood in front of the Wind Knights, waiting for Reela and Basen. Everyone crowded behind Cleve as the last two members of their tiny army returned.

“Fatholl is going to attack unless we give him the akorell,” Basen said. “I would destroy it right now instead, but that’s not possible. We have to make a choice. We either fight with Allephon in an unprecedented battle against the Elves that may create dire circumstances for humankind, or we can give the akorell to Fatholl and hope he will never use an explosion to decimate our people.”

“What do you want to do?” Cleve asked Basen.

“Reela and I agree. We must fight them at least until I can make a portal. Then I’ll take us somewhere we’ll be safe from both Allephon’s army and Fatholl’s Elves, and where I know we can obtain the eppil vines we need. We just have to injure Fatholl or distract him enough to stop him from blocking me.”

“You’re telling me I have to fight with Micklin instead of against him?” Neeko asked.

“Allephon’s trying to convince him to go after Fatholl. You and Micklin are the only ones who can soar past the Elves to reach Fatholl if he stays behind. Kill Fatholl if you can, but don’t reveal your intentions too early. Stay with us until you find a chance. For the rest of you, keep each other alive. I know all of you have done so in the past and need no instruction from me.”

The Wind Knights began to chatter as Basen moved through them. He reached out his arms and gathered Desil, Leida, Adriya, Kirnich, and Beatrix in a huddle. “Desil, I want you to be the first one in the portal when I’m able to make it. During the fight, stay close to me and the bags of akorell. How many can you carry?”

“Three.”

“Are you sure? They’re very heavy.”

“I’m sure.”

“All right. Kirnich, you will go in after him. Take three as well if you can. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to keep the portal open. Beatrix, you will go third. Grab one of the six bags if any remain. Adriya, you will go next and help Beatrix with the akorell if she needs it. Leida, stay with me until Cleve, Neeko, and Abith have made it into the portal or have shown that they can’t. We will go in after them. I would have you go first, but you’re safer beside me. You and Desil should be separated in case we must communicate with each other. Have either of you thought of a way to stop Fatholl from blocking me?”

“No, but we’ll keep trying.”

“They’re charging!” Neeko announced.

Cleve ordered, “Rally with Allephon’s army now! Follow me.”

Basen picked up one of the akorell bags as he continued talking to their small group. “Take one each, and stay beside me. Do not let any Elf or any of Allephon’s men take them.”

Desil wondered if this meant the headmaster was telling them to fight to the death to protect their bags. He still wasn’t sure he was ready for that.

Basen turned and drew his sword, but as everyone else took out their weapons, he looked back with a frantic expression as if he’d made an error.

“Call when you need aid. Do not let yourself be outmatched just to protect the akorell.” He reached out and cupped his daughter’s cheek. “You are not to tell your mother that I didn’t try harder to stop you from fighting.”

She laughed dryly as she put her free hand over his. “I won’t.”

Everyone had already shifted to join with Allephon’s troops, Basen and his small party meeting the last of them toward the back.

“Headmaster—” Kirnich complained as the Elves closed in.

“I know you wish to be at the front,” Basen interrupted, “but I need you here with us. It’s an order.”

Kirnich looked ahead to the front as if thinking of rebelling. “Fine,” he said as he leaned down and grabbed Desil’s shoulder. “You know anything about battles like these?”

“What about resisting psyche?” Basen asked before Desil could answer Kirnich.

Desil cursed inwardly. “Neither.”

Their troops at the front spread to form a line. Adriya had her eyes on her parents at the center, Cleve in front of Reela.

“I’m sorry, Basen!” Adriya ran through the disorganized rows to join them.

“Dammit! Leida, don’t—”

“I have to!” She ran after her friend.

Desil was about to follow, but Kirnich spoke up first.

“Headmaster…” Kirnich pleaded.

“Fine. Fall back to me as soon as anyone gets through.”

Kirnich started through the ranks of Wind Knights. Desil followed. His armor and Kirnich’s were still damaged from the Marros, and both of them had blood on the back of their necks, but they were in better shape than any of the Wind Knights, who wore no armor and had probably walked through the night to make it here.

Kirnich and Desil caught up to Leida and Adriya as the two of them took their places in the third row, just behind Reela. Desil asked anyone who would answer, “How do I resist psyche?”

