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What in the
world was that clamor? It sounded like a battle was going on in her backyard. 


Sevana, having
pulled an all-nighter to finish a project for a client, did not wake up quickly
or easily even after being unconscious for six hours. In fact, she probably
would have kept on sleeping if not for her Illeyanic wolf pup insistently
sticking his nose into her ribs. Blearily coming awake, she batted him away and
rose up onto one elbow. “I hear it, I hear it!” 


Grydon let out
a yip and his tail started wagging, no doubt satisfied he’d finally gotten a
response from her. At six months old, he had grown considerably and he now had
enough body mass to him that when his tail wagged, the whole bed vibrated. He
jumped off the bed and went to the ground, then looked back at her with an
obvious, Well, come on!


Unlike with
most dogs/wolves/pets of any sort, that signal did not mean he wanted to go
outside for personal business. The Illeyanic wolves were intelligent enough to
open most doors used by man and could find their way in and out of buildings as
they pleased. Even if that were not the case, Big would just open the door for
him if he needed it. So Sevana interpreted that body language to mean something
serious was happening outside, something that she needed to handle, and she
really had to get up. Now. 


Groaning and
growling a few choice words, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and to
the cold stone floor. She hissed as her bare skin touched the icy coldness of
the floor, growled some more, but kept moving until she was fully dressed.
During this process, Grydon danced around in front of her bedroom door,
impatiently waiting for her to actually leave the room. 


As she buttoned
up her vest, she realized that her first impression of a battlefield out behind
Big might actually be dead on instead of a simple metaphor. She could hear
trumpets sounding out long notes in hauntingly hollow tones, a great deal of
shouting, and the clamor of metal striking something solid. How completely
strange. What on earth would be the point of having a battle here? There
was no large human settlement on the western border of Windamere. In fact, no
large settlement of any kind could be found here except, perhaps, the Fae.
(Even after four months of regularly going in and out of their territory she
had no idea how big their village was.) But suggesting that a human army would
march against the Fae ranked right up there with trying to build a dam in a
typhoon in terms of ridiculousness. Aside from needing a very good reason to go
to war with the Fae in the first place, no human stood much of a chance against
them, no matter how many in number there were. 


But the only
other possibility that came to her mind was that two of the other mythical
races that lived in Noppers Woods were battling it out, which made even less
sense. Everyone had cohabited peacefully in the woods for the past several
centuries, and she had not seen any reason for tension. So what would cause
this flare-up? 


Since her own
conjectures just confused her further, she snatched up sword and jacket and
headed straight for the front door. “Big, what’s going on?”


Visitor.
Front room. Big sounded distinctly nervous. 


That made her
pause in mid-step and look up at him in surprise. Big? Nervous? The only time
she’d seen that happen was when he’d found Baby as a cub and didn’t know what
to do with him. Being as indestructible as a, well, mountain, Big usually let
most incidents slide without too much concern. If he was worried, then
she should be outright panicked. 


With that
thought in mind, she dove into her workroom for her magical pouch even as she
demanded, “Who?”


Fae. 


She fumbled and
dropped the pouch. Fae. She had a Fae in her mountain? “I now understand
why you’re nervous. Ah, why is he or she here?”


To speak
with you.


Her first
thought was that something must be wrong with one of the kids that she’d
brought to them, although what she couldn’t begin to imagine. But then again,
maybe it had something to do with all that racket in her backyard. The Fae
would not be tolerant of any antics so close to their territory. Gulping
nervously, she hastily scooped up the bag from the floor and belted it on even
as she spun on a heel and went for the front room. 


The Fae stood
in the center of the room, idly staring upwards at the light charm she had
sticking to the ceiling. When she entered, he dropped his gaze and a look of
relief flashed over his face before he adopted his customary composure.
“Sevana.”


She let out a
breath, panic receding. “Lorien.” She had seen him many times over the past few
months. He was the one that typically accepted the children she brought, ever
since she’d handed Sky over to him. The other Fae were not interested in
forming human connections, but Lorien had proven to be an amiable business
partner, if not friend. “What is going on?” she asked for the second time that
morning. Well, it was closer to afternoon, but regardless. 


“There is a
human army attempting to penetrate our borders and invade Noppers Woods,” he
answered succinctly. 


Even though she
had harbored that wild speculation not minutes ago, she still stared at him
blankly, not quite able to wrap her mind around the idea. “Ah, why?”


“We hoped that
you would know their purpose.” He spread his hands palm up in a graceful shrug.
“They have made no declarations to us.”


Sevana rubbed
at the bridge of her nose. A human army of any nationality would not challenge
a Fae nation without a very good reason. Not to mention a suicidal
determination. “Tell me you haven’t met them in combat.”


“We have not,”
he assured her in bleak amusement. “We have asked the trees to be our guardians
and they have prevented their advance.”


How, she really
wanted to ask, but sensed this would not be the time. “You obviously came to me
for a reason. For help or information?”


“Intervention,”
he clarified. “We do not understand their motives nor know who we are dealing
with. But we trust your judgment concerning the world. We wish for you to go as
our ambassador and find out their purpose and what might appease them.”


In other words,
lucky day, the Fae weren’t really in the mood for a fight. Sevana blessed the
heavens for this mercy as if they had been in a feisty mood, the world
would be minus one army right about now. “I will go speak with them.”


He gave a half
bow of thanks. “Tell your mountain I meant no harm. We are agitated because of
the threat on our borders. They are too close to our children for peace of
mind. I may have acted…hastily.”


Lorien had
threatened her mountain? She glanced up at Big. Oh was she ever going to
get the full story on that later. “I will. For now, I will go to meet
the army. Um, how should I communicate with you once I have spoken with them?”


“I will be
nearby.”


And would
obviously come when he wished to and not a moment before. Right. Sevana
politely showed him out the front door before doubling back and grabbing a few
more wands and the mini-skimmer. She didn’t really need to fly for this short
of a distance, but she didn’t want to try and wade through soldiers either
until she reached their commanding officer. The mini-skimmer would attract
their attention, give her the perfect way to spot the right men in charge, and
save her some valuable time. As she moved, she asked Big, “Where is Baby?
Stalking the soldiers?”


Yes.


Now that
figured. The cat loved free entertainment and an army at his door qualified as
that. She was lucky that he hadn’t yet started chasing them around for the fun
of it. 


As she threw a
leg over the skimmer, Grydon attempted to climb up as well, although his paws
skidded a bit on the slick surface. She rolled her eyes, grabbed him around the
waist, and tugged him all the way on. Trying to argue with him into staying
here would do her no good, as she had learned from previous experience. In this
sort of tense atmosphere, the wolf would sense danger and he wouldn’t let her
out of his sight if he could help it. Once on top, he settled into the seat and
the anti-falling charms would prevent him from losing his perch. Satisfied, she
kicked the mini-skimmer up and into the air. 


Fall had just started
to come across the land, but the air still felt warm and welcoming as she rose
into the sky. She didn’t go up very far, just enough to clear the tree line,
letting her ears tell her which direction to go. With the din the army raised,
a person would have to be blind and deaf to not be able to sense them. The
skimmer hummed as she drove it forward, sounding like an oversized hummingbird.



As soon as she
got free of the trees and past the edge of the woods, the stupid and foolish
humans came into view. Oh…mercy…not good. Sevana had hoped that because Lorien
didn’t have much experience with the world that he had misused the term army
and that it would be a much smaller gathering of men. He hadn’t. There must
have been five thousand men arrayed in front of her, most of them lined up in
battle formations, the others already setting up a camp of sorts with white
tents being pitched and cookfires blazing. Just how long had they been at this
to already be this established? 


Her eyes turned
toward the group near the edge of the woods and finally understood what Lorien
had meant by ‘the trees preventing their approach.’ The limbs and branches of
the trees had woven themselves together, like some giant hand weaving a basket
from nature, and the pattern was so dense that not even a mountain lion would
be able to squeeze through. (Although she’d lay odds Baby would try it later
just for the fun of the challenge.) The army hacked through the limbs, using
swords and axes to try and force their way through, but their progress was
marginal at best. They would get through one layer only to meet the next layer
directly behind it. They could be here for the next twenty years and not make
any significant progress. 


They didn’t
look disheartened by this, though. If anything, they seemed more determined. 


Curioser and
curioser. Shaking her head, she started looking for a man on a white horse. The
general always rode a white horse to make it easier for the men he commanded to
find him in the midst of battle. No one seemed to be mounted, though. Alright,
where would the command tent be? Or the standard bearer? Her eyes panned the
area again. From up here, she couldn’t see much of the uniforms, but that white
on tan made her think—in the next second her eyes caught sight of the royal
purple and yellow standard of the Sa Kao nation. Ahh, as she had suspected. 


Well, where the
standard bearer was, the commander would be nearby. She came in closer in easy
stages because surprising an army of men with sharp, pointy objects was never a
good plan. Someone finally noticed her, pointing upwards and shouting, and the
word rippled and spread. By the time she had done a small circle around the
command tent, a small space had opened up for her to land, thereby solving her
dilemma of squashing people or not. She set to ground gently, disabling the
charms so that Grydon could climb down. As she slid off, she called out, “I am
Artifactor Sevana Warran! Who is the commanding officer here?”


From the throng
in front of her, someone pushed their way through, men melting quickly to
either side to give him passage. She expected a seasoned and aging general, but
what came forward was a young woman of fifteen or so. She wore the pure white
uniform of a ranking officer, gold sun embroidered on her breast, a white
turban wrapped around her head. Sevana didn’t need any of that to tell her who
this person was, however. With that sharp nose, tanned skin and dark eyes,
Sevana knew she had to be related directly to the Sa Kaon king somehow. 


“Princess of Sa
Kao, you are far from home.”


She blinked.
“You know who I am?”


“No,” she
admitted. “But I’ve met your father on several occasions. You resemble him.” 


Her head cocked
slightly, as if she hadn’t expected this, but she introduced herself instead of
asking questions. “I am Farah, Fourth Princess of Sa Kao and the commander of
this army.” Her voice sounded unnaturally controlled for so young a teenager,
making her words more weighty and serious. “Artifactor, why have you approached
me?”


“Well, for one
thing, you’re making a terrible mess in my backyard.” She jerked a thumb over
her shoulder to indicate Big. “I live in that mountain.”


Farah blinked,
eyes darting over her shoulder to see the area with new eyes. “I was unaware of
this.”


“Are you also
unaware that several different species live in these woods?” 


“We have been
informed of three different species that live there,” she admitted frankly.
“But why is this your concern?”


“One of them
has requested that I come and inquire as to why you’re trying to beat down
their front door,” she answered dryly. “I’m assuming you have a very good
reason.”


“We do,” Farah
responded grimly. A trace of worry entered her voice as she said, “We’re here
searching for my little sister.” 


And that
related to picking a fight with the Fae…how? Sevana folded her arms over her
chest and settled in a little. She sensed a story brewing. “Alright, princess,
this looks like it’ll take a few minutes to explain. While you explain things
to me, tell them to hold off.” 


Farah opened
her mouth on an instinctive protest. “But we’re steadily losing time already
trying to hack through—”


“You won’t get
through,” she interrupted firmly. Farah reeled back as if she had slapped her.
“I don’t know what you’ve been told, but you are battling the Fae on their own
territory. Only a fool does that and expects to have anything to show for it.
Listen to me. You have started a fight you cannot win.”


An aged officer
standing at her back—who she would lay odds was actually the commander of this
army—cleared his throat. “Artifactor, we have over six thousand experienced
soldiers with us.”


“And every
single one of them is useless.” She shook her head in pity for the fools. “This
is not some magical creature that you can defeat through sheer brute force. The
Fae are the most feared creature in the known world. Even dragons choose
not to mess with them. If there is a hierarchy to the magical world, they are
the royal family, alright? They control the elements around you, everything
from air to mountains.” She pointed to the wooden barrier keeping the soldiers
out. “That is their non-aggressive way of getting rid of you because they’re
not in the mood to fight.”


The princess
looked outright disturbed at this information. Her hands clenched into fists at
her sides and the stare she directed at the woods was a mixture of helpless
rage and bleak understanding. “Then will you help me? They have my sister.”


They…what? She
cocked her head in puzzlement. “No they don’t.”


The princess
stared back at her blankly. “Yes they do.”


“No they
don’t,” Sevana repeated, more assuredly. 


“They’ve been
taking children from all over the world and claiming them as their own!” Farah
shot back, temper flaring. “And this time they took my sister!”


“No they
haven’t, and no, they didn’t,” she riposted. “Princess, I am the one
that has been bringing them children.” She felt like laughing when Farah’s jaw
dropped and her eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Trust me, the Fae do not
leave their home unless it’s a very, very serious matter. I have brought to
them every child the Fae has adopted. I know exactly who they have in there.
Not one child belonged to any family.”


“Y-you,” she
stuttered out, torn between shock and anger. “Why would you do such a thing?!”


Her temper
flared to match the other girl’s. “Princess Farah, every child I took to them
didn’t have a family, were abandoned to scrape by on the streets, and were
younger than ten years old.” She met her look for look, nearly snarling the
words. “Those children have been abandoned by humanity like trash thrown out on
the streets. You dare to judge me when I took them to a place where I knew they
would be loved and looked after?”


Farah flinched
back at her anger, but held her ground. “You are sure of this?”


“I made sure,
trust me. Getting a child back from the Fae is quite the tricky matter and I
didn’t want to do it more than once.” She ticked the points off on her fingers.
“The child must be without living family, without any magical influence on
them, and younger than ten years old. At this moment, the Fae have taken in a
little over a dozen children. I’m responsible for bringing ten of them, the
last of which I delivered three days ago. There are no Sa Kaon children in
there.”


Farah’s
shoulders slumped as if Sevana had just dumped the weight of the world onto her.
“You are a reputable Artifactor. I must believe you. But if she isn’t here,
then where in the world could she be?”


Sevana inclined
her head toward the soldiers still hacking at the woods. “Call them off. Then
back up and tell me the story from the beginning.”


Farah raised
her head, expression cautiously hopeful. Wetting dry lips she asked hoarsely,
“Will you aid me?”


“I’m not sure
if I can or not until I hear the story. But this I do know. You don’t
want to complicate matters by starting a war with the Fae. Call them off, Princess,
and send them home. Whatever is going on here can’t be solved by might of
arms.”


Farah nodded
slowly and turned to the officer at her elbow. “See it done. I wish to consult
with this woman. Perhaps she will know more than our own magicians.”


The commander
didn’t look sold on this idea. “Princess Farah, with all due respect, what
makes you trust in this woman’s skills?”


“She snuck
magical portals inside the palace without even one person suspecting she had
done so. For years,” Farah explained with a wry smile. “Her magical
abilities are better than the court magicians. If she says she is willing to
help, then I certainly want her to do so. Call them off, Commander Roga.”













Someone had
drilled manners into the princess. Farah saw her properly seated inside of the
command tent at the table, a cup of tea before her—which she sorely needed
after her rude awakening—before taking her own seat. For a command tent, it
certainly had some nice trappings. Someone had even put carpets down. Then
again, this did belong to a princess, so perhaps she shouldn’t be surprised by
this. 


Lurking in the
shadows of the tent stood a man that had to be the royal bodyguard. He was dark
skinned, almost black, shaved head, and he emitted danger without needing to
twitch a muscle. Judging from the few scars Sevana could see lurking underneath
his prim uniform, he had seen hard battles, and she had no doubt that he had
earned his position, not simply inherited it. She also had no doubt that she
would not want to tangle with him in a dark alley somewhere. He’d win.


Bodyguards as
good as him preferred to not be noticed until the occasion called for it, so
after that one look at him, she pretended he was just a shadow in the corner.
Looking back at the princess, she gestured with her hand in an inviting wave.
“So, let’s hear the story.”


Farah, now that
Sevana was paying closer attention, had dark circles under her eyes and an
underlying weariness in her posture. She did not look like a woman that had
slept well in the past few days. “There is unfortunately not much known at this
time. My sister, who is five, went to play with friends in the courtyard at the
front of the palace. She does so regularly. But that day she didn’t come back
when the evening bell rang, as she always does. We sent people to summon her
but they couldn’t find her. We started to truly search and discovered that it
wasn’t just her missing—four other people in the city had also disappeared
without a trace. We turned the country upside down for three days and couldn’t
find a single trace of them. The court magicians said it must have been done
magically somehow, a spiriting away. The magical ability required to do so
would have to be quite formidable to get past the shields and wards protecting
her.”


Not
necessarily. As Sevana had learned with Bel, those shields and wards had a lot
of holes if you were determined and creative enough to find them. 


“Then we
thought about the rumors of the Fae gathering children from all over the world,
and…” Farah shrugged helplessly. “It seemed the perfect theory at the time.”


Alright, so,
she saw how things had come to this. With an enemy and a direction, the princess
had called together an army (or her father had) and come straight here to get
the little girl. “A reckless assumption to make, as it stands.”


Farah leaned
forward, voice hoarse with urgency. “What do you think?”


“I think I need
more information before I start rattling off theories,” she responded promptly.
“I need to examine the scene of her disappearance at the very least.”


Farah didn’t
look happy that Sevana didn’t have an instant answer, but she did seem relieved
she was willing to take on the job. “Then you’ll aid me?”


“I will. But
first, we have a situation here to deal with.” Sevana paused long enough to
drain the rest of her tea before giving a respective bow. “Thank you for the
hospitality.”


The princess
blinked, not expecting the formality, but responded automatically, “It was a
pleasure to have such a guest.”


Formalities out
of the way, she stood and gestured for Farah to follow. “We need to make amends
to the Fae, and quickly, before they get angry. Right now they’re just confused
and unhappy and I would rather it not escalate.”


The full weight
of the situation must have sunk in as she looked a little nervous. “And what do
you suggest I do to make amends?”


“I wish I could
tell you. But even though I’ve been neighbors and business partners with the
Fae for many years, I can’t begin to predict how they’ll react. They are the
epitome of an enigma.” Blowing out a breath, she gestured toward the army with
a wipe circle of the arm. “First step, send them home.” Farah looked ready to
instinctively protest but bit it back. “Princess, if your sister’s
disappearance is truly magical in nature—and I am inclined to agree judging
from your description—then these men are not going to be of help to you. In
fact, they’re dead weight.” 


Commander Roga
choked at that, face flushing. The bodyguard was smiling though, so at least
one person in the princess’s party saw sense. 


“Commander
Roga, take them home to Zuria,” Farah ordered after a moment of deliberation. 


“Your
highness!” Roga protested. 


“Take them
home,” Farah repeated firmly. “I came here with an army to save my sister. If
the army cannot help then I do not want them here causing trouble on foreign
soil. You are ordered to gather the troops and march immediately for the south.
We will likely beat you there as I have every intention of taking the
Artifactor home so that she can examine things with her own eyes. I will
explain to my father.”


Roga looked
only partially satisfied by this assurance. Apparently it was a smirch on a
man’s honor to go off a-warring and not actually fight anybody? Sa Kaon culture
was so strange. Well, regardless, they were going. To Farah she said, “Stay
here for the moment. I’m going to see if Lorien will come out and speak with
me.”


“Lorien?” she repeated.


“The Fae that
requested my intervention,” she explained briefly, already striding for the
‘front lines.’ Grydon tagged at her heels like a faithful shadow. He moved so
quietly some days she forgot she had a tagalong. Which, of course, meant that she
tripped over him fairly often. 


It took some
pushing and shoving to get past the soldiers and all of their axes. They had
this light in their eye as if they really wanted to keep hacking away at the
trees. Of course, it had probably come down to a matter of pride now. The fact
that a bunch of mere trees had kept them from advancing had to rankle on an
instinctive level. She ignored their surly attitudes and kept walking, having
to pick a path over the cut and strewn branches until she actually reached the
edge of the woods. 


“Lorien!” she
called out. 


Per his usual
trick, he seemed to melt out of thin air, which made everyone behind her jump
and curse in surprise. Used to this, she just waited for him to cross to her. 


“Sevana,” he
greeted with a slight smile and the quick of an eyebrow. “It’s impressive how
quickly you talked sense into them. We should have sent you ahead hours ago.”


“Yes, well, I
wasn’t exactly awake hours ago so I’m not sure how well that would have
worked.” Shaking this off, she explained forthrightly, “Their attack here is a
huge misunderstanding. The Sa Kaon princess was kidnapped from her home
recently and the nature of her disappearance smacks of being done by a very
powerful magician. They’d heard rumors of the Fae taking in children from all
over the world, and—”


Lorien looked
offended. “We’d never take another parent’s child from them.”


“Well, I know
that, and you know that, but they didn’t until I explained it to them. Rumors
are notorious for mixing things up and giving things an evil slant, you know
that. Anyway, the princess in charge here is very apologetic for the whole mess
and wants to make amends before leaving.” 


“She must plant
trees to replace the ones damaged,” Lorien replied immediately. 


From the way he
rattled out a reply, he must have been thinking about this while she was in the
camp. Still, the mildness of the punishment surprised her. She would have
expected something…more. “Is that all?”


“We will
forgive the rashness of their actions in sympathy. We do not understand human
ways, but if one of ours had been taken without any sign, we would likely
respond in a similar manner.”


Yes, and didn’t
that image send chills straight up her spine. “Well, I am sure they will be
grateful for your understanding. I’ll relay the message.”


He studied her
for a moment before venturing, “You will lend your aid to them to recover her?”


“I will,” she
assured him dryly. “I’d rather do that than have an army making a mess in my
backyard.”


Satisfied, he
gave her a half bow. “We thank you for your interference in this matter.”
Without another word, he turned and disappeared back into thin air—she was
dying to figure out that trick—and as he did so, the trees groaned and sighed
around her. As she watched, the branches untangled from each other and they
regained their usual bearing. In mere moments, the forest almost looked
untouched. Well, aside from the kindling now littering the forest floor. 


Sevana blew out
a covert breath of relief. That had gone much better than she’d dared
hope for. She turned around and headed back toward Farah, making a mental list
as she moved. She’d give her the message, and probably some precise orders on
what needed to be done to satisfy the Fae, and then she’d go back to Big and
pack. She had a feeling that she would be leaving for Sa Kao this afternoon, if
not sooner. 


Farah’s eyes
were a trifle wide, so she had somehow found a high enough perch to watch
Sevana talk with Lorien. Sevana trusted that little show had been enough to
demonstrate just how powerful the Fae were. “Princess, the Fae are willing to
let this go if you plant trees to replace the ones that were chopped down. I’d
leave a crew of a hundred men behind to do the job. I’d also leave behind men
that you trust explicitly. They cannot, under any circumstances, venture into
those woods. Even being on the border and planting trees is dangerous. The Fae
might have given them permission to stay here and work, but the other races
living here have not, and some of them find men to be particularly tasty.”


The princess
swallowed hard and regained her composure with obvious effort. “I understand.
Will you grant them what protection you can while they are here?”


“They are
welcome to stay in my mountain while we’re gone. I’ll have my mountain lion
watch over them as well. He’s quite accustomed to the dangers here and no one
in Noppers Woods chooses to mess with him. Between the two, they should be able
to safeguard your men.”


Commander Roga,
standing at the princess’s elbow, repeatedly uncertainly, “A mountain lion?”


Sevana quirked
a brow at him but moved on. “I need to pack, send a message to my business
partner, and the like, but in an hour I’ll be ready to leave. If this matter is
as urgent as I think, it’d be best to travel quickly. We’ll go by clock
portal.”


“I cannot bring
much with me through a clock portal,” Farah stated, although the nuance was
questioning.


“You can’t,”
Sevana confirmed. “And not many people. So cut the fat, princess, and bring
only the essentials. You have one hour to do so and meet me at the mountain.
Grydon?”


The wolf turned
his head up to look at her. 


“Escort her to
me when she’s ready to come,” Sevana instructed. 


Grydon gave a
soft huff, indicating he understood.


Farah studied
the wolf for a long moment. “Just how intelligent is he?”


“He’s smarter
than most humans.”


The princess’s
expression made it clear she made a mental note on that point. “I’ll be there
as soon as I can. I’ll have to take my bodyguard with me, though.”


“One extra
person is fine. Not two.” Mostly because Sevana wasn’t interested in
transporting a whole entourage through the portal, not because she couldn’t do
it. “Pack quickly, Princess.” That said, she turned on her heel and went to her
skimmer, starting it up and kicking quickly up into the air. 


This day had
not gone as she had planned, and the foreseeable future didn’t look at all
predictable either. Sevana realized that she had a broad smile on her face and
didn’t even try to hide it as she flew back to Big. 


She just loved
a good challenge. 













Sevana
activated the clock portal that would connect with the Sa Kaon palace’s main
foyer, running through a mental checklist as she did. She’d instructed Big to
take care of the soldiers, sent a note off to Morgan, packed a bag of clothes
and such for herself, and another bag of every searching and diagnostic tool
she could cram in. Baby was already watching the soldiers, happy to have things
to stalk and look after while she was gone. The cat was easily amused. 


Grydon escorted
Farah and her bodyguard directly to the clock room, tail swishing in
self-satisfaction of a job well done. That didn’t stop him from pushing his
nose into her hand, looking for acknowledgement. She gave him a good scratch
behind the ears. 


“Princess,” she
greeted, glad to see the girl only had a single bag on her shoulders, and the
bodyguard was carrying two. The girl was proving to be sensible, or at least,
good at following directions. “Bodyguard, what is your name?”


“Xald,” he
responded, voice deeper than she’d suspected it would be. “A pleasure,
Artifactor.”


“Xald, I’m
assuming that you’ll want to go through the clock first?”


The man gave
her a dry smile. “Yes.”


Bodyguards were
picky about that sort of thing. They wanted to scope out the area first for
dangers, even if they were on their way home. “That’s fine. Since neither of
you have done this before, I’ll explain. You want to step straight through, as
if you were going through a doorway. Do NOT jostle the clock pendulum as you do
so. I have it encased for a reason. And don’t dawdle.”


Neither of them
asked any questions or looked confused. Satisfied, she set the pendulum in
motion, turning the clock to the correct time for Zuriat. When it was ready,
she opened the glass door and waved Xald through. He stepped in with all of the
caution of a man that was experiencing something for the first time. But he
didn’t dawdle.


Sevana sent
Farah in next, as she had to close the door properly behind her. Grydon
followed at the princess’s heels, without waiting for any directions, leaving
Sevana to toss her own packs through before maneuvering around and closing the
door on her side. With it securely shut, she stepped all the way out and into
the Sa Kaon palace foyer. 


Sa Kaons had an
intense love of all things gold and white. The white she could understand, as
most of the country was of a desert sort of climate, but the gold was blinding
under all of the sunlight. She had to blink several times and put her back to
the floor-to-ceiling windows before her eyes could adjust. 


She’d seen the
place once, years ago, and it hadn’t changed. Impressive marble columns
standing like silent sentinels lined the hallways, the white tile floor
stretching in every direction, windows open to let light and air through. It
was immaculate and beautiful, if one overlooked all of the gold edging. Right
now, the place was also thronging with soldiers, magicians of every type, and
information tradesman. The arrival of the princess and an Artifactor wasn’t
even noticed in the crowd until one of the soldiers recognized her and stopped
dead, dropping instantly to a knee. 


“Princess
Farah! We did not expect your return.”


“I didn’t
either, an hour ago,” the princess confessed, attempting to reassure him. “I’m
afraid that I hurried off in the wrong direction. My sister is not there. But
I’ve brought back an Artifactor that has agreed to help.”


The soldier’s
eyes darted to Sevana with open curiosity and the beginnings of hope. “I will
escort you to your father.”


“No need, tell
me where he is.”


“The small
court.”


Farah’s mouth
tightened in dismay. “I understand. Good work.”


“Ha!” Bouncing
back to his feet, he gave her a bow before hurrying on. 


Sevana shrugged
both packs on, gesturing Grydon to stay at heel. “I take it that his presence
in the small court is a bad sign.”


“He only goes
there when he’s about to do something drastic and wants to talk it over with
his advisors first.”


Sevana didn’t
bother to hide a groan. “Let’s stop him before he does it.”


Farah stalked
forward, quickly cutting through the traffic of people, and headed further into
the palace interior. Once people realized she was there, they quickly melted to
either side to make way, and Sevana just did her best to keep up. Grydon helped
with that, a little, because once people saw him they gave the group a wider
berth. They still had to force their way through some pockets of people as they
went from one hallway to the next, crossing two flowery courtyards, and up a
small flight of stairs. Sevana’s sense of direction went badly askew trying to
keep track of where she was. It would take a guide to get her back out of this
place. 


After another
turn, Farah stopped abruptly at a set of double doors. She addressed the two
guards standing on either side. “Announce that Farah Adalah Adnan, Fourth
Princess of Sa Kao is here to speak with the king.”


Sevana’s eyes
cut sideways to stare at the girl. Even with her own father she had to announce
herself and ask permission to speak with him? What kind of lunacy was that?!


The guards bowed
to her, then one of them opened the door and announced in a very professional
way, “Farah Adalah Adnan, Fourth Princess of Sa Kao, to speak with the king.”


“She’s back
already?!” a familiar voice responded, nearly spluttering with surprise. “Let
her enter!”


The guard
shoved the door all the way open, letting the party inside. Sevana took a quick
scan of her surroundings as she stepped through. When she’d heard ‘small court’
she’d expected a small throne room, but this didn’t fit that mental image. It
had a long, thin table that sat low to the ground, with chairs that were
nothing more than back and armrests. Cushions were everywhere, of every
possible color, all of them brightly hued. Men of all ages were arrayed around
the table, most of them grey-haired, dressed in the loose silk robes that were
fashionable in this country. Sevana took them to be advisors, or the king’s
council, something of that ilk. 


At the head of
the table sat Firuz Adnan. He looked tired, dark circles under his eyes, with
new age lines around his eyes and mouth. Sevana doubted he’d slept more than an
hour since his youngest child had gone missing. 


When he saw
her, he shot to his feet and rounded the table. “Artifactor Warran. You have
come to help us?”


“At the request
of your daughter,” she confirmed, holding out a hand. 


The king
clasped it in a warrior’s grip and beamed at her. “The heavens smile on us.
Surely, with your help, we can find my daughter soon.”


“Don’t get your
hopes up,” she warned. “Farah’s description makes me think this will not be an
easy puzzle to unravel. But I will do my best.”


“You can
do the impossible,” Firuz responded, his grip on her tightening. “I trust your
expertise more than any other.” Dropping the arm, he turned to Farah. “But you
did not find her with the Fae.”


“The Fae only
take in orphans, Father,” she responded quietly. “Amas wasn’t there.”


“But,” Sevana
interjected, “it was her coming to the Fae that alerted me to the situation, so
her trip up there wasn’t wasted. Now. Tell me everything you know about this
situation, and I’ll start searching after that.”


A man of middle
age cleared his throat and ventured, “My King, this woman is…?”


“Artifactor
Sevana Warran,” the king answered, half-turning to look back at the table. When
only some of the men looked enlightened, he expounded, “This is the woman that
restored King Aren and Prince Bel from their curses and reinstated them on
their throne.”


She’d actually
had very little to do with that last part, but whatever. 


The men let out
a wave of wordless astonishment and delight. They might not have known her
name, but they certainly knew that story, and were increasingly happy to see
her. Sevana smirked under their attention. Recognition was always nice. 


But it didn’t
help her with the current puzzle. She snapped her fingers to draw Firuz’s
attention back to her. “I need details. And a place to work while I’m here.”


Firuz was all
for her going immediately to work and was quick to respond. “What do you need?”


“An empty,
quiet space that has tables so I can spread things out on. If it’s close to one
of my clock portals, that would help.” She’d undoubtedly need to pop in and out
of the cave to fetch things at need. 


The king
thought only for a moment before he snapped his fingers. “I have just the
place. Follow me.”


Oh, a royal
guide, eh? If this was any person other than his own daughter missing, Sevana
would have likely gotten a high-ranking flunky showing her about at this point.
But she wasn’t complaining. For one thing, this way she could ask questions as
they walked. “When exactly did your daughter go missing?”


“It’s been two
weeks to the day.” Firuz waited until she cleared the doorway, regaining the
hallway, before continuing. Farah and Xald silently trailed after them,
Grydon’s nails clicking on the tile as he padded at her side. “As we’ve sent
out searchers, other people have been reported mysteriously missing as well. At
first I put it down as the usual criminal activity, or perhaps the work of some
mystical creature, but you say that the Fae only take in orphans?”


“They do, and
only younger than ten years old,” she confirmed, shifting her pack on her back.
One of the straps had become twisted as she put it on, and it was pinching her
skin a little. 


“Then I cannot
dismiss these disappearances as a simple spiriting away on the part of the Fae.
The ages of the people were quite far ranging, everything from my five year old
daughter to a tottering old man.”


Some of those
disappearances were still likely part of the usual crime rate of a large city.
They’d find a few people eventually in shallow graves somewhere. But if it was
strange enough to be marked upon by Firuz, then she should definitely pay
attention to it as well. “How far back do the disappearances go?”


“Three months,
or so we believe.” Firuz turned a corner, pointing ahead. “That is one of your
clocks.”


So it was, one
of her earlier makings. She went to it and did a swift check, but it was
running perfectly. “Good. A room?”


“Here is
something that should suit.” He gestured for her to follow him, although he
only went another four doors down before opening one of those gilt inlaid doors
and striding through. “It’s normally used for a reserve room, to hold supplies
for our garden parties, but at the moment it’s empty.”


So it was.
Tables were shoved against all four walls, there were two bright windows
overlooking a magnificent garden, and there were two benches in the center of
the room. For an impromptu space to work in, this was perfect. “Excellent.”
Nodding her approval, she slung both packs off, taking things out and laying
them in order with efficient speed. “Continue.”


“I’m afraid
Farah likely told you everything we know. Amas went out to play after lunch,
just to the front courtyard of the palace, and was there for several hours.
When the evening bell rang, and she didn’t return, we sent people to fetch her.
It turned into a harrying search that turned up nothing. I’ve had every
possible branch of magic used to search for her, or even summon her, to no
avail.”


Sevana hadn’t
planned on using any of the usual tools or spells as those had likely been
tried and exhausted already. Her usual method was to start off with a Point-Me
spell and go from there, but there were ways of blocking that, so she’d have to
do something more intensive instead. 


Turning to
Farah, she dictated, “Fetch me something that Amas used a lot. Something that
would have a strong scent.”


Farah was quick
on the uptake. She glanced at Grydon, put two and two together, then sprinted
out the door without even nodding in acknowledgement. 


“Scent?” Firuz
objected.


“I don’t expect
much from that,” Sevana admitted, her hand hovering over her tools. Hmm, what
best to start with? “I’m doing it for two reasons. One, Grydon has limited
experience searching out missing people that have been kidnapped magically, and
he’s itching to try at this.”


Grydon gave a
happy wag of the tail, front paws dancing in place. 


“See? It
doesn’t hurt to let him try, either. If he does manage to pick up something, we
might get an indication of which way the perpetrator fled, and right now we can
use all the information we can get.” 


Not entirely
sold on this, Firuz still didn’t argue, letting her do things her way. 


Sevana settled
on her most powerful scrying crystal and lifted it into her hand.
Concentrating, she said, “ZIIK P O VANE 
FO LE .”


The crystal
went blinding white as the spell activated, sparking a kaleidoscope of colors
in the room as it hit the glass windows and the gold fixtures. Sevana had to
blink, brow scrunching, to avoid being distracted by the light show. 


In all
actuality, the crystal was not her first choice in trying to locate something
or someone. It was very precise—too precise. It would show you the literal
location, but if that something was in a dark crevice, or behind a piece of
furniture, all you would see was darkness. Or a part of the furniture. Unless
you recognized the specific area the piece was in, then the image was of no
help to you whatsoever. 


The reason why
Sevana used it first was simple—she wanted to see if the princess was still
alive. Searching for a living being was different from searching from a corpse
after all. It would also give the girl’s family time to either accept her death
or hope that they would be able to get her back alive. The location itself was
important, but not as much as finding out the girl’s status. 


Sevana waited
for the image to appear in the facet of the crystal, then waited some more, but
nothing appeared. It remained glowing in a smoky white color, flickering,
searching, but not finding anything. 


She stared at
it for several long moments, unbelieving what she was seeing. Never, in the
entire time that Sevana had been using magic—not even in her student days—had
this happened. In fact, before this moment, she’d have sworn this was
impossible! 


Firuz hovered
at her elbow, eyes flickering back and forth between her and the crystal.
“What’s happening? What does that mean?”


“I now
understand why your magicians are maintaining that she must have been spirited
away,” Sevana said slowly, shutting off the spell. “That has to be the strangest
result that I have ever seen.”


“What does it
mean?!” he demanded in growing agitation. 


“I don’t know,”
she admitted, making a sour face as the words left her mouth. She hated
saying that, it was the one phrase she hated most in the world. 


Firuz gulped,
expression going ashen. “Is she dead?”


“No,” Sevana
corrected immediately, putting the crystal back on the table. Bracing her back
against the table’s edge, she tilted her head back towards the ceiling, trying
to think and explain at the same time. “The crystal doesn’t differentiate
between ‘alive’ and ‘dead,’ it simply searches for the object that I name.
People or things don’t make any difference to it. I used it first because I
wanted to see if she was still alive, maybe give me a hint of her location. But
it didn’t find anything to report to me. It literally could not find her,
living or dead.”


The king’s brow
furrowed as he puzzled his way through that. “But she must be one or the
other.”


“Until a minute
ago, I’d have thought the same thing. But that isn’t what the crystal is
telling me.” Sevana could think of two possibilities off the top of her head to
explain why, but she wasn’t about to say either one of them in front of a
doting father. Not until she had some hard evidence to back it up with. “Firuz,
I’m going to have to do some pretty elaborate spells to try to figure out this
result. Grydon’s nose just became a really good option to use as well. I need
full reign of your country.”


“You have it,”
he promised her instantly. “I’ll assign someone to aid you in whatever way you
need. But…you’re sure she’s not dead?”


“Not dead,” she
responded, shaking her head. “I can’t give you a quick solution or promise
immediate results either. This might take a few weeks to unravel. Whoever got
past your daughter’s magical protections is very crafty and did a very good
job. I won’t be able to solve this overnight.”


He looked
disheartened, but as a king, he was used to things not always going as planned.
“Please…find her quickly. Whatever help you need, you have.”


“I’ll use all
of it.” Sevana might put in a call to Master later if she couldn’t get to the
bottom of this on her own. 


Farah burst
back inside the room, a cloth lion in her hands that had seen better days. “Her
favorite toy.”


“Perfect.”
Sevana took it and held it out to Grydon, letting him get a good sniff. “Go
hunt. I have to get back to the workshop. The tools I brought will not be
enough for the job.”


Grydon, happy
to have something to do, bounced out the door. 


Sevana, envious
of his energy, paused before heading for the clock. “When I get back, I’ll need
to see the area where she last was.”


“I’ll guide you
there myself,” Firuz promised.


“Good. I’ll be
back shortly.” Sevana opened the glass door and stepped through. She wouldn’t
be getting much sleep in the coming days. This situation had changed from
interesting to very, very dangerous. It behooved her to solve the riddle before
something else disastrous happened. 


It took her
very little time to get everything she needed together, shove it all into a bag,
and then come back through the clock and into the palace. When she arrived,
Firuz was pacing back and forth in front of the clock, hands clasped behind his
back, obviously trying not to fidget and failing miserably at it. Sevana had a
twinge of sympathy for what the man was going through and didn’t call him on
it. Really, all things considered, he was holding up remarkably well. 


Most of what
was in the bag she wouldn’t need for the search of the area. It would be for
later, for the variety of tests that inevitably would need to be done. For now,
she grabbed her box lens and threw the bag into the room before gesturing for
Firuz to lead the way. 


He did so with
an audible sigh of relief. 


Sevana got
quite a few looks from the staff as they walked briskly through the hallways.
In this country of black hair and dark olive skin, she stood out like a sore
thumb. It was obvious at even a glance who she must be. The people they passed
gave a brief, startled blink at finding her right there in front of them, then
a flash of relief went across their faces before they gave an appropriate bow
to their king. After they passed, there was always a flurry of low voices
whispering to each other. Gossip certainly flew here. 


Firuz opened a
door that let out into a large square courtyard. There was very little in the
way of grass or plants of any sort, just a lot of flagstone and one fountain
that dominated the center of the area. The heat was intense enough to make the
air go wavy. Of all the places she had seen in the palace, this seemed the
least welcoming for a child.


“People come
through here?”


“It’s the
passage way for the Small Court. Anyone that has business to discuss, such as
paying taxes or settling a grievance, comes here.” 


Sevana gave the
area another sweep, becoming more baffled. “She liked to play here?”


“The water
fountain was like a pool to her,” Firuz explained sadly. “She would play in it
with her friends.” 


Alright, it now
made more sense. The fountain really was large, very wide at the base and
filled with water. It would be the perfect thing for a child to play in without
risk of drowning. “Since this was a regular routine for her, that’s why you had
so many protective wards set about the place?” 


Firuz didn’t
seem surprised by her question. Some of them would be visible even to a
nonmagical person, so of course she saw it. “Yes, that’s why. Wards against
kidnapping or assassination. Weapons can’t be brought into the court anyway but
I didn’t want people thinking they could just cart her off either.”


Wise of the
man. To the naked eye, these wards were intimidating. Not even a half-witted
fool would dare to try anything here. With all of these protections in place,
it made sense that her parents weren’t worried about her playing here. Sevana
would have done the same without thinking twice about it. Even if the wards
mysteriously failed, there were at least twenty guards all about that were sure
to take notice of something happening and act immediately. 


Knowing that
she wouldn’t be able to see what she needed to with just her naked eye, Sevana
lifted the box lens to her eye and started really looking in detail at the
place. She walked up and down the area, around the fountain several times,
sometimes crouching to peer at the water or flagstones, sometimes going up on
tiptoe and craning her neck to look at the top of the walls. But the effort was
in vain. Growling out a sigh, she let the lens drop to her side. 


“Firuz, this is
hopeless.”


“You can’t pick
up any hints?” The king had his fists balled into his robes. “Was the magic not
strong enough? It didn’t linger?”


“I give it even
odds that it did.” Turning about, she looked for her wolf and wasn’t surprised
he had already moved on. His nose had likely led him to other places. “The
problem is there’s too much magic here. It all overlaps with each other,
mingles, and it’s impossible to completely separate one thread of magic from
the other.” Seeing that he was following, but not, she couched it in different
terms. “It’s akin to looking for a needle in a stack of needles. I can’t see
the one I’m looking for.”


“Because you
don’t know what it looks like to begin with,” Firuz finished with resigned
understanding. “I think I see. Then this place is useless to you. It holds no
answers.”


Or hints. Yes,
he was right in that regard. “There are other methods I can use to find her.
I’ll start with those.” 













Lacing her
fingers together, she stretched her arms out in front of her, rolling her head
around and cracking her neck, getting as much tension out of her shoulders as
possible. Feeling more limber, she started laying out her tools on the table. After
yesterday, she’d ducked back to Big to gather more of them, as this wasn’t
going to be a quick job. This would take more specialized tools.


Wands were
first, lined up in a precise row, then crystals below that, and then potions
and journals along the far right side. She always set up her table in the same
way so that she knew where everything was and could reach for it without
looking. 


To Sevana’s
knowledge, there were fourteen varieties of locating spells. Two of them she
had invented herself. She did not for one second believe that they would
actually work, or that the court magicians here hadn’t already tried most of
them, but she didn’t trust people to do their jobs correctly. Especially with a
king breathing down their necks, they would likely have made a hash of even
mundane spells. Besides, sometimes she was pleasantly surprised and those
mundane spells worked. It only took a whole five minutes to try the lot of them,
so she had little to lose.


Picking up her
favorite wand, she flicked through all of the locating spells, one after the
other in quick succession. Nothing. Color her surprised. 


Alright, next.
Sevana had learned in the first year of her training that when locating spells
didn’t work, sometimes summoning spells did. Of course, you had to be rather
vague on what you were summoning, to broaden the search area. And sometimes
that meant you summoned very interesting things indeed, things you didn’t want,
and there was no such thing as an unsummoning spell. Unfortunately. This
time she wouldn’t run into that sort of hazard. Hopefully. There were only so
many princesses in the world, and as long as she excluded them in the spell, it
should turn out alright. 


These took a
little longer as she had to add in the exceptions, but Sevana still ran through
all of them within an hour and didn’t have any results to show for it. Well,
again, she wasn’t too surprised. 


Now that they
were out of the way, the work really began. 


Firuz had
commanded his court magicians to give her a precise outline of what magical
protections Princess Amas had on her. They were charted out in minute detail,
left on her table, waiting for her attention. Sevana picked it up and settled
into a window seat, studying it for chinks in the armor. After what had
happened with Bel and Aren, using either a de-aging spell or a magnifying spell
of any sort was blocked. She was gratified that everyone had taken her warnings
seriously and the spells were being actively counteracted. But that didn’t mean
there weren’t any other weaknesses. 


Sometimes the
wards would prevent other things from happening, things that were convenient.
Like transportation spells. And healing spells. Those of course were added in
as exceptions, magic that was allowed. Sevana looked for an exception for the
locating spells and found it. She frowned thoughtfully. If the wards allowed
locating magic to work, then it must be something of the curse that blocked it.
Or it was a side effect of the curse. One of the two. 


Making a mental
note, she went through the rest of the chart. Transforming spells were allowed,
potions were allowed as long as they weren’t poisonous or harmful in dosage,
and things that were of an ‘entertainment’ class were allowed. Anything that
dealt with fireworks, music, art, or something of that ilk wouldn’t set off her
wards. Sevana had expected that. If that weren’t the case, no royal family
member would be able to stand the magic that their entertainers did in court
without their wards reacting, which was hardly a fun way to spend the evening. 


There wasn’t
one part of this ward design that was outside of her expectations except the
locating spells. And that was probably because she was so young—if ever she was
somehow kidnapped or lost, they had to have a way of easily finding her. So
what spell or curse could get through these layers of protections? 


Sevana tried to
think like an evil magician. Nothing brilliant came to mind. Alright, work with
the spells that she knew were allowed and try to find a way to spirit away a
girl through them. It was the dogged approach, but she didn’t want to sit
around waiting for a flash of genius. 


Getting up, she
started on the transportation spells, and worked her way from there.


Two days she
spent going through each category of spells, looking for ways to duplicate the
results of what happened, without gaining anything. Sevana actually started
keeping a log of things she tried—it became that insane—as she found herself
repeating things for lack of a new idea. It strangely reminded her of the time
she’d been put in charge of breaking the Sleeping Princess curse on Morgan. The
situations were totally different from each other, but her level of frustration
in trying to crack the puzzle was the same. It didn’t help that she had to
report daily to the royal parents. Saying I don’t know on repeat was wearing
her last nerve dangerously thin.


Day three
dawned and she sat on her worktable, staring at the diagram of the magical
wards pinned to the opposite wall. Any spell, used the way it was intended to,
didn’t get past the wards. She made a mockup of them, surrounding a chair, and
it hadn’t done what she wanted to. Perhaps it wasn’t one spell, but a
combination of two? Turning sideways, with only one leg dangling, she bent
forward and reached for a blank page to sketch out the idea. It wasn’t exactly
stable, but the numbers looked alright. Evil magicians wouldn’t care about
stability anyway, just results. 


Well, if she
was wrong, it would be a chair that died. No real loss there. Focusing, she
combined a locating spell with a transportation spell. For a split second, it
looked like it would work. Then the chair started rattling. 


Sevana swore
and dove to the floor, arms over her head, an anticipatory wince on her face as
she just knew what was going to happen next. 


“Sevana, how
are things—” Firuz had the door half open, head coming into the room. 


“DOWN!” she
screamed at him. 


The king had
better reflexes than most men. He dropped to all fours instantly, and just in
time, as the chair ripped itself apart at that moment, legs and wood splinters
flying all directions. All that was left was kindling and wisps of smoke where
the spell had failed. 


Sevana peeked
out from behind her arms, found it safe, and rolled up to her knees. “Firuz.
Get up, it’s safe enough now.”


The king did
not look sold on this idea and was slow to get to his feet. “I do not think I
should enter this room, where gods would fear to tread.”


Snorting in
amusement, she encouraged him inside. “I was experimenting with spells. I’ve
discovered that a single spell cannot spirit anything away, so the only answer
is that it’s a combination of spells that managed it. I’ve narrowed it down to
what categories of spells are possible to get through the protections, it’s
just finding which spells and how they’re combined. Once I know that, I can
unravel what happened and track her down.” Hopefully. 


“Then…that…” he
had a disturbed, pinched look to his face as he stared at the remains of the
chair. 


“That
combination is not what was used,” she said firmly, before he got a gruesome
picture stuck in his head. “Whatever was used got your daughter out of this
palace quickly and cleanly, without a trace. So this obviously isn’t it.”


“Oh.” His
shoulders slumped in relief. “I wanted to see where you stood on things.”


“I’ve narrowed
the list of possibilities. That’s all I can report at the moment.” 


Firuz, being a
good king, knew that hovering around the room as she tried to work would be
counterproductive. So he took himself off again, closing the door behind him.
Sevana cleaned up the remains of the chair with a swish and flick of the wand,
summoning another one from the far wall and resetting the wards. 


Hmm, alright,
that hadn’t worked. What combination would? And wouldn’t be volatile in the
process? 


~ ~ ~


After nearly
having his head taken off, Firuz had learned not to bother her but instead
hover outside the door and wait for her to come out before pestering her with
questions. Sevana said far too many “I don’t knows” in those days and it turned
her already bad mood into a bitterly sour one. I don’t know was for incompetent
morons or hacks at the magical trade. They were not for her. 


Finally, she
had exhausted the usual, the unusual, and the probable. It came down to the
improbable and theoretically impossible, and while that was fun to figure out,
it was also highly dangerous. Sevana’s hopes of getting a missing princess back
dwindled quickly. 


Unhappy with
her own failures and lack of results, she nevertheless resigned herself to
imparting the bad news. She’d have to, in order to prepare for the next step.
Leaving her wands and tools behind, she went looking for the king. Instead of
just him, she found both queen and king, along with Farah and her quiet
bodyguard. They were ensconced in the room at the other end of the hallway,
which Sevana was given to understand was a study of sorts for the royal family.
It didn’t resemble any study she’d ever seen—more like a morning room. It only
had tables and pillows inside, the tall windows on either side fully open to
let a breeze in. Guards were stationed on either side of the windows, another
just inside the door, but they were still enough to be mistaken for statuary at
first glance.  


Queen Malia
looked up as she strode through, then scrambled to her feet. Her white robes
were immaculate, dark hair braided in an elaborate style around her head, so
that she had the outward appearance of being in control. But her dark eyes were
filled with worry and she didn’t look like she’d been getting any sleep at all,
like her husband. 


“Artifactor.”


“There’s three
possibilities,” Sevana started without even trying to ease them into it. She
pulled up an oversized cushion and plopped onto it, beyond tired of being on
her feet. “And you’re not going to like any of them.”


The family
leaned in, over the table, eyes glued to her. Heaving a weary sigh, she started
ticking options off on her fingers. “First, she’s been transformed into
something that is so different from her normal form the spells don’t recognize
it as being her still.”


“Like what?”
Farah objected.


“Anything. At
this point, anything is possible. It can range from an animal to an object,
like a figurine statue or something. When we search for the princess, we have
an image in our heads of a human girl, but that’s exactly what the spell’s not
finding. We can’t search for her in any of the normal ways because she’s been
changed into something so different the spell can’t recognize it as her.”


Malia raised
both hands to her mouth, eyes wide and bright with unshed tears. “Is she
still…alive like that?”


“The one sliver
of hope I have is that the magical protections she was under prevented any
spell that would have harmed her. Transformed her, yes, but not killed her. So
whatever she’s turned into, my educated guess is she’s still alive.”


The parents
looked disturbed by this, but relieved. 


Sevana lifted a
second finger. “Option two is, she hasn’t been transformed, but is instead
between. She’s trapped in a magical dimension separate from this one, in an
entirely different plane. If that’s the case, she’s perfectly fine for a long
while, but our searching spells won’t be able to detect her. Our spells work on
this plane, and this plane only, it can’t search beyond that. This, I
think, is the more likely option. It would neatly navigate past all of her
protections without any trouble.”


“It can?” Farah
objected. “But how...?”


“You yourself
did that when you stepped through my clock portal,” Sevana explained, straining
to keep hold of her patience. After five days of racking her brains, she didn’t
have much of it left. “That was passing through another dimension as well.” 


Farah’s mouth
formed a silent ah of understanding and thankfully didn’t ask any other
questions. 


“The third
option,” Sevana continued while lifting another finger, “is that it’s both.
They’ve somehow transformed her into an object that taps into another plane. If
they’ve done this, I have no idea how we’ll find her. Nothing magical will be
able to detect her unless we just luckily stumble across her.”


Firuz dared to
ask the question everyone was thinking. “What do we do now?”


“I’m fresh out
of ideas,” Sevana admitted sourly. She braced her forearms against the table’s
surface and let her head hang in between her shoulders. If she could have about
twenty hours of sleep, she’d probably be able to think of something brilliant,
but at the moment she had nothing to offer. 


Xald cleared
his throat. “My King, permission to speak?”


Firuz waved him
on. 


“Perhaps an old
fashioned way, a nonmagical way, would be helpful?” Xald said this as if he
knew exactly what to do. “Artifactor Warran is stuck on why and how this
happened. But we know when, and I think if we know who, it would give us more
to work with.”


Sevana’s head
came up as this possibility registered. Grydon hadn’t been able to find her,
he’d just run in circles, picking up her scent in all of the usual places.
Sevana had discounted ‘who’ after that, but Xald was right. If they could
figure out who, she’d have a better grasp of how and that would be
immensely helpful at this stage. “You think you can do that?”


“Before being a
bodyguard, I was a thief catcher,” Xald explained. “Princess Amas had limited
access to people. I made note of anyone that was new. If we go through these
people, one by one, couldn’t you tell if they were the ones responsible?”


“Yes,” Sevana
answered, not even having to think about it. “It would take a very strong
magician to pull this off. You can’t tell with normal eyes, but I certainly
can. Firuz, I need Xald.”


“You have him,”
the king granted instantly. “You have anything you need. Xald, aid her in all
respects.”


“Yes, my King.
Artifactor, we should start with a list of who was around her,” Xald suggested.
“We are less likely to overlook anyone that way. I think we should consult the
guards as well, as I was not always with the princess.”


Good thinking.
Finding new energy, Sevana pushed to her feet. “Let’s get to it, then.”


Xald cleared
his throat in that deferential way again. “Before we leave, we must make some,
ah, adjustments to your appearance.”


Adjustments?
What in sweet mercy was he blathering about—oh. It abruptly hit her that an
unmarried woman walking around with a bare head was a huge taboo in Sa Kaon
culture. The only reason Sevana had been allowed to wander around as she had so
far was that she was an obviously foreign guest and she hadn’t left the palace.
But Xald was right, if she left the palace like this, no one would talk to her
outside. They’d either shy away, embarrassed for her sake of being so ‘naked’
or the more zealous would pick up the nearest stone and throw it at her. 


Grumbling, she
forced herself to slow down and think. Those full wrap turbans with the veil
around her throat would be hot and suffocating. “Will a hat suffice?”


Xald seemed
relieved he wouldn’t have to cajole her into this. “Yes, Artifactor, that would
be perfectly acceptable.”


Double
checking, she turned to Firuz. “I don’t need to switch into a skirt?”


“If this was a
social event, you would. However, I have made changes to custom over the past
decade so that a woman working is allowed to wear pants.”


Thank all mercy
for small favors. Sevana hadn’t brought any skirts, having not thought about
her wardrobe before climbing through the clock, and didn’t want to go back to
Big just for a change of clothes. “Give me a moment.” She used the table’s edge
to push herself to her feet—that cushion had almost swallowed her whole—and
retreated back to her temporary workroom. Once there, she dug around in one of
her magical pouches, looking for her favorite working hat. 


Sevana had put
more renewing spells on the black top hat than she had on any other possession.
It was the perfect size—a difficult find for her small head—and it had a
wonderful brim that let her balance things on it. While working, she could put
wands, pencils, small tools, and things of that nature up there. It helped her
keep track of things as she had discovered that putting anything on the ground
quickly led to lost tools. 


 Putting it on,
she took a moment to grab a few more things she thought might come in handy
with this investigation before stepping back out into the hallway. Xald was
waiting for her there, and when he saw the hat, he nodded in approval.
“Different from what women here wear, but it properly covers your head. It will
do.”


“Good, because
I don’t have anything else, and I’d rather not go back to Big again today.
Alright, Xald, where do we start?”


He gestured for
her to fall into step with him, which she did, and answered as they made their
way down to the main level. “The staff of the palace are thoroughly checked
every three months as a matter of routine security measures. I think we can
safely skip them…?” he trailed off, waiting for her nod of agreement, before
continuing. “The guards as well. In that case, I think we should start with any
visiting guests. The guard captain will have a complete list for us.”


“How long is
this list likely to be?”


“How far back
do you wish to go?” Xald countered. 


Sevana stopped
and thought about it. A spell that was complex enough, and sneaky enough, to
get through all of the magical protections of a princess was not something that
could be cast on the fly. It would take time to execute. Even Bel’s attacker
had needed several days to study his protections and hours to craft the spell
before releasing it. “A week before she disappeared. To be on the safe side.”


“Then the list
will be quite long.” Xald’s nose scrunched up in a frustrated way. “Is there
any aspects of this magician that will help us narrow it down?”


That’s what
Sevana would like to know. “If you’re talking about age, or occupation, or
anything like that? Then no. We’re looking for a person that no one would
suspect. The kind of person that no one would take notice of. It would take
that level of skill in order to get in, get out, and leave no one the wiser
that it was them that did the deed.” Reconsidering this, she added, “I think
we’re looking for the person that isn’t here. After doing this, he would
hardly stick around. I think he’d leave as soon as possible.”


Xald brightened
slightly. “A good point. That will help to narrow the list significantly.”


Sevana
certainly hoped so. 


Showing a
complete ease with the palace, Xald went confidently down multiple stairs and
hallways until he came into the back section of the palace. Here there were fewer
gilded doorways and pretty fountains; instead, it was sparsely decorated. The
place screamed function over prestige and Sevana relaxed as they left all the
bling behind. This was much easier on her eyes. 


“Ho, Kamran!”
Xald hailed. 


A man in his
late fifties stepped out, dark beard streaked with grey and some impressive
crow’s feet at his eyes. He looked solid, and dependable, like a stone wall. On
reflection, most guard captains she had met were like this. Was it a job
requirement to look unmovable, as if not even a typhoon would rock them on
their heels? She had to wonder. 


“Ho, Xald,” Kamran
returned the greeting, the nuance as if greeting a friend rather than his
superior. His eyes were taking in Sevana from head to toe, noting not only her
blond hair but her foreign dress as well. He gave a slow blink and she knew in
that moment he’d put together who she must be. “Greetings, Artifactor.”


Sevana grinned
at him. She adored the mentally competent. “Greetings, Captain. I take it that
not much goes on in this palace without you knowing about it.”


He grimaced. “I
would have agreed, three weeks ago. Now?”


Yes, it was a
sore point now. “I still believe you know more than you think. We need a list
of everyone that had access to the princess a week before she went missing.”


Kamran went
taut, becoming more alert. “You think you can track down the man that did
this?”


“Or the woman.
I have no way of knowing whether we’re up against a man or woman at this point.
But I take your meaning. I hope to track them down. I haven’t been able to
track the princess magically.” Sevana’s mouth twisted up as she said that. Gah,
but those words were rotten in her mouth. It was worse than taking a bite out
of decaying fish. “If I know who maybe I can figure out what.”


“I understand.”
Kamran wasted no time ducking back into his claustrophobic office before coming
back out. In his hands was a leather-bound log that had seen better days. He
flipped through the pages rapidly before handing it over to her. “Start from
this page. It goes on for three more.”


Four pages?!
What sin had she committed to have to wade through all of this? 


Tapping a
finger against the pages, Xald asked, “Which of these people are still here?”


Kamran clapped
his hands together in recognition. “Of course. The culprit would have fled
after doing his evil. Here.” He snatched the log back from Sevana and ducked
back into his office again, bringing out a second one and a pencil that had
been chewed half to death. Flipping to the right page, he juggled them so that
he could hold them side by side. “I’ll compare these two. This list is from
three days ago, which was the last time I tracked down our guests. Before
that…well, it became so hectic, it was hard to keep track of anyone’s
movements.”


Yes, Sevana
understood that precisely. They were likely scrambling an army together and sending
it off to battle the Fae about that point. Sevana stepped to his side to help
him compare, Kamran quickly scratching off the ones that were still here.
Thankfully Kamran had kept the lists in alphabetical order, so it was simple to
do. If they’d been out of order, it would have taken her a good hour to make
her way through eight pages. Whittled down, there were precisely thirteen names
left. 


Thirteen was a
much better number than before. “Make me a clean list of these names, and if
you have an idea of where they might be, note that down too.”


Happy to have
something constructive to do in regaining the princess, Kamran immediately
obeyed. His handwriting was sloppier because of his haste, but nothing could
compare to the chicken scratch that Master produced. Even better, with most of
the names he jotted down a location, or someone who would know them. It gave
her more of a place to start. Sevana was in desperate need of information right
now, so much so that any scrap of it helped. 


Armed with a
list of potential suspects, she gave Kamran a bow of the head in thanks.
“You’ve saved me hours, if not days of work. My thanks.”


“Please, keep
me updated?” Kamran requested, mouth tugging downwards. “The little princess is
a favorite of the guards. We feel we should have looked out for her better.”


“This was not a
lapse on your part,” Xald objected. “It was the court magicians that should
have caught this danger.”


Truly. What had
they been doing, polishing their wands? But that did spark an idea. Non-magical
people had no way of knowing magic was nearby unless something obvious
happened. But what if she could create something that would set off an alert,
so that people like these guardsmen would be aware that a magician was present?
If that happened, they had a better chance of at least notifying a court
magician, if nothing else. Sevana made a mental note to follow up on that. It
was a narrow market, but she now knew of at least two kings that would pay a
pretty penny to have his guards thus armed. 


Setting the
idea aside, she rolled up the list and lightly smacked Xald on the arm with it.
“Let’s get to it.” 













The first was a
man named Bijay, supposedly a semi-regular tradesman that came into the palace
twice a year to pay business taxes and trade a few select goods with the palace
staff. No one, not even Xald, thought him suspicious, but Sevana had hopes of
him having noticed something. He was, after all, in the courtyard that day. 


Xald knew where
his shop was located and they went directly there. Sevana had her eyes on
Xald’s back, trying not to lose him as he weaved his way through the thick
traffic on the streets, so it took her a while to notice. 


Everyone was
staring at her.


It wasn’t a
covert thing—they were openly doing so, sometimes even following behind her for
a while and talking to someone else in a tone easily overheard. It was beyond
disconcerting and yet Xald didn’t react to it at all. She knew he’d noticed it—she
saw him turn his head now and again to take a quick peek over his shoulder—and
yet he didn’t say a word to any of them. 


From the lack
of reaction on his part, she assumed this was normal, and strove to ignore it. 


“When we find
him, you must offer a greeting before asking any questions,” Xald coached. “A
blessing on his health, or his business, or his family. It doesn’t have to be
elaborate. Then introduce yourself. After that, he responds, then you can ask.”


Sevana made
note of that and nodded. 


“Don’t be
surprised if he’ll ask you questions in return,” Xald tacked on. A general hand
wave in her direction indicated her appearance as a whole. “It’s not often that
we get people here who are so obviously foreign. He’ll be very curious about
you and ask you just as many questions as you ask him.”


Now that was
strange. They didn’t get a lot of foreign traffic through Windamere either, but
Sevana had never felt the urge to stop a stranger and ask them a slew of
questions. Was this a cultural quirk of Sa Kao? Must be. 


Xald stopped
abruptly. “Here’s his shop.” As he stepped through the door, he called out,
“Bijay! A blessing upon your house and kin!”


Oh? That’s all
he meant by a blessing as a greeting? Well even she could do that. 


It took a
second for her eyes to adjust. The interior of any building in this country was
always much dimmer than the outside just because the sun was brutal here. The
place felt blessedly cool and smelled spicy. It also smelled strangely of
beeswax. As her sight cleared, she found that the walls were filled with
different types of cleaning supplies, all in clear glass bottles with labels
glued to them. There was a counter that ran the length of the building on the
right side where he obviously took in orders, but the rest of the shop had
nothing but shelves of products. There was a refreshing scent and she took in a
lungful, enjoying it. 


From a back
room, a man entered that looked as if he had been left to dry in the sun too
long. His skin was almost black, it was that dark, eyes a golden brown in the
darkness of his skin. He was in the traditional dress of his people with a
white turban wrapped around his head and a light khaki shirt wrapped tightly at
the waist. He greeted Xald with a polite, “Blessings on you, Master Xald.”


Remembering the
instructions from earlier, she stepped up and gave him her best business
expression. “Blessings on your house, Master Bijay. My name is Sevana Warran
and I am an Artifactor.” 


Bijay
gravitated to her like he was steel and she a lodestone. “An Artifactor? Isn’t
that the type of magician that makes the tools for all of the other magicians?”


“Well, yes,
that’s one way of putting it.”


“Where are you
from? What town?”


Xald hadn’t
been kidding that he would ask a lot of questions, had he? “I’m from a
mountain, actually. In Windamere. Master Bijay, I came to ask—”


Bijay ran right
over her. “A mountain? Is it a magical mountain? Do your parents live there
with you? Are you married?”


Sevana stared
at him, nonplussed. Why did the man even care? She glanced at Xald, seeing if
she really had to answer all of this to be polite, and he gave a nod of
encouragement. Really had to, huh. Puffing out a breath, she answered, “Yes it
is, no they don’t, and no I’m not.”


“Is it strange
that your parents don’t live with you, or is that common in your culture? And I
would think a woman of your age would be married. Do you have a suitor? How old
are you? You look to be of an age with my daughter.”


Was he really
keeping track of these questions he was asking? Just to test it, she didn’t
elaborate but gave simple answers. “Yes, no, nineteen.”


“No suitor is
very strange at your age. Do you have siblings? Is it common to be an
Artifactor at such a young age? Were you not allowed to get married while you
were training?”


Sevana levelled
a look at Xald. She had no intention of standing here answering question after
question until this man’s curiosity was satisfied. It was ridiculous, the
amount of personal questions he was asking. And what was the point? It wasn’t
like he could do anything with the information later. 


Xald read her
face very well and cleared his throat, doing a sidestep to force Bijay to take
a step back. “Master Bijay, we can’t stay long. We’re searching for the
princess.” 


The man blinked
at him, reacting as if it had just occurred to him that they were of course out
on official business and didn’t have hours to stand around and chat. “Oh, oh of
course. My apologies. What do you wish to know?”


Really, what
was wrong with these people…. Clearing her throat, she went through the mental
questions she had prepared. “Master Bijay, you were in the small court on the
day of the princess’s disappearance. Did you see her in the courtyard?”


“Playing in the
fountain,” he confirmed with a bob of the head. “She and several of her
playmates. They were singing and splashing and making everyone watching laugh.”



“Did you see
her disappear?”


“No, I was only
in the court for about twenty minutes. She was still splashing around when I
entered the palace.” Bijay’s head canted to the side. “There was someone that
came out with a packed lunch for all of the children, I passed them going in.”


Sevana caught
Xald’s eye and he gave a single nod. So, he’d known that already. In that case,
this man’s information was largely useless as he had obviously been there in
the morning, and the princess had disappeared in the afternoon. It tossed out
most of her questions and left just one. “One final question. Was there anyone
there in the courtyard that you didn’t recognize?”


“A few—other
tradesmen like myself, a few artists vying for the open court position, but
most of them I knew.”


“Can you
describe any of them?” 


Bijay splayed
his hands helplessly. “I didn’t pay them much attention.”


It had been a
waste of time in more ways than one, but Sevana didn’t let that show on her
face. “Thank you for your time.”


Xald gracefully
got them out of there before Bijay thought of more questions to ask. Sevana
waited until they were several feet away from the business before levelling a
look at him. “Some questions, eh?”


“Curiosity is
part of our culture,” he said with a blasé shrug. “You’ll get used to it. Next
time, answer his questions fully, as it’s rude not to.”


Sevana really
wanted to explain that asking a complete stranger what her age was and why
wasn’t she married was more rude. But she had a feeling that in Sa Kao, it
wasn’t, and it was she that was out of line. It was probably for the best that
Morgan was the one that did all business with Sa Kao. She’d be tempted to whack
people within a day. It was taking considerable restraint just to do this
investigation. Maybe she should rethink her line of approach on this. 


“Xald, on the
list, who is it that we’re just asking for information and who do we suspect?”


“There’s a mix
of the two.” He paused and stepped to the side of the street, allowing people
to freely pass by him so that he could pull out their list and check through
it. “I would say, seven people are going to be simply informants. The others
are potential suspects.”


“Let’s track
down the suspects first,” she suggested. “We’ll potentially save time that
way.”


“Agreed.”
Flicking his eyes back over the list, he suggested, “Gautum next, then.”


“Why him?”


“I haven’t yet
proved that he’s a thief.” 


That was an
interesting answer. A smile took over Sevana’s face. “Yet, eh? I doubt a thief would’ve
been able to pull anything like this off.”


“No, but a
thief notices more things than the regular man. He has to. His life depends on
his observation skills. So I think we should talk to him first. He might narrow
the list for us even further.”


The logic was
sound on that. Although Sevana had this feeling that what he really wanted was
to catch the man at something so he could finally get his thieving hands off
the streets. Either way, she didn’t have a problem trying him next. “So where
do you find a not-yet-convicted-thief?”


“He’s in one of
two places at this time of day. He’s either at a certain bar I know, getting
other people drunk and pumping them for information, or he’s skulking around
the main market looking for purses to lift.” 


Sevana studied
him from the corner of her eye as they moved off. “If you know that much, then
why…?”


“I’ve helped to
track him down a few times,” Xald’s mouth twisted up in a bitter grimace, “but
every time he was clean. There wasn’t anything on him.” 


“So you know
he’s a thief because things suspiciously disappear when he’s in the area?”


“That’s it.”
Xald cracked his knuckles into one hand. “It would be nice if today I can catch
him.”


One of those
grievances, eh? Well, she didn’t mind doing double duty. 


Xald led her
through several streets and into the seedier section of town. Sevana started
keeping a better watch on her pockets as she was absolutely sure that there
were pickpockets around every corner. It was that sort of area. Fortunately
they didn’t stay on the streets for long and entered a dim bar that had
definitely seen better days. The walls were peeling, the wooden beams inside
looked black with smoke and age, and the place smelled distinctly of that
strange beer they drank in this country. 


Xald paused,
blinked to let his eyes adjust, then scanned the area with a quick sweep of his
head. A silence descended immediately upon his entrance as every man there
recognized him. If it wasn’t for the traffic on the street pouring through the
open doorway, it would have been a graveyard silence. 


Xald pointed an
imperative finger. “Gautum.”


A thin looking
man in his forties leapt to his feet and bolted for the back. Swearing, Xald
took off in high pursuit. Sevana, startled by this immediate scene of chase,
was two beats behind. Unfortunately it put her at a severe disadvantage as both
men were faster runners than she was and it proved impossible to catch up. By
the time she slapped through the back door and into the alley, they were at the
mouth of the alley and turning into the street. 


Well, if Xald
thought that she would just run after him all day thief catching, he could
think again. He might want her to think like a thief-catcher, but she was an
Artifactor, and if there was no reason to do things the hard way, she wouldn’t.
Pulling out a wand, she cast a levitation spell on herself and floated up above
the rooftops. From that vantage, she could easily see where the men were
running, and she flew their direction, looking about for a good place to land.
Levitation spells were taxing and she didn’t want to do it for long. 


Ah, there. That
rooftop was nice and flat. She landed without even a bump and ended the spell.
In the next moment, she cast it again, neatly ensnaring the thief who was
running vigorously for the bridge. His feet lifted into the air, but he kept
moving arms and legs, windmilling in place as if sheer effort could propel him
forward. 


“They always do
that,” she noted to herself, amused. “I wonder why.”


Below the
building, Xald skidded to a halt, eyes bugging out of his head to see his
quarry hovering in mid-air. Then he must have realized who was responsible as
his head came around, searching for her. 


“Up here!” she
called down to him. 


Xald’s head
jerked up, following the sound of her voice. “Artifactor! You’re doing this?”


That was rather
obvious, so she ignored the question. “Get a firm grip on him. I’ll release the
spell after you do.”


Flicking a hand
up in acknowledgement, Xald moved forward and grabbed both of Gautam’s arms.
Secured, Sevana let the spell end and watched as Xald promptly threw the man
onto the ground and wrenched his arms behind his back, ensuring he couldn’t
somehow wiggle free. 


Sevana cast the
levitation spell on herself again just long enough to get her feet back on the
street. Then she strolled casually to the two men. “For your information, I do
not run after criminals.”


“I’m no
criminal!” Gautum whined into the pavement. He was stoutly ignored. 


“I see that,”
Xald acknowledged, amused. He shifted both of Gautum’s arms to a one-handed
grip so he could grab a length of twine out of a pocket, and then started tying
the man securely. “But Artifactor, I have to say, if you ever tire of your
profession you’d make a marvelous thief-taker.”


“I’ll pass.”
She took it as a compliment that he said so and grinned regardless. 


Xald hauled the
man to his feet and roughly searched his pockets. On the inside of his vest,
two leather purses came out, both of them fairly fat and jingly. “Gautum, I
rather doubt these are yours.”


“They were lent
to me!” Gautum protested, eyes darting about nervously. “For a business
venture.”


“I’ll make sure
to talk to those partners of yours later. But for now, we have some questions
to ask you about the day you were in the courtyard outside of the Small Court.”


This statement
terrified the thief and he scrambled to get away. But his sandals found no
purchase on the paving stones, and Xald was strong enough that he could brace
himself and hold the man’s arms. Neither man moved an inch. 