No one told him as they stared at the charging Elves, most with long hair like Fatholl and the same slender bodies. Their leather armor allowed them to stay nimble, most with one-handed swords. Some even wielded daggers and nothing more. Psychics. But there were so many of them. One third of the four hundred Elves were psychics? If that were possible, they couldn’t be as powerful as Beatrix or Reela, or there would be no hope of victory.

Leida looked into his eyes. She seemed apologetic, as if about to give Desil bad news. “To resist psyche, you have to feel something stronger than the pain.”

Nothing Desil had ever felt was close to the acute agony Beatrix had caused him during her spell of pain. It was impossible.

There was one thing, actually…when a guard of the king came to tell him and his mother that his father had been arrested for murder and would be executed.

There was more Desil needed to worry about than resisting psyche. Somehow he needed to break Fatholl’s wall in the other plane. He could see the Elf waiting behind his charging army, watching the fight with folded arms. Desil’s connection to Fatholl in the other plane was stronger as long as the Elf remained in sight, but Desil still felt pitifully weak in comparison. He tried again to delve into the other plane, but Fatholl’s wall also felt stronger now that they were close. Desil searched for a way to get through. He pushed, but it was like trying to move a mountain.

“Mages, fire!” Cleve ordered.

Adriya and Leida lifted their arms to shoot fireballs over the heads of those in front of them. The flashes of light blinded Desil for a blink. Explosions cracked among the Elves. Desil knew some of them must’ve been taken down by the force, but all he saw was more Elves charging to take their place.

The lead Elves with daggers lifted their hands. Every human in the frontline flinched. Many of Allephon’s troops fell with screams. The spells of pain hit those in the second and third row next, Desil included with Leida and Adriya. The three of them yelped as they dropped. Desil didn’t know who it was among the Elves who riddled his body with pain strong enough to make him convulse.

Get rid of it with a stronger feeling.

He could barely think. He needed relief from this agony, but that desire wasn’t enough to get him anywhere. He tried to think of the painful loss of his father, but his mind couldn’t get there. He was aware of Cleve resisting psyche enough to engage in sword combat with three pairs of feet shuffling around. Another pair of feet backed up until they tripped over Adriya. Reela fell into Desil’s view.

Adriya pushed herself up against the spell of psyche, her teeth clenched. She helped her mother up with one hand, grabbing her staff with the other. When both were on their feet, she spun. Desil couldn’t see higher than anyone’s knees, but he heard a crack from Adriya’s staff. An Elf fell between Desil and Leida.

The spell of pain ended as Desil watched an Elf reach down for his fallen dagger. He picked it up and raised it as if to bring it down into Leida’s back. Desil’s muscles finally worked again, but he didn’t have time to look for his dropped sword. He tackled the Elf.

A stampede of Elves and men crashed into them. Desil was kicked around, his arms and shoulders taking the brunt of it. He somehow managed to keep from falling flat, which would’ve left him even more vulnerable, but he couldn’t get up farther than his knees.

Someone pulled him up painfully by his hair. Desil spun around ready to fight. It was Kirnich.

“Where’s your sword!” the warrior yelled as he kicked back an Elf lunging at him.

“Lost.” Desil tried to jump back to avoid a different Elf thrusting a blade at his stomach, but Desil’s back slammed into someone else. The blade caught in Desil’s armor, opening a small hole as Desil turned. The Elf pulled back his weapon for another attack, but Kirnich stuck his sword up through the Elf’s chest.

Kirnich tried to pull out his blade, but he yelled in pain and dropped to a knee before he could. A psychic Elf jumped on Kirnich’s back, driving his dagger into Kirnich’s shoulder. Desil picked up the short sword out of the dying Elf’s hands and drove its point through the neck of the Elf on top of Kirnich.

Before Desil realized what he’d done, someone struck him in the back with an elbow or a knee and caused him to lurch forward into Kirnich and the dying Elf.

Desil grabbed the Elf and turned, using him as a shield as another Elf stabbed his sword at Desil, striking his ally in the chest through his armor. Desil rolled away, grabbing another sword off the ground.

“We need to get back to the front,” Kirnich said as he slashed the tip of his sword down the front of an attacking Elf. “Just run through them now.” Kirnich lowered his shoulder and ran, plowing through several enemies at a time and clearing a path for Desil. It wasn’t long before they were close to Leida fighting beside Adriya and her parents.