Tiring of this,
Sevana moved to face the man. “I am Artifactor Sevana Warran. I have questions
about the day you were in that courtyard. Not about what you stole, but about
what you saw. You will answer my questions.”


Gautum licked
his lips, head jerking in a shaky denial. “Wasn’t there.”


“You will
answer my questions,” she continued inexorably. “Or I will turn you into a
toad.” As if considering this, she lifted her head to squint at the sun. “In
this heat, you’ll be baked in about an hour. I wouldn’t recommend the
experience.”


The thief also
darted a look at the sun, as if weighing that option. He looked near to
fainting as he realized that a frog in this sort of environment really wouldn’t
last an hour. And he didn’t want to be a toad to begin with. Faintly, he
croaked, “What do you want to know?”


 













Sevana propped
her feet up on a barrel, letting her hat sink lower over her eyes, feeling like
everything was throbbing. Gautum the thief had been short on information. He
had only been able to tell her who was legitimately there on business and who
he knew was there causing mischief. The mischief makers were noted and Xald
would take care of them later, but it didn’t give her the information she
needed. After handing him off to the city guard, they went back to their list. She
and Xald had crossed back and forth across the city at least a hundred times,
ferreting out the missing people, or trying to. They’d crossed eight off the
list, and right now, she didn’t feel like they’d get to a ninth person. Even
with multiple potions and spells, her feet were aching, and the sun felt like
it had penetrated through her eyes and burned the back of her skull. Forget
custom, wearing a hat was a simple necessity in this country. She’d have been
sun blind and burned without it. 


Xald, unfairly,
didn’t seem as affected as she was. He’d settled her into a cool corner of a
pub of some sort, then gone to fetch her a drink. The man was tougher than a
bed of nails. 


Coming back, he
plopped a plate on the table but handed the drink directly to her. Sevana
accepted it with both hands and drained half of it in one long pull. She didn’t
care what was in it, it was nirvana to her parched mouth. Setting it down, the
taste finally hit, and she swiped her tongue over her lips. It wasn’t something
she was familiar with. 


“What is this?”


“Lemon water
with mango slices. It’s a popular drink here.” Xald slouched into the chair
next to hers, briefly showing his own fatigue. “You like it?”


“I do,” she
answered, surprised as she said it that it was the whole truth. “It’s light and
refreshing. And what are these?”


“Curry naan.”
He lifted a thin slice of bread up and bit into it. “A simple snack, but we
need to eat something.”


She had no idea
what it was, but was hungry enough to not care about that either. Ripping off a
piece as he had done, she popped it into her mouth. To Sevana’s taste buds, it
tasted spicy and exotic but delicious. Smiling for the first time in days, she
ripped off a bigger chunk and stuffed that into her mouth as well. “You better
order another plate.”


“We have bowls
of curry coming,” he answered around a full mouth. “This is just to hold us
off.”


“Smart man.”
She ate a whole slice of bread, if that was the correct term, and drained the
rest of her drink before feeling human enough to ask the obvious question,
“We’ve been at this, what, eight hours?” It had to be near that as night was in
danger of falling. 


“Near abouts.”
Xald drained his glass as well and sighed in satisfaction. “Master!” he called
to the bar, “another! Two glasses and a pan of naan!”


The master, who
looked like he was in his seventies, gave a grunt of acknowledgement before
passing on the order to a girl that must be his great-granddaughter, with those
looks. 


Turning back to
her, Xald continued, “I recognized one name on the list. The ninth man we’re
looking for, Hamar, is known to eat here in the evenings. I expect him to come
at any point, as the master said he hadn’t seen him yet.”


“Ahh, that’s
why you insisted on stopping here.” 


“Why go chasing
after a man when you can wait for him to come to you?” Xald had a sly smirk on
his face. “Besides, I wasn’t sure if you would last much longer.”


“Your country
is too hot,” she informed him crossly. 


“All foreigners
say that.”


“And you’re
insane to live here,” Sevana added, not relenting. “I feel baked.”


“You look it,
too.” 


She eyed him
sideways. He only seemed to be half teasing. Granted, her skin did feel a
little stretched and tender, but most of it had been covered as a precaution
against the sun. “How much?”


“Your nose,
chin, hands, the patch in front of your neck. The hat didn’t do well in
shielding you from the sun.”


Growling, she
lifted her kit onto her lap and shifted through it. But no, luck was not with
her. She hadn’t brought any potions or salves that would deal with sunburns.
That was a severe oversight on her part. She’d have to go back to Big tonight
and fetch something. 


A man burst
into the pub, head swiveling about madly as if he were searching for someone.
He was well dressed for this section of town, his shirt and pants of fine
linen, the robe over it all of silk. His skin was darker than usual, like a
merchant’s would be, which was somewhat at odds with his silks. He had the look
of a more humble man with that soft chin line and thick nose too. When he
spotted their table, he came directly to them, looking only a little relieved.
A dark crease of worry was in his brows. 


“Bodyguard Xald
and Artifactor Warran?”


“That’s us,”
Sevana affirmed, standing. “Who might you be?”


“Blessings upon
the both of you. I am Petran, Sixth Lord of the Seventh Ring.” He bobbed a
quick bow to them as he introduced himself. 


The title meant
little to her. Sevana could only infer that he was a minor nobleman of some
sort. “Blessings, Master Petran. You have business with us?”


“I do,” he said
hastily, nearly shifting from foot to foot in anxiety. “May I…?” he gestured to
the only free chair at the table.


“Please do,”
she invited, reclaiming her own seat. Now this was interesting, what had he
come chasing after them for? 


He sat, but his
nervousness didn’t abate. Instead, he wrung his hands together, gripping and
releasing his fingers in a rhythmic way. “I am told that you are searching for
the missing princess.”


“Yes,” Xald
answered simply. 


“And that it
might have been someone at the palace that has since left that did it?” Petran
pressed. 


“That’s our
theory at the moment.” Sevana tapped an impatient finger against the table.
What was this about? 


“In truth, my
son is also missing. It’s been over a month now. At first we thought he had
just run off—he’s in a rebellious stage—but we’ve looked all over and can’t
find a trace of him. He’s been spirited away, just like the princess has.”


Sevana’s
attention sharpened. Was this one of the missing people that Firuz had
mentioned to her in passing upon her arrival? “Is that right. You think they’re
connected?”


“There was a
musician that came through, very skilled, and performed for my household. We
enjoyed her performance so much that we gave her a reference to the king and
she performed in the palace as well.” 


Xald whipped
out their creased list and flung it flat on the table. “Can you point out this
woman’s name to me?”


Petran used a
finger to trace through the list before he stabbed the page. “This. This is
her.”


Xald pulled a
pencil out and marked it. To Sevana he said, “She’s one of the people we
haven’t tracked down yet.”


“That makes her
a prime suspect, until we can prove otherwise.”


“Oh?” Petran
said, surprised.


Sevana’s eyes
cut to him. “Oh? What oh? You recognize another name?”


“I do,” Petran
responded slowly, his finger hovering next to another name. “This man. He
painted a portrait of my son right before he disappeared. His skills were good,
but I didn’t think them amazing enough to recommend him to the king. I wonder
how he came into the palace?”


Xald cocked his
head sideways so he could read easier. “Ah, him. Not much to look at, that man,
and you’re correct—his skills were nothing to boast about. He was invited to
come in and audition for role of court painter, but he didn’t make it. I think
he only stayed a week.”


That was two
connections. “Mark him too. Sir, your information has been sound. Thank you for
tracking us down.”


“You’ll look
for my son too while you’re searching?” he beseeched. 


Sevana felt a
pang of pity. “I will. Now that I know to look for him. Give me his name and
description.”


“Murad, he’s
fifteen, tall but thin, and he was wearing all white with a purple turban the
last I saw him. He’s very dark skinned, but eyes are light.” Petran’s voice
cracked at the end. 


Xald put a hand
on the man’s shoulder. “Be strong, man. We’ll find him.”


Petran hunched
in on himself, looking very lost for several moments. “Pray do. Pray do.
Otherwise I will never be able to face my wife, my children, my parents. They
blame me, as we fought the day he disappeared.”


“If he’s truly
been spirited away the way the princess has, it doesn’t have anything to do
with you,” Sevana informed him, tone matter of fact. “And if he’s been taken
the way she has, I’ll find him along with her.”


With a glimmer
of hope in his eyes, he looked back up at her. “You think so?”


“It’s
inevitable.” She leaned in closer, eyes locked with his. “I tell you this. This
magician is smart, and crafty, and he’s made me repeat I don’t know all
week, and I HATE saying that. He’s challenging my skills, and I will not rest
until I have unraveled what he has done. Mark my words. I will not stop working
on this problem until I have retrieved everyone he has spirited away.”


“This is the
woman that saved Prince Bellomi and King Aren in Windamere,” Xald inputted
quietly. “You can take her word as truth.”


Petran grabbed
one of her hands with both of his, his palms sweaty, grip desperate. “I will
help you in any way I can.”


Sevana opened
her mouth, about to say he couldn’t help, when a thought struck. “Petran, how
strong is the magical influence in your house? You have shields and protections
up?”


“Some, yes.” 


Some. But not
as strong as the palace, she bet. “I will come to your house tomorrow morning.
I want to see if there is any lingering magic there that will give me a hint of
what happened. I couldn’t get any readings at the palace, that place is choking
on magic signatures.”


“Of course,” he
agreed instantly. “I will meet you at the main gate after breakfast toll and
guide you myself.”


Good enough.
“For tonight, go back. Tell your family I’m coming, and don’t disturb anything;
I need a clear picture of what your house was like when your son disappeared.”


He bobbed his
head several times. “I will, I will, thank you, Artifactor.” With a last bow to
the both of them, he scurried out again. 


Sevana tapped a
finger against her lips, watching him go with narrowed eyes. “Xald. We might
have just gained an important lead.”


“You believe
him, that his son has magically disappeared?”


“I give it
fifty-fifty odds. But if nothing else, I want to be in a household that has had
two of our missing people in it. I have a notion a clue of some sort has been
left behind.”


Xald blew out a
weary breath. “Let’s hope you’re right.”


Their drinks
arrived with two steaming bowls. Sevana didn’t recognize it, but this must be
the ordered curry. She took a cautious bite and her eyes nearly crossed, the
spices were that strong. People ate this regularly?!


The bodyguard
must have read her expression as he grinned and suggested, “The bread and the
drink both cut out the fire.”


She promptly
drank a healthy swallow, her mouth feeling almost numb around the edges. “Is
everyone in Sa Kao spice addicts?”


“This isn’t
spicy,” he objected, still grinning. 


Looking down at
the bowl, she made plans to bring food back when she went to Big tonight. If
this dish wasn’t spicy, she was in trouble. 


Xald abruptly
went still, his focus on a crowd of men that came through the front door. They
were an amiable group, discussing something between themselves as they headed
for a table, and Xald shifted in his chair to track them. 


Sevana noted
this behavior and paused while ripping a piece of naan free. “Has our man
arrived?”


“Yes, I think
that’s him. Black turban, the one sitting with his back to us.”


From her pouch,
Sevana drew her box lens and lifted it to her eye, focusing it by using the
dials on the back. It glowed a soft blue as she activated it, and the world
turned interesting shades, as if everything around her was overlain with
spirals and lines of energy. 


“I’ve seen you
pull that out several times now,” Xald said in a questioning tone. “But you
still haven’t told me what it’s for.”


“To read
magical signatures.”


He ruminated on
that for a moment before offering, “Didn’t you tell me before that magicians
can tell with the naked eye if magic is about?”


“Normally,
yes,” she answered absently. “But if it’s camouflaged or under a glamour,
that’s not always the case. Our evil magician, whoever he is, was able to get
in and out of the palace without the court wizards being able to tell what he
was. That means that he has a very powerful glamour of some sort on him. This
lens will tell me if something is off or possibly let me see through a part of
the glamour.” It was the easier option for her even if it was obvious what she
was doing. The only other method was to do some long incantations and spell
work, and she didn’t have the energy for that. 


It took seconds
for her to do the fine adjustments on the lens so that she could truly examine
every part of him. Then the answer was obvious and she lowered the lens with a
sigh, turning it back off before returning it to the pouch. 


“Not him,” Xald
stated, not needing her to say anything. 


Sevana braved
another bite of the curry. “Mark him off. Aside from our two suspicious people,
we have three more to find. Can we do that tonight?”


“Likely not.”


“Then let’s
finish our dinner and head back. We’ll start again in the morning, after we go
see Petran’s house.” 


They ate in
amicable silence for several minutes before Xald spoke again. “What you told
the king and queen earlier, about what has happened to the princess, is that
truly what you think has happened?”


She gave him a
quick glance before focusing on the naan. It was the safest thing to eat on the
table. “Yes. Why?”


“You don’t
think the little princess is dead?” he pressed. 


Ah, that was
what he was worried about. “I don’t. Xald, I’m not kind enough to lie to people
or give them false hopes. I don’t believe in that.”


He let out a
soft breath of relief. 


Incredulous,
she slapped a hand against the table. “You thought I had! You idiot, would I
really be dragging you around the city like this, getting sunburned, if I
thought she was dead already?”


“You are
upset that a magician has crafted a spell you can’t decipher.”


Alright, well,
he had a point there. Sevana was mad enough about being intellectually stumped
that she would likely keep pursuing this even if she thought the princess was
dead. “Still, I wouldn’t be doing a dog and monkey show just for the sake of
putting those two at ease. I’d pursue this man by other means, even though it’d
take longer.” 


“These words
soothe my heart. I am glad.”


Sevana snorted
and took another bite of curry. “The idea, really.” To her horror, she realized
mid-chew that her mouth could no longer taste anything, her taste buds having
shut down in self-preservation. Dropping the spoon down in disgust, she went
back to the naan. “How do you people eat something this spicy?”


Xald chuckled
and pushed the naan closer to her. “You’re an amusing woman, Artifactor Warran.
I now understand why Prince Bellomi and King Aren and Princess Hana are all so
fond of you.”


“They’re
strange, addled people,” she informed him, soothing her burning mouth with more
of the lemon-mango drink. “I wouldn’t trust their opinions.” 


“As you say,”
he replied, eyes dancing. 


“And call me
Sevana, would you?” she requested. “I have a feeling we’ll be working with each
other for several weeks before we see the end of this problem. No reason to
stand on ceremony.”


His eyes
softened into a gentle expression. “It is my honor to do so.”













Not being able
to get much sleep due to aching muscles, Sevana did not laze about in bed but
instead got up early. It turned out that most of the city chose to rise early,
and even though the sky was barely light enough to see by, the city was for the
most part awake. It took her only a moment to realize that most people would
choose to work in the pre-dawn hours and then retreat into their homes during
the hottest part of the day. It was the only sane decision to make, in this
high desert. 


Xald was
downstairs and tucking into a breakfast as she came down, and he quickly got up
and fetched her food, of the non-spicy variety. They ate companionably before
leaving the palace and tracking down the rest of the people on their list. Or
trying to. They were only able to find two before the breakfast bell rang
throughout the city, the sound long and ponderous. Then they quickly retreated
back to the main gates, not wanting to miss their appointment with Petran. 


Sevana’s guess
about Petran turned out to be dead on. He was a minor nobleman, so minor in
fact that he actually worked as a merchant in order to support six children, a
wife, and his aging parents. He was very anxious as he showed them into his
home where his family was gathered, waiting on them. 


She took in the
situation at a glance. The building was heavy in stucco, everything gleaming
white from fresh paint; flower boxes and miniature fountains along the walls; a
small inner courtyard leading into a four story house that screamed age. It was
in good repair, but this was obviously an ancestral home that had been in the
family for many generations. 


The family was
crowded into the courtyard, hovering near the doors, their eyes anxious. The
youngest child, who must have been four, was gripping his mother’s leg, her
hands on his shoulders. The rest of the children were either holding onto their
grandparents or each other, their ages anywhere between six to fourteen, at a
guess. So it was the oldest son that had disappeared? 


“Artifactor,
this is my family. My wife, Matika, and my parents, Samid and Sariah.” 


Sevana offered
them a bow, her hands tucked in at the waist, as customary. “Artifactor Sevana Warran.”


Matika stepped
forward, maneuvering her way around her youngest child without actually letting
go of him. “Artifactor, you are welcome into our home.”


“I thank you
for the welcome.” Niceties out of the way, she went straight to the point.
“Show me precisely where the musician and the painter were in your house.”


Petran led the
way and she followed, eyes taking everything in with quick glances. Yes, the
man did well in making a living for his family. There were several vases and
paintings that would cost a minor fortune. Even if some of them were inherited,
this was a place of wealth and comfort. No wonder they were able to afford
entertainment on a regular basis. 


Her guide went
into a family room and stopped dead, gesturing around him. “They were only ever
here, in this room.”


Sevana looked
around her, eyes peeled, alert to the faintest hint of magic. Something about
this room was making the fine hairs on the back of her neck tingle. Nothing
looked strange, not at first, as it was just a collection of large pillows, one
wingback chair, several low tables that had abandoned toys on them, and glass
doors that opened out into another miniature courtyard. 


Xald knew her
well enough after the past few days to read her face. “You sense something
here.”


“Something is
making my instincts scream, yes. But I’m not seeing—” as she turned to speak to
him directly, she caught sight of it out of her peripheral vision. Sevana’s
neck cracked, her head snapped around so quickly. There, hanging innocently on
the wall, was a simple ink portrait of a young man in his teen years. It was no
doubt a picture of the missing son, but that wasn’t what caught her attention. 


It practically
glowed with magical power. 


Sevana hissed
in a breath. “What. Is. THAT.”


“The portrait?”
Petran asked, confused. His head swiveled back and forth between her and the
picture. 


“Yes. THAT,”
she emphasized, pointing a shaking finger at it, “should not exist. I would
have sworn that a picture like that couldn’t possibly be done. Was this
commissioned?”


“By the painter,”
Petran answered hoarsely. “Is it…evil?”


Sevana rubbed
at her eyes. Evil. The man’s first thought was that it was evil? Just how
superstitious was this culture? “Not evil.” She opened her mouth, trying to
think of the words, then clenched her fists in frustration when the words
wouldn’t come to her. 


“Magical?” Xald
prompted, trying to be helpful. 


“Blargh.”
Sevana decided, for her own sanity, to ignore her watchers for a moment and
strode to it. Taking a closer look, she pulled out her box lens again and gave
it a thorough scrutiny. After the events with the water fountain, she’d
developed the box lens to help dissect magical artifacts and spells, giving her
a precise outline of what she was looking at. The first lens protruding out
from the box read everything, the second one in the box would translate it so
that when she held up the main lens, all of the information she needed to know
was proscribed in neat letters for her to read. It was a simplistic approach
that had already saved her hours of time. 


But never
before had she appreciated her new invention as much as she did in this moment.
It was so much easier to just put the lens to her eye instead of having to
juggle an empty journal in one hand and a wand in the other. 


When the
numbers scrawled out on the lens, she was so shocked that she dropped it. 


Xald, hovering
nearby, possessed excellent reflexes and caught it in midair. “Sevana?!”


“This really
isn’t possible,” she breathed, eyes fixated on the portrait. 


“Please,
explain,” Petran pleaded. 


Her mind
whirled at high speeds even as her mouth moved, saying things without really
thinking about them. “One of the most valuable spell elements in the world is a
word from the Book of Truth. Very few things can rival it in terms of sheer
power. But this portrait has the same power level as a word would have, which
simply isn’t possible, or shouldn’t be. How…how is this….” She trailed off as
her brain cramped. 


Xald, being a
more practical man, asked the necessary questions as her brain shut down. “You
said the painter did this?”


Petran had lost
his voice and instead nodded vigorously. 


“Sevana, is
this portrait linked to their son’s disappearance?”


“It must be,”
she responded instantly, not even thinking the question through. “Why else
would he craft something that emanates this much power? It would be akin
to crafting a king’s sword and then burying it in the ground without ever using
it. He must have used this portrait, somehow, to spirit away the boy.” She
finally looked at Xald and found the man’s face draining of all color. Instinct
told her why but she still found herself asking in a disturbed voice, “Was
Princess Amas painted like this?”


Xald’s eyes
filled with tears that never fell. He nodded once, hard. 


Sevana rubbed
her hands over her face, twice, before forcing the words out. “The painting of
her?”


“We don’t have
it.”


She uttered the
vilest curse she could think of, heaving out a shaky breath. “Wrong answer,
Xald.”


“We’ll find it
immediately,” he swore, as much as himself as to her. 


“You bet we
will. Now that I know what to look for.” Spinning on her heels, she faced
Petran and his hovering wife. “I don’t know how your son is linked to this
portrait, not exactly, but I’ll bet both eyes he is. I need to take this.”


“Of course,”
Matika agreed immediately. “I’ll get a tube for you to carry it in.”


“Excellent, do
so.” Protecting the portrait from all possible damage was a vital necessity
until Sevana could figure out what in mercy’s name was going on. “Petran, if
you love your son, you will not breathe a word of what I discovered today. I do
not want to tip off the magician that did this that I have figured out part of
his technique. The safety of your boy, and the princess, depends upon your
silence.”


“You have it,
me and my house,” he vowed without a second of hesitation. “Artifactor, you
believe that you can unravel what he has done?”


“I have gained
two vital clues and something solid to work on. If I can’t unravel this, I
should stop being an Artifactor altogether.” Sevana fully planned on calling up
Master as soon as she was back in the palace and asking him questions first. He
knew more about the Book of Truth than she did, and right now she needed his
brain desperately. 


Matika came
back into the room at a half-run, a leather tube with a strap firmly gripped in
both hands. Sevana took it from her, only to hand it to Xald so that she
herself could take the portrait carefully off the wall and even more gently
roll it up. As she did so, she kept an eye trained on the ink, terrified of it cracking,
but the portrait acted as if it had been properly aged and preserved for
months. She had a feeling that even if she put it over an open flame, the sheer
power imbued in the paper would keep anything from happening to it. But that
wasn’t something she was willing to gamble on, not when a life hung in the
balance. For now, caution was called for, and she exercised it fully as she
slid the portrait into the tube and capped it. 


Only then did
she breathe a little easier. “Petran, Matika, I will keep you both informed as
I can, but know that this will take me weeks to unravel.”


Neither parent
looked happy about this and gripped each other’s hands. Still, they nodded
understanding.


“Your son is
well, not dead or hurt because of this,” Xald added, voice kind. “He is simply
suspended, in a place between heaven and earth.”


That was likely
the best explanation that could be offered in this culture, even if it was only
partially accurate. Sevana decided not to clarify. She was itching to get to
work, now that she had a solid lead in her hands. “We’ll leave now. Remember,
not a word to anyone.”


The whole
family spoke in different ways, agreeing, which satisfied her. Tube cradled
against her chest and the strap across her back, Sevana made her way for the
door. “Xald, I want a search out for any portraits like this immediately. If
the painter tried this technique before he got to the princess, he might have done
it with others besides this poor boy.”


“You think so?”


“The technique
he used to apply ink to paper, setting the spell in place, was perfectly done.
Flawless, actually. It suggests a lot of practice to me. Find the others, if
there are others.” 


Xald did not
like this idea one bit—in fact it made him look sick to his stomach—but he gave
her a professional nod. “I will. You will be working on this?”


“Yes.” After
she called Master. No, better, she’d talk to Master while working on this. She
wanted to bounce possibilities and theories off him as she worked. It’d save
time that way. “You inform Firuz. But make sure he understands not to disrupt
me. This thing is highly dangerous even in a dormant state.”


He lengthened
his stride, struggling to keep up with her as Sevana half-jogged through the
city streets, anxious to get back. “It’s that powerful?”


“Like you would
not believe.” 


~ ~ ~


A part of
Sevana wanted to retreat directly back to her workroom in Big as she would have
everything on hand there. Only one thought stopped her—it would take a clock
portal to get her back. Easily back, at least. And she honestly didn’t know
what that would do to the boy in the portrait. 


The boy was
transformed into an ink drawing, making him something that wasn’t living or
dead, but still possessing life and a soul. Taking him through a portal of any
sort would mean bringing him through an in-between place that was neither here
nor there. To a human being, an animal, an object, this process was harmless.
But what would it do to something that was neither human, nor object, and with
powerful magic maintaining its present form? She didn’t know, but Sevana’s
guess was nothing good. 


So, for better
or worse, she had to work from here in the palace. 


She put a
strong spell on the portrait tube as soon as she gained her temporary workroom,
setting it so that if anyone even put a hand on it, they’d get a strong shock
for trying. No one should be messing with it or even looking at it without her
there to supervise. Only then did she dart through the clock and back into Big.
It took bare minutes for her to hastily pack what she would need and give a pat
of hello/goodbye to her mountain before she was back through the clock and
ready to tackle the portrait. 


Setting a
Caller on the table, she activated it before commanding, “Call Master.”


Paying no heed
once that command was given, she deactivated the spell on the tube and drew out
the portrait. Carefully unrolling it, she set it to a thin, wooden art board,
securing the top and bottom in place with leather straps. 


“Sevana?”
Master’s creaking voice called. “Did you call me and then forget you had?”


“No, I’m just
trying to do three things at once.” Turning back, she braced her hands against
the top of the table, leaning in at the waist to put her head at eye level with
the small sculpture. “Master. You’re not going to believe me, I barely believe
me, but I just found a portrait that bears all of the traits and power that a
word from the Book of Truth would have.”


Master’s mouth
dropped open. “WHAT!?”


“That’s exactly
how I feel about it.”


“Let me see,”
he demanded.


Picking up the
figurine, she turned it around so that he could see the portrait, now leaning
against the wall. 


Master took one
look and started doing some very creative swearing. “How is that possible?
How is that POSSIBLE? Is it the paper or the ink that’s reading out levels like
this?”


“I’m not sure
at the moment,” Sevana admitted. “I was using my box lens when I first took the
readings, and it can’t clarify things on quite that level yet.”


“Well,
sweetling, what’s stopping you now? Run those scans!”


“Bossy thing,
aren’t you?” Sevana was already setting the Caller back on the table before he
could get the words out. He was impatient, as she was, to know what was going
on, but the banter between them was so easy and familiar that it gave her a much
needed grounding. Seeing that portrait had sent her world spiraling. Sevana
needed a dose of the known to help steady her. 


She picked up
her most sensitive diagnostic wand and an empty leather-bound journal, and
started examining the portrait in fine detail. As the spell ran, she asked him,
“Have you ever seen anything like this before?”


“No, I
certainly haven’t. How did you run across this anyway?”


“The youngest
princess of Sa Kao went missing a few weeks ago. They assumed she was spirited
away. I volunteered to help—”


“Wait now,
you volunteered? That’s rare of you.”


“It was either
that or watch them start a war with the Fae.”


Master paused,
eyeing her suspiciously. “I have a sense you’re leaving out a lot of
details, sweetling.”


“I am,” she
admitted frankly. “I’ll tell you the full story some other time. The main point
is, I haven’t been able to locate the princess, and while I was searching for
her, I ran across a case of another young man that disappeared the same way.
This portrait is of him and was hanging in his home. I’m told that the man that
painted him also painted the princess in the same way.”


Master
grimaced, face screwing up. “Seems too much to be a coincidence.”


“I agree. I’m
having them search for her portrait now.” Her diagnostic wand went still, the
spell fading as the analysis completed, and she lifted the journal and flipped
it back to the beginning. “Spell’s a level twelve in power. It’s made of
rainbow mist, piece of a fallen star, and…” her tongue tripped over itself and
her eyes crossed. Sevana had to blink to focus, sure she wasn’t reading this
right. “A word from the Book of Truth? But there are no words on here, except
the boy’s name!”


“Sevana,
this is important,” Master’s voice was serious, and hoarse with some
emotion she didn’t want to put a name to. “Tell me about the paper. Is it
the paper that’s part of the spell?”


Sevana had to
flip the page and scan to find that answer. “No. The paper seems to be normal.
It’s made of wood pulp, water plant, and fiber. Only the ink has any power to
it. But Master, I swear to you, the only words on here are the boy’s
name—although that’s spelled backwards for some strange reason—and there’s
nothing camouflaged here. There are no hidden words I can detect.”


Master put both
hands over his face as if he wanted to cry, or perhaps scream, his whole
posture sinking into himself. “Sweetling. It’s not that there’s a word from
the Book of Truth on there. It’s just that your wand is only set to detect it
in that form. The ink is the same as what was used to write the Book of Truth.”


She felt an icy
chillness rush through her veins as her brain cottoned onto his meaning. “You
told me once that the Book of Truth was a normal book until someone wrote into
it. You mean it was the ink itself that gave it all of its power?”


“Yes,
precisely.”


Spluttering,
she objected, “But no one is able to create an element all by itself that has a
power level of seven! It’s beyond human ability.”


Master lowered
his hands, smile crooked. “It’s the Fae that crafted the ink, sweetling.”


Her knees gave
out, sending her straight to the floor. Sevana sat there, legs sprawling out in
odd directions, gaping at him. “Tell me you’re joking.”


“It’s not a
well-known fact, but I’m old enough to remember it happening. It was a gesture
of good will from the Fae, that they gave us the ink so we could write the Book
of Truth.”


Sevana
remembered the history well enough. Four of the great kings, the ones that had
drafted the first lasting peace treaty in the world, gathered together in a
council and wanted to write down the truths they had learned on how to be a
good ruler. The whole world thought it a splendid idea at the time, as it was
the only peace they had known in their lifetimes, and there was much support for
the project. The kings spent nearly a decade creating drafts, sending versions
of it back and forth between each other, before they finally settled on a
version. They then set a scribe to write it, which he did for the next year,
each word being more drawn than written. Once it was finished, it glowed with
such intense magical power that it had become an elemental source for
magicians. 


“The Fae
gave us the ink?!”


“Part of the
treaty the Four Kings established gave them peace in their own lands, with set
boundaries that humans were not allowed to enter. It gave the Fae peace of
mind. They repaid it by helping to craft the Book of Truth,” Master
explained. “Mind, I was only a youngster myself while the book was being
written, so I don’t have the facts straight on how it all came to be. I just
remember hearing about it from my own Master.”


Sevana sent a
prayer up to heaven that Master was as ancient as the hills. It was only his
memory of events that saved her sometimes. “Well, that is understandable, but I
highly doubt the Fae gave ink to some evil magician so he could use it to
spirit people away. So how did a human craft this?”


“It’s not
possible to do so, sweetling. Not so precisely that even a diagnostic wand would
be fooled into thinking it was the same thing. No, I think someone stole ink
from the Fae.”


“Master, that’s
even less possible,” she objected. “Do you know how hard it is to enter Fae
territory without being spotted? Even Baby can’t manage it.”


“It’s the
only possibility,” he insisted. “No human can craft this. We
don’t even know how the Fae make it.”


Well, that part
was more of a given. The Fae were not known to give up their secrets. “What do
you suggest I do? I can’t begin to unravel how to get this boy out of the
portrait until I know how this spell worked. And knowing how the ink was made
plays a very large part in that.”


“You’ve
created closer bonds with the Fae than any other human I know of. Ask them for
help.”


True, she had,
but she didn’t think their bond was strong enough for her to be begging for
favors, either. 


Seeing the
doubt on her face, he gave her an encouraging nod. “They’ll want to know
that their ink is being used for evil. Trust me. Tell them. They’ll help if for
no other reason than to stop the man from abusing their work.”


He might have a
very good point there. “I’ll try, at least.” 


Master glanced
over his shoulder, another voice that was muted and garbled in the background.
“I’m in the middle of something serious too, sweetling, otherwise I’d help
more. But there’s something going wrong in Belen with the royal family, and
they’re calling for me. I’ll talk to you again, later, when I have a moment to
spare. But keep me updated as you can. This is too serious for you to handle
alone.”


Sevana was
inclined to agree, although she wasn’t about to say that out loud. “You’ve
helped me plenty. Go, go.”


Reluctantly, he
did so. When the Caller went still, she stared hard at the portrait for a long
moment. So, she had to go asking for help from the Fae, eh? That wouldn’t go
over well. 


But before she
did that, she might as well go and talk to the royal family here. There was
still at least one portrait to be found, after all. 













 


 


Malia stared at
her with horror, a hand over her mouth. “There’s more?”


Sevana sat at
what was becoming her customary place at the low table with both royal parents,
Farah, and the only other child still living at home—Xinon, the youngest
prince. He was twelve, and at that awkward stage where he was old enough to
understand what was going on but powerless to do anything about it. Sevana saw
him sneak closer and closer to his older sister for comfort as Sevana explained
things. 


“I know there’s
at least one more—I suspect it’s not the only one,” Sevana clarified. “Firuz,
you said to me the first day that there were reports of other people missing.
How many?”


Firuz’s face
was ashen and he had to start twice before the words would leave his mouth. “I
don’t remember the exact number. Higher than usual, which is why it attracted
my attention. I’ll get the report for you.”


“That will
help, yes.” A part of Sevana wanted to end her report there so she could crawl
into bed. She desperately needed the sleep. But there were still things to set
in motion before she could follow the selfish impulse. “I need you to search
for any ink drawings. He took your daughter’s portrait with him, correct? Yes,
I suspected as much. But he left the boy’s behind, and he might have done that
with others. Some of them might have even been traded on the market.
Regardless, I need them all to be found.”


It was Farah
that dared to ask what her parents could not. “How many do you think we’ll
find?”


Sevana put two
fingers in the corners of her eyes and pressed hard, trying to stay awake and
alert to answer all of these questions. “When I make something, I usually go
through about a dozen trials before I have a working model.”


“A dozen,”
Firuz repeated hoarsely, his tone hollow. 


“Let’s hope he
didn’t have to try that many times before he got it to work. For one thing, it
might be impossible to track that many down. Firuz, with your permission, I
want to bring in my business partner. Kip’s used to tasks like this, he has
many contacts, and a good idea of what to look for.”


Firuz nodded
instantly. “Of course. Do whatever you need to.”


“Also, I’ve
spoken with my master about this case, and he’s requested to be kept in the
loop. I’ll be borrowing his help heavily to unravel this.” 


“This
is…complicated enough to require his help?” Malia asked in a trembling voice. 


Sevana eyed
her. The woman looked like she was ready to pass out any moment. Was it really
wise to explain everything that she knew at this point? And how would they take
the knowledge that part of this hideous magic was Fae ink? No, better not to
mention that. They’d go to battle with the Fae again over another
misunderstanding and Sevana didn’t have the energy or inclination to stop them
a second time. 


“Complicated is
not quite the right word. It’s just very, very strange. We’ve never seen
anything like this before. We’re trying to figure out how exactly it was done.
If I can backwards engineer this, then I can undo it.”


“You can do
that.” Firuz’s expression made this a question instead of a command.


“I can,” she
agreed easily. “The process of figuring out a spell isn’t new to me, I do that
all of the time; it’s just the setup that’s throwing me off. Once I figure it
out, we’ll be fine. Firuz, Malia, I will work here for a while longer and try
to sort out as much as I can, but I must tell you I can’t do all of my work
from here.”


Both parents
looked panicked by this. 


Sevana held up
a hand, delaying their protests. “There are certain…elements…from Noppers Woods
that will help me get to the bottom of this. And there are a few experts I’d
like to talk to as well that I can’t easily contact. I have to go to them if I
want to speak with them. I will stay here for a few more days, see how many
portraits that we can find, because the more they have to look at, the better.
But I can’t delay for long. I have a bad feeling I’m racing against time.”


“The more time
you give that magician, the better he can hide himself.” Farah looked at her
squarely. “Is that what you mean?”


“Yes. I don’t
want this man getting away, do you?”


Every person at
the table spoke at once, vehemently. “No.”


Sevana gave
them a wolfish smile. “I thought not. Firuz, one more thing. I want a
description of the painter. He might well have been in disguise, but I want one
anyway. We have nothing to go off of right now.”


“Consider it
done,” he promised. “Do you still need Xald?”


She pondered
that for a moment. “I don’t believe so. But I’ll tell you if that changes.” She
ran through a mental checklist but couldn’t think of anything else to discuss.
“I think that’s it. Now, I need sleep.”


“I’ll show you
to a room.”


“I’ll do it,
Father,” Farah volunteered. “Come this way, Artifactor.”


Sevana
gratefully did just that. 


~ ~ ~


After several
nights of having basically no sleep, Sevana completely collapsed that night. Farah
had her escorted to a very nice guest room, but the details were fuzzy on what
it looked like, as she had only focused on the fluffy bed in the middle of it.
The mattress swallowed her whole as soon as she landed on it and Sevana didn’t
even get her head onto a pillow before her brain shut off completely. 


She was likely
comatose for several hours (possibly days) before Grydon woke her up. His
method of doing so was to pounce on the bed and then sprawl over her back. This
not only suffocated her, but cut off any attempts of her fighting back until
she was awake enough to negotiate with him. The wolf had learned after his
first attempt at getting her out of bed. He never gave her leverage after that.



This time,
though, he had one of her inventions in his mouth, dangling off to the side.
Sevana thought of it as a mini-Caller, as it was made of the same stone and
spell elements, but with enough tweaks to it so that it worked for the non-magical.
At least for a time. Until the magic in it ran out and it went back to being
stone. She was still working on it, trying to make it viable for the public at
large. 


“Grydon, did
you take me to Sevana?”


Morgan. She
rolled her eyes. “Kip, I sent you a message last night so you wouldn’t disrupt
me.”


He puzzled on
this for a moment. “You sound like you just woke up. It’s the middle of the
day, why aren’t you awake and moving already?”


“Because I’ve
been working on this case for several days with no rest? Any other stupid
questions you want to ask me?”


She could hear
the grin in his voice as he asked, “What are you wearing?”


Why would he
even care? “The scalps of men that annoyed me when I was trying to sleep.”


“Allow me to
rephrase. Are you decent? By Sa Kaon standards?”


Ah, that was
what he was worrying about. “No. I will not allow you. Allowing you means you
can interrupt me while sleeping, and that I will not allow.” 


“Sevana.”
Her name resounded with forced patience.


“Argh, fine.
What? What is so important that you’d call me and use up your precious magic in
the mini-Caller?”


“Your
instructions are impossible. Or I should say, the instruction to go find
portraits is perfectly reasonable, but your description of what I’m looking for
is too short on details. Do you know how many ink portraits are on the market?
This is the definition of looking for a needle in a haystack.”


Sevana
negotiated getting a wolf off her back, squinting as she tried to remember what
she had written to him last night. She remembered shooting off a quick message
to Morgan, asking him to hunt down the ink portraits using his contacts, but
only in the most vague way. What had she said? It escaped her and she gave up
on trying to recall. “Fine. What do you want, a more accurate description?”


“I want to
actually look at the portrait. If I can see it with my own eyes, I’ll be able
to recognize the artist’s style.”


“That might be
impossible. In the immediate sense. I am not willing to take that thing through
a clock portal. I don’t know what it’ll do to the person trapped in the
painting.”


“It’s that
unstable?” Morgan responded, startled. 


“No, I think it’s
very stable, I just don’t trust evil magicians. Right now, I’m not willing to
take risks with people’s lives. I’m not taking that portrait to you. If you
want to see it, you’ll have to come here.”


“Sev,”
he said slowly, as if spelling something out to a young child, “the only
way for me to do that quickly is to use one of your clocks.”


“I’m
sleep-deprived, not an idiot. That’s what I’m telling you to do.”


“Didn’t you
say that you’d sell me to trolls for soup stock if you ever caught me in your
clock room again?”


“You had just
scraped the clock and almost gotten yourself lodged in a magical no-man zone,
how did you expect me to react?” That had been one of the most heart-stopping
moments of her life. Sevana had been convinced, for a split second, that she had
killed her best friend. Again. Only this time, she might not have been able to
bring him back to life. It had taken two months before she had even let him
back in Big unsupervised, it had scared her so badly. “Don’t bring anything
with you, not even a bag, and DON’T, for the love of mercy, don’t jostle the
pendulum.”


“You think
I’m going to risk going through that again?” Morgan tried to make his voice
flippant, but missed, as the memory was still fresh enough in his mind to make
his words shake. “Believe me, I’ll be careful. The clock is running, I
assume.”


“You assume
correctly. Get over here.”


“Coming. Oh,
and get dressed before leaving the room. I’d avoid shocking your guests.”


“I can’t traipse
through the halls in nothing but a shift?” she drawled. “Imagine that.”


“Sev.
Behave.”


It was her turn
to grin as she proclaimed, “Never.”


Laughing, he
promised, “Be there soon.”


“Fine, fine.”
The mini-Caller went silent and she rolled out of the bed, feeling a decade
older. Hopefully clean clothes and some food would wake her up enough to answer
the multitude of questions that Morgan surely had for her.  


 ~ ~ ~


By the time she
made it into the workroom, Morgan was already there, sitting on a windowsill
and looking out over the garden. He seemed none the worse for wear from the
trip, every hair in place and immaculately dressed as usual. Sevana did note in
amusement that he was carefully positioned away from everything that was even
remotely magical. Being in her workrooms, no matter how temporary, had
engrained caution into his very bones. 


She wasn’t
about to dissuade this. It let him live longer. 


Morgan must
have heard her come in, as he shifted so that he could face her. “Morning?”


“Afternoon,
more like.” 


He pointed to a
tray sitting on a corner table. “I had them bring something up for you.”


“Bless you.”
Sevana headed straight for it, poured herself a cup of hot tea, and drained it.
Only then did she feel more alive. Mercy, but she had to stop doing these
all-nighters. They aged her a decade. 


Pointing at the
portrait, Morgan said, “I assume that’s the one you were talking about.”


“That’s it.”
Pouring herself another cup, Sevana snagged something that looked like flat
bread wrapped around sliced fruit. Biting into it, she found it to be sweetly
delicious. Now where had this been on the breakfast menu the past week she’d
been here? “What do you think?”


“Slightly
amateurish, but well done. I would say not a professional painter by any means,
but someone who could scrape out a living with those skills.” Standing, he
crossed to it, and leaned in slightly to get a better look. His arms were
carefully crossed behind his back to avoid any accidental brushes, which Sevana
appreciated. She herself wasn’t really keen on touching it. “His shading is
subtly off, but the proportions are good, as is the composition. The thing that
puzzles me is, why is the name spelt backwards?”


“I’ve been
wondering that ever since I saw it,” Sevana sighed before popping the last of
her breakfast into her mouth. “I’ll welcome a good theory on that.”


“None to offer,
sorry. But what’s your working theory?”


Sevana gripped
the back of her neck, kneading out a kink there. “Not sure I have one. Here’s
what I know: people are disappearing, there are portraits of the missing
people, an evil magician is responsible for it.” 


Rubbing at his
jaw, he gave her a funny look. “I thought you were just being cryptic in your
note, but is that really all you have to go on?”


“Right now,
yes. Unfortunately. There is, however, something very strange about this
portrait.” Putting a finger to her lips, she cautioned, “And this stays between
me, you, and Master right now.”


Morgan’s brows
rose. “Sounds serious. Alright, what?”


“The portrait
was done with Fae ink.”


His eyes went
so large they almost fell out of his head. “W-what?!” he croaked.


“You heard me.”
She sympathized with his reaction. “But I can’t say that yet, not to anyone
here. They already blamed the Fae with the princess’s disappearance once,
they’ll be happy to jump to that conclusion again. I don’t want to be in the
middle of that war again.”


Wincing, he
agreed, “Sound idea. Don’t tell them. But how did an evil magician get ahold of
Fae ink?”


“That is a
question I’m dying to have an answer to. I have a feeling that if we knew that,
half of this riddle would be solved.” Well, perhaps not half. “Kip, I need to
go into Fae territory and talk to them about this. The conversation will not go
well.”


“I think that’s
a very dangerous understatement, Sev.”


“You’re telling
me,” she grumbled. “But I have to talk to them about this. Not only
because something was stolen out of their territory, but because I have to know
how the ink was made before I can even begin to unravel this. They’re the only
ones that know.”


He stepped away
from the portrait entirely and rubbed at his face in a tired gesture. “You do
have a better working relationship with them than anyone else I’ve heard of.
Maybe you really can go in and talk to them about this. But is that why you’re
rushing me into finding portraits?”


“The more I can
bring to them, the better.”


“Understood.” Morgan
took one long, last look at the portrait before nodding to himself. “I think I
can recognize the style now. I’ll get to work. Anything you need here?”


“Besides the
rest of the portraits? Answers.”


“Those are on
you,” Morgan snorted. Halfway through the door, he stopped and turned back. “How
many am I looking for, anyway?”


“I can only
give you a guess, but I would say about a dozen.”


“A dozen. Oh
boy.” Puffing out his cheeks, he blew out a breath, squared his shoulders, and
headed back out. 


This time, she
tracked him by ear, following the sound of his footsteps until she heard him
enter another hallway. Only then did she turn her attention to the portrait. 


Why, oh why,
did Fae magic have to work so differently than human magic? Nothing in her
tools would even register it as a compilation of different elements, that’s how
naturally the ink was blended together. No matter how she tried to analyze it,
it always came back as the same result: Fae ink. 


It drove her
mad. Well, madder. 


That variable
she would have to leave alone for the time being. Sevana didn’t have any choice
on that. For now, she had to focus on the rest of it, as much as she could. How
exactly did the magician craft the spell? Was this portrait a transmuting
spell, or a transportation spell? Was this poor boy literally a painting now,
or was the painting simply the means for sending one to some other plane? 


She hadn’t been
kidding earlier with Morgan. She had far too many questions, and not enough
answers. 


Taking in a
deep breath, she set her mind to working on the problem at hand. There would be
many questions that she couldn’t answer today, but Sevana was determined to at
least answer one of them before the day was out. 













Morgan could
work miracles when he put his mind to it. Within the course of a day, he found
another painting and brought it promptly to her. Sevana was delighted by the
find for the simple fact that another painting meant more data. She needed data
desperately as she could only figure out so much from a single painting. 


This new
addition was of an older woman in her middle years, sitting down with a basket
of snap peas in her lap. She was intent on her work, nothing about her position
suggesting that she was even aware of the world around her. The magician had
caught this woman because she had been too busy and occupied to look up. 


The
similarities between this one and the portrait of the boy were startling. The
name was backward, the style was the same, and the spell elements were identical.
There were, however, differences. 


Sevana used her
box lens, then her diagnostic wand, and made comparisons. Oh yes, there were
differences, although they were mostly slight—so slight that they didn’t make
an overall difference in the scheme of things. But she found the differences
interesting, and more importantly, they told her information she hadn’t known
before. 


Firuz knocked
timidly on her door before sticking his head cautiously inside. “Sevana?”


“Come in,” she
encouraged with nothing more than a quick glance up. “I’m not doing anything
sensitive or dangerous right now.”


Relieved, he
pushed the door aside and stepped all the way in. “Have you found anything?”


“Quite a bit,
which I hadn’t expected.” Flipping a page, she put her journal from the boy’s
portrait side by side with the new journal she had just used for the woman’s.
“To start, the paper is different.”


Firuz stared at
both portraits dubiously. “That’s important?”


“More than you
might think. It means the paper is unimportant. I won’t have to take its makeup
into consideration at all when I go to undo the spell.” Seeing that he only
half understood her, she gave a sigh. “I suppose I need to explain that
better.”


He gave her a
twisted smile. “If you would.”


“The more
convoluted a spell is, the harder it is to counter and undo.” In an effort to
put it into terms he would understand and skip a tedious explanation, she
offered a metaphor. “When you’re sitting down at a council, wanting to get
something done, which is easier? A room of twenty men or a small council of
three?”


“Three, of
course.” His eyes narrowed, the tip of his tongue darting out to wet his lips.
“Because that way I only have to balance the history, agendas, and
personalities of those three. Is it the same with spell elements?”


“Exactly the
same. You have to consider what blends well, what reacts badly, and what has
the power to be effective. It’s easier to do if you have few elements in the
original spell.” Relieved he was on the same page as her, she went on. “Right
now, I have three elements to contend with, and I’m thankful that’s the case.
It makes life much easier.” Turning back to the portraits, she pointed to the
woman. “Now, this one is rougher. The style has more problems with it, the way
that the spell is attached to the paper is slightly more coarse. I’m thinking
this is older, perhaps the fourth or fifth attempt on the magician’s part.” 


“You see that
much of a skill difference between the two?”


“I do. He
learns quickly, this man, and his style is adaptive. It means he’s very
talented, not just intelligent.” As an afterthought, she added, “Curse him. I
hate people like him.”


“Because they
use their talents to thwart you?” Firuz hazarded.


“I do love how
quickly you pick up on matters. Yes, exactly. Still and all, just one more
portrait has told me quite a bit. I can’t wait for Kip to find more.”


“Your man
Morgan has proven to be quite effective. I’m grateful you brought him in.” 


So was she. “I
still don’t have an answer on what this portrait does. Is it a
transmutation spell or a transportation one of some sort? Until I know that, I
can’t take the risk of taking these portraits through my clocks. I might warp
them.”


Firuz blanched.
“Please don’t,” he choked. 


Her mouth
tipped up. “No worries, I’m not about to try it. Although when it comes time to
take them all back to my workshop, I’ll have to figure out how—”


“Sevana.”
The Caller on the table abruptly went live, assuming Master’s features and
standing. Unusually, he was dressed in a fine three piece suit, hair combed back,
and looking over all presentable. 


His tone, the
way that he was standing so taut and alert, screamed at her. She gripped the
edge of the table with both hands and leaned in, demanding, “What is it?”


“The Belen
King is missing.”


Firuz let out a
curse hot enough to strip the paint off the walls. Sevana felt her head spin
for a second, pieces flying about and settling into a strange premonition.
“How?”


“I have an
ink portrait of him, does that answer the question?”


Suddenly, it
all made sense. “Of course,” she breathed, mostly to herself. “Of course. All
of these other portraits were trial runs, proof of theory, nothing more. He was
slowly scaling up, seeing how far his spell could push past any magical
defenses.”


“Princess
Amas was a test to him, nothing more,” Master concurred, tone dark and
grim. “She was there to prove that he could get past the magical protections
of a royal. His true aim was the Belen King.”


“We don’t know
that,” she corrected automatically, although a part of her suspected he was
right. “He might be after more than one king.”


Master growled.
“I hadn’t thought of that, but you make a good point, sweetling. I’ll
contact the others, put them on their guards as well. But I now need everything
you know.”


“I don’t have
much more to tell you, more than we have already discussed,” she phrased
carefully, hyper aware of the king at her back. “I have found out a few things.
The paper changes from portrait to portrait, so that’s not important. His style
was definitely evolving, so he’s not artistic by nature, he developed the
talent just for this job. Also, the name is spelled backwards for each
portrait. Somehow, that’s important.” 


“Do you know
which type of spell we’re dealing with?”


She shook her
head, frustrated. “No. Master, don’t risk taking this portrait through one of
my clocks. I have a bad feeling about it.”


“I don’t
dare. I’ll take it by carriage. Sweetling, all things considered, I think it’s
best to work on this problem from your workshop. I’ll head for Big immediately.”


“I’ve got Kip down
here looking for other portraits, but I can meet you in Big in about four
days.”


“It might
take me that long to get there. Things are very chaotic here.”


Yes, so she
could imagine. “Do you want to call Pierpoint and warn him along with everyone
else?”


“I have
nothing else to do but make calls during the trip,” he pointed out. “Your
time is best used analyzing and giving me information as you can.”


She felt the
same way but wanted to make sure that he understood just who he had to talk to.
Sevana was slightly fond of the people in that particular family, and she
didn’t want Pierpoint sleeping on the job. “Then go pack.” 


“How fragile
is the portrait?”


Valid question.
“I’m pretty sure you could use it as a corner stone under a palace and it would
be just fine. The spell keeps it intact. But I wouldn’t take chances with it.”


“I wasn’t
planning to, sweetling,” Master drawled. He sounded ever so slightly
relieved, which made her suspect that something stupid had happened to the
portrait, but she wasn’t curious enough to ask. “I’ll slide it into a tube,
then. Easier to transport. You have nothing else to tell me about this? Nothing
else I need to know?”


“Sadly, no. I
need to talk to certain experts before I have a full understanding of what I’m
dealing with. But I want at least two more portraits before I speak with them.
The more information we can give them, the better.”


“Wait for
one more,” Master instructed. “After all, I’m bringing one with
me. But if you don’t get it by tomorrow, leave for Big. We need to know how to
reverse this quickly. I can’t imagine what kind of evil is being worked while a
king is dethroned.”


That was a
thought that Sevana had been carefully skirting around because it scared her as
well. “It’s Kip looking, he’ll find me another one before tomorrow.” She had
complete faith in that. “Do me a favor, though. When you arrive, make sure that
all of the saplings planted along the edge of Noppers Woods were done right. I
want the Fae to be happy with me when I get back home.”


“Of course,
sweetling,” he assured her. “Now, go. We both have things to do.”


“You’re the one
still standing around chatting.”


Master mustered
a chuckle before sticking his tongue at her. The Caller abruptly went still as
he cut the connection. 


Sevana turned
to Firuz, who still looked as if someone was shaking the world at random angles
on him. “Gather your court magicians. I don’t know how this spell worked, not
entirely, but I want to sit down and re-examine your wards so that we can come
up with a way of blocking the next attempt on your family.”


“I’ll send them
to you.” The words weren’t even out of his mouth before he rushed for the door.



Glancing at the
portraits, she growled, “Well, just this gets better and better, doesn’t it?” 


~ ~ ~


Sevana spent
the rest of the day with the two court magicians and none of them enjoyed it. 


Few people
responded well when another person, even an expert, pointed out all of the
flaws in their work. Sevana understood that. But these two literally wanted to
turn a deaf ear to her. She had to resort to browbeating and threats to get
through to them. Finally, she turned it into a competition—build a defense she couldn’t
break through. 


They lost.
Miserably. 


Every time they
did, they’d growl, and huff, and stalk off to a corner to rework the
protections. Sevana would spend her time working on another attack, sometimes
an eerie replica of other curses that had succeeded in penetrating a royal’s
protection. Then the court magicians would come back, confident, only to be
destroyed once again. 


It was a tedious,
painful process. Painful for them, tedious for her. But by the time midnight
tolled out, Sevana was more secure with the shields they had devised. It would
take true skill, sneakiness, and violating about a dozen magical rules to be
able to get through these shields. 


The court
magicians were worn out but elated that they had finally come up with something
that would stop her. Sevana sent them off to bed with smiles on their faces.
She should have done the same, but found that her mind was too keyed up to go
to bed as well. And her sleep cycle was completely messed up now after pulling
all-nighters and sleeping at odd times of the day. 


Sevana wandered
down to the palace kitchens, more for a lack of anything more constructive to
do than actual hunger. Even at this dark hour of the night, there were still
two women in there working, which made sense after she thought about it. The
men on night watch would still break for meals after all. Someone had to be
around to cook for them. 


They greeted
her with wary respect, and the expressions on their faces made it clear that
even in the presence of only women, she had to keep her hat on. Disgruntled by
that, she cocked it at an angle, letting some of her head breathe at least. She
requested a plate of something simple, and they gave her that fruity bread she’d
had earlier and a different version of the mango-lemon water Xald had
introduced her to. The snack was light and filling, exactly what she needed.
Finding an empty spot at one of the work tables, Sevana relished every bite as
she sat there and thought. 


In the quietness
of the night, with chopping and stirring sounds in the background, she found it
easier to think than she’d had during the light of day. Not having any demands
on her attention might have something to do with that as well. 


How far did
this magician’s plans go? Was he content with taking out a king, or would he do
it with other people as well? If his game plan was to take out all of the
ruling kings, surely he would have done something with the Sa Kaon king as
well. No one had known at first that the princess was missing. An ink portrait
like that would only take an hour or two for a skilled artist. He wasn’t a
professional, but his quality of work wasn’t on a level that would take more
time than that either. Say, three hours on the outside. So, three hours to sit
and paint the king. Surely he could have finagled that, somehow. 


If he didn’t
bother to do so, then did that mean only the Belen king was the target? Was
this something he was hired to do, or was it something else? Some goal of his
own? 


A familiar set
of footsteps rang from the hallway before Morgan appeared in the doorway.
“Sevana. Finally.”


Glass in hand,
she twisted in her chair to look at him. “Kip. Looking for me?”


“Can’t you be
in bed like a normal person?”


“That sounds
boring. I’d rather not.”


Clicking his
tongue in exasperation, he moved to join her at the table. “I have some
possibly good news for you.” 


“I could use
some right now.” 


He flopped into
a chair, skin ruddier than usual from a sunburn, shirt unbuttoned at the neck,
and a fine layer of dust on him. Morgan looked as if he had been running in
circles in a desert. Well, he had been, come to think of it. “I didn’t find any
other paintings in the market today, but I talked to a merchant that had bought
a few of them off a painter as he was leaving town. He shipped them out to
another city. He’s having them all brought back tomorrow morning, so I might be
able to give you several at once, if it turns out to be the right ones.”


“You think they
are, though.”


“Fairly certain
of it,” Morgan affirmed wearily. “The description of the painter he gave me
matched the one Captain Kamran had, and the timing fits very neatly. So. What
did you find out today?”


“Important
things, one of them good, most of them bad.”


“Start with the
good,” Morgan requested, snagging her glass and draining it. 


Sevana tapped
an irritated finger against the table’s surface. “You’re stealing my drink?”


“I’m becoming
addicted to the way they do water here.” Not a trace of apology on his lips, he
turned to the kitchen staff. “Can I have another?”


“Of course,
Master,” one of them responded, already heading for a pitcher. She sensibly
deposited it on the table with another glass. 


“Many thanks.” Happy,
Morgan poured himself a glass and refilled hers before gesturing her to
continue. 


“Rogue,” she
grumbled, accepting it. “Well, the good thing is I found that the paper for the
portrait isn’t important. It changes each time. So it cuts down on the
variables I have to work with.”


“That’s good.”
Morgan had been around her long enough to know that much. “What’s the bad
news?”


“There’s bad
and there’s worst. Have you heard about the Belen King?”


Eyeing her, he
reached for her other fruity-bread pastry and slowly took a bite out of it.
“No?”


“You’re eating
now?” she asked in bemusement. “Right as I’m about to impart bad news?”


“If I’m going
to be shocked, I’m going to be shocked on a full stomach.”


“That almost
makes sense.” Almost. Her brain cramped only a little. “Alright. The Belen King
has also been spirited away via portrait.”


Morgan choked.
“W-what?!”


“Master was
called in to figure out what happened, saw the portrait, and realized instantly
what’d happened.” Sevana was glad now she had called him and sound-boarded
ideas. Master might not have recognized what he was seeing so instantly
otherwise. What would they have done if the Belen King’s portrait had also gone
missing? “He’s on his way to Big as we speak.”


“If that’s the
bad news, what’s the worst news?”


“We’re still
not sure what kind of spell this is. And until we do, we’re not entirely sure
how to properly transport it, or what magic is safe to use around it. I’m not
even sure how to safeguard people against it.” That last part was the one that
truly rankled. Sevana had only a guess, and while it was a good guess, she had
little fact to back it up with. 


Morgan chewed
and swallowed before venturing, “Will more portraits help you figure it out?”


“Yes and no.
The more you bring me, the more information I have, and that’s always helpful.
But really, I need to speak to the makers of the ink. Until I understand its
composition, I’ve hit a wall, and there’s little more I can do.” 


“Ahhh. So
you’ll leave for Big soon?”


“As soon as you
get me those portraits, assuming they’re the right ones. After that, I need to
go.” Which meant that Sevana had to figure out soon how to transport everything
back. Using any of her mini-fliers would make things difficult, as it barely
fit her and Grydon. Trying to get her, Grydon, and multiple tubes of portraits
on the thing would be a balancing act. Although she supposed she could take
Grydon through the clock, leave him there, and fly just her and the portraits.
Come to think of it, that might be the easiest solution. 


That settled,
her mind went to another thought that was nagging at her. “Kip.”


He polished off
the rest of the bread, so could only manage a humming noise. 


“I have this
feeling that I’ve run across this magician before.”


Morgan abruptly
stopped chewing, manner coming more alert and gave a questioning, “Mmm?”


“It’s not
anything overt, or obvious, it’s just…” her hands rose to illustrate in the
air. “Something about the way the spell was crafted is familiar to me. It’s in
a style that’s not usually used. It feels…different.”


“I’m not a
magician, I’ll have to take your word for that, but you’re saying you’ve
encountered this man before?”


“Not him, but
his work.” If she wasn’t so dog tired, she might be able to put the pieces
together. “I’m struggling to remember where.”


“Is this
recent?”


Instinct said
so. “Fairly recent?” she responded doubtfully. “In the past year, I think.”


“The only two
big cases you had in the past year were with Bellomi and that artifact.”


She snapped her
fingers, memory coming back to her. “Bel. It’s Bel’s curse. Half of it was
altered and breaking down, that’s why it wasn’t in its true form. No wonder I
couldn’t recognize it straight off.”


Morgan’s
eyebrows kissed his hairline. “Bellomi’s? But that happened over a decade ago.
Does that mean this magician was running around even then?”


“And had
considerable knowledge and skill. It took that in order to reach two men under magical
protections.” She banged a hand against the table. “Ha! Good, now I have a
better idea of what this man is capable of.”


“So, he has to
be at least middle-aged?”


“He could be
far older and taking age reduction potions for all we know. But he’s not a
young magician, that we can be certain of.” Sevana felt an odd sense of
satisfaction for figuring it out. Maybe with that puzzle solved, her brain
would let her sleep now.  


“Anything else
I need to know about?”


Sevana pondered
for a moment. “Can’t think of anything. I’m going to bed. Wake me before the
merchant gets here.” 


“You think I
can’t recognize them straight off?” Morgan sounded slightly insulted by this.


“You probably
can,” Sevana denied, draining her glass, preparing to stand. “But I have a
feeling that his style changed, and his method, with each portrait. The
earliest ones might look different enough that you won’t see them for what they
are.”


“Ahhh. Alright,
I can see how it might be helpful to have you hovering nearby.”


Snorting, she
gained her feet. “Why do I put up with you again?”


“My devastating
charm and good looks?”


“Nope, that’s
not it.” Shaking her head, amused in spite of herself, she waved a good night
and headed for the door. If she was to be of any use tomorrow, she needed at
least eight hours of sleep first. 


~ ~ ~


Morgan’s
artistic eye was better than she’d given him credit for. He could indeed pick
all of the right ones out of the stack of fifty ink portraits brought to them.
(The merchant had apparently decided to err on the side of caution and packed
everything that bore even a remote resemblance to their directions.) Sevana
harbored a sneaky suspicion on one of them that Morgan was only able to
recognize it because of the backwards name, though. Even she barely recognized
it for what it was. 


Every other
portrait was blazing with energy but this one. It was glowing, certainly, but
in a muted way and the craftsmanship of the portrait was cruder and more
slapdash. It made her worry about the old man trapped by it. Was the magic
constructed well enough to be able to reverse it and get him back out whole?
There was a niggling seed of doubt that she wouldn’t be able to save this man.
That was not a feeling that she liked. 


They found
seven portraits that morning. Sevana eyed them, arrayed out along the edge of
the man’s cart, and felt a sense of satisfaction. Seven here, the two she had
in the palace, and there was enough of a difference between the two that she
felt like she had found all of his trials. 


Now if only
Princess Amas’s portrait would show up. 


Morgan came to
stand at her side. “This enough?”


“I think this
is all of them, actually. Except Amas’s portrait.”


“I’ll join the
search for that one.” He cocked his head at her. “Are you leaving now, then?”


“Yes. Help me
slide these into tubes.” 


They packed up
and, with the merchant’s efficient help, managed to get them all back to the
palace without any issues. Morgan went into her temporary workroom and let out
a whistle. “It’s all gone. You took everything back to Big already?”


“Everything but
Grydon,” she confirmed. “Don’t stop here, take these through to the courtyard
and strap them onto Flappy.” She had retrieved the device earlier, seeing as
how she couldn’t portal everything home. 


“I can’t
believe you called your new flying device Flappy.”


“It flaps,
doesn’t it?” Smirking at him, she eyeballed the Illeyanic wolf dogging her
heels. “Grydon. Go through the clock.”


He whined at
her in protest, shifting from paw to paw. 


“Don’t give me
that. You can’t fly with me this time, I’m carrying too much. Go through the clock
and wait there.”


Grydon gave her
his best set of puppy eyes. 


“Wolf. Don’t
give me that. I’ll be back at Big in eight hours. An eight hour separation
isn’t going to kill you.” Pointing a stern finger toward the door she
commanded, “Clock.”


Letting out a
disgusted huff, he slunk for the clock. She followed him, opening the door and
letting him through before firmly shutting it again. “Why does he love flying
so much?” she grumbled to herself as she headed back toward the courtyard. “I
mean, seriously, you’d think he was part cat, the way he loves high places.” 


Morgan had
everything strapped on for her. He looked up as she came through the door.
“Grydon set?”


“Why does he
like flying so much?”


“I have no
idea. Baby’s influence?”


Maybe that was
it. Swinging a leg over the seat, she settled herself in. “Kip, I tried to talk
to either Firuz or Malia this morning but couldn’t catch either of them. I
finally left a message with Captain Kamran. But if they ask, update them on
everything but the Fae ink. I don’t know how they’ll take that
information.”


“Right.” Even
though they were alone here, he lowered his voice to admit, “It worries me that
the princess’s portrait hasn’t shown up yet. The whole country is looking for
it.”


It worried her
too. “Maybe he gave it to a merchant out of the country?”


“It’s a thought
that occurred to me as well. Or a collector has it and isn’t about to give it
up. Collectors are strange people.”


“Understatement,
Kip.” Touching the base with a flat hand, she activated the machine. “Do what
you have to.”


“Oh, I don’t
have to twist arms. I have a set of royal parents doing that for me.” Grinning,
he stepped back. “Keep me posted!”


“As I can,” she
promised, already kicking up into the air. 


It was a relief
in more ways than one to be leaving Sa Kao behind. All of those restrictive
customs had just about driven her mad. Not to mention the spicy food. She might
be able to only handle bland food for the rest of the year. Flying helped her
clear her mind as well. Sevana had to focus on where she was going and keeping
Flappy upright, turning her mind away from the problem she had been chewing on
for over two weeks now. It was a welcome relief. 


The skies were
clear, the weather at that perfect temperature where it wasn’t too hot, and no
storms were threatening. Sevana made the best time she’d ever achieved in
getting back to Big. She set down on the top of her mountain just as the sun
was setting, painting everything in shades of red and gold and purple. 


Big rumbled a
greeting to her, which she returned with a pat. “Master’s supposed to come
soon, Big. You might want to open his room.”


Here,
the mountain informed her. 


She stopped
dead. “He’s here already?” It should have taken him until tomorrow afternoon,
earliest, to make it here from Belen. “How did he manage that?”


Flew.


“Ah.” Sevana
had assumed that Master would use his traveling carriage to get here, but if he’d
snagged Sarsen’s flying contraption, of course he’d make it here much faster.
It was just as well that he was, as Sevana was ready to dig back into the
problem and wouldn’t mind having someone to bounce ideas with. “Take care of
Flappy for me?”


Yes. Big
seemed to ponder before adding, Grydon sulking.


Sevana snorted.
“Of course he is. Let him sulk, he’s just pouting because he didn’t get to
fly.” Shaking her head, she gathered up all of the tubes and shut her flyer
down so that Big could store it for her. Then she made her way down the winding
stairs and into her workroom. 


After two weeks
of making do with someone else’s space, it was a relief to be back in her own
rooms, with all of the tools handy and the comfort of working in her pajamas if
she felt like it. Upon entering, she found Master already situated in an easy
chair he’d dragged in, feet propped up on a battered ottoman, intently staring
at an art easel in front of him. 


“Master.”


“Tea’s likely
cold,” he greeted, pointing to a tray on the table next to his chair. “But I
picked up flatbread sandwiches on the way here.” 


“Bless you,”
she said fervently, diving for them. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast and was
beyond starved. Even cold tea was fine by her at the moment. 


“This is one of
the strangest things I’ve ever seen,” he proclaimed, eyes never leaving the
portrait in front of him. “Is it a transmutation spell? Transportation spell?
Something else? I’ve been staring at it for hours and can’t tell.”


“Join the club,”
she said around a mouthful. “I’m starting to wonder if it’s both.”


Master went
taut, arrested by this new idea. “Both. Both would explain…much. If it is both,
you were wise to advise not taking them through the clocks. That would have
warped the magic beyond recognition.”


“It was just a
hunch I had at the time. But I’m beginning to think my subconscious knows more
than it’s letting on.” She chased the sandwich with a cup of tea and reached
for another. “But it does explain things, doesn’t it? That strange twist in the
spell, as if it’s blending two purposes into one.” 


“I think it’s
doing just that, sweetling.” Master lifted a finger into the air as if tracing
things. “Huh. This man excels in finding holes in magical shields.”


“He found two
of them,” Sevana sighed, put out. “And we can only effectively block one. The
other one…well, we can block it most of the time, but we’ll have to remove it
if we want to take a member of a royal family anywhere.”


“Cumbersome,”
he agreed absently, “but I think preferable over a fate like this.”


“Well, yes,
that goes without saying.” Hunger satisfied, she perched on the arm and stared
at the portrait of the Belen king. As paintings went, this one was a good
likeness, although still clearly not of a professional quality. “Did you check
on the saplings?”


“A fly by as I
came in. I’ve only been here a half hour more than you.”


Too late to
troop into Noppers Woods, in other words. Right. She’d have to check it herself
in the morning. Baby sauntered into the room and arched his back so that he
could rub up against her. She gave him a good scratch around the neck in
greeting. “I’ll go and speak with the Fae tomorrow. Or try to.”


Master shifted so
he could talk with her more normally. “You think they don’t want to talk?”


“Just because I
enter Noppers doesn’t mean I’m coming to talk to them,” she explained. The
exhaustion of the day was starting to catch up with her. She’d only gotten five
hours of sleep before her brain had prodded her awake and she’d jumped back
into the thick of things. She was feeling that lack right now. “If I have a
child in hand, they always come out because they’re sure I’m coming to them.
But short of yelling Lorien’s name, I’m not sure how to get their attention.”


“You know where
their territory is?”


“Roughly. But
you know how it goes, no one sees a Fae village unless they want it seen.”


“Save your
voice,” he advised, a muted twinkle in his eyes. “Wait until you’re in their
territory before yelling.”


“Ha. Ha. Ha.
You funny, funny man.”


He put a hand
to his heart. “I try. You game to look over these tonight, sweetling? You look
tired to me.”


“On the way
down here, I was ready to dive into the problem again, but I’m thinking I
should sleep.”


Master nodded
in support of this. “Just leave me your journals. I’ll read through them and
get up to speed so we can work on it tomorrow.”


That sounded
like a good plan to her. Sevana went to the box that she’d packed in Sa Kao and
dug through them until she found the two journals. Passing them over, she
yawned out a good night and headed for bed. Master could fend for himself until
tomorrow morning. 













Sevana said a prayer
as she headed into Noppers Woods the next morning. It might take several hours
before she was able to find one of the Fae, and she was prepared for that, but
hopefully it wouldn’t take the whole day. She stopped first to check on the
saplings and was relieved to find the soldiers had done a good job planting.
They’d put in quite the variety, all of them indigenous of this region, with
lots of dark soil around the roots to give them a good start. Glad she didn’t
have to stop and fix that first, she called for Baby and Grydon and waded into
the heart of the woods. 


Her wolf and
mountain lion had fun in a mock game of chase, tearing through the area, but
never venturing out of her sight. They were guarding her against any menaces
that might be awake at this hour of the morning while having fun. Anything that
thought they weren’t paying attention would pay dearly for their mistake. 


It took three
hours to hike into the right area for Fae territory. Once there, she stopped
dead and looked about her. Even now, she couldn’t see any of the Fae, just feel
their eyes on her. She knew the feeling wasn’t wrong, because Grydon and Baby
came to stand right next to her, the game of chase coming to an abrupt end.
Lifting her voice slightly, she called, “Something has happened in the human
world. Something that involves Fae magic. I need to speak with you about it.”


A man she
vaguely recognized stepped out from behind a tree. His blond hair was tied back
in a simple knot, clothes a muted green that seemed to flow around him, nose
and cheekbones sharp and prominent in his pale skin. “Artifactor,” he greeted
in a smooth baritone. 


“We’ve met
before, I believe?” she ventured. Her mind scrambled to recall his name, but
came up blank. Had she even heard it? “Bertrude’s father?”


He gave her a
true smile, one of the few she’d seen from the Fae. “She chooses to be called
Maeron now.”


Sevana relaxed,
glad to be right. “It’s a prettier name, don’t blame the kid for that.”


“I am Veassen.
You speak of our magic loose in the human world? We know naught of this.”


“You probably
don’t even have an inkling about it,” she assured him. “I myself only stumbled
on this recently. I can show you?”


He gestured for
her to do so, so she slipped the tube off her back and pulled the portrait
free, unrolling enough of it so he could see it for himself. 


Veassen took
one look and hissed like a stepped on cat. “What vileness is this?”


“Some of the
worst evil I’ve seen,” Sevana responded grimly. “This is made from Fae ink, at
least partially, which is why I’ve come to speak to you.”


“You were wise
to do so. We know naught of this. Such ink should not be in the human realm at
all, except what was used for the Book of Truth.” Veassen glared at the
portrait as if its existence itself was an affront to him on a personal level.
“Come with me. We must speak with Aranhil and you will inform him of everything
you know.”


Oh, she got a
direct escort to someone important? Excellent. Maybe she could finally get a
peek inside the Fae’s territory instead of just their front door. “Aranhil is
someone who has authority over things like this?”


“He is King of
the Woodland Fae.”


Sevana tripped
over her own boots. “W-what now?”


Veassen unbent
enough to give her a fleeting nod of reassurance. “Aranhil regards you with
much favor. You have proven to be a friend of the Fae. He will wish to speak to
you directly on this matter.”


So Master was
right? The Fae thought of her as a friend now? That was a worry off her mind. Did
that mean she could waltz into Fae territory without worrying about stepping on
any toes? Her sense of diplomacy was rather low, after all. Not sure if it was
a good idea to walk in without an ambassador regardless, she tucked the thought
aside, put the portrait back in the tube, and followed him in. 