Leida seemed shocked by the sight of whatever was behind Desil. She stepped up to his side and unleashed a jet of fire. It burned three Elves chasing Desil, Leida shifting her wand side to side to spray them evenly. They fell backward to avoid the flames as they cried out, much of the heat blasting Desil in the cheek and causing him to break out in a sweat.

Cleve fought with the bastial steel sword Desil had seen earlier, swinging it as fast as if it were a light stick but with the precision of a master swordsman. He killed three Elves in the brief moment Desil glanced at him. Reela pained two others coming behind her husband. She stabbed her dagger into the back of one fallen Elf but was knocked down by another. Desil took one step over to help, but Abith Max was already there with another bastial steel blade, thrusting it into the torso of the enemy and pulling it out quickly enough to fend off an attack from behind. He moved with more agility than Desil, even at his advanced age.

Just beyond the Wind Knights, Allephon’s men were falling quickly. Most of the Elves streamed through the king’s army with ease, coming around toward the back of the Wind Knights, at Basen specifically. Many had their eyes on him as if he was their goal.

Of course he was! Desil cursed. “We have to get back to Basen!” he announced.

“The four of you go,” Cleve said.

“I’m staying,” Adriya insisted. She turned her staff sideways with both hands to block an overhead slash from an Elf, but she cried out and toppled backward as an Elf with a dagger lifted his hand toward her.

Desil was too slow to help, Reela already paining the Elf and freeing Adriya from his spell.

“Go,” Adriya told them.

Desil felt something moving overhead as he weaved through the ranks of men and Elves. He looked back at Neeko soaring right above, two swords floating in front of him. He spun in the air and thrust out his arm, a sword shooting down into the chaos with the speed of an arrow. Blood splattered into the air as the sword returned to Neeko.

He’s going for Fatholl. Desil caught sight of Micklin flying the opposite way as Neeko, rejoining Allephon’s now retreating army.

Desil, Kirnich, and Leida came up on Basen and Beatrix. The headmaster stood near the sacks of akorell, fighting off two Elves with his sword. He moved with amazing speed to keep himself alive, even as a third Elf raised his hand as if to pain Basen. All it did was cause the headmaster to grunt as he kept on fighting.

Desil heard the unmistakable screech of Marros. They came from the northeast, from the Dajrik Mountains. The Elves were first in their sights. The Lmar led the enormous pack of flying creatures, swooping down to where Desil hoped Fatholl to be.

There were many Elves shouting in their language as some turned back to defend themselves against this new threat. Unfortunately it also meant Neeko had to return, two Marros clawing at him midair. One of his floating swords cut through a wing, but another Marro swiped its claw down Neeko’s unprotected back, causing him to scream as he spun to the ground. At least he seemed to land near Cleve and Reela, who might’ve been the safest two people on the battlefield to be around.

 The Marros brought a moment of reprieve to the battle, allowing Desil to fully focus on penetrating Fatholl’s wall in the other plane. He made his mind a dagger and focused on a single point.

“Leida, do you feel where I am?” Desil reached out blindly in the physical plane and took her hand. Red bastial energy in the other plane took the form of her body and hair to show her right beside him.

“I’m here.” He didn’t know if she’d told him in the physical world or the other as both seemed to merge. The familiar ocean of energy took shape, a translucent barrier spread across as far as Desil could see. It made Tenred’s wall look insignificant, towering over him as high as the sky.

Desil felt Basen just beyond as he worked to pierce the wall, Leida’s support giving him double the strength.

Fatholl’s wall came alive as the Elf shouted, “Step back!”

The wall curled away from Desil, strange lumps forming above and below and moving outward as if to swallow him and Leida.

“I will trap you here as well if you—” Fatholl’s message cut out. The wall thinned and cracked.

The Marros reached him.

Desil pushed with all his strength. He broke through, the wall shattering into dust.

He became aware of Basen’s voice in the physical world. “I’m making a portal now!” Desil let himself slip away, returning to his body as he staggered. Kirnich stabilized him. Leida had her head bowed, her eyes closed. Knowing what was about to happen to her, Desil got his hands out to catch her. She gasped as she fell backward into Desil’s arms.

Desil could feel the wind of the portal behind them.

“Grab the bags and get in!” Basen ordered. “Fatholl’s trying to close it.”

Desil got one bag on his back. His adrenaline was the only thing that gave him the strength to lift the other two with one hand each, half dragging them into the portal. It sucked him up so strongly he almost lost his grip with his left hand, but he managed to hold on.