A path of sorts
developed, nothing obvious like paving stones, but something made of shorter
grass and flowerbeds lining either side. The trees swept down, brushing their
branches nearby as if welcoming both of them. It felt solemn and peaceful and
strange, but it wasn’t a bad feeling. Sevana felt oddly as if a part of her had
always belonged here. An odd homecoming, considering she had never been here
before and likely never would again. 


The air took on
that tint of saturation again, as if it were moist and yet not. She recognized
it now as Fae magic. It settled on her skin thick enough to make her almost
shiver, either from pleasure or discomfort, even she couldn’t say. 


There were no
houses, not in the human sense, no buildings of any sort, but her eye slowly
started to pick out areas that were crafted for gathering. Pockets were formed from
tree branches and fallen logs, places where people gathered. She heard a tinkle
of laughter every so often, and the low hum of conversations overlapping, but
it never rose to such a pitch to disturb the tranquility of the forest. 


Veassen paused
at a fork in the path and mentioned in an off-hand manner, “You are one of the
few humans to ever come this deep into Fae territory.”


“It’s just as
well,” she responded, still drinking in the sensations all around her. “If they
knew how harmonious it was in here, they’d throng their way in.”


He liked this
answer, she could see it in the way his eyes lifted. “We go this way.”


Following him,
she asked, “Are there any courtesies I need to observe while greeting your
king?”


“Do not
interrupt him. Do not look him in the eye unless invited to do so. It is also
customary to offer him some token upon your first meeting, but you’ve done that
by bringing knowledge to us.” 


“I don’t refer
to him by title or anything?”


“His name is
his title.” 


Sevana made
careful note of that. 


The Fae
apparently didn’t subscribe to the idea of grand palaces. They entered a
clearing that had a single chair, crafted from the roots of an ancient hemlock,
obviously a throne. Lounging comfortably in it was a man of indeterminate age,
blond hair overflowing so that it touched the ground in a shimmering waterfall.
He looked otherworldly beautiful, and the only thing that made him seem real
instead of an illusion was the sensible dark blue coat and trousers he wore. 


To all sides,
there were other Fae in the clearing, most of them in small clusters, speaking
to each other. As she entered, all conversations abruptly ceased and they turned
to her, expressions startled to see a human come into the heart of their lands.



Seeing only one
other face she recognized, Sevana gave a smile and bow of greeting before
focusing on the king. As instructed, she didn’t look at his eyes, instead
focusing on his collarbones. That was a safe place to stare. 


“Veassen,”
Aranhil greeted in a clear tenor. “I see a friend of Ours in your wake.” 


She took note
of that royal Our with interest. 


“I do,” Veassen
acknowledged. “Sevana Warran is here to speak with you, Aranhil. But she does
not bring us good news.”


“Come closer,
Sevana Warran, and look at me. Speak to me so that I may know more of this.”


Sevana was of
two minds about getting any closer to the man that was probably the strongest
of all the Fae, but came in another five steps before stopping and looking him
straight in the eye. “Aranhil. Thank you for seeing me so promptly.”


“You have given
much to me and mine. Of course I will hear you.” Aranhil leaned forward ever so
slightly, his focus intense and penetrating. “What brings you to me?”


“This.” She
once again drew out the portrait and unrolled it, but this time did so fully so
he could get a good look.


Aranhil shot to
his feet, swearing in a language that she couldn’t understand. But she didn’t
need to, tone and that dark expression were enough to tell her he was probably
making up curse words on the spot. “What travesty is this!”


“I’ve been told
that the only time you gave high quality ink to humans was to create the Book
of Truth?”


He regained
enough of his temper to answer curtly, “That is so. Where did you get this?”


“Sa Kao.
Aranhil, I believe someone has somehow gotten hold of your ink. They’re using
it to create these portraits, trapping the people they’ve painted inside.”


A gasp of
horror came from the group listening in. 


Aranhil pointed
a shaking finger at the portrait. “There is a living being inside of that?”


“I believe so.
The spell is complicated, so I’m not sure if they’ve become the portrait or if it’s
being used as a gateway to trap them on a different plane. Either way, they’re
stuck there and I haven’t yet figured out how to get them back.” 


For a long
moment, the King of the Fae stared at the portrait. Then he took in a deep
breath and let it out again, regaining control as he did so. “It has been some
time since I’ve seen something so vile. This ink was used without Our
knowledge. We are not aware of any bottles of it in human hands.”


“None at all?”
she pressed. “This might have been given away decades ago and rediscovered.”


Aranhil shook
his head firmly. “The only time we have gifted ink was for the Book of Truth.”


Alright, well,
that certainly narrowed down the possibilities. “Then someone has broken into
your territory and stolen a bottle without you being aware of it.”


The expression
on the king’s face was like a gathering storm cloud. If he’d had a target
handy, the man would have been turned to ash on the spot. “That would be nigh
impossible.”


“This magician,
whoever he is, has managed to curse three different members of the reigning
families without anyone being aware of the attack. One curse went undetected
for nearly a decade. The man’s crafty enough to manage getting even through all
of your protections.”


“Start from the
beginning,” he commanded. “I must hear the full tale.”


“You are aware
of the Sa Kao army that attempted to enter Noppers Woods?” she asked. It was a
stupid question, of course he was, but she had to start from somewhere. 


“Of course.”


“Ah, well the
reason why they did that was—” Sevana launched into the full story from there,
giving him a concise series of events. Sometimes she had to backtrack as his
knowledge of human magic and how it worked was limited. It took time to explain
things so that he completely understood what she meant. But his was the type of
mind that retained everything it heard and she only had to explain once. As
intense as the interrogation was, it was still a pleasure to deal with such
intelligence. 


Satisfied,
Aranhil lifted a hand to indicate he had heard enough. “This is grave indeed.
We have more sympathy for those that came against us. Starting from this
moment, we will cooperate in finding this man that has caused so much grief.”
Turning to Veassen, he commanded, “Bring me Arandur.”


Veassen bowed
his head sharply before spinning on his heel and taking off at a dead run. 


Daring to press
her luck, she continued, “Aranhil, I must know how this ink is made if I’m to
reverse the spell.”


“No human can
know that process.” His tone was enough to shut her up. 


Licking her
lips, she tried again. “I don’t need to know the process, but I must
know the ingredients in the ink. Please. I can’t help these people otherwise.” 


He opened his
mouth again, ready to deny her, but paused. “People? How many portraits are
there?”


“Eleven.”
Hoping to tip the scales in her favor, she added, “At least eleven, we’re still
searching for others.”


“Eleven souls,”
he repeated in a bare whisper. “The man dares much with magic that is not his.”
Sinking back into his chair, he stared at the ground for a long moment. “Why
must you know the ingredients of the ink?”


The question
gave her the sense he was softening. “It’s how human magic works. I must know
all the ingredients of a spell so that I can craft its opposite, a more
powerful opposite, to counter and break it.” 


He lifted his
eyes up to hers. “Just the ingredients.”


“A sample of
the ingredients?” she gave him her best smile. “I have to know power levels as
well.”


Aranhil eyed
her with an unreadable expression. “I will consider it.”


That didn’t
sound like a no to her. “My thanks, Aranhil.”


“We understand
little of human magic. We request that you give us your aid as needed.”


Sevana understood
that ‘request’ actually meant ‘required’ and that she wouldn’t be able to get
the information she needed if she refused to help. “I have every intention of
aiding you. It will take both of us, I think, to hunt this man down.”


Satisfied, he
gave her a regal nod. “You will start today.”


Sevana’s head
jerked back in surprise. “This minute?”


She got that
inscrutable look again. “You have another task you must perform?”


Well, no, but
she wasn’t exactly prepared for staying in Fae territory either. “I need to
send word back to Big first. My master is waiting for me. Also, I didn’t bring
any tools as I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to speak with you today.” 


Aranhil
considered that before allowing, “It is unwise to launch an investigation while
being ill-prepared. Leave what you have brought, so that We may study it. I
will send Arandur to you tomorrow morning.”


In other words,
he was giving her tonight to pack. “I understand, Aranhil. I will be ready for
him.”


“Excellent.” As
an afterthought, he commanded, “Speak with Our children before you leave. They
are fond of you.”


There was a
part of Sevana that always wondered just how well the children were doing.
She’d grown slightly attached to them, although it would take the application
of lye and thumb screws to get her to admit it. “I will.” Taking that as a
dismissal, she handed the tube to him, which he took with a white knuckled
grip. After a step back, she gave him a bow before turning to leave the
clearing. 


A woman with
braided red hair and a quiet demeanor stepped into her path. “I am Herion,
Sevana Warran. I will show you to the children.” 


“My thanks.” It
seemed strange to take an hour and play with the children when Aranhil was so
hot to have her start immediately. But maybe this was a ploy of his to keep her
in his territory long enough to study that portrait and come up with some basic
questions? It smelled of a delaying tactic, at least. Suspicious but amiable,
she followed her new guide. 













“Sevana!” A
chorus rang out as a dozen children sprang to their feet, rushing toward her. 


She braced
herself, just in time, as they flew up to her, all trying to grab her at once.
“It’s like being swarmed by magpies,” she complained, a wide smile on her face.



They laughed
but it didn’t daunt them, all dozen still trying their best to hug any part of
her. But then, every child here had spent at least a few weeks with her, so
they knew well she was mostly bark and no bite. 


Herion was no
help during all of this, just standing off to the side and watching indulgently
as the kids glomped onto her. Sevana focused on one child at a time, either
ruffling a head or tweaking a nose, and eventually their excited energy settled
enough that she could sit cross-legged on the ground with them. 


“Alright,
you’re all glowing to me,” she announced, eyes taking them in. “I assume that
becoming Fae is going well.”


“It is,” Sky
told her. He was right at her knee and was understandably the one that had been
changed the most. His features were the same, and those clear blue eyes were no
different, but he looked healthy now. The gauntness was completely gone, his
skin was healthy and clear, hair shining as it flowed to his shoulders. “We’re
glad you brought us here, Sevana. It’s fun!”


“Fun, eh?” she
grinned at him, glad to the bottom of her heart to see all of them so well and
happy. They practically radiated joy. “Doing what?”


“Did you know
we can talk to animals as Fae?” 


“And plants
too,” Bertrude—scratch that, Maeron said. “Plants are even more fun, sometimes.
We can create swings.”


“But the best
part is our parents,” Chase told her. He turned enough to give a gap toothed
grin to Herion. “Right, Mother?”


“Always,”
Herion responded fondly. 


“So not one of
you regrets leaving the human world behind?” she asked. There was always that
niggling little doubt that would never quiet. “Nothing you miss about it?”


All of them
shook their heads, firmly, adamantly, but it was Sky that put it into words.
“It’s better here. I don’t ever want to go back.”


Sevana cupped
the back of his head, shaking it a little. “Glad to hear it, squirt.” 


“You’ll stay at
least tonight?” Lilly asked, her fingers tangled in the cuff of Sevana’s
sleeve. 


“I can’t,” she
denied, more gently than she intended to. “I’m actually here because
something’s gone very, very wrong and I need the Fae’s help to untangle it. So
I can’t stay here long, I have to go back to Big and get ready to work on the
problem.”


“When the
problem is solved, she will come and stay longer,” Herion promised. 


Sevana was
startled by this sideways invitation and studied the other woman’s expression
carefully. Was she really welcome to stay overnight here? Even when the
emergency had passed? Herion gave her a reassuring nod. 


“Yes, I can do
that.”


The kids
cheered and dogpiled her. Laughing, Sevana went down with a fight, tickling and
mock-biting people as her back hit the ground. They loved it, trying to tickle
her back. 


Of course,
Grydon and Baby had been silently following her all this time, and when the
dogpile started, they couldn’t resist. They joined in, licking ears and wagging
tails in happiness. The children, not at all daunted by these fierce predators,
grabbed them and tried to wrestle. It became a squirming mess of limbs and
laughter in five seconds flat. Sevana wouldn’t have minded if she hadn’t been
at the bottom of the pile. 


Eventually
people shifted enough that she was able to crawl free and get back to her feet.
Her hair was flying in every direction, she could feel it, and her clothes had
come half-untucked. Whatever dignity she had maintained coming into Fae
territory had taken a flying leap. Sighing, she tucked her shirt back in,
straightened out her vest, and pulled her hair free of its tie. No point in
trying to fix it, not without a mirror handy. She ran her hands through it a
few times and hoped for the best. 


“Sevana Warran.”



She turned and
found that at some point Veassen had appeared behind her. What was it with the
Fae that let them move like ghosts? “Veassen,” she returned the greeting. 


“We have
checked our stores. The ink did not come from here.”


Ahhh, that was
why Aranhil had had her linger for a while. It made sense, if this crime had
been committed in his own backyard, then it would change how much she would
need to bring. 


“Aranhil is now
contacting the others and we are waiting to hear back from them,” Veassen
continued. The change in his demeanor was slight but he looked agitated by all
of this. “We should have an answer for you by tomorrow morning where the ink came
from.” 


“I understand.”
So she would be able to see not only this Fae territory, but another? She might
be the only living human to do so. “A request, if I may? When you find where
the ink was stolen from, touch nothing. I might be able to run a few scans and
detect more about the method of how the magician managed it.”


A fierce light
entered Veassen’s eyes. “It would be well if you could do so. I will pass that
along. For now, may we offer an escort back to your mountain? You do not need
to take the longer path home.”


The reason why
Sevana had taken three hours to get here was because she would run afoul of two
other races that were not very nice to humans otherwise. Skirting both of them
took her way out of the way, but she didn’t dare do anything different. If she
had a Fae escort through, it wouldn’t take her even an hour. “I would
appreciate it.” 


At least three
kids caught her hands, pulling her back down to them. 


“You’re going?”
Sky asked her plaintively. 


“I have a bad
man to catch,” she explained with a wolfish smile. “But after I deal with him,
I’ll come and stay the night and tell you the whole adventure.”


Sky lifted a
hand, pinkie extended. “Promise.”


“Promise.” She
linked pinkies with him and then lifted her thumb to press against his, sealing
the deal. 


“Can Grydon and
Baby stay?” Maeron asked. 


“That’s up to
them.”


Without a beat
of hesitation, Maeron leaned toward the wolf, then the mountain lion, speaking
to them through pure body language. The two animals in turn touched their noses
into Sevana’s palms in a quick bye before bouncing away, starting a game of
tag. 


“I think I was
just deserted,” Sevana observed to no one in particular. 


“We’ll take
care of them while you’re gone,” Herion promised. 


They could take
care of themselves, but Sevana wasn’t about to say so. “I appreciate it.” 


Veassen
extended a hand, indicating he was ready, and she fell into step behind him.
They walked without a word being exchanged all the way to the edge of Fae
territory, but he didn’t pause or slow. When he’d said ‘we,’ did he actually
mean that he himself would escort her back? Apparently so. 


They walked
like this for an indeterminate time. Sevana tried not to be nervous, but she
knew the instant that they entered Muma Padurii’s territory. It went from feeling
warm and strange to cold and prickly. The trees and air lost their glow as well
and it became more like a winter forest. Just walking through here made chills
rise on her skin. 


“You do not
walk through here,” Veassen mentioned to her, like an aside. 


“Place gives me
the creeps,” Sevana admitted. “If push came to shove, I could probably protect
myself from Muma Padurii, but it seemed a stupid risk to take just because it
would cut my travel time by an hour. Especially when I have a kid in tow.”


“We appreciate
your caution. But after today, it will not be necessary.”


Eh? Did that
mean that their protection wasn’t just for this trip, but that by escorting
her, he was going to set it down as a law that she was not to be messed with?
Oh that would be ever so nice. Sevana made regular trips into the forest for
materials. Not having to watch her back would make life much easier. 


A scratchy
voice came from ahead, sounding like nails on a chalkboard. “I know this woman,
Veassen. She is not Fae. Why do you bring her to me?”


Veassen stopped
dead and stared straight ahead, as if he could see the speaker clearly. “She is
not Fae but is of the Fae. She is Sellion, so named and acknowledged by Aranhil
himself.”


Sellion? Wait,
what? 


There was an
ugly hiss. “Aranhil does not deal with humans.”


“This human has
given thirteen children to the Fae. She is a mother to us and a friend. You
will respect this, Muma Padurii. If she is found harmed in your territory, we
will not stay still.”


There was
another hiss, this one of alarm. “Sellion, you named her? Human, I know you by
another name.”


“Artifactor
Sevana Warran,” Sevana responded calmly. Sellion? What was that all about? 


“Will you enter
my territory?”


“When I’m
coming to or leaving from Fae lands, yes, I will. At all other times, I’ll
respect it.”


“Humph.” It
sounded dismissive, but Sevana detected a note of relief in that. “Then I’ll
leave you be.” 


As quickly as
that eerie presence had appeared, it disappeared again. Sevana let out a breath
she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Sellion?”


A fleeting grin
passed over Veassen’s face. “Aranhil did not have time to tell you. But you are
registered in our Book as such and have been since you brought the fourth child
to us.” 


She was
insecure enough with Fae customs and ways that she felt like she had to
clarify. “You told me earlier that the name is the title. Is my new name like
that?”


“It is. Your
name means ‘child’ because that is what you give to us.” 


Ho. This
floored her for several seconds and she remained quiet as they continued
walking, thinking the matter over. “That is…outside of my expectations.”


“Yes, it is
because you did not expect anything from us that we knew you to be a friend.
You bring joy to us and yet take nothing away.” Pausing, he added carefully,
“We have become fond of you.”


A startled
laugh erupted from her mouth, more out of happiness than surprise. “Fond, is
it? Well. That’s quite the compliment to hand a girl.”


Veassen shot
her a quick glance over his shoulder. She had the impression that on some level
he was beaming but his expression on the outside was simply softer than usual.
“We will protect you, as long as you live. You need not fear anything in these
woods. They will not harm you.”


They wouldn’t
dare, in other words, as the Fae would come down on them like an axe. “It’s a
relief to know that,” she admitted. “Thank you.”


Satisfied, he
continued guiding her home. Sevana had of course never been this way so she
took careful note of the trail and found several different landmarks that she
could use to guide herself the next time she came this way. 


Even though
they crossed through Curupria territory, they didn’t see even a hint of one of
the strange creatures. They were known to attack hunters or travelers, but
apparently they were shy where the Fae were concerned. Veassen assured her that
they had already spoken to them earlier and that the whole race understood that
Sevana was special and to leave her be. None of them dared a confrontation like
Muma Padurii had, and Sevana was just as glad of it, as she had enough to
mentally process as it was. 


Veassen
escorted her properly all the way to her back door and saw her inside before
bidding her a good night and going back home. Sevana took the first proper
breath she’d had since that morning and leaned against Big’s cool walls for a
long moment. 


Baby?
Big prompted. Grydon?


“They are still
playing with the Fae. They were invited to stay and did.” 


She could feel
the mountain do the equivalent of a startled blink.


“Believe me, I
was just as surprised, but that’s not even the half of it.” Pushing herself
upright, she went hunting for Master and found him, predictably, in the
kitchen. 


He looked up as
she came in, relieved to see her intact. “I take it the meeting went well?”


“Master.”
Sevana dropped into a chair, exhausted. “You won’t believe this. They named
me.”


“Named? Who
did, sweetling?”


“The Fae.”


Master dropped
the tea cup in his hand, sending it rattling on the saucer. “What?! The Fae
have only done that twice in known human history!”


“I am now
Sellion to them, recorded in their books as such. And that’s only the start.”


“Back up, tell
me from the beginning,” Master begged her. 


Stealing his
tea, she dropped another spoonful in it before draining it in one long pull.
With her thirst eased, she started from the beginning, and spun him the full
tale. 


Master heard
her out without even trying to interrupt. When she wound down, he poured her
another cup of tea, which she promptly gulped down. “Sweetling, we are beyond
blessed that you have laid such good foundations with them. If you hadn’t
brought them so many children, or tried to be a good neighbor, they might not
have even heard you out.”


“Much less
insisted on helping,” she concurred. “You did say that good relations with the
Fae would pay off eventually, but I didn’t expect anything like this. I just
wanted to be on their good side, nothing more, as they make terrible enemies.”


“But just as
amazing friends, it seems. So, Sellion, what do you plan to do?”


“A man named
Arandur is supposed to come meet me here in the morning and take me to wherever
they think the ink was taken from. When I left, all they knew was that there
was nothing missing from their own territory. Aranhil was contacting the other
territories and telling them what had happened, asking them to check their own
stores. I gathered the impression that they’d get the answer fairly quickly.” 


“I imagine with
something this important, they’d get a response very quickly.” Master stroked
his chin, deep in thought for a moment. “I bet he’s also asking permission from
his fellow kings to share the secret of the ink with you, though. He wouldn’t
answer you immediately even though they have more or less adopted you, which
means he didn’t have the authority to immediately disclose all secrets.”


“I think the
only reason why he could promise to tell me the ingredients is because of my
status with them.” It hadn’t made sense at the time but now it certainly did.
“So maybe he’s doing just that. I hope he gets permission as I’m not sure we’ll
know enough to reverse this otherwise.” 


“Truly.” 


Daring to ask,
she gave him a hopeful smile. “How much did you discover while I was gone?”


“I basically
caught up with your research and tried a few things.” Master looked irritated
admitting this. “But I also confirmed your feeling that we’ve seen this man’s
work before. It’s not just with Aran and Bellomi’s curses, I’ve encountered him
as well over the past three decades.”


“Three
decades?!” Sevana spluttered, nearly choking on her own tea. She had to beat a
palm against her chest to get her breath back. “He’s been active that long?”


“Hmm, he
certainly has. I have this feeling though that I’m missing something, or
forgetting something that deals with him.” Master raised a hand in the air as
if he were trying to grasp what he was missing. “It’s right on the edge of my
mind, but I can’t quite recall it.” 


“You’ll
remember at some ungodly hour of the morning. That’s when things hit me, at
least.” She hoped he did remember. Master had forgotten more than all of his
students had ever known. It might be important, whatever it was. “While I’m
packing, tell me where else you’ve stumbled onto his trail.” 













Sevana got up
with the dawn as she hadn’t done much packing the night before. She’d spent
more time listening to Master and asking questions than thinking of what she
needed to bring. With him safely snoring away, she had the spare brain power to
put together a mental list of what she needed to pack. This was not a case
where she could step through a clock portal and fetch whatever she had
forgotten, so she had to choose what she brought with care. Besides that, she
had limited space so she couldn’t just shove everything that might be handy in
her pack either. She couldn’t find any of her neverending bags. They had
disappeared on her completely in her storeroom. She really was going to have to
organize, one of these days. 


Not knowing
even which area of the country they were headed to, she packed clothes she
could layer if it was cold, and one thick coat. But it was still summer in most
of the world, so the clothes were light enough to be worn in heat too. Pulling
on her most comfortable boots, she double checked her packs, running through a
mental checklist and hoping she wasn’t forgetting anything important. 


Strapping
everything down, she lugged both of them to the front entrance before doubling
back for her sword and hat. Sevana had this feeling that the man who would come
for her wouldn’t be comfortable on any of her flying devices. She’d be forced
to ride around on horseback, which meant traveling under strong sunlight. The
hat would be a welcome block from the sun. 


Fae at door,
Big informed her. 


Already? It had
barely turned seven. Good thing she’d gotten up when she had. Stepping outside,
she automatically greeted, “Good morning, I believe I’m ready—” but her words
died as she got her first look at him. 


Most of the
Fae, for whatever reason, had light hair. But this man’s was a dark brunette,
cut short, with brilliant green eyes, skin toned by many hours in the sun. He
looked so radically different from the usual ethereal beauty of the Fae, more
masculine and human, that she fumbled to a stop. He was definitely Fae—no
mistaking his radiated power and those ears—but why did he look so different
than most of them? 


“I am Arandur,”
he greeted, giving her a half-bow from the waist. “Aranhil has tasked me with
helping you, Sellion.”


“I thank you
for the help,” she responded, her mouth automatically moving without any real
thought on her part. “I learned yesterday that Fae names all have a meaning. If
you don’t mind my asking, what does your mean?”


“Caretaker.”
His formality dropped a notch and he unbent enough to kick his mouth up on one
side. “In human terms, I am the tracker and informant for my people.”


Sort of like
how Morgan was for her? Now it made sense, why he seemed more human to her
eyes. It was likely because he spent half of his time outside of Fae territory.
“Ah, I see. Now it makes sense why Aranhil gave you the task.”


“I am pleased
he did.” Arandur sounded as if he truly meant that. Looking down at her feet,
he gestured to the packs. “That is all you will bring?”


“I’ve packed
the essentials, except food.” To her dread, she realized he had two horses
saddled and waiting behind them. So he did expect her to ride? “Um, Arandur, I
hate to be a wet blanket, but I’m not the best rider.” 


He seemed
genuinely surprised by this. “Why not?”


“Horses don’t
like me. I don’t like them. It’s a mutual sort of thing. So, if it’s all the
same to you, can we put all the packs on one horse and have me ride with you?”
Sevana gave the horses a nervous look. She really, really didn’t want to ride
by herself. Bad things happened when she tried it. 


“If you wish. I
do not see why we cannot.” A funny expression was on his face but he amiably
grabbed her packs before going to the dappled grey horse and strapped her bags
on. 


While he did
so, she turned and put a hand on Big’s wall. “Big. Tell Master that I’ve taken
off. I’ll try to keep him updated as I go. Ask him to coordinate with Morgan
for me. I told him to last night, but he was too tired, I’m not sure if he’ll
remember.”


Will. 


“And don’t,
whatever you do, let him reorganize my storerooms. He’ll make a hash of it.”


Big made a
rumbling, chuckling sound. Can’t hurt.


“It can too,
you rat fink, don’t give me that. I can find things in there just fine.” Maybe
not on the first or third try, but she always found what she was looking for.
Master could not make the same claim. 


Big just
laughed at her and didn’t even try to rebut that. Frowning, she hoped he really
wouldn’t let Master into her storerooms. Sevana gave him a last pat before
strapping her sword on her back and pulled the hat snuggly on her head. Feeling
more or less ready, she turned to Arandur. 


He was
patiently waiting for her, having already shifted all of the packs to one
horse. Arandur extended a hand to her, which she gingerly took, and he helped
to boost her aboard. The saddle was wide enough that two people could sit
comfortably on it although Sevana felt it a little discomforting as there were
no reins on the horse or a bridle. The saddle was there just to help the people
stay on, but clearly a Fae needed no external device to guide the horse.
Arandur put a foot in the stirrup and swung around behind her, his arms coming
around to rest comfortably on the saddle ridge. Not knowing where else to put
her hands, she gripped the horn. It helped her feel more balanced to do so. 


With a click of
the tongue, Arandur started them off, and the horses obediently followed his
direction and started heading north-west. 


“Where are we
going?” Sevana asked, realizing she hadn’t asked that question yet. 


“Aranhil was informed
last night that the North Forest have reported a break into their storerooms.
They are the only ones to have found a problem.”


North Forest?
“And they are located…?”


“The human name
for it is Brennan Woods.”


Ah, that made
more sense. She was aware there were Fae living in that section of the world.
So it was another group of woodland Fae that they were going to? It would
certainly be easier to steal from them than one of the ocean Fae. Even a
magician couldn’t hold his breath long enough to reach the sea floor. 


They left the
forest area surrounding Big and reached the main road. It was at that point
that Sevana realized she had jumped to an assumption she shouldn’t have. She had
mistakenly thought the steed under her was a regular horse. When he put the
first hoof on the road, he broke out into a run, and the speed at which he
moved was almost breathtaking. No regular horse could even try to keep up with
him. That was her first hint, but the second was how silently his hoofs touched
the ground. It was nothing more than a muted rumble. Big made more noise
talking to her. 


Swallowing
hard, she stared down at the bay stallion. “By chance, is this a chellomi?”


“His sire was,”
Arandur answered, a smile in his voice. “I don’t blame you for making the
mistake, most do.”


A chellomi
looked remarkably like a horse, but they were mythical beasts that could outrun
the wind. Their name literally meant that they could cross a thousand miles in
one step. It was an exaggeration of course, but not by much. She blinked and
they passed Milby, leaving it in the dust. 


Well no wonder
he didn’t need any control over either beast. His Fae abilities aside, the
chellomi were incredibly intelligent. She herself could probably talk to them
and be able to ride them just fine. Not that she was willing to put that to the
test. 


It also now
made sense why he had put her in front of him. Insecure rider that she was, she
would have been bouncing all over the place after the stallion had picked up
speed. It was Arandur’s solid seat that was helping her to keep her own. 


“By human
devices, it would normally take me almost three days to reach Brennan Woods.
How long will it take on a chellomi’s back?”


“Three days.”
Arandur paused before asking, “Just what sort of device allows you to travel as
fast as a chellomi?”


“I have various
flying devices I’ve built,” she explained. “They’re faster and less hassle than
horses.”


“I believe I
have seen them in the sky before. So that was you?” Arandur sounded intrigued.
“Tell me more about them.”


Oh? The
interest he was expressing made her think that she might have talked him into
traveling by that method after all. It was rather too late now, though.
Resigned, she gave him a broad outline of her various devices, then went into
more detail as he peppered her with questions. 


Arandur was
well suited to his job. He was curious about human magic, quick to understand
new concepts, and very adaptable to the foreign. It wasn’t just the portraits
that he wanted an explanation of, it was anything magical she used on a regular
basis or had brought with her. Sevana found that by asking questions like,
“Don’t you have something similar?” she could draw him out and learn more about
the Fae in turn. The conversation was enjoyable and intellectually satisfying,
a rare combination. They spent the whole day talking, only pausing when they
stopped for the night at the foot of the Standor Mountains. 


“There’s a spot
up ahead I use often,” Arandur stated as the stallion under them slowed to a
more normal walk. “It has a small brook and good shelter from the wind.”


“Sounds ideal.”
Sevana had expected they’d have to camp out and brought along a few things to
make the experience more tolerable. “Did you pack food, though? I wasn’t sure
what to bring.” Mostly because she had no idea what a Fae diet consisted of. 


“I did,” he
assured her. 


They pulled off
the road without him elaborating and went off into a small clearing surrounded
by pine trees. Their pack horse went straight to the brook and started
drinking. The stallion stood stock still while Arandur slid off his back and
landed lightly on his feet. 


Sevana threw a
leg over the saddle, preparing to just hop off, but he caught her about the
waist and lifted her down. “Whoa!” she exclaimed, startled, instinctively
gripping his shoulders to find her balance. 


He seemed to
find her reaction amusing, although it was hard to read his expression in the
failing light. Arandur set her on her feet but did not let go of her. “Give yourself
a moment,” he counseled. “If you are not used to being on a horse, then an
all-day ride like this will task your muscles.”


Grimacing, she
muttered, “You don’t have to tell me.” It felt like her legs were rubber,
painful rubber that had been stretched the wrong way for too long. Without his
support, she would be staggering. 


An arm around
her waist, he walked her slowly around the clearing, forcing her cramping
muscles to loosen. By the time they made a full circuit, she felt better. She
stopped him with a raised hand. “I’m fine now. Let’s set up camp.” 


“Would you like
something hot or cold for dinner?”


Sevana tried to
imagine a Fae burning something, even fallen deadwood, and failed. “Hot?” she
responded, just to see what he would do next. 


He didn’t say
anything, just headed for the pack horse and started unloading the bundles. 


Deciding she
couldn’t let him do all the work, she approached the horse/chellomi they had
ridden on. “Um, I’ll unsaddle you?” she offered. 


The stallion
stared back with interest at her. When she said nothing else, he shifted so
that he stood perpendicular to her, giving her full access. Taking that as a
yes, she threw the stirrup over to see the straps and unbuckled everything. The
stallion was taller than usual, so she had to stand on tiptoes to get a good
grip on the horn and drag it free of his back. A fallen log nearby served as a
good place to put the saddle. 


“Perhaps you
are not good with horses,” Arandur noted, offering her a curry brush. “But you
are with chellomi.”


“Horses are not
known for their intelligence. I have a hard time with anything that’s an
idiot.” She accepted the brush gingerly. Brushing with the grain would work,
right? Hoping that was the case, she started in on the stallion’s coat. 


“Which is why
you fly.”


“Partially. But
flying is just safer all around,” she answered as she brushed, never looking
up. “There’s no bandits, no territories to run afoul of, no flies or pests to
contend with. Unless there’s a storm, it’s a more convenient way to travel.” 


“And yet you
did not offer that method to me.” 


There was a
question in the statement and she paused to look at him. Arandur was focused on
unpacking the food, but glanced up when he felt her eyes on him. “There’s too
much of Fae culture I don’t know about. I didn’t know if I should offer or
not.” 


“Flying into
another’s territory is frowned on,” Arandur said easily. “But if we need to go
anywhere else, I would enjoy the experience of flying.”


Oh? It didn’t
sound like something he was saying out of politeness’s sake. Sevana was still
having a hard time reading him, even after their long conversation that day. He
was a quiet, reserved man in many respects but also seemed to have a very
gentle nature to him. Arandur was the type of man that she was never sure could
be taken at face value. He would probably say things he didn’t entirely mean
just to put the people around him at ease. At least, he struck her as the sort
to do so. 


Deciding it was
past time to try and break the ice with him, she said, “I’ll be pleased to take
you. But I do have a request.”


“Ask,” he
encouraged. 


“I’m calling
you Aran.” Shooting him a look over her shoulder, she added, “Because the only
time I call someone by their full name is when I’m mad at them.” 


A slow smile
spread over his face. “Is that so. Then call me Aran.”


He was not
nearly as stiff as his first impression led her to believe. Relieved by that,
she grinned back. “Call me Sev or Sevana or Sellion as you wish. I’ll answer to
any of it.” 


“Understood.
Sev.” 


She chuckled,
more because of the devilish grin on his face than the way he promptly used her
nickname. Sevana had a feeling that they’d get along just fine. “So tell me, do
Fae burn wood?”


“And waste a
valuable resource? Of course not.” With a perfectly straight face, he pointed a
finger at the cast iron pan in his hand. It started sizzling the food within
seconds. 


Fascinated, she
drifted closer, trying to figure out how he was doing that. “The Fae don’t use
magics, or spells, or anything of that sort?”


“It is not
necessary. We speak directly with the elements. They do as we request.” 


Sevana felt a
flash of envy. She had to bargain and weigh and measure every single thing she
did when it came to magic. Even the simplest of spells were quite complicated
if you broke them down. What would it be like to just point a finger at
something and have it leap to do your bidding? 


“Do not envy
us,” Arandur scolded lightly, more amused than chiding. “After all, you can
create things we cannot because your magic can be more complex in structure.
Ours is simplistic.”


“And
unimaginably strong,” she drawled back, not the least appeased by these words. 


Unoffended, he
unbent enough to give her a small grin. “I am hoping that you brought some of
your complex magic with you? To make sleeping easier.” 


“I might have
brought a tent with me.” Snorting, she went for her own pack and dug out the
camping equipment. Not for one second did she believe that he was looking
forward to using any of her things. He could probably talk grass into being
soft and cushiony if he was of the mind to. But she played along as he cooked
dinner. Who knew? Maybe he’d get comfortable enough with her to share a few
secrets. 













They made North
Woods (or in human terms, Brennan Woods) in three days as Aran had said they
would. Sevana had him teach her at least the basics of Fae customs as they
rode. Normally pomp and ceremony could go take a flying leap as far as she was
concerned, but when dealing with beings that could kill you as easily as
someone would an irritating fly, basic courtesy became terribly important. 


The Fae didn’t
seem to have any rules about dress code—as long as you weren’t showing an
outrageous level of skin—but they were particular about not being an imposition
to others. Kindness was the key word with them. 


Sevana fully
expected to put both feet into her mouth within the first three hours. 


Late in the
afternoon they reached the edge of Brennan Woods. Sevana had passed by here
several times but had never tried to actually go in. The closest that she had
come was when she’d gone into the Desolate Mountains with Bel and Aren to break
the king’s curse. But that was only the outskirts of the woods. This time, she would
be going into the heart of them. 


Aran slowed
them to a walk, partially because of the thickness of the foliage, partially
because it was rude to run right over someone’s figurative doorstep. It gave
her a chance to properly look around. The trees here were ancient, as old or
older than Noppers Woods. It put the phrase ‘primeval forest’ on a whole new
level. Or maybe it just felt that way to her. She was used to going into
Noppers, so she rather thought herself immune to this feeling of antiquity, but
perhaps not. 


“What do you
think of this place?” Aran asked her in a quiet tone. 


“It feels
beyond ancient,” she answered back, unwittingly speaking in the same soft
voice. “As if it has been here since the very creation of the world.” There was
something else about it, too, that was right on the tip of her tongue, but she
found it hard to put into words. “There’s this thrum, too, as if the place has
its own pulse.” 


“Oh, so you can
feel that?” 


She blinked and
turned, trying to see his expression. He looked mildly surprised and approving.
“What am I feeling?”


“All of the
tools and items of the Fae are made here. What you are sensing is magic being
actively used, on a near continuous level.” 


Sevana’s eyes
crossed. “That’s how your magic feels?”


“When we are
actively using it. Most of the time, we do not need to, as a request is enough
to grant our desire. But when we are crafting something, our magic feels like
this.” Cocking his head, he pressed, “What does it feel like exactly?”