The shift was so disorienting that Desil didn’t try to figure out which way it was to the ground. He shut his eyes and held the bags as tightly as he could as he prepared for impact. When his rear struck the hard ground first, he pulled his head up to keep it from slamming. He rolled over his gorged backpack and lost his grip on both bags he was holding.

Soon he came to what felt to be a stop, if he were to ignore the feeling of everything spinning around him, and opened his eyes. All he saw was white. He closed them again and held his stomach to keep from retching.

He heard Kirnich yelling as he came through the portal over Desil, forcing him to flinch and hope the warrior wouldn’t land on him. The glass inside each bag Kirnich carried was louder than any bell. Much of it sounded to be breaking, and Desil realized he’d heard the same from his bags when he’d been tossed out of the portal.

Something smacked Desil in the leg, possibly one of Kirnich’s boots, though it felt too light to still be on his foot. Desil wanted to help Kirnich as the warrior groaned like he was going to be sick, but Desil could still see only white when he opened his eyes.

Although his stomach felt hot from sickness, he noticed the freezing cold of this place stinging his cheeks and nose. Beatrix screamed as the portal spit her out next. Desil opened his eyes for one more try, but the spinning white made him want to retch. Even the ground felt to be turning beneath him.

“We all right?” Kirnich asked.

“I think so,” Desil answered.

“I’m going to be…” Beatrix stopped speaking as she gagged.

Desil listened for Adriya, only to remember that she’d chosen to remain toward the front with her family. Desil’s heart dropped. She probably wouldn’t make it through the portal—would anyone live who didn’t? He listened for Leida to be next, instead.

Wait a moment…he didn’t hear the windy sound of the portal anymore.

He turned over and tried several times to get on his hands and knees, falling over sideways from the vertigo. When he finally made it, he opened his eyes and looked around.

Although everything continued to turn, it was abundantly clear that there was no portal to be seen.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

One of Leida’s worst fears was to be part of a losing battle. The possibility of that dreaded event actually occurring had entered her mind last year, during her first year officially training at the Academy as a mage. Most of her time under tutelage was spent on her skills, but every so often her instructor would go over battle training in the event of war. Retreat was a tactic on its own, to be used only when absolutely necessary, but it instilled the fear in Leida’s mind that she might one day be fleeing as her allies died around her.

Allephon had issued the order to fall back well after his troops had already begun to flee. Leida’s father had opened a portal as Elves swarmed them. Leida mimicked the Wind Knights led by Cleve, dropping her weapon and showing her unarmed hands. The Elves closed in. Adriya remained beside her parents, the three of them pushed to the ground by Elves. Enemies came around them with ropes ready. The battle was over.

Half of Leida’s mind went to the other plane to keep her vulnerable father from disruption. She’d found him there and somehow built her own wall around him, not that it was anything near the strength of Fatholl’s. It felt like she was trying to protect her father from a dozen surrounding archers by wrapping her arms around him.

Fatholl attacked, grabbing Leida and tossing her out of the plane with ease. Desil lugged two bags of bottled akorell into the portal, another on his back. Kirnich took the last three in the same fashion with a bit more ease. Beatrix jumped in right after. Leida knew Adriya wouldn’t be able to make it from where she was, but Leida still hesitated to enter herself. The Wind Knights immediately surrounding them pushed back the Elves to keep them from getting to Basen.

Many of the Elves were busy driving back the last of the Marros with psyche. Even the Lmar was in ascent. Half of the Elves appeared bloody, mostly on their faces and arms, but that didn’t matter anymore. They had won.

“Go, Leida,” her father ordered.

But if he didn’t make it in after her, she would be separated from him. He wouldn’t be able to communicate with her like she could with Desil.

At least she hoped she still could speak with Desil. It wasn’t easy the last time, the connection faint.

“Go!” Basen demanded.

She leapt into the portal, closing her eyes.

She fell flat on the dirt and opened her eyes. The portal had closed. Someone picked her up and turned her around. Fatholl appeared furious as he dug his fingers into her cheeks.

“Where did they go with the akorell?”

“Release her!” Basen said. Two Elves pushed him to his knees.

“Where!” Fatholl yelled.

Pain shot through Leida’s body, forcing out a scream.

“I have no idea!” she answered as she yelped.