She didn’t
really have anything to compare it to. The one experience that came to mind
didn’t even come close, but Sevana wasn’t sure how else to answer. “Have you
ever stood inside of a rainbow?”


“At the end of
one, yes. Once. It’s a rare experience.” 


Didn’t she know
it. Sevana had only managed it once too. “The air there feels dense and moist
and heavy enough that you feel like you almost can’t breathe, and yet it’s cool
and refreshing at the same time.”


“Ahh, yes, I
can see how our magic would feel similar to you. It feels that way to us as
well.” Aran sat up a little straighter, eyes focusing on something dead ahead.
“Our hosts approach.”


Sevana snapped
back around, eyes straining to see forward. In these dim woods it was hard to
see anything more than twenty feet out. She didn’t see forms so much as she
caught hints of movement. Just how good were a Fae’s eyes?


The chellomi
stallion came to a stop as naturally as if he were the one to decide to do so.
Aran slid gracefully off before reaching up for Sevana. She was used to him doing
this by now, as he didn’t seem to trust her equestrian skills. She had none to
speak of, so that was a good choice. Secretly glad for the help, she put her
hands on his shoulders and let him lift her to the ground. Not being afraid of
the chellomi any longer, she unbent enough to give him a pat on the shoulder,
in the same way she would thank Big. The chellomi turned his head enough to
touch his nose to her hat, knocking it askew. 


With a dirty
look at the stallion, she straightened her hat and focused ahead again. Their
Fae hosts were now visible and only a few feet away. She hadn’t expected them
to look different, but they did, in a subtle way. They were slightly paler,
their clothes not as loose and flowing, but more form-fitting. Far from
favoring the light colors that the Noppers Fae did, they chose more subdued
greens, greys, and browns that blended in perfectly with their surroundings. No
wonder she had trouble seeing them. 


Man and woman
lifted a hand in greeting, more casually to Aran—did he know these two?—but
with more formality and curiosity with Sevana. 


“Arandur,” the
woman said in a warm tone, “it has been many seasons since we last saw you. You
are well.”


“I am, Alyan,”
Aran returned with the same tone of familiarity in his voice. “Rincavornon, you
are well.”


“I am,
Arandur,” Rincavornon stated. 


“I present
Sellion, our adopted sister.”


Alyan, a
beautiful redhead with copper tones in her hair and eyes, picked up both
Sevana’s hands. “Sellion, I greet you. I am Alyan.”


This gripping
of the hands didn’t feel like a simple hello to her. Sevana could swear the
woman was doing a check of her, like a magical diagnostic of some sort. “I
greet you, Alyan.” 


Alyan didn’t
let go of her hands and the man with her, who could be Aran’s blond cousin with
those looks, didn’t try to budge her. He was satisfied with words alone. “I
greet you, Sellion. I am Rincavornon.”


“I greet you,
Rincavornon,” she returned, wondering when she would be able to get her hands
back. 


“Ah, now I know
you,” Alyan said with immense satisfaction. “You have been here before.”


Aran’s voice
rose in surprise. “You have?”


“Not in the
woods proper,” Sevana denied, relieved when Alyan finally let go of her. “But
I’ve been in the Desolate Mountains a time or two. My most recent trip was last
year, actually.” 


“You are an
Artifactor, I believe?” Alyan regarded her with a sort of birdlike curiosity. 


“That’s right.
My human name is Sevana Warran.” 


They made
ahhing sounds of recognition. “You are the one that has brought us children,” Rincavornon
stated. It was obviously not a question—he knew exactly who she was now.


“That’s me,”
she agreed. Whatever system they had to exchange news between the Fae
territories was obviously a good one, as they were fairly up to date. Or maybe
what she was doing was really that unheard of, that her actions were news all
the way up here. 


“We will speak
to you on that subject later,” Alyan warned her with a distinct pout. “We are
not pleased that you only bring children to South Woods and not to us.”


Aran cleared
his throat, the sound suspiciously like a chuckle that was being suppressed.
“We are nearest her home, Alyan.”


Alyan looked
him dead in the eye. “That is beside the point.”


Sevana had this
feeling she’d be making a lot of trips up here in the near future. If Aranhil
agreed to let her do that. She wasn’t sure if he would. “We can discuss that
later and work something out. Is it too late for me to see where this missing
ink was stored?”


“It is not,”
Rincavornon assured her. “But first, we will see to the chellomi, and give you
a moment’s rest.” 


That might have
been their polite way of saying the pair of them smelled like horses and needed
to wash up. Sevana was inclined to agree because three days on horseback would
do that to a person. Chellomi might be magical creatures and whatnot, but the
hair and the smell was the same. That and the uncomfortable, hard saddles and
the saddle sores that went with them. As soon as she had some privacy, she was
applying salve to certain tender places. And the next time that she
ventured into Fae territory, she was taking her own vehicles, and Fae customs
could go hang. 


Aran grabbed
her bags and handed them to her, which she hefted over one shoulder. Alyan took
the lead and struck off to the left. It was only when she did so that Sevana
started to detect the path that was there. It blended in so well that she could
barely discern the difference between normal forest floor and path. Were there
signs? Hopefully? Otherwise she’d need a guide the entire time she was here. 


It all looked
like forest to her up until they entered a small clearing. Here, she saw the
same signs of ‘buildings’ that were in Noppers. It was nothing overt, just the
bending of branches in unusual ways to form doorways and roofs. Alyan passed
through one such opening and the air became lighter. Sevana slowed her steps,
lingering, to get a better look. Woven into the branches were hundreds of
fireflies, giving the inside a natural glow. The ‘floor’ was a thick, cushiony
moss that looked like velvet. It would probably feel that way too. She
recognized the type. 


Once she passed
through that brief entrance, she entered what must be the main room. It was
almost perfectly round, with other doorways in set intervals. The branches were
woven together in such a way that it was beautiful, like an intricately woven
basket. 


“I’ll take my
usual room,” Aran announced in general before splitting off and going into the
first room on the left. 


Alyan pointed
to the room dead ahead. “That is a bathing room that is connected to a hot
spring.” 


Sevana was
going to make immediate use of that.


“The rest,”
Alyan continued, “are rooms for guests. You choose any that you like.”


To keep things
simple, she might as well take the room to the immediate right. Hopefully she
would keep her bearings that way. These doorways looked almost identical. “Thank
you.” Ducking in through the doorway, she paused long enough to get a good look
around. From the way things were made so far, she fully expected a moss bed,
but the Fae were apparently more practical than that. The bed frame itself was a
growing, woven tree, but it had a perfectly human mattress on top, blanket and
pillows included. Glad to see at least one thing she recognized, she put
her packs on the bed and dug out fresh clothes. Then she made a beeline for
that hot spring. 


She was almost
through the door when she realized that she couldn’t just strip and jump in.
For one thing, the doorway had a deep inset, to where one couldn’t see the
inside of the room without taking several steps in. There was no way to tell if
it was occupied. Pausing, she called, “Aran?”


“Yes?” he
answered from inside of his room. 


“I’m going into
the springs.”


There was a
ruminative pause on his part. “I take it that if I enter while you are there,
you will be displeased.”


“You walk in on
me and I’ll hex you,” she corrected. 


What might have
been a chuckle floated in the air. “Understood. Enjoy yourself.”


She didn’t plan
to, as she was here to investigate something, not soak in magical hot springs.
But she needed fifteen minutes to get the worse of the smell off and some of
the aches and pains in her rear to go away. Right now, any bending sent a sharp
ache through her buttocks, which was far from pleasant. 


Sevana had
given up trying to predict what anything in Fae territory would look like. She
didn’t expect a traditional bathing area and that was just as well, as she
didn’t get one. It looked like a natural hot spring, the rocks and moss and
plants growing around the springs completely undisturbed by hands. If not for
the fact that the branches wove a ceiling above her head, she would have
thought she had wandered into the woods by accident. 


The only
addition to this scene were two wooden tubs, both of them looking as if they
had grown from a Tub Tree, they were so perfectly formed. They sat demurely
near the springs, waiting to be used. Sevana found a flat spot on the rocks to
put her clothes on, stripped, and then gingerly dipped a toe to check the
temperature. It was perhaps a mite hotter than she cared for but not
intolerable. She found a path into the water and then searched about until she
found a rock that was the right height. Settling, she grabbed a bucket and
started scrubbing. 


At first, the
heat of the water felt like bliss on aching muscles and joints, but eventually
it got to be too much to her. She was sweating and starting to feel dizzy.
Still a little reluctant to get out, she lingered a few more minutes before
common sense compelled her out of the water. Only then did she slosh free,
grabbing a towel and drying off as she did so. 


Sevana had one
foot into her pants when she realized that she was no longer sore. At all. Not
even a trace to be found. Disbelieving, she bent as far she could in all
directions, testing this, but if anything she felt more limber than she
normally did. 


Just what was
in that water?! 


In an automatic
motion, she reached for her tool belt, intending to do a quick study. But of
course she hadn’t brought any of that in here with her. Swearing, Sevana
promised herself she’d come back tonight and do a proper study. She was
duplicating this, no matter what. 


“Sevana?” Aran
queried, voice dry. “You realize you’ve been in there for almost a half hour?”


Stone the crows.
No, she hadn’t. To cover that up, she responded, “I’m only partially dressed,
do not come in. And what’s in this water?”


“A variety of
things, I imagine. Why? Do you feel better?”


“Better is a
very weak word.”


“If you ask,
they’ll tell you.” 


What?! Since
when did the Fae share any secrets? Sevana jerked her shirt over her head,
leaving her hair dripping wet over one shoulder, and grabbed her dirty clothes
in a rough bundle. She wasted no time getting to the entrance so that she could
demand of Aran face to face, “What?”


He regarded her
levelly, his head canted ever so slightly to the side as if he couldn’t
understand her surprise. “You know this.”


“I know nothing
of the sort,” she denied, near to spluttering. “The Fae have never shared any
secrets with me until this week. It wasn’t until three days ago that I learned
I had my own name among you!”


“Truly?”
Rocking back on his heels, he considered that. “Perhaps Aranhil was waiting for
the right moment to tell you.”


“The right
moment passed and he didn’t. Veassen told me. But that’s beside the point. Can
I truly ask questions now and get answers?”


“As long as
they are harmless things, like the water. Our truest secrets must remain with
the Keepers.”


The way he said
that word gave it a special significance. Sevana’s ears perked at it. “There
are specific people that keep secrets?”


“The masters of
that craft, yes. No one soul knows everything, but each knows how specific
things are made. It is safer this way.” His tone suggested she should already
know this. “Are not humans the same?”


Sevana snorted.
“Humans are more ambitious and greedy by nature. It’s a lack of talent,
education, and position that keeps us from knowing everything. But believe me,
if given the option of knowing or not knowing, I’d choose to know.” 


“Is that
right.” He leaned down slightly to put their heads at the same level, eyes
boring into hers. His gaze was so penetrating that it felt like he saw through
everything, reading her secrets as easily as if she had said them aloud. It
made her flush and instinctively take a half-step back. He did not let her
retreat far as he challenged, “And yet you have not pressed to know exactly how
the ink is made. Instead, you only ask for the knowledge that you absolutely
must have to do the task you have been given.”


Swallowing
hard, she forced her voice to remain level, her feet to stay where they were. “That’s
a separate matter.” Sevana hadn’t even been given the information she’d requested,
after all. But he was right; even knowing that she now had the right to ask,
she wasn’t sure if it was wise to do so. One word from the Book of Truth held
unbelievable power. What would happen if she made a whole bottle of the ink?
She wasn’t completely immune to theft, try as she might to safeguard her
stores, and having that much power just lying about in her (un)organized
storerooms seemed the height of folly. 


“Is that
right,” he repeated, this time indulging. 


Uncomfortable
for some reason, she cleared her throat. “Are we being called for?”


“Just now the
message came through that they were ready for us.”


“Give me a
moment.” Turning sideways, she slipped past him and headed for her room. It
took a few minutes to put her clothes away, pull boots back on, and pin her
hair up. But with that done, she needed nothing more than her bag of tools.
Grabbing it, she stepped back out and found that Aran was already waiting on
her. 


He straightened
at her entrance, his gaze unnaturally focused on the door. “Ready?”


The moment
before had not quite left yet. She still felt like he had the ability to see
right through her even with his head facing the opposite direction. Sevana
kicked that thought out only for her mind to notice something else entirely. Now
that she was paying attention, his hair was also wet, fresh clothes on. Had he
bathed somewhere else? He must have. Sevana grumbled mentally and jerked her
mind back on task again. Really, what was wrong with her today? “I’m ready.”


“Then let us
go.” 













“Aran.”


“Yes, Sevana.”


“You should
have warned me about the lizards.” 


“They are
komodo dragons.”


“They are
lizards that are the size of a horse and are poisonous. Poisonous lizards that
are eyeing me like I would make a good after-dinner snack. And you should have
warned me.” 


Aran was very
careful not to smile but she knew he was laughing internally at her. “They are
nice lizards. They won’t bite.”


She eyed the two
komodo dragons with distinct distrust. They really were huge, not perhaps as
big as a horse, but still quite large. They were a color close to granite grey,
reptilian eyes focused on her with unswerving attention. If not for the two Fae
that were standing right next to her, she would have pulled out a wand and
frozen them on the spot. Alas, her hosts would likely be displeased with her
for doing so. 


Forus was the
guardian of the storerooms, or something equivalent to it, and it had been he
that Alyan had taken them to. He was much older than any of the Fae she had
met, his pale skin and hair looking more translucent than real, giving him the
air of a breathing ghost. Still, he was the first to greet her with a perfectly
human handshake, which put her somewhat at ease with him. 


“The komodo
dragons are the second line of defense to our storerooms,” Forus informed her
in his thin, wispy voice. “The first of course being the forest itself.” 


Sevana would
have thought that an exaggeration if not for the fact that she had seen the
forest act as a barrier with her own eyes. 


“How easy is it
to get past them?” she asked Forus, keeping a weather eye on the lizards as she
spoke. 


“It is not.” 


That was
probably Fae-speak for ‘impossible.’ Right. 


Forus turned to
the komodo dragons and said something in a hissing string of sounds. At least,
she assumed he was speaking to them, as they reacted as if they understood
exactly what he said. They turned as one, putting their backs to the group, and
split up to go around different sides of the building. 


For once, it
was an actual building, made of layers of stone. It was so perfectly laid that
she couldn’t find a trace of mortar anywhere, the chinks fitting neatly
together. It was not of a stone that she recognized, and Sevana assumed it to
be a native rock of this region. All around the top of the flat roof was a
canal of water, which let out over the doorway in a small waterfall that was
caught and carried around another canal that went around the base of the building.
It looked as if they had taken advantage of a natural brook, or would have, if
it didn’t wrap around perfectly. 


“The water, I
take it, is another defense?”


“Running water
is powerful, a connecting force, and we use it to power the shield that is in
place here.” Forus gave her a discerning study. “You know this.”


“Running water
is something I use often in my spells and devices,” she admitted frankly. 


“Then elements
of nature are used in human magic?”


“Often. They
are the most powerful after all.” 


Forus didn’t
respond but she could see him mentally tuck that information away. 


“You haven’t
seen any signs that someone disturbed this place?” she asked, already pulling
out her lens to do a quick study. 


“We have not.
It was not until Aranhil spoke to us that we even thought to check our stores.
It was…alarming to see a vial of ink missing.”


Alarming was a
mild way of stating it, or so she gathered. Lifting the lens to her eye, she
studied the building from top to bottom and back again. The information that
scrawled across the glass was interesting, to say the least. Sevana let out a
low whistle. “Powerful shield you have here.”


“How powerful,
in human terms?” Aran asked her. 


“A fourteen,”
she answered, not lowering her lens. “In human terms, we call these
anti-spells, because anything higher than a twelve breaks the laws of magic and
becomes something else entirely. If this were made by humans, I’d be
frantically trying to find a way to either contain it or break it, as it would
be highly volatile. But this is so well balanced, it’s obviously not going to
do anything but what it’s intended to do.”


“Can a human
get past this shield, then?” Forus sounded worried about this possibility.


“Theoretically,
yes.” She lowered the lens to shake her head. “But gentlemen, I wouldn’t fret
about it. It would take a powerful magician with the skills of an Artifactor to
do so, and even then, he’d need weeks to sit here and try different approaches
before succeeding. Which your lizards would not allow. No, he didn’t do this in
the traditional way. I see no traces of magic around this place, either.”


Aran frowned
thoughtfully. “Would they still be here?”


“We’re talking
about a spell that would be powerful enough to dismantle something that’s on an
anti-spell rating. Oh yes. Traces would remain for several months afterwards.
And it would be quite the fireworks when he set it off, too. The theft would
have been noticed if he used human magic to breach this shield.” 


“That is an
excellent point,” Forus allowed. “So what now?”


“Now, you lower
that shield so I can take a look inside.” Sevana hefted her box lens in her
hand, ideas starting to whirl in her mind. “Forus, can I examine how you do
this?”


“You may watch,
yes.” His tone indicated she wouldn’t be able to see much. 


Sevana would
take as much as she could get. Lifting the lens to her eye, she watched as
carefully as she could as Forus began to lower the shield. He didn’t do a
single thing on a physical level, it was more like he opened his internal core
so that the shield recognized who approached. Seeing even that brief glimpse
inside of a Fae shocked her system as intensely as being hit by a meteorite.
Sevana hissed in a breath, rocking back on her heels, reeling from the mental
blow. 


A warm hand
settled at the small of her back, keeping her upright. “I think,” Aran noted
carefully, “that she is able to see far more than we gave her credit for.”


Sevana ignored
him and dropped down to her heels, frantically digging out a journal from her
bag and a pencil. Ignoring both men, she wrote at lightning speed, recording
everything that she could remember about that split second. It was sadly only
three paragraphs but it was still three paragraphs more than any human had ever
been able to figure out about the Fae. 


“Sevana…” Aran
said in a warning tone.


“This will not
be shown to anyone other than me and my master,” she swore, sticking the pencil
in the pages and closing the journal. “But you must understand, everything I
learn here is vital to unraveling this mystery. I dare not ignore anything.” And
Master would kill her if she didn’t pass this along. 


Forus’s brows
were drawn together in a tight frown. “This human magician could not duplicate
our magic.”


“We don’t know
what he did,” she corrected, getting back to her feet. “We know he didn’t use
human magic. That’s all we know. Did he transform himself into something that
the shield wouldn’t recognize as a danger?”


Forus shook his
head before she could trot the full question out. “The shield bars all from
entering, animals and elements alike.” 


Well that was a
good thing to know. “Then the only other option we have is that he somehow
found a way to mimic a Fae’s core energy. He did something to convince the
shield that he was one of you, and should be allowed to pass.” Seeing the twin
looks of disbelief on their faces, she growled, “Like it or not, that’s the
only option we have left. As impossible as it seems, that’s what he did. Also,
for the record? I’ve seen this man do something impossible three other times
so it would be very unwise to underestimate him. He’s crafty. Evil, but
crafty.” 


Forus really
didn’t like this idea, and Aran was close to swearing, but they didn’t argue
with her which must have meant they understood that she was at least partially
correct. Without another word, Forus focused on the shield again, and the water
stopped in its tracks. The waterfall ceased so that they could enter without
getting sopping wet, which Sevana appreciated. 


They stepped
inside, her head turning about so she could get a good look at the place. For a
place of magic, it was sadly like every other storeroom in existence. There
were rows upon rows of shelves, items of different sorts stacked neatly on
them, sometimes labeled, sometimes not. Sevana was dying to open a few boxes
and bottles and take a look at things, but she had an idea she’d be kicked out
immediately if she tried it, so she quelled the impulse. Forus led them to the
back wall before stepping to one side, indicating an empty spot. 


There were
twelve identical vials that looked like small perfume bottles, dark and
delicate. Or she should say, there used to be twelve, but there was an empty
spot in the front. There was no dust on these shelves, so it was impossible to
say how much time had elapsed. “When was the last time that someone did an inventory
of this place?”


“Six months
ago, in human terms.” 


“So it could
have been missing for six months and no one would have noticed?”


Forus pursed
his lips together. “No, I think not. I fetched something here four months ago
and I would have noticed a vial missing at that time.”


“Four months,”
she repeated thoughtfully, staring at that empty spot. “Yes, I think that’s
about the right time frame. It would take about four months for him to make all
the preparations and act on it.” Taking her lens back out of her pocket, she
studied the whole area for a long moment. “Ahhh, he wasn’t as careful here. I’m
seeing a trace of his magical core.” 


“This is good?”
Aran sounded hopeful.


“It’s strange,
is what it is.” Sevana lowered the lens, staring blindly ahead as she pulled up
several memories. “It’s him, I know it’s him, but it’s not at the same time.”


Aran and Forus
exchanged confused glances before Aran admitted, “I don’t understand.”


“I’m not sure
if I do,” Sevana grumbled sourly. “He definitely changed his magical core
somehow. My hypothesis earlier is now validated. The reading is different than
it was before. But part of it is identical.”


“Changing the
core, is that difficult?”


“No, it’s
deadly. Impossible. You either kill yourself or you burn out your magical core
trying. Until this moment, I would have sworn that no human alive had managed
it.” Sevana lifted the lens to her eye again, taking another long look at the
scene. But the numbers and information didn’t change. “This is vexing. How did
he do this?”


“Perhaps you
are mistaken?” Aran offered.


Sevana shook
her head in firm denial. “I am a prodigy in my field, Aran. Believe me, if this
was possible, I’d know about it. This man, whoever he is, has found a way to
bend the rules of nature enough to change his very core. He’s either insane or
stupid. Possibly both.” 


“What now?”
Forus asked. He sounded and looked disturbed, as if this whole situation was
giving him nightmares. 


“Now, I set
this problem aside.” Seeing their frustration, she shrugged, smile twisting in
a not unsympathetic way. “Gentlemen, as much as we would all like to know how
he got in here, it’s not the main point right now. The fact is he did
get in, took something that no human should have their hands on, and did
unimaginable damage with it. We can figure out how he did it later, at our
leisure. Right now, I know what I need to—it’s him. Now you need to give me the
rest of the information that I’m missing. How is the ink made? I don’t need the
exact process, but I do need the elements and their individual power levels.” 


Forus squared
off with her, mouth in a flat line. “After you know this and reverse what has
been done?”


She heard the
unspoken part of that question and answered, “I will come straight back here
and figure out how he got in. Believe me, I don’t want this situation to happen
in the future. It’s giving me chills to think someone can duplicate this,
somehow. I want to plug this hole in your defenses as much as you do.” 


That satisfied
him although there was still a twitch in one eye that suggested he wouldn’t
sleep well in the next few nights. “Then I will tell you how the ink is made.” 













Of course Forus
didn’t tell her right there on the spot. He led her out of the storeroom,
setting the shield back in place, and then called the lizards to him. Both
komodo dragons settled their chins into his hands for a good scratch and rub,
which he did with an indulgent smile on his face. It was clear he was setting
them back at guard while also giving them praise for doing their jobs. It reminded
her eerily of how she interacted with Big, Baby, and Grydon. 


With that set,
he took her off to another side of the woods and into a different building
entirely. This one didn’t have a shield around it, but it did have another pair
of komodo dragons, these even larger than the other set. Or maybe it seemed
that way to her. Was that all the Fae used in this region of the world? Giant
lizards as guard dogs? 


Forus greeted
these comfortably, with more scratches being exchanged, and then led his guests
into the building. This one wasn’t as large as the other, or organized in the
same way. Instead, the shelves were all along the wall with two stone tables in
the center of the room. The tables were so naturally there it was like they
were grown from the bedrock. Even the smell was different—a musty sort of
scent, which she associated with being in caves. He motioned for her to stay at
the table, and then he went to different shelves, gathering up vials in the
crook of his elbow before coming back and depositing them in front of her. 


“There are two
elements missing,” he informed her as he sat each bottle down with a soft clink.
“We mix a drop of our own blood into it and fresh spring water.”


Sevana’s eyes
nearly crossed. “You put your own blood into the ink?” No wonder it had such
innate power! “Ah, you do realize that I’ll need a sample? A prick of your
finger will do.”


Without a word,
Aran withdrew a short dagger from the sheath at his waist and pricked his
thumb.


Swearing, she
scrambled for an empty vial in her bag. “You idiot, give me some warning!
There’s no need for you to bleed all over the floor.”


“We heal
quickly,” Aran drawled, not the least bit concerned but somewhat amused at her
panicked reaction. 


Pressing the
mouth of a vial against his thumb, she caught several drops and stoppered it.
“Then heal. I’m good with this amount.” 


Mouth quirked,
he nodded. She noticed that the skin was already closing. What, did they heal
by sheer willpower? 


Putting aside
that disturbing thought, she focused instead on the blood. According to her box
lens, it held a seven power rating. Well, it was nearly an eight. She’d
expected it to be somewhere around a seven, though, considering what the Fae
were. Digging her journal back out, she recorded that information, asking as
she did so, “What is the proper way to store Fae blood? Do I need to keep it
cold? Does it react well to stasis spells?”


“The blood will
be fine and unsoiled unless it is mixed in with something else. This stasis
spell you speak of, it is a way for humans to preserve something?” Forus waited
for her nod before saying, “I have no knowledge of a human trying this on Fae
blood. While I am unsure what it will do, my guess would be, not much.”


“Then it’s fine
in this vial?”


“It is.” 


Well that made transporting
and storing it easier on her. Although she planned to be very careful with it.
Heaven knew what an evil man could do with Fae blood. “Then let me see what
else we have here.” Setting the vial down, she picked up another and examined
it. “Pine tree resin, it looks like, from a thousand year old tree?”


Forus gave her
a small smile, like an uncle would a young niece. “Indeed.”


“That has a
four, no surprise. And this is—” she picked up the vial and unstopped it,
taking a look inside. Sevana didn’t even need her box lens to know what this
was. “Dragon’s ash. How old is it?”


Forus now
looked semi-impressed. “You know at a glance?”


“Not the first
time I’ve handled it,” she explained. 


“Ah, I see. It
is three months old. Anything older and we use it for smaller, less important
items.”


Three months or
younger would mean it still had its full potency. So it would have a five
rating. The spring water of course would have an eight, especially in Fae
territory. The Fae blood had a seven. Any dyes they used should have a one or
two. Sevana picked up three of the vials that held dyes in them, examining
each. Blue, red, yellow, all from natural sources. So yes, they would have a
one. She picked up the last vial and held it up, then almost dropped it as the
smell came to her. It smelled like the sea, and tar, and this undefinable
near-stench that she had only ever encountered with one creature. 


“You have
kraken ink?!”


“It is somewhat
difficult to attain,” Forus admitted. He seemed pleased she could recognize
that too at a glance. “But our brethren on the southern shores will barter with
us and we often get vials from them.” 


Sevana found
that woefully unfair. “Do you think they’ll trade with me too?” She hadn’t
meant for that question to come out wistfully. 


Aran choked on
a laugh, lifting a fist to try to disguise his smile. “I’m sure they will.
Sellion.”


Oh, right, she
was now an adopted member of the Fae. So she could do things like trade with
them. Sevana beamed at the thought. Oh, the things she could make with
the right ingredients. 


“Focus,” Aran
advised, still trying not to laugh. “Daydream later.” 


Screwing up her
mouth in a sideways frown, she put the vial of kraken ink back down. “At any
rate, this has a seven as well. Forus, that is all of the ingredients?”


“It is. Do you
need a vial of the water?”


“I will before
I leave,” she admitted. “But not right at this moment. So, added up all
together…” Leaning over the table, she flipped to a clean page in the journal
and started doing some very complicated mathematics. Not wanting to make a
stupid mistake, she went back over it twice before she was satisfied. “Each
piece individually, when added, is thirty-two. But of course we’ll lose most of
that power because of the way each element chemically reacts to the others. I’m
assuming something about the way you mix and process the ink stabilizes the
elements into a more cohesive form?”


“It does.”


“Which is how
the final, usable version of the ink is a seven in power rating.” Sevana rubbed
at her chin, staring hard at the numbers. “This is scary. The way he crafted
his spell, it was as if he knew exactly what the elements were in the ink and
how to best take advantage of them.” 


“But how could
he know?”


“That is a very
good question.” Sevana didn’t look up from the pages, staring blankly downward
for several more seconds. She had a feeling just knowing the elements that made
up the ink wasn’t enough. It was nothing more than gut instinct—she didn’t have
anything to back it up with—but she had this notion that she’d need to know
exactly how the ink was made. The ink, after all, was the lynch pin to this
whole thing. Making a snap decision, she looked up. 


“Forus, might I
impose on you a while longer? I want to do some experiments here, so that if I
have more questions, you’re at hand to answer them.”


“That is fine,”
he assured her. Not quite off-handedly he added, “You will let us watch? We
wish to understand more of human magic.”


“I think that
would be wise, actually. The more you understand, the more you can human-proof
your storerooms.” 


He gave her a
smile that would not be out of place on a cat’s face. “Exactly so. You will
need a place to work?”


“A quiet,
uncluttered place would be ideal.” She’d do her best to not make things explode
while testing. None of these ingredients were particularly volatile, so the
odds were slim, but sometimes the unexpected happen. They were called accidents
for a reason. 


Aran helped her
pick up the ingredients, as her bag was stuffed full at this point. Sevana, in
her rush to get out the door, hadn’t the time to unearth one of her
never-ending bags. It was something she was kicking herself about now. 


They left the
building, Forus petted his komodo dragons, and then he led them away from the
center of the village or town or whatever the Fae called it. As he took them
onto yet another unfamiliar path, he slowed so that he was more in step with
her. “Several times, I have seen you use a device that you lift to your eye.”


The question
was unspoken but clear in his tone. Sevana had done nothing but ask questions
for the past hour and he had been forthright about the answers. It behooved her
to do the same. “My box lens. I haven’t thought of a better name for it yet.
It’s a new invention of mine. I seem to be doing a lot of curse breaking, and
the usual way of doing an investigation is to use my diagnostic wand. But
that’s cumbersome, it requires both hands and clean paper to write on, which I
don’t always have. So I created the lens.” Seeing she still had his interest,
she broke it down even further. “The two smaller lenses at the bottom act as a diagnostic
wand and analyze everything, but the information it finds is displayed on the
larger lens that’s near my eye. I can read the information that way.”


“Like you did
earlier. I see.” Forus seemed pleased to have some of his curiosity satisfied. 


Aran, at her
other side, couldn’t help but join in. “You speak much of power levels. There
is more mathematics involved in human magic than I imagined.”


Sevana couldn’t
help but laugh softly at this. “Oh, even humans have no idea how much math is
involved. By the time an Artifactor has completely developed a product, all
they have to do is flip a switch or speak a command and it works. They know
nothing of the mechanics of it. Even most magicians couldn’t tell you. But
there’s quite a bit of mathematics and science involved, more than people would
guess. That’s why Artifactors are rare—try finding someone that has the head
for mathematics, science, mythology, languages, and craftsmanship that just so
happens to have some magical talent.” 


 There was a
strange, unreadable expression on Aran’s face as he looked at her. “And yet you
are a prodigy in your field.”


Sevana tried
not to smirk too broadly. “I am.” She’d let them draw their own conclusions. 


“Is that why
the human kings come to you for help?”


That was an
understandable assumption to jump to, considering what she had been doing the
past year and a half, but— “No, actually, I haven’t been asked for help even
once by the kings. I seem to just fall into the situation. With Bel, I went and
kidnapped him.”


Both Fae made
the same sound of choked surprise, which amused her. 


“I’m not
exaggerating,” she assured them. “I really did break into the palace and kidnap
him. Granted, he was willing to be kidnapped. And then we snuck in again and
kidnapped his father, because he was also a prisoner under a curse, and while
they rewarded me nicely for it afterwards, neither of them asked for my help in
the beginning. This latest situation with Sa Kao was another time I chanced
into it because they were making a mess in my backyard, but it wasn’t until I
showed up and volunteered that Princess Farah requested my help.”


Aran’s face
screwed up in a confused frown. “But why would they not to think to go to you?”


“My guess? Because
I’m new. I’m well known among the other Artifactors and various magicians, but
not the general population. Not yet, anyway. I’ve only been in business…hmm,
four years I think. It takes time for the word to spread. Most people still
call on my master first, as he’s been in the business for decades now and is
known to be good.” 


“Who is your
master?” Forus asked. 


“Tashjian
Joles.” 


Forus blinked,
looking at her as if he was sure she was pulling his leg. 


That reaction
made her ask slowly, “You know him?”


“Indeed I do.”
A reminiscent smile came over Forus’s face. “This was many years ago, when he
was still a young man, but a rogue magician had blundered into our territory.
He came to us and politely asked for an escort through so he could catch the
man and haul him back. We were cautious at first—such a story has been given to
us before, usually as a ploy so that one partner can try to rob us while the
other leads us on a merry chase. But he proved to be truthful. He did exactly
as he said he would, then gave us a fine present as thanks for our help before
he left again. We remember him as an honest man.” 


Now why hadn’t
Master mentioned this little story to her? It would have been nice to know.
Maybe he thought the Fae wouldn’t remember the incident? No, surely not. The
Fae had memories that would put an elephant to shame. 


“So you are his
student.” Forus gave a sage nod. “Now is much explained.” 


Sevana decided
to take that as a compliment. 


Forus took them
around a slight bend in the trail and then stopped in front of a round looking
building. Instead of branches, this one was made of thick vine-like bushes that
spread up and over, tangling themselves to form sturdy walls. When she stepped
through the oblong opening, she found that the inside had those stone tables
that seemed to sprout out of the ground. It was clear aside from the tables
with a thick moss floor that smelled heavenly. She could hear water running
nearby so there had to be a stream behind or to the side of the building
somewhere. 


Seeing that
Forus was waiting on her reaction, she assured him, “This is perfect. Um, how
far am I away from everyone else?”


“Some distance
away, but not far.” Forus’s tone had a Why are you asking note to it.


“Don’t approach
this place carelessly,” she requested, making her voice as firm as possible.
“While experimenting and analyzing elements, sometimes things go very wrong,
and I’ve been known to have explosions.” 


Forus’s mouth
dropped. “Ex-explosions?”


“I don’t expect
it to happen here,” she assured him absently, her mind already switching over
to work mode. “Nothing you handed me has a volatile nature. But just in case,
call out a greeting before you get too close.” 


“I will stay,”
Aran stated. 


Sevana paused
in unpacking her bag and looked at him sideways. “You think you can stop an
explosion from occurring?”


He gave her
that enigmatic smile that suggested he was not about to answer that question
fully. “Do not worry, Forus.”


Forus did look
relieved that someone would be nearby to throw a bucket of water on her if
things went south. Really, the man’s imagination was blowing this out of
proportion. It wasn’t like Sevana would set the whole forest ablaze. At the
most, it would be just this section. 


Shrugging, she
didn’t let this paranoia bother her, and went back to unpacking everything in
her bag. “Alright, let’s get to work.”













Half the
elements of Fae ink were ones that Sevana knew well. She did a surface level
testing of them, found the results she expected, and moved on. It was the rest
that she focused on intently. 


Especially the
Fae blood. 


Aran, for the
most part, sat cross-legged on the ground out of her way and just looked on.
Sometimes he grabbed one of her journals and read through it, asking her a
question when he felt it safe to interrupt her. But he never once got in her
way. Sevana adored people that could read the situation like he could and knew
when to be in her space and when to leave her be. Men like him had long life
expectancies because of that skill. 


Sevana spent a
full day on the blood alone and didn’t get anywhere closer to an answer than
she had at the very beginning. Frustrated, she threw her wand down and pointed
an outraged finger at the sample lying on the glass dish. “What is
this?!”


Glancing up
from the journal in his lap, Aran drawled, “Blood.”


“Blood isn’t
blood,” she shot back, temper flaring. Nine hours of working on an unsolvable
problem had made her usual patience disintegrate. “It’s a mixture of blood
cells, water, sugar, fat, protein, minerals, and salt.”


The man had the
gall to blink up at her as if he had never heard this before. “Really?”


Sevana grabbed
the nearest non-lethal object and chucked it at his head. Aran, laughing,
dodged and caught it in a free hand before levering himself up to his feet long
enough to put it back on the stone table. 


Infuriating
man. He just sat there with all of these answers while watching her work her
brain to the point of overloading. “You know what Fae blood is made of.”


“I know what
I’ve been told. I think it will take one of our Mothers to answer your question
more fully, as they are the ones that are responsible for turning a human child
into Fae.” Aran handed her the journal. “Every Fae child is told that we are a
gestalt of the world around us. Our blood comes from the pure water
underground, our sight from the sun itself, our air from the wind, our flesh
from the clay of the ground.”


She would have
dismissed this as the ravings of an unhinged mind but the Fae were truly
magical, to the point that every diagnostic tool she had maintained their blood
was a cohesive substance that was pure magic. There was very limited data on
even how to categorize it. But if she took his words to be literal truth, then
how did their physical makeup become like this? How did a human body, made of
chemicals and bones and tissue, get transformed into something that more resembled
a collection of earthen elements? 


“Don’t think
too hard about it,” Aran advised, “because it will make your brain bleed.” 


“Literally?”


“Don’t know, I
don’t think too hard about it. Follow my example. It’s a good example.” 