Fatholl grunted as he pushed her face away. She fell backward in her weakened state and sprawled at his feet.

“Question everyone,” the Elf ordered.

“There’s no point,” Basen told him. “No one knows where I sent them except for me.”

Fatholl looked down at him, giving Leida a nice view of the back of the Elf’s bloody neck. “You know you’re going to tell me eventually. You might as well avoid the torture I’ll put you through.”

Basen looked up without fear. He said nothing.

Fatholl spun around and snatched Leida up by her hair. He tilted her head back as he held a dagger to her throat.

Basen’s eyes showed the same panic Leida felt. He tried to stand but Elves held him down. “If you kill her, you will start a war with humans! Cleve?” Basen looked around for Adriya’s father.

“It’s true, Fatholl,” Cleve agreed. “You showed mercy when Allephon’s cowards retreated. You’ll show mercy now. War has not begun unless that changes. Kill one of us, and you have all of our kin to worry about. If you’re going after the akorell to keep your Elves safe, then this would be the exact opposite of what you want.”

Fatholl released Leida with a jerk of his hand, throwing her down to her knees in front of her father. He looked at her apologetically. She tried to show him courage. She would be fine.

“The headmaster comes with us,” Fatholl announced. “And his daughter. They will be traded for the akorell and nothing else. None of you are to follow. Anyone who comes for them without akorell will be killed.”

My bastial stars, he’s taking us all the way to Merejic? The Elves didn’t appear to have brought horses. The journey alone would take weeks. Then what? Was it really possible for Desil, Kirnich, and Beatrix to bring the akorell all the way there?

She knew her father was willing to sacrifice his life for the akorell, but he would never sacrifice hers. She didn’t see how this could end with them keeping the akorell.

“What else can we give you besides the akorell?” Cleve asked Fatholl.

“Only the akorell, and all of it.” He said something in Elvish. Two men took Leida by her arms and lifted her. One kept his hand on her back as they ushered her out through the Wind Knights, who were on their knees, many with their hands bound by ropes. She looked back to find her father right behind her, four Elves surrounding him. Fatholl walked in front, too confident to look back and ensure his prisoners were cooperating.

Leida passed by Adriya on her knees.

“I’m sorry,” Adriya said.

“Me, too.”

Leida tried to convey how much she loved her friend and appreciated her help with a look of gratitude.

Adriya only showed her worry in return.

“Don’t send anyone for us,” Basen told Adriya’s parents, who were nearby. “We’ll be fine.”

Leida wasn’t so sure. 

The Elves led them out of the abandoned Kreppen encampment. Leida shot looks back at the Wind Knights helping each other out of the ropes. They didn’t seem to know what to do afterward, talking amongst each other as they stared at Leida and the Elves. She imagined they would rejoin the rest of Kyrro’s army outside Tenred. They would have to go back to fighting, to ending the war however possible. Maybe then they could organize a trade: Leida and her father for the akorell. That could take months, though.

She whispered to her father, “You’re going to have to tell Fatholl where you sent them with the akorell. They’ll torture you, otherwise.”

“I will in time. Everything’s going to work out, Leida.”

His smile was so convincing that it almost eased her worry.

 

 

*****

 

 

Desil had waited long enough. He felt so far from Leida, and even from Fatholl, that he wasn’t sure if she was calling for help or just silent. At least he could tell she was alive.

“I still hear nothing,” he told Beatrix and Kirnich for the third time. “I think we’d better start moving.”

There was but one landmark, a destination Basen must’ve planned for them to visit. It was a castle unlike any Desil had seen, a dark citadel with pointed towers. A bridge seemed to be the only way inside, but there was no way to the bridge without crossing a field of ice covered with bones. Human bones. Many were frozen into the ground, but some were not. They rattled as Desil, Beatrix, and Kirnich dragged the akorell bags across them.

“We’re not in Ovira,” Desil concluded. He’d seen much of his home continent with his parents during their adventures, and there was no citadel like this, no massive glaciers like the one they found themselves in, and certainly no field of human bones. The snow in Ovira was light and soft, no matter where in the continent it fell.

Here, the wind nipped at Desil’s nose while the land appeared frozen rather than snowed upon. He shivered as he gave a silent prayer for Leida, Basen, and Adriya, and then one for himself and his two comrades.

Basen must’ve been here at least once before in order to make a portal, Desil reminded himself. We have the akorell. We will be fine. We will be fine.
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