Growling, she
put her back to the table and leaned against it. Her brain was tired of going
in circles, her eyes ached from staring through a lens too long, and she was
fighting fatigue in her lower back. Probably because she had been bent over a
worktable most of the day. “I think,” she announced generally to the world, “that
I will go soak in your hot springs and analyze the water.”


“Still planning
to do that?”


“That, at
least, has an easy answer waiting for me.” And she’d find a way to duplicate it
and install one in Big. She wouldn’t rest until she managed it. 


From the very
back of the table, her Caller stirred with a familiar sing-song voice. “Sevana~”


Sighing, Sevana
put her bath on a temporary hold and moved the Caller so it was on the edge of
the table and more visible. “Yes, Kip.”


“I’ve gone
through every art market possible and I think I’ve found all of the portraits.”


“How many more
did you find?”


“Three more.
They look much older than the recent ones. But! The reason I’m calling is that
I found the princess’s portrait.” 


Sevana punched
a victorious fist into the air. “YES!”


“I knew that
would make your day.” Morgan sounded completely pleased with himself, as he
should be.


“Where in the
world was it, anyway?”


“A fine arts
collector had it squirreled away. It wasn’t until we started searching known
collector’s rooms that we found it. Even then, the man’s hands had to be pried
off. Collectors are scary.”


“Truly.” Sevana
did not envy him the job of wresting back that portrait but she was very glad
that he’d managed it. “None of the portraits were damaged in any way?”


“No. I made
sure to wrap them well before shipping them too, don’t worry.”


Sevana’s mind
screeched to a stop. “Wait. You SHIPPED them?!”


“Aren’t you
the one that told me not to send them through the clocks?”


“Yes, I did,
but I didn’t think you’d send them off without going along either!”


“Oh.”
She could tell from the sheepish look on the Caller’s face that Morgan only now
realized that might be a bad idea. “In my defense, I was left unsupervised.”


“Kiiiiip,” she
growled between clenched teeth, “if you have to track those portraits down
again, or anything happens to them, I’m coming after your hide.”


“I’m tired
and making sloppy decisions, I’m not an idiot. It’s under royal escort by the
Sa Kaon Royal Guard directly to Big.” 


“Wait, you made
it sound as if you just put it on the back of a courier’s horse. It’s under
royal guard?”


“Of course.
You think the royal parents here are going to take any risks with their
daughter? Princess Farah herself is overseeing it taken to Big.”


“That’s
entirely different than you made it sound like initially.” Sevana blew out a
breath. Sometimes talking to Morgan gave her minor panic attacks. The man was
bad for her heart. “Good. It should be safe enough that way. When are they due
to arrive?”


“In four
days.”


“You’ve updated
Master?”


“I can’t
call you and him with updates. Not enough magic. You’ll have to call him. You’re
making progress up there?”


“Technically,
yes, but I’m still finding enough stumbling blocks that it feels like I’m not.
There’s not enough magic in your mini-Caller to give you a full update. I’ll do
so when we meet back up at Big.” Pausing, she tried to think of anything she
needed to tell him. Nothing leapt to mind. “Short version is, I know the
elements of the ink now, so half the puzzle is solved. When I’ve completed my
analysis, I’ll be able to start working on the counter.”


“Good. I’m
still in Sa Kao, can I report that?”


“Yes. Also tell
them that while this was done with Fae ink, it was done without Fae knowledge.
Someone broke into here and stole the ink from their stores. They’re very, very
upset about this. If they ask who, it’s the same magician that cast the curse
on Bel and Aren.”


Morgan let out
a low whistle. “What is he, a king assassin?”


“It’s looking
that way. But pass all of that along. Tell them I’ll be up here several more
days getting the rest of the information that I need, but then I’ll be back at
Big.”


“Is Master
still at Big?”


“Of course. I’m
feeding him information as I get it.” Although she was due to give him another
update today. After her bath she’d do so. 


“What do you
need me to do now?”


“After updating
the royals? Not a thing, I don’t think. I don’t have enough information to plan
out a counter to this spell yet. When I do, that’s when I can hand out marching
orders.” 


“Roger that.
Well, this thing is almost out of magic so I’ll sign off. Meet you at Big in
about a week.”


“Will do. Go.”
The Caller went still and she put it into her pocket. Every bit of tension from
the past two weeks knotted her shoulders and neck. She definitely needed to
have that bath before calling Master. 


Aran regarded
her steadily, his expression one of cautious neutrality, as if he were
contemplating saying something he shouldn’t. “Is it that vital, that you know
exactly how our blood is formed?”


“Right now, I
have no idea how to counter the ink. Until I do, over a dozen souls are trapped
as an ink drawing. Does that answer the question?”


He stared at
her face a moment more, weighing and measuring, before he dipped his head a
fraction. “I will find you the answer.”


She blinked,
not expecting him to say anything like that. “You will?”


“Go bathe,” he
encouraged with a faint smile. “I’ll find out and report back to you.” 


As desperately
as she wanted and needed to know, Sevana had enough foresight to realize that
by doing that, she might be damaging the ties she had with the Fae. For this
emergency, fine, breaking the rules was acceptable. But what happened with the
next emergency, when she needed their help? Life was unpredictable. She
couldn’t swear that something like this wouldn’t happen again. 


“Aran. I don’t
want you to get us both into trouble. We’ll pay for rashness later.”


“You are not of
us, but you are with us. You can ask this question and be allowed to know.”
More practically, he added, “You just didn’t ask them the question, so they
assume you didn’t need to know.”


Well, in that
case, “Fine, go ask.”


He didn’t move.
“While I’m asking, anything else?”


“I have a
feeling I’ll need certain elements to counter this. I won’t know exactly until
I have this all figured out, but I can guess on a few things, and at least two
of them can be found here. Ask them if I can take what I need along with me.”


“That is
understood. Of course you may. We may need a guide so we can gather it
ourselves, so I will ask in advance for one.” He quirked a brow. “You know how
the spell works, then?”


“I’m still not
sure. But I have a sneaking suspicion.” Her gut feeling was that it was a
portal spell and not a transformation spell. Master had concurred last night,
while they were updating each other on their progress, but at the moment
neither of them had any evidence to support it. 


Aran seemed to
realize that he wouldn’t get anything more out of her than that. He took off to
go find her whatever answers he could. Sevana threw the Caller, her notebook of
today’s findings, and such into her bag before heading back out. 


The Fae had
kindly put together a trail guide of sorts for her. They must have realized
that to her eyes, everything looked the same, and so they arranged for a trail
of stones to light up the path. They were color coded—white leading back to her
rooms, blue to this workspace, and green to the common areas that the Fae all
shared. Rincavornon had told her about them when he brought her and Aran lunch.
It was thoughtful but also necessary—Sevana was not one to wait but the sort to
blaze ahead until she figured it out. She would undoubtedly have gotten lost in
this confusing labyrinth without them. 


She followed
her white stones back to her rooms, stopped long enough to grab a towel and a
clean set of clothes, then went for the bathing rooms. At the doorway, she
abruptly remembered that she had a notebook in her satchel, which really
shouldn’t get wet. Pausing, she dropped it next to the wall, out of the way,
then continued on. 


The water was
slightly too hot, as it had been the day before, but Sevana didn’t mind it. As
she sat and soaked, she pulled out her box lens and gave the water a close
scrutiny. It seemed as if the whole thing was heated by an underground source
of magma. Mixed into the water was a variety of minerals like silica, calcium,
sulfate, magnesium, chloride, fluoride, potassium, and oxygen. Well no wonder
it was good for relieving stress from the body! With that combination, it was
tailor made for it. 


Satisfied, she
made mental notes, then started plotting how to incorporate this into Big. The
magma was out, of course—she’d have to find a way to make an artificial heat
source—but the rest of the minerals shouldn’t be a problem. 


From the
doorway, she heard Aran’s voice. “Sevana, there is a male voice coming from
your bag.”


Eh? Oh, right,
the Caller. “That’s likely Master trying to reach me. Pull it free and tell him
I’m busy and will talk to him later,” she called back. 


There was the
sound of rustling cloth as Aran opened her bag, then he said pleasantly,
“Hello.”


Master’s voice
was clear even from here. “I believe I’ve seen you in the background as I’ve
spoken to Sevana.”


“I am Arandur.
You are Tashjian Joles?”


“That’s
right. Pleasure, Arandur. Is Sevana around?”


“She’s
completely naked at the moment. Can she call you back?”


Sevana aimed a
glare at the doorway. That was not what she had told him to say. 


“Bathing in
that hot spring of yours, I take it.” Master chuckled, the sound gravelly
and warm. “She can’t resist those. I normally would say let her soak, but
something extraordinary happened. Get her out.” 


Alarmed, Sevana
spluttered, “Aran! You come in here and I’ll turn you into a toad!”


“She can
hear us, I take it?”


“I’m just
outside the doorway,” Arandur explained. His tone had a note of amusement to
it. He seemed to find this whole conversation entertaining. 


“In that
case…” Master raised his voice to a shouting level. “Sevana! It’s a
portation spell disguised as a transformation spell!”


WHAT?! Sevana
threw herself out of the water, slipping on the wet rocks as she did so, having
to scramble and dig her fingers into the grass to avoid crashing head first
back into the springs. With nothing more than a cursory wipe of her body with
the towel, she threw on clothes and then wrapped her wet hair turban fashion to
keep it out of her eyes. In less than thirty seconds, she was dressed and
racing out of the room. 


Aran was
sitting cross legged on the ground, the Caller resting in his flat palm, as
comfortable as if he were having tea with a longtime friend. “You certainly
know how to get her to move,” he said to Tashjian. “I’ve never seen a woman
exit a bath that fast.”


“It’s all
how you phrase things.” The smirk was clear even on that miniature face. 


Sevana plopped
down next to Aran so she was eye level with the Caller, demanding, “What? How
do you know?”


“You know
that mirror of mine that I like to use to find things? I brought it with
me, because finding anything in your storerooms is like a treasure hunt without
the treasure map.” 


Sevana made a
noise of impatience. “And?”


“The
portraits arrived about an hour ago. As we were carrying them in, I took one
past the mirrors, and for a split second, I thought I heard a young voice
trying to say something. It happened so fast, I thought it was my imagination,
but then it occurred to me about ten minutes ago that mirrors are often able to
give us insight into magic. So I took the princess’s portrait back to the
mirror and held it up. She was not only able to talk to me, but she was moving.
It was like seeing a ghost image of her.” 


Sevana was torn
between doing a jig of pure happiness around the room five times or cursing the
air blue. She was happy to finally have an answer, because now that she knew
what the spell was, she had a better idea of how to safely extract people from
its clutches. But portation spells were one of the trickier ones to deal with.
Curses were easier, you broke the magic binding that person, and poof! They
were fine. Portation spells were far more complicated. Just cracking the spell
would not ensure that everyone came out hunky-dory. 


“I can’t tell
if you’re pleased or upset?” Aran ventured, voice lilting. 


“Both,” she
grumbled. “Master. Did the princess give you any idea of what happened?”


“She was
completely caught unawares. They seem to be trapped in that ‘between’ area,
where the people are not properly in one plane or another. They can all see and
talk to each other, so at least they are all in the same area. It gives me
ideas.”


Good. She was
sadly out of those at the moment. “Update people so the families at least know
they’re alright.”


“I’ll do so
tonight. Sweetling, do you have all the answers you need up there?”


“Not yet,” she
glanced at Aran’s face as she responded. “But I’ll have them all shortly.”


Aran gave her a
confirming nod, silently stating that he did have answers for her.


Making a snap
decision, she promised, “I’ll leave the day after tomorrow. If there’s any
ingredients that you think will come in handy, tell me tomorrow, so I have time
to collect them.”


“I’ll
ruminate on that tonight and let you know in the morning.”


“While you’re
ruminating, think on this, too. We need to find a method to draw this evil
magician out in the open.”


Master’s mouth
opened, but he paused before speaking and closed it again with a thoughtful
hum. “It’s true, none of us have the faintest idea of who he is or where he
comes from. We’ll have to think of some tactic to draw him out.” 


“We don’t stand
a chance otherwise,” Sevana agreed. 


Aran pitched
in, “We will aid you. The Fae as a nation are highly displeased with this man.”


Those words
sent a shiver up Sevana’s spine. She didn’t even like making these people
mildly annoyed at her, and she was considered to be part of their nation. To
have a whole magical race out for your blood was terrifying. “We’ll welcome the
aid. This man has proven that he is a master at getting around people’s wards
and shields. None of the magicians I know of stand much of a chance of fighting
him one-on-one.”


There was a
cold, hard light in Aran’s eyes. “This man has eluded you before. He will not
be able to do so again. You have Our word on that.” 













“Is your brain
going to implode or explode?” Aran inquired with mock-worry. “I need to know so
I can duck.”


Sevana levelled
a glare at him, or tried to, but her eyes weren’t quite cooperating. She had
indeed been given an information overload and her eyes were crossing under the
weight of it. His joke about her brain being on the brink of bursting was not
far wrong. It felt like it wanted to do just that. 


“I warned you
that it would make your brain bleed,” he added when he didn’t get an answer. 


“You did,” she
sighed, rubbing at her temples. Aran had made good on his promise to get her
information, and while he had been very precise, it was at the same time almost
mythical. It reminded her of those riddles that didn’t have just one answer,
but each individual could come up with their own. 


She hated those
things. 


Aran had done
his best to explain it so that she could put it into hard, logical numbers, but
the Fae just didn’t think like that. They did things by feel, by insight, or by
tradition. It was maddening, trying to talk to them about this, as they just
didn’t approach things the same way that she would. 


“If it helps?”
Aran reached into a breast pocket on his vest and handed her a folded sheet of
paper. “This came from our master ink maker here. When I explained how you
break things down and analyze them, he did his best to do it the same way.”


Curious, she
unfolded the paper. There, in front of her astonished gaze, were the exact
numbers she had been looking for. 


 


Pine tree resin
– 4


Dragon ash – 5


Spring water –
8 


Fae blood – 7 


Black dye – 1


Kracken ink – 7


 


Fae blood –
spring water, sunlight, moonlight, song of earth, ore of stars, spirit


 


Sevana felt her
mouth run dry. She had to swallow, three times, just to get it to work and even
then her voice was little more than a croak. “Spirit?” No, wait, that wasn’t
what she had meant to say.


“He was unsure
how else to say it in your language. There is no other word that comes close,”
Aran responded, hands splayed apologetically. “But is not your own spirit
undefinable? It is not something magic or science can create. Without it, a
person is a husk, and nothing more.” 


That was
definitely true. “So taking what you said, and what he’s written down for me,
and merging them together…” she trailed off, her overused brain struggling to
understand everything it had been presented in the past hour. “The Fae become
what they are because your mothers consistently feed you a diet and expose you
to magic to directly link each part of your body to a certain element of the
world?”


“That is a
highly crude oversimplification, but…yes. In essence, that is exactly what they
are doing.” 


Sevana flopped
backwards, sprawling on the cool grass in the main section of their guest
quarters. Cool grass was nice on her overheated brain. “There is nothing about
you that will link to other planes of existence?”


“None,” he
confirmed. Aran cocked his head, lifting up slightly onto his knees to see her
face better. “Is that what you needed to know?”


“Yes. But even
if I had asked that question before, I wasn’t sure you would know exactly what
I meant by it.” It had taken days of being here and explaining how magic worked
before they had even grasped the basics. 


“And now? You
are satisfied?”


“I am,” she
agreed, letting her eyes fall closed. Ah, better, the lack of sensory input
helped her brain settle some. She seriously hadn’t felt like this since she was
twelve, and Master had decided that she could learn all the history of
Windamere in two weeks. Those two weeks had been a nightmare. 


“Then you wish
to go back?”


“We need to,”
she agreed without opening her eyes. “But there’s certain things I feel like
we’ll need later, so I want to get them while I’m here.” 


“Like?” He
reached out and touched a finger to her forehead, cooling the skin and easing
the headache that was trying to form. 


Sevana sighed
in relief. “You wonderful man,” she purred, eyes rising to half-mast. “How did
you know?”


“There were
gathering lines around your eyes and between your brows. I had a feeling.”
There was a smile in his voice. He shifted so that his left hand joined the
right, both of them moving to her temples and drawing small circles there. 


Sevana melted,
becoming increasingly boneless. “You can stop doing that in about a hundred
years.” 


Chuckling
lowly, Aran drawled, “Or until my arms fall off?”


“Whichever
comes first,” she agreed. His headache cure was so effective that it had nearly
turned her brain off. But hadn’t he asked her something? It eluded her and she
had to prompt, “You asked me something.”


“Hmm? Oh, yes.
What did you want to get while we are still here?”


“Like the
ingredients to make Fae ink.”


Aran’s hands jerked
back in a flinch of surprise. “You’re going to make ink?”


“No,” she
denied, feeling a pout forming.  If she had known that answering was going to
make him stop, she would not have asked it for at least another hour. Resigned,
she pushed herself back up to a sitting position with a groan. “I’m not. I’m
going to make something else with those ingredients.” There was something
strange about his expression and the way he was positioned next to her. It felt
as if he wanted to say something, or there was something he was thinking about
and not sharing. 


She expected
him to ask her a question, but that wasn’t what came out of his mouth. Instead
he stayed on topic. 


“I don’t
follow.” 


“Ask me
tomorrow on the ride home?” she requested. Sevana didn’t intend for that to
come out plaintively but it did. “I don’t have the brain power to explain now.
Just contact the right people here and get me the ingredients, in large
quantities if you can, as we’re going to have to make a lot of this.”


Aran’s eyes
searched her face for a long moment. “You already know the solution.”


“I’ve thought
of a solution while talking to Master. But I’ll have to get home and try
it out to see if it’ll work or not.” Stumbling up to her feet, she weaved her
way into her room. “Wake me up in the morning.” 


~ ~ ~


When she’d told
Aran the night before that she wanted to leave the next day, she hadn’t meant
at daybreak. But apparently Aran was one of those evil Morning People that
liked to leave before the birds were even awake. He rousted her out of bed,
badgered her until Sevana was dressed and semi-coherent, then loaded her on his
chellomi. She did have the wherewithal to double check that he had enough of
the ingredients packed. After that, she was happy to bid people goodbye and get
on the chellomi. 


It took some
time before she was truly awake. In fact, they were clear of the woods entirely
before she felt like she could answer complicated questions. Deciding that she
didn’t want to explain everything twice, she called up Master, holding on to
the Caller with a firm hand so that she didn’t accidentally drop it.


It took more
than a minute before there was an answer. When Master did change into the
Caller, he was wearing his favorite robe, hair mussed and all over the place,
and there was a distinct glare aimed in her direction. “Sweetling, do you
know what time it is?”


“No,” she
admitted cheerfully. If she had to be up, he did too. It was only fair. 


“Who got you
up and moving this early?” Master barely got the question out before his
eyes went up to Aran’s face. “You? Don’t do that, you scamp. She’s
cranky in the morning and worse than a wet cat about getting revenge later.”


“I’ll dodge,”
Aran promised laconically. “We’re on our way back now.”


“Ah?
Then, sweetling, you have all the information you need?”


“I have more
than that. I have a theory and the ingredients I need to test it.” 


Master’s
lingering sleepiness vanished instantly. “Oh-ho. Do tell.”


“First, let me
answer the question Aran asked last night.” Turning slightly, she looked up in
his face. “You asked me what I was going to make if not ink? First, let me
explain how things normally work. If this was a curse, I’d find the opposite
types of elements that the curse was made out of, cobble together a more
powerful version, and hit the curse with it. It would break the spell and free
the cursed instantly.”


“A simple
solution,” Aran observed. “You can’t do this here?”


“Right, because
it’s not a curse, it’s a portation spell. And a transformation spell mixed in.
That’s what makes this tricky. This acts like a curse, but it’s not. It’s a
perfectly legitimate spell that’s doing what it’s designed to. On the surface, it’s
not the slightest bit evil or underhanded, either. That’s how it got around the
protective wards of the Belen King and the princess. Their wards would have
protected them against anything overtly dangerous.”


Aran let out a
soft hum of understanding. “So this is, what?”


“Two spells we
have to counter. Well, a spell and a half. And the only way that I can think to
do that is to create another door to the portal where people are trapped.”
Satisfied he knew enough to keep up, she turned back to Master. “I think we
need to take the same ingredients that are used to make the ink and make a wash
with it.”


Master lit up
as her words penetrated. “The wash, since it has the same ingredients, will
activate the spell all over again and give us a gateway to the person trapped.”


“And it won’t
affect the original drawing in the process, so it can’t injure or somehow warp
the people.” Sevana grinned at him. She did adore moments like these, when they
were so in tune with the other that they could continue each other’s thoughts. 


Stroking his
chin, Master asked almost rhetorically, “But will it work just like that?
Will they be able to step out themselves?”


“I don’t think
it’ll be that convenient. We can try it, of course. I’d be pleasantly surprised
to be proven wrong.” 


“But you’re thinking
that we’ll need some sort of interface instead, something to act as a new
gateway.”


“Exactly. And
you’ve found a good candidate already.” She arched an eyebrow at him. 


Master snapped
his fingers together in recognition. “The mirror. Of course. Perfect. Or it
will be, if it works. I think you’re right and that it will. If you read me the
ingredients of the ink, I’ll make a wash while waiting for you to come.”


Sevana shook
her head. “No, I brought ingredients with me. I think it should be the same elements
and strength, as exactly as we can match, so that the spell doesn’t alter.” 


Behind her, she
heard Aran say to himself, “So that’s why she wanted them.”


“That’s
sound thinking, sweetling. In that case, let me examine the spell anew and see
if I can find any holes in your theory. You say you’re on your way back?
Good, I’ll expect you in four days or so then.”


A thought
occurred and she asked, “Do you have a full length magical mirror?”


Master
instantly responded, “Of course…” only to trail off sheepishly and
admit, “Just not here. Mercy, but that would be difficult, wouldn’t it?
Yanking full grown adults through that small mirror I have. No matter, I’ll
have Morgan buy me something large enough and do the necessary spellwork on it.
We’ll have a working mirror large enough for the job by the time you get here.”


Satisfied, she
shooed him off with her free hand. “Then get to it. If I think of anything
else, I’ll call you.”


“So bossy,”
Master complained with a mock-sigh. Then he grinned when she stuck her tongue
out at him. “Have a nice ride, sweetling.”


Sevana growled
at him wordlessly. Horrible man. He knew she hated riding. 


Cackling,
Master signed off and the Caller went still. 


Aran seemed to
sense what she was thinking and apologized, “Even a chellomi can only go so
fast.”


Resigned,
Sevana just sighed. 


 













Over dinner
that night, Sevana asked a question that she had been curious about for days
now. “I have two questions for you.”


“Ask,” Aran
encouraged. 


“How old are
you?”


This made him
look up, eyes crinkling in a subtle smile. “How old do I look, in your eyes?”


“Eight
hundred,” she said promptly.


Aran choked,
making a strangling sound, then caught the twinkle in her eye and laughed
aloud. “Tease me, will you.”


She waggled a
finger at him. “You know as well as I do that the Fae don’t show their age
until they are very, very old. You can be anywhere between twenty or a thousand
and I wouldn’t be able to tell looking at you.”


“I’m
seventy-three,” he admitted.


Oh? Not as old
as she had assumed him to be. In fact, he was actually older than Master. And
wasn’t that a strange thought. Shaking it off, she went to her second question.
“What does a Fae tracker do?”


Aran paused in
scooping out a leaf wrapped fish from the coals, considering that question,
before continuing to unwrap his dinner. “Anything that involves crossing the
borders of our territory.”


That was a very
vague answer. “Such as?”


“Finding and
bringing back children.”


Sevana blinked,
jaw dropping. “I took your job?”


“In part,” he
agreed, grinning widely. “I didn’t mind that, though, you have an easier time
taking children out of a human city than I do. I have to jump through all sorts
of legal hoops and dish out quite a few bribes before I’m allowed to take a
child out. And most of the time, the children are a little afraid of me even
after I bring them to their new parents.”


Well, granted,
she could see how that would be the case. Even with her, the kids were nervous,
and it was a fellow human that was taking them. How more unnerving would the
experience be if it was a full blooded Fae instead? “So you were glad when I
started doing it?”


“Relieved. You
do a good job of it.” His smile was brief, but warm, as he glanced up at her.
Taking a bite, he chewed and swallowed. “This is good. What did you season this
with?”


“Green tea
salt.”


“I must
remember to get some for the next trip. Well, aside from that, I’m involved in
all of the trading. Anyone that brings things into our territory, or if anyone
is leaving to do trading, I go with them. I am their guide and guard until the
business is concluded and everyone’s home again. Let’s see, what else?” He
paused to think. “If anyone is foolish enough to try and breach our borders, I
take care of that as well.” 


A memory
flashed through her mind of trees weaving themselves into sturdy walls,
blocking a Sa Kaon army from advancing. “Like last time? But I didn’t see you.”


“No, I was
nearby watching. I sent Lorien to speak with you as he knew you better.”


Probably wise
on his part. “How do jobs with the Fae work? Do you get assigned from early
childhood and grow into the roles?”


“For the most
part, yes. Because early on, they see what talents and interests we have and
they offer us training in those areas. I was always restless, wanting to go out
and do things more than sit and create. So they assigned me to a master
tracker when I was ten. I loved it.”


Sevana
remembered that moment, when she had finally met a master that spoke her
language and she could focus on learning something that she loved doing. It was
wonderful. 


Aran’s head
cocked. “Isn’t it the same with humans?”


“If you’re
lucky and find what you want to do early on. Some humans inherit positions in a
family business, some never really find what they’re suited for, and they work
day jobs just to make ends meet. There’s no set system in human lands.” 


“But you found
it early on.” His tone indicated this was only half a statement and what he
really wanted to know was how she’d become an Artifactor.


“Well, my magic
isn’t amazingly strong, but I was still showing indications of it at five years
old. So my parents started me off with a magician when I was six but it only
took a week for him to realize my magic wouldn’t be the right sort for his line
of work. So he ran me through a series of tests, found that I had all of the
strengths of an Artifactor, and contacted my master. My parents were delighted
to have me train as an Artifactor instead.” A reminiscent smile creased her
face. “I was too. I got to create things, and learn things, and test myself on
a daily basis. It was like heaven.”


“You’ve told me
all that an Artifactor has to know. You never found it overwhelming as a
child?”


“Only once.”
Sevana leaned back against a log, letting it support her, her eyes going blind
as she stared over the fire. “My friend, Kip, was hit with the Sleeping
Princess curse. In spite of the fact he’s a boy. His parents in a panic called
my master for help, as he was the only magician they knew how to easily reach.
Master said they couldn’t afford him—which was true—so set me to break the
curse.”


Aran seemed
very interested in this story, as his dinner lay cooling in his lap. “How old
were you?”


“Nine.”


Letting out a
low whistle, he said, “That’s too young to place a burden like that on a
child.”


“I thought so
too but was willing to try. It took me a solid week of pounding my head against
the problem, but I finally did come up with a solution, and broke the curse.
He’s been teased about being a Sleeping Princess ever since.” Mostly by her
because Sevana wasn’t about to let him live it down. 


“That’s
remark—” Aran cut himself off, head snapping about. He stared hard into the
forest to their right for a long moment before he put his dinner aside
completely and shifted so that he was several feet away from the fire. 


Sevana had no
idea what it was that had caught his attention, but she stayed perfectly still
and waited. The Fae could sense things she could not and it would behoove her
to wait until she knew what was going on. 


From the
forest, a whole colony of rabbits popped their heads out of the brush. Their
ears swiveled back and forth in a nervous tic, noses twitching. The younger
ones were literally trembling. And yet, in spite of their obvious nervousness,
they didn’t budge when Aran knelt in front of them. His long ears twitched like
theirs did, nose moving, head tilting this way and that, and it was obvious
that he was speaking their language. It was fascinating to watch. 


After several
long moments, he rocked back on his heels and turned to her. “They’re requesting
help. There’s a wild boar here that’s lost his senses and he’s killing anything
in his path.” 


“Disease-addled,
maybe?” she ventured, brow furrowing. She’d seen it before, when an animal got
a certain sickness, they lost their minds and would destroy anything until
something came along to kill them. 


“That would be
my guess. They haven’t gotten too close so aren’t able to give me details. I’m
apparently the only Fae they’ve seen in this area, so they’re asking me to deal
with him.”


The way he said
this, as if it were perfectly normal to receive a request from rabbits, tickled
her sense of humor. At the same time, she felt admiration stir, that he
wouldn’t ignore the request in spite of where it was coming from. Aran was
tired, she knew he was, from traveling around and escorting her for the past
several days, but he was still willing to put his dinner aside and go hunt down
a wild boar. “Can I help?”


The tension in
his face relaxed a hair. “I’d be glad for it.” 


Boar hunting
was a dangerous thing, not something a person should tackle alone. Humans
normally gathered hunting parties to go after boars. Sevana couldn’t imagine
that it worked that way with the Fae—the idea that a boar would pose a
significant danger to them was laughable—but it still felt wrong to send him
off into dark, unfamiliar woods to track down a mad boar. 


So she set her
own dinner aside, grabbed a wand and her sword, while he took a short sword and
his bow. A regular bow couldn’t penetrate far into a boar’s hide, but a
well-placed arrow could slow it down enough that someone could come in close to
finish the job.


“Shame we don’t
have a spear,” she mentioned to him. 


“That would
make this easier,” he agreed. “Ready?”


“I am.”


To the rabbits,
he ducked down enough to say something. They stopped shivering quite so hard
and seemed more perky as they bounded off, disappearing into the brush.
Watching them go, she asked, “This is part of your job as well?”


“I deal with
any dangers that affect the forest as a whole. Of course we let the natural order
of things take precedence, but when a creature goes mad, or some inhabitant of
the forest becomes too greedy and takes what it should not, that’s when I step
in.” 


That would
explain why she had never encountered this problem in Noppers Woods. 


He stepped into
the woods with her right at his side. Sevana reached into a pocket and pulled
out her multi-purpose glasses. Most of the time, she only used the magnifying
lens on it, but she did have other lenses that she could adjust and use.
Shifting to the right one, she pulled the others higher and set the screw to
hold them in place. Satisfied, she put them on and watched as the world became
a sharper definition of whites, greys, and blacks.


“Those are?” he
asked her with piqued interest. 


“Night glasses.
They let me see clearly at night.” Come to think of it, the way he was moving,
it was like it was broad daylight here. “The Fae don’t have a problem with
seeing at night?”


“We do not,” he
confirmed. “Our eyes function like a cat’s. Daylight or nighttime, it makes no
difference to us.”


How terribly
convenient. Sevana also found it highly unfair. Was there anything that the Fae
couldn’t do? 


“You’re
jealous?” Aran seemed to find this amusing. “But do you not use your magic to
rival our strengths?”


“Do you know
how many inventions I’ve had to come up with to manage that?” she grumbled,
still annoyed. 


“It’s a
remarkable feat that you’ve managed it at all. Sellion.”


The use of her
Fae name reminded her just what her new status was among them. True, she might
not naturally have all of the strengths and abilities that the Fae did, but they
acknowledged her in spite of that. It was more than a compliment. It was an
honor to be so recognized. 


Aran stopped
and lifted his head, taking in a deep breath through his nose, eyes
half-closing as he seemed to focus. “I smell blood.” 


Sevana didn’t
smell a thing but moist earth, wood, and moving water from the brook nearby.
“How strong?”


“We’re some
distance from it. It’s blood spilled but also blood gone bad.” His head
swiveled to a more south-easterly direction. “I think we’re not far from him.”


That was good
and bad all at once. If they weren’t far, then they wouldn’t be able to
surprise the boar in any way and he probably had their scent already. But at
least they wouldn’t be stumbling around in the woods all night trying to track
him down. 


Aran took
another, deeper breath and when he let it out, he sounded disappointed and
resigned. “I had a small hope that perhaps his sickness was not so deep that I
couldn’t heal him. But the way his blood smells tells me he’s too far gone.” 


Was his nose
like a dog’s? Sevana had seen dogs with noses so sensitive that they could
detect illnesses. Well, his eyes were like a cat’s, so maybe that wasn’t too
far of a stretch. “You can heal sicknesses like this?” 


“Sometimes. It
depends on how much damage has been done to the body. I’m not a healer, after
all, I just know some of the basics.”


Interesting.
Sevana made note of that for future reference. 


With a ‘follow
me’ gesture, Aran moved forward, this time making special effort to not make
noise as he walked. She assumed he was, anyway, since he suddenly became silent
as he moved. They moved in between the trees like a pair of ghosts. Baby had
taught her as a teenager how to walk silently, and while she couldn’t quite
manage it on the same level as a mountain lion (or a Fae) she wasn’t bumbling
around either. 


At one point,
Aran paused, holding a hand to indicate she needed to do the same. Without a
word, he pointed to their left, near a small gathering of fallen logs, then
made a circular motion with his finger. So, he was behind them? Sevana didn’t
have a nose like a dog’s, so she couldn’t be sure, but she thought she detected
the metallic, rusty smell of blood in the air. 


Drawing her
wand, she held it at the ready, a spell poised on the tip of her tongue. 


Seeing she was
on the defensive, Aran eased forward once more, hand reaching for an arrow at
his belt quiver. Nocking it, he half-drew the bow, holding it steady. 


There was a
grunting sound, guttural and low, and what might have been the scrape of a hoof
against wood. The sound was too distinct for Sevana to think it was her
imagination and she knew that the boar had detected their presence and would
either run or charge. Holding her breath, she planted her feet, waiting to see
which it would be. 


The boar
charged, screaming in a deranged whine as he cleared the logs, hooves digging
into the ground as he ran. 


Aran didn’t
flinch, didn’t startle, simply lifted the bow completely up and aimed. The boar
was twenty feet away and he remained unmoved by the proximity. With a twang,
the arrow released and hit unerringly between the boar’s eyes. 


The momentum
was such that the boar still managed another three steps before his nose dove
into the ground, skidded forward, flipped once, then lay still. Sevana let out
a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Good shot,” she praised in true
admiration. Hitting something that was moving like that, and was coming
straight at you, was incredibly hard to do. 


Aran gave her a
boyish grin, the smile lighting up his features in a way she had never seen
before. “I’m glad you were at my back. It steadied my nerves.”


Sevana didn’t
believe him for one second but it was nice of him to say so. “I don’t recommend
leaving it here.”


“The disease
will spread,” he agreed, smile fading. “I will burn his corpse clean.” 


She had been
about to suggest something similar, but if he wanted to do so, she had no
problem with that. 


Lifting a hand,
Aran concentrated, and a burst of flame shot out of his fingertips. It was
almost pure white leaving his hand, but by the time it settled on the boar’s
corpse, it was in the usual golden tones of a fire. 


“How do you do
that?”


“Create fire?”
Aran spread his hand in a shrug. “We carry the sun within us.”


Meaning that
fire was easy to create at any time because they carried captured sunlight
within their core? That made sense, but heavens, that must mean the Fae never
got cold. How could they, with a piece of the sun riding along inside of them? 


Aran moved to
the boar, sinking down two feet away from it, to kneel on one knee. “I am sorry
you met this end. Let your spirit go in peace. There is no need to linger
here.”


This respect
for the slain was expected. Sevana knelt next to him, offering quietly, “When
you are done, I’ll create a grave for him. Unless you are going to burn even
his bones?”


“The infection
does not spread that far. Only into his blood and organs. A grave would be
nice.” 


Satisfied, she
waited as the fire kept burning. The smell was like roasting meat, only somehow
foul, but it wasn’t enough to make her gag. Fortunately. Also, to her
amusement, the fire didn’t attempt to spread even one nth degree away from the
boar. Fae fire was apparently very well behaved and it stayed on task. 


“You move
extremely well on the hunt,” Aran observed with a quick glance at her face.
“Who taught you?”


“My mountain
lion.”


“Ah?” Aran looked
taken aback for only a moment before chuckling. “Ah, him. Yes, he is a regular
visitor in our woods. He taught you? I know few humans that will let an animal
teach them anything.”


“They’re fools.
Animals know more than we do, sometimes. Oftentimes.”


“It’s really no
wonder that you became part of us. The way you think is just like the Fae.” 


Perhaps it
wasn’t so strange a thing after all. He was right, in many respects; she
thought and reacted like the Fae did. Not in all ways, but when it came to
managing the forest and animals, she was exactly like them. “You know Baby
well?”


“I do. He has
helped me on some occasions, tracking down trouble that was brewing. He told me
he did it for your sake, to make sure the danger did not come near you. He is a
good cat.”


“He is,” Sevana
agreed, strangely proud of her mischievous, four-legged friend. “Unless beds
are concerned. Then he’s a terror.” 


Aran snorted in
amusement. “I take it something happened.” 


“Oh did it
ever.” Sevana related the story of the Grow for true love bed and how
she couldn’t keep a certain cat off of it. Aran openly chuckled during the
story, nodding as if he could completely envision this playing out. 


“Sounds like
him,” Aran agreed after the tale was told. “I believe he taught your prince
hunting skills as well.”


“Yes, Bel was
an avid student. Although those two often brought home more trouble than I
could handle. I was glad Baby took him on, though, as I had my hands full
trying to break his curse and didn’t have time to teach him everything he
needed to know.” Looking critically at the fire, she opined, “I think it’s
ready for burial.”


“I agree.” Aran
blinked, and the fire winked out, leaving nothing but trace tendrils of smoke
behind. 


Sevana lifted
her wand in a small, circular motion, saying the spell so that the ground moved
up and over what was left of the corpse. It wasn’t a smooth job, it was obvious
the ground had been disturbed, but it was deep enough that no other animals
would think to disturb the grave. Satisfied, she rocked back on her heels and
pushed herself to her feet. “Shall we go finish our dinner?”


Joining her,
Aran turned and led them back the way they had come. “While we go, tell me
where your wolf came from.” 


“Grydon? Ah,
well, that’s a tale in itself.”


Aran flashed
her a small smile. “We have time.” 













Sevana had
never been so glad to see Big in her life. Four days on horseback (or chellomi-back,
same difference) was enough to half-cripple her. Her lower back was in knots,
her thighs were almost shaking from being stretched in that unnatural position,
and there was a bruise on her ankle from where it had been rubbing against the
girth. The only thing that had made the trip bearable was Aran. He was a truly
marvelous traveling companion. Not only was the conversation intellectually
stimulating, but he was a good cook, too. 


Still, nothing
was like being home, and she felt like hugging Big the minute he came into view
on the horizon. Aran pulled up in front of the main door and slid off before
offering her a hand down. She gratefully let him lift her off, as frankly, if
she tried to dismount her shaking legs would send her straight to the ground. 


As if sensing
that her legs were not to be trusted, Aran kept an arm around her waist. There
was a concerned frown gathering on his forehead. “You’re truly not used to
riding at all.”


“I avoid it as
much as possible.” Pointing toward the door, she directed, “Forward.”


Aran amiably
became her crutch and steered her into Big. She called out a greeting as she
entered, trailing a hand along the walls. “Hello, Big.”


Sevana,
the mountain sighed. The warm gust of wind made it into a warm welcome. 


“Is she finally
here?” Master’s head popped around a doorframe, spectacles slightly askew on
his nose, a long streak of black ink along his chin, and a bright smile on his
weather-beaten face. “Took you long enough, sweetling.”


Sevana grimaced
in return. “It’s a painfully long trip.” 


Master popped
out of sight again, only for a moment, before he came fully into the hallway
and offered a small dark brown vial. 


She took it,
uncapped the cork, and got a good wiff before venturing, “Muscle relaxant
potion?”


“Extra
strength,” Master confirmed. 


“Bless you,”
she responded fervently before tossing the vial down. She’d run out two days
ago, hence her current situation. 


“Arandur,”
Master greeted with a respectful bow of the head. “Nice to meet you in person.”


“The same,
Master Joles.” Aran tentatively let go of her, and when she stayed standing,
straightened into his usual posture. “I will need to tend to a few things.”


“After that,
stay here,” Sevana half-requested, half-ordered. 


Aran’s mouth
parted in surprise but he was obviously delighted by the invitation. “You want
me here?”


“You know far
more about Fae magic than you inclined me to believe, you know these woods like
the back of your hand so you can help me track down materials as I need them,
and I’ll need your help in both regards if my plans don’t work.” As an
afterthought, she added, “And Master can’t cook, so I need someone to switch
out with that won’t poison us all.”


Master gave an
affronted huff. 


Aran out and
out grinned, not at all buying her list of excuses. Sevana was trying not to
make it obvious that she just liked having him nearby, but from that expression
on his face, he’d seen right through her facade. “I’ll stay, of course. I’ll
dart home, though, give a report to Aranhil first. He’ll want to know what’s
going on.” 


Good point. “Do
I need to report as well?”


“Not now,” Aran
denied with a single shake of the head. “Later, when you have succeeded, he’ll
want the full report. For now, I know enough to catch him up to date.”


“Fetch Baby and
Grydon back when you do?” Master requested. “They’re still in Fae territory.”


“Still?” Sevana
demanded, flabbergasted. 


“The kids are
apparently irresistible.” Master gave a shrug and she could see he found this
situation more amusing than anything. “I haven’t seen hide nor hair of them
since I came here.”


Those scamps.
They were supposed to be guarding Master while she was gone, not playing hooky
with the kids. 


“I’ll collect
them,” Aran promised. He slung her two bags off his shoulder and set them
outside the door to her workroom. “I’ll be back before dark.” 


It was barely
noon now. Concerned, she asked, “Don’t you want to eat before you go?”


“I’m fine,” he
assured her. “There’s a certain place I can always find food, and you’d have to
cook something for me. It’s easier this way. I’ll be back.” With that, he turned
on his heel and left again. She didn’t see him, but she heard the clattering of
hooves as he went around the bend in the trail, heading for the back of the
mountain. 


Master cleared
his throat in a pointed way. “Seems like a nice young man.”


“Get that
parental look off your face,” she ordered, already slipping past him. Clothes
that didn’t smell like horse were her first order of business. That and a quick
bath. 


“It was an
innocent observation,” he called after her. 


“With you,
there’s no such thing!” she retorted, not turning around. Master had been
teasing her or pestering her into courting someone, but she had shut him down
every time. For one thing, she didn’t know any men that she would care to think
of in that fashion. For another, it was hard to find someone that could live
with her without them eventually losing their sanity. Even she knew that she
wasn’t easy to get along with, some days. Alright, most days. 


After a quick
wash at her washstand, she pulled on her usual white shirt, vest, and tan
pants. Feeling more human, she left her room and travelled down to the kitchen
for a quick snack. Master, as expected, had gathered a lot of readily made
foods that let her cobble a sandwich together. Wolfing that down, she grabbed a
hot kettle of tea off the stove, filled two mugs, then wandered off in the
direction of her workroom. The bags Aran had brought in were gone, and she
assumed Master had brought them in, which was proved once she stepped through
the door. 


Her workroom
had definitely seen a few changes since she’d last been here. Art easels of
every type and height were scattered around the room, lining the walls like
some sort of eerie imitation of a museum. Master had every diagnostic tool
known to man on the table, four thick journals that seemed filled to the brim
with notes, and six abandoned mugs. The mugs didn’t in the least surprise her. 


Master had her
bag open on the workbench, and was setting things out in a line on the only
clear space of the table. “Sweetling, you brought back amazing things.”


“I know it.”
She came around the table to make sure that everything had survived the journey
intact. She’d layered them with so many cushioning spells, she could have
hurled one off a volcano and it would have been fine—but sometimes all the
safeguards in the world failed. “It’s why I insisted on gathering our supplies
up there, if I could. Their levels of purity and power are unrivaled down
here.”


“Truly.” Master
lifted the bottle of kraken ink and examined it with an admiring eye. “Any
chance I can have some of this?”


“If there’s any
left over.” Reminded, she snapped her fingers. “Master, they told me something
astounding while I was up there. Did you know that now that I’m considered part
of the Fae nation, that I can trade with any of the Fae communities?”


Master lowered
his spectacles to the edge of his nose so he could stare at her incredulously.
“They told you that?”


“It’s
mind-blowing, isn’t it? But the Fae up there not only told me this, but
insisted on it. They said it wasn’t fair that I was taking all of the children
to Noppers, and they were interested in some of my devices as well, so they
wanted me to start doing business with them too.”


A gleam of
childlike wonder crossed over his face. “I have a list of things I’d like to
have…?”


“This stays
between me, you, and Sarsen. I won’t trade for anyone else,” she warned. Sevana
was afraid that this was a relationship that others would quickly take
advantage of. She didn’t want to abuse the incredible privilege that she had been
handed. 


“That’s wise,
sweetling, I wouldn’t tell anyone else about this. People tend to be selfish
and you don’t want to upset the relationship you have with the Fae.” 


“Truly.” Gesturing
toward the journals open on the table, she prompted, “So? I take it you ran the
numbers about my theory?”


“I did, and I
believe it will work.” Master sat the last ingredient on the table. “At least,
according to the numbers that you gave me, it’ll work. There’s two points that
are still in question.” 


Sevana stopped
skimming through his notes and looked up. “Which are?”


“First, I’m not
sure if the ink wash alone will suffice in activating the portal magic. Holding
up the canvas in front of the mirror certainly lets them speak to us, but it’s
a reflection only, and there’s no direct magical link. I don’t think activating
the magic in the ink will change that.” 


That was a
point she had not properly considered. But then, Sevana had been focused on
understanding all of the properties of the ink, not on the spells’ interactions.
“What’s your proposal?”


“I think we
need a work-around solution. After the wash is applied, I think we’ll have to
apply another spell on top of it so that they are transported from the drawing
and into the mirror.”


She saw where
he was going with this and continued, “And once they are in the mirror,
activate a portal spell on it, letting them step out?”


“We do
know how to put a portal spell on a mirror,” Master pointed out. “It’s not a
common practice, but people travel through them consistently.”


Yes, so they
did. The spell was similar in nature to the one she used for her clocks. “This
sounds like the safest method to use, certainly the most guaranteed, but are
you sure about layering yet another spell on those portraits? It’s rather
powerful and complicated enough as it is.”


“The portal
spell is not complex and nothing about it clashes with the elements in the
other spell. Rather, I think we can tap into the portal spell already in place
and just extend it so that people can step directly into the mirror.” 


Sevana couldn’t
see one reason why it wouldn’t work. And it was certainly a more viable plan
than anything else she had come up with so far. She just had this nagging
feeling that they were missing something. “Trying this will either work or fail
but it shouldn’t cause any harm to the people in the portraits.”


“None at all, I
wouldn’t think,” Master agreed. “So, sweetling, let’s start making that wash.
How long will that take?”


“Roughly three
days. The first step is to mix the pine tree resin and dragon ash together. It
needs to be a mud-like consistency.” 


“Right.” Master
rubbed his hands together in excited anticipation as he reached for the two
bottles. 


Sevana went
rummaging for the only container she had that was big enough to make the wash.
It was more of a ceramic bucket than anything else, but it was perfect for this
job. Kraken ink spoiled unless it was contained by either glass or ceramic. It
was part of the reason why it was so hard to attain without it losing some of
its potency. Everyone always wanted to put it into wooden tubs or kegs and that
was exactly the wrong thing to use. 


She finally
found what she was looking for, crammed under a table and in the far corner. Of
course it was dusty beyond belief, so she carted it to the washroom for a quick
scrub before bringing it back. Master had found a long ceramic spoon from her
drawers and was waiting impatiently for her return. 


Setting the
bucket down with a plop, she waited while he poured half the contents of the
vials into the bucket. “Let’s start with this amount first,” he suggested as he
poured. 


It was wise of
him, to hold some back, as there was no guarantee that they could mix up the
right consistency on the first try. 


With the
ingredients in there, Master started stirring with slow and steady strokes.
Sevana bent just enough to peer inside the bucket, watching. They wanted
something that would look much like molasses. 


“What next,
after this?”


“We mix in the
dragon ash. Then we let that set for twenty-four hours. It needs to chemically
mix and react. While we’re waiting on that, we mix the Fae blood and spring
water together and let that react as well. The amount of spring water is what’s
going to be hard to judge,” this last part she said as much to herself as to
him. “For this to be a wash, we’ll need to dilute the recipe of the ink quite a
bit.” 


“How much does
the original recipe call for?”


“Equal parts
with all of the other ingredients. The exception to that is the Fae blood. That
requires six drops.”


Master
ruminated on that for a moment. “Doubling the water won’t throw off the magical
balance?”


“I asked that
very question of them. Apparently their mixture has as much to do with the
texture and volume as it does of the power level. To make a good, thick ink, it
requires equal parts of all ingredients. But the main source of power is from
their blood.”


“Hence it’s
safe to double the water, diluting the thickness and color of the ink, without
disrupting the power level,” Master concluded aloud. 


“In essence. We
can apply it to regular parchment first, and if that’s too thick, then we can
add more water in and let it sit overnight before trying again.” 


“You sure that
will work?” Master asked doubtfully. 


“I specifically
asked before I left, on how important it was to get the order of the
ingredients mixed together. Their master ink maker assured me it wasn’t the
order so much as the timing. They do the order like this to get the
consistency right, more than the power level. If we need to add water after
everything’s mixed, we can, but it has to sit for twenty-four hours to let it
blend in with everything else.” Sevana hoped it didn’t come to that, as she
didn’t want to be adding in water and waiting a day for days on end before
knowing that she finally had the right mixture. 


“I’m assuming
you’ll get the blood you need from Arandur?”


“You assume
correctly.” 


Master gave her
that annoyingly paternal look again. “You two seem quite companionable.”


“He’s an easy
man to get along with. Unlike certain old goats I know.”


He grinned at
that, as she knew he would, as he was a perverse old man and liked it when his
former students insulted him. “Nothing wrong with being friends with the Fae.”


“That’s nice,”
she said sarcastically. Heavens, but it was like she was eight years old and
asking for permission to play with the kid next door. “If I promise to be home
by dark, can I go out and play?”


Master laughed
outright at this, not at all bothered by her tone. “Certainly, sweetling. Ah,
how does this look?”


Sevana peered
into the bucket. “Time to add in the ash. Not quite as much as the rest of it.”


“How much
less?”


“A cupful.”


Master grabbed
one of her measuring cups off the shelf nearby, measuring it all out carefully.
“This much?”


“Half a cup
more.” Sevana eyed the mixture, calculations flashing through her head. She had
watched two batches of ink being made while up north, and the memory of it
served her well now, as she knew what to look for. 


Master poured
the last bit in, capped the bottle again, and went back to stirring. The ash
did not want to easily mix in with the gooey substance in the bucket. It was a
real struggle for Master to get anything to move. With gritted teeth, he stuck
with it, and slowly things started to absorb and blend together. 


“While we’re
waiting on these things to percolate, I vote that we run some calculations and
figure out how to piggy-back on the existing portation spell.” Sevana lifted up
two of the top journals, scanning the open pages, but couldn’t figure out at a
glance which one had the information she needed. “You took notes on it
somewhere?”


“Bottom left
journal,” Master directed between his teeth. A vein was popping in his forehead
as he strained to mix it. “Sweetling, is it supposed to be this hard?”


“To the Fae, it’s
not. You’re just weak.”


“Love you too.”


Sevana chortled
at the sarcasm. Master was fun to tease. Picking up the correct journal, she
scanned through the chicken scratch that passed as handwriting until she found
what she wanted. Putting her back to the table, she started to read in earnest.
Yes, alright, with these numbers she rather saw what Master meant. This might
not be as complicated as it first sounded. 


“How’s this?”
Master asked. 


Moving the book
to her side, she bent over the bucket. “Looks perfect. Cover that with
something and let it sit. We’ll have to wait for Aran to come back before we
can start the other half.”


“Do you want to
call the Sa Kaon king and queen before or after we run the numbers?” 


Oh, right, they
did need to update their clients. “After,” she decided after a moment’s
thought. “Let’s make sure that we can really do this before talking to them.” 


Hopefully she
hadn’t missed anything and it would work as she expected it to.Otherwise,
they’d have to come up with something else, and Sevana frankly didn’t know what
else to try at this point. 













They ran the
calculations and ran them again, triple-checking their work. The only thing
they weren’t sure about was if the portation spell really would extend properly
to the mirror. It wasn’t designed to do so, and they could alter the original
spell only so much before it would start warping. Sevana had a sixth sense that
it would be this part, more than anything else, that would cause them trouble. 


When Aran
arrived, she promptly waylaid him at the door with a needle and a glass vial.
“Aran. I need blood.”


He eyed the
needle in her hand with misgiving. “There are other people you can
ask…?”


“Your name came
up,” she disagreed pleasantly. Sevana wasn’t in the least inclined to go hunt
someone else down, not when he was handy. 


“Why does that
keep happening?”


“I’m assuming
one of your ancestors did something unforgiveable to a nice old lady in the
deep woods,” Sevana responded, trying to look thoughtful instead of giving into
the urge to cackle evilly. “That was a mistake. But if you decide to go on a
quest to break your curse, let me know.” 


He arched an
eyebrow at that. “You’ll go with me?”


“Heavens no,
sounds dangerous.” She grinned at him. “But I’ll write.” 


Resigned, he
rolled up a shirt sleeve. “Wrist please.” 


“Your
cooperation is appreciated.” Sevana angled his wrist closer to her, stuck him
without even a word of warning, then tipped the limb so that the blood would
drip into the vial.


“I don’t even
get a one, two, three?” Aran complained. 


“I was hovering
over your arm with a needle in my hand. If that’s not warning enough for you, I
don’t know what is.” Satisfied she had her six drops, she dropped the needle
into the vial before reaching for a handkerchief in her pocket. She pressed it
against the pinprick wound on his wrist for a moment before taking it back. 


Aran blinked
down at his skin. “It’s healed.”


Why was he
surprised? “You heal fast.”


“Not quite that
fast,” he disagreed. “It usually takes a few more seconds.”


A few more
seconds, was it. “There’s a minor healing spell on all of my handkerchiefs.
It’s more convenient that way, when something happens.” Sevana despised having
to hunt down either medications or bandages when she had minor injuries. The
handkerchiefs were a neat solution to the problem, as she always had a few of
those lying around. 


Rolling his
sleeve back down, he asked, “I take it that preparations are going well?”


“Quite well.”
She inclined her head to the workroom, indicating he should follow her in. “We
have part of the mixture sitting, and with your blood, I can get the other part
started. How did Aranhil take the news?”


“He was quite
pleased with all of our progress. He did state that after this is resolved, he
wishes for you to come and visit our territory for several days, examining the
wards and shields that we have in place. We want to make sure that our own
places are secure from human tampering.”


Probably wise.
Especially since they were in her own backyard. “I’ll plan to do just that.” 


“Master Joles,”
Aran greeted with a polite nod of the head as he stepped into the room. 


Master was
hunched over the table, feet propped up on a cushion, well ensconced with tea
mugs and stacks of papers sprawled in a half-circle. On Aran’s greeting, he
looked up from the calculations scrawled out in front of him with an automatic
smile. “Arandur. I take it that Sevana leeched you of the blood already.”


“I asked,” she
defended herself. 


“She did,” Aran
admitted although with a Look at her that adequately stated his own thoughts on
the matter. “Aside from my blood donation, is there anything else I can do to
help?”


Master pointed
him to the chair next to him. “Sit, sit. Wait, where’s Baby and Grydon?”


Come to think
of it, she hadn’t seen them either. Pausing in her work, Sevana waited for this
answer. 


“They told me
they wanted to do a perimeter sweep around the mountain before coming in,” Aran
informed them both, taking the seat as indicated. As he spoke, his eyes
gravitated to the numbers scrawled out on the papers. “Speaking of which,
Sevana, I am under orders from the children. Whenever you come to see us, you
have to bring both of them with you.”


Sevana rolled
her eyes heavenward. “Yes, yes, I’ll do that.” Her creatures would probably
sulk if she didn’t and then skulk in after her even if she tried to leave them
behind. Shaking her head, she went back to carefully measuring out the Fae
blood and the spring water into a large glass jar. It was fascinating to watch
the reaction. When the blood hit the water, it turned different colors, nothing
lasting for more than a second before changing into something else. It finally
settled into a transparent blue-black. Relieved that it still looked the same,
even though she had twice as much water as the recipe called for, she stuck a
glass stopper in it and sat back. 


“Done?” Master
checked. “Good, then we can test the wash tomorrow evening.”


“Perhaps, while
we are waiting, we can consider how best to catch the magician responsible for
all of this,” Aran suggested. “That was one thing that Aranhil asked me that I
could not answer. We need a plan.”


“For this man
especially, we do,” Sevana agreed darkly. She dropped onto the bench next to
Master, it being the only other available seat in her workroom. After being on
her feet for several hours, sitting was a definite relief. “He’s particularly
good at disappearing.”


Master grabbed
a journal and flipped towards the back, finding a clean page. “Let’s first
detail everything that we know about him.”


That would be
the best way to start. Sevana had told both men things but neither of them knew
everything she did. It would help if they were all working with the same
knowledge.  “First, he has mostly the same magical signature as the previous
times.”


“Previous
times?” Aran asked, not following. 


“With the
artifact being stolen and Bel’s and Aren’s curses,” she clarified. 


During the
course of that long journey up north and back, she’d told him about both
events, so he recognized what she was referring to. “Ah. But you said mostly?”


“It’s him,”
Sevana assured both men darkly. “I know it is. But he’s somehow able to change
his magical core just enough that it’s never quite the same.” 


Master shifted
uneasily. “That’s not safe. Or sane.”


“Tampering with
one’s own core is the height of folly,” Aran agreed.  He looked just as
perturbed by the thought. 


“But that must
be what he’s doing. It doesn’t explain why the magical signature is different
every time, or how he got past the Fae wards.” Uncertainly, she added, “I
thought it would kill a person to do that, though.”


“It’s supposed
to, yes.” Master had a faraway look in his eye. “Every person who’s ever tried
it supposedly died and in quite a horrible way, too. But…mercy, I haven’t
thought of this story in years.”


Sevana’s ears
perked up. When Master said something like that, it was always a good thing, as
he usually remembered something that proved to be vitally important later. 


“When I was
still an apprentice, perhaps fifty or so years ago, my master told all of his
students a story of one prodigy that went against convention and experimented
on his own magical core. The story went that instead of killing himself, he
actually succeeded, but in doing so it warped him. His core was never the same
after that, shifting and fluctuating unpredictably, and it altered his mind in
a terrible way. He was chased out of the magical community and afterwards was
hunted as well like a rabid dog. But he was never caught, to my knowledge.”
Master looked down from the ceiling before continuing, “It was supposed to be a
cautionary tale. Master wanted to impress on us that nothing good came out of
changing your magical core. Even if you didn’t die in the process, it warped
you so much that you wished it had. I thought it just that—a story.”


“Every story
has a grain of truth in it,” Aran disagreed. For some reason, he was studying
Sevana as he said this. “A prodigy, you say? Like Sevana is?”


“That’s what
the story said, at least.” 


“I’m inclined
to believe it.” Aran ticked things off on his fingers as he spoke. “You tell me
this man has amazing magical prowess, like an Artifactor. You say that he can
get around wards and shields, that he’s cunning in doing so. Then you tell me
that he’s good at disappearing, as if he were never there to begin with. Would
not an Artifactor prodigy, one that has many decades of experience, be able to
do all of this?”


Sevana couldn’t
disagree with any part of it. “We’ve often said that it would take an
Artifactor’s understanding of magic, elements, and spellwork to do what he
does. Master, have we really stumbled across that man?”


Master rubbed
both hands over his face, blowing out his cheeks in a puff of air. “I hope not,
sweetling. Chasing a man with no morals who is talented with magic is one
thing. Chasing after a man that is insane and a prodigy at magic is another.
I’d rather not chase an evil version of you.”


Sevana grimaced
agreement. “I second that.” 


Aran lifted a
hand. “Thirded. If that’s the case, we really don’t want to track this man
down. A wolf is the most dangerous in its own den, as the saying goes.” 


“It’s better to
bait and trap,” Master agreed. “But with what bait?”


“Knowing that
I’ve reversed his spell and released everyone will…not be enough,” Sevana
concluded aloud. “I’ve done that before, after all, and he didn’t come after me
because of it. So what can we offer?”


Aran took a
look around her workroom, head craning this way and that to see all of it.
“Anything that you have here is something that he can create himself. Is it
fair to say that?”


Sevana snorted.
“The man can sneak into Fae territory unnoticed. I think it’s fairer to say he
has things I want.” 


“Fae
territory…” Master drawled out thoughtfully. He sank further into his chair,
crossing his legs comfortably at the knee and went back to staring up at the
ceiling. Sevana recognized it as his ‘thinking pose’ and held her breath. It
was even odds that the next thing he would say would either be stupid or
brilliant. “Sweetling, could you track where he went exactly in Fae territory?”


“More or less.
Aran could see his path more clearly than I could. Why?”


“Where did he
go?”


“The storage
room,” Aran answered. 


“Yes, but where
in the storage room? What all does it hold?”


Sevana hadn’t
gotten more than that one good look inside, so she looked to Aran for the
answer. Whatever was Master building up to, anyway? 


Aran rubbed at
his chin before rattling off, “Inventions, prepared items like ink and cloth,
specialized items that are waiting for trade, things of that sort.” 


“Did he go
anywhere near the other things?”


“He only
wandered down two aisles before finding the ink. After that, he promptly left.”



Master finally
took his eyes off the ceiling. “He only took the ink?”


“Perhaps he was
limited to how much weight he could carry and safely escape?” Sevana offered.
“Or he just didn’t have the time to browse.”


“Makes sense,”
Master allowed. “It could even be a combination of both. Well, regardless, it
makes my idea plausible. I don’t think we should bait him with something that
we have. I think we should use something we might have, something that
he missed in his hurry, and wants.” 


“Something out
of the Fae storerooms?” Sevana had to admit that the idea had merit. She could
only see one glaring flaw. “But if we say that, wouldn’t he try to go back to
the storerooms again? He managed it once, after all.”


Not done,
Master shook his head, his hand making a staying motion. “Arandur, you say that
the storeroom holds inventions and specialty items. I assume this is well known
in trade circles?”


“It’s common
practice in all of the Fae nations.” A light sparked in Aran’s eyes. “You think
we should air it about that Sevana was gifted with a specialty item?”


“Hardly anyone
knows that we have a solution to the problem. Only the royal families in Sa Kao
and Beren do and they’re keeping that under wraps for now. They simply know
that we’ve found a way to undo the spell and will be able to return their
family members soon. I didn’t tell people how.” Master’s expression
suggested he was on the verge of grinning in sheer evil glee. “So what if we
bandy this story about? ‘Artifactor Sevana Warran went to the Fae for help,
found that undoing the spell would be impossible, so the Fae created a
specialty item for her that can do…something amazing.’ Nullify magical spells,
perhaps. We can fine tune that part later. What’s important is that this is
new, it’s one of a kind, and it’s something that our evil Artifactor would
dearly like to lay hands on. Now, we know that he’s a master at getting around
wards and shields. They probably mean little to him now. Which would he prefer
to do, brave Fae territory again or walk into an Artifactor’s home and take
what he wants?”


It was Sevana’s
turn to look around her as if she were seeing Big with new eyes. “Bring him
here, where we can lay traps and prepare for him? Oh, I like that idea.”


“Me too,” Aran
admitted, also looking around. “Big, you can rearrange tunnels on a moment’s
notice, can’t you?”


Can, the
mountain agreed. He sounded happy to be asked to participate. 


“We’ll have my
whole nation nearby to lend us aid if we need it too.” Aran rubbed a finger in
a circular pattern on the table’s surface, as if on another level he was
already planning things. “This plan is a sound one, I think. How do we get the
message out fast enough?”


“Kip,” Sevana
answered promptly. “This sort of thing is tailor made for him. Master, I think
the plan genius. And I think the special doohickey should be exactly that, a
device that can nullify human magic. It would be the simplest way for us to
release these people after all.” 


“We have to
time this right, otherwise it won’t work,” Master cautioned. “Let’s say, after
we know that our solution will work, and while we’re freeing people. That’s
when one of us should contact Morgan and have him start spreading the story.”


Yes, that did
seem the safest bet. “Then we need to decide now how we’re going to trap this
man. And what we’re going to do with him after we have him.”


Aran’s mouth
stretched into a feral smile, body straightening as if he were preparing to leap
into motion that very second. “We will take care of that.” 


That smile sent
a chill up her spine. Eyeing him sideways, Sevana ventured, “Aranhil has an
opinion, I take it?”


“All of the Fae
do.” Aran gave her a challenging stare. “We do not wish to leave him in human
hands.”


“That’s fine,”
she assured him, words a little hasty. Fae were scary when mad. “Human
magicians won’t be able to hold him for long, anyway. Not with the skills he
has. It’s better if you take him.” Although what they would do with him
afterwards was another matter. 


Satisfied, Aran
stood. “I will go report this to Aranhil so that preparations can be started.
Sellion, before I forget, Aranhil has requested a miniature statue so that he
can speak to you at will as well.” 


Her Fae king wanted
a Caller? She knew good and well that the man could talk to her easily over
long distances if he was of the mind to. Was this more of a request from a
grown man that couldn’t resist a new toy? Likely. “Fae magic works a little
differently. I’ll have to adapt it. Tell him that I’ll come and work on it when
this mess is settled. I’ll have to tune it directly to him.”


“I will tell
him,” Aran promised. With a nod to them both, he slipped out of the workroom
and was gone. 


Out of sheer
habit, Sevana got up and checked on the two mixtures, making sure that all was
well and they were blending as they were supposed to. “Master, I don’t think we
should just have the story to bandy about,” she said as she replaced the lid on
the water/blood mixture. “Maybe we should make some sort of mockup as well, to
show people if they ask, so there’s more substance to it?”


“A good
thought.” Chortling, Master reached for a blank sheet and a pencil. “What do
you think it should look like?”


Most of the
time, when Sevana created something, she was limited in the design by the
functionality. It had to be a certain size, a certain shape, to do what she
wanted it to. It was a new feeling, to be able to design whatever she wanted to
with little limitations. Feeling the same sort of enthusiasm spark in her, she
swung a leg over the bench to straddle it. “It shouldn’t be big, to begin with.
Something as long as my forearm?”


“Good, good.
Maybe an earthy color?”


“The Fae like
brighter colors too, actually,” she corrected. Bending at the waist, she leaned
more over the table. “How about something blue?”


Happily
planning, they went far into the night, playing with the design like two small
children who had just discovered magic. 













In their desire
to craft something that the Fae would make, Sevana and Master had to lay aside
their more absurd ideas and focus on something that stuck closer to nature.
Sevana had snitched a few things while up north, and they played with those
until narrowing the selection down to two objects: a blue crystal shot with
gold inlays and a branch of mahogany from a two thousand year old tree. It
seemed a shame to use such high end materials for what amounted to a cheap
prop, so she decided to actually make something useful out of them. If there
was live magic in them, it would be more convincing anyway. 


So she carved a
niche into the branch, sanded it down, and polished it to a high shine. Then
she set the crystal into a knot of the wood, making it look like a highly
unorthodox wand, as the crystal was toward the tip instead of the hilt. From
what she had seen of Fae designs, this was a credible copy. 


Aran came back
near midday and entered Big as comfortably as he would his own home. She was
putting the final touches on the wand, making sure that the crystal was secure,
when he stepped into her workroom. “Sevana.”


“Aran,” she
greeted, setting the wand down and twisting about to greet him. “You’ve come to
see if our idea will work?”


“That and to
convey news to you.” Aran came closer and took a good look at what was in her
hands. “That looks almost…Fae?”


“Precisely so.”
She beamed at him. After six hours of hard work, if he had said anything else,
she would have promptly kicked him in the shin. “This is our fake specialty
tool. I thought it would be more convincing of a story if I have something to
show people.”


“For something
that is fake, there is much magic in it.”


“I also decided
it was a waste of good materials to have it be nothing but a prop. So I made it
into an extremely high level anti-glamour wand.” Sevana held it up and admired
her own handiwork. “If anyone tried to camouflage what they are doing, this
wand will promptly cut through their spell.” 


“You look very
gleeful saying that,” Aran observed dryly. 


“I hate it when
people try to hide things from me. It always causes me trouble in the end.”
Putting the wand carefully down, she asked, “What news?”


“Aranhil wishes
me to tell you, Sellion, that he will send others here to help you when you
expect that man to come. He does not wish you to be in danger.”


Sevana would
have dearly loved to say something like ‘I can take care of myself’ but in
truth, this man was highly dangerous. She might or might not be able to defeat
him and either way she was bound to be injured in the process. She’d avoid the
pain of a major battle if at all possible. “This might take two or three weeks
to play out. You all realize that, right? It’s going to take time for news to
get to him, and more time for him to come here and try to steal it from me.”


“We are
patient. We will wait.”


Truly, the Fae
were probably the most patient race on the face of the planet. Why shouldn’t
they be? With some of the longest lifespans, they could afford to wait. 


Aran looked
around the room, seeing that all of the portraits were still lined up on their
easels. “You have not tried your wash yet?”


“I just mingled
the two together an hour ago. It’s almost ready to use, but not yet.” Sevana
levered herself off the bench and went to fetch the bucket. “But see how dark
it is? I think it’s still too thick.”


Bending at the
waist, he peered inside. “I believe you are right. But that could be because it’s
enclosed like that.”


“I’m hoping so,
that when I spread it over parchment, it’s actually thinner.” Ink washes could
be deceptive that way. Checking her clock, she noted, “We’ve only a few minutes
before I can use it. Let’s create a test paper, shall we?”


“Test paper?”
Aran repeated in confusion. 


“I don’t
actually care if the wash is dark enough to destroy the original painting,” she
explained, pulling a bottle of Fae ink off the shelf behind her and reaching
for a quill nearby. “But of course, it can’t be dark enough to smudge the
lines. So I need to create a drawing of my own in the ink to make sure that the
wash is light enough and reacts the way I expect it to.”


“I thought you
had a room full of things you could use?” He pointed to one of the portraits
nearby. “Not everything on the painting is of them. Sometimes there are chairs,
or ground, included.”


“I don’t dare
touch any part of it. The spell on these things is intricately tied to every
trace of ink on the parchment. I can’t predict what it will do.” Pausing, she
looked to the one on the worktable in growing concern. “The oldest ones, those
I worry about the most.” 


Aran didn’t ask
a stupid question but instead looked the same direction she did, seeing it for
himself. “The magic is fading? It’s not as strong as the others.”


“You’ve got
good eyes. That’s exactly what’s happening. It’s not the ink that’s the problem.”
She went back to what she had been doing, unstopping the ink bottle and dipping
a quill carefully into it.


“Then what is?
The spell?”


“Yes. The spell
itself is so demanding that it’s leaching all of the power imbued in the ink.
The spell is literally eating itself, trying to sustain itself. Cannibalistic
magic is the worst sort. It often destroys itself from the inside out within a
matter of months. I’d call it sloppy, but in this case, I’m not sure if the
magician was being lazy. It might be he intended for this to happen.”


Aran’s tone
became quiet and hard. “He wanted all of these people dead. That’s what you’re
saying.”


“He wanted to
kill the Belen king. The others were test subjects to see if the way he had
crafted the spell would work as intended.” Sevana darted a look up at his face
and found him staring at the portrait on the table in silent fury. He was
almost grey with it. “They were acceptable losses. Everything he’s done tells
me that.” 


“A silent
assassination through a painting. It’s fiendishly clever.” The way he said this
was clear he didn’t mean it as a compliment. 


“And evil, yes.
You understand why I curse him so routinely now, don’t you? I did the same when
I came across Bel. And Aren. And when he took off with my hard-won artifact.
I’d admire his cleverness if he wasn’t doing such hideous things with it.”
Since this wasn’t something that needed to be pretty, Sevana just drew random
circles and boxes on the page, enough so that she could test the wash several
times. “Alright, test ready. Hand me that huge bristle brush.”


Plucking it
from the glass jar it was sitting in, Aran passed it over. She dipped it
liberally in the bucket before painting a swash of it across her parchment.
Almost immediately she realized that this was not going to work. “It’s too
dark,” she growled in vexation. 


“I agree.” Aran
pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Perhaps half again as much water?”


“You think?”
she peered at it judiciously, numbers scrolling and rearranging themselves in
her head as she did the calculations. “Yes, perhaps you’re right. Hand me the
large jar of water, then. No, the other one next to it. That’s the right spring
water.” 


Aran handed it
over, and then reached for the measuring cup without being asked, passing it to
her as well. She took both and measured out the water, stirring it into the ink
with gentle strokes, trying very hard not to jostle any of the ink over the
sides and onto the floor. Big would definitely feel that and she’d never get
the ink back off. It would cause complications that she did not need. 


Satisfied she
had put enough in, she stepped back and re-stoppered the vial. 


“Now we wait?”
Aran guessed. 


“For a half a
day. So after dinner, we’ll try this again.” Sevana stared at the portrait on
the table, the one of the woman in her early fifties, who seemed intent on
shelling peas into a large wooden bowl. Was it her imagination, or was the
portrait fading in front of her eyes? “I hope she can last until then. Whether
or not the wash is perfect in six hours, we’ll have to try to get her out
regardless. She won’t make it until morning.” 


~ ~ ~


Aran, lovely
man, cooked her dinner. It wasn’t a simple dish of just meat, either. He did
fresh bread, stew that was rich with spices, and a chilled glass of lemon water
to wash it all down with. Then, in an impressive display, he helped her clean
up the kitchen afterwards. It was enough to make a woman swoon. 


Master of
course ambled in when dinner was done and ambled out again before the troubling
cleanup process started. He was not one to clean up a kitchen, nor did Sevana
want him to. His idea of ‘clean’ and hers were worlds apart. Sevana was elbow
deep in suds and water when Master bolted back into the kitchen. “Sevana!”


She dropped the
bowl and it clattered onto the counter. Whirling about, she demanded, “What?!”


“We have to do
the wash now.” There was a light of panic in his eyes that she had
rarely seen. It usually meant someone was in danger of losing either life or
limb. 


Swearing, she didn’t
even pause to wipe off her hands, just sprinted for the hallway. Even though
she was normally faster, Master had a head start on her and beat her into the
workroom. But he didn’t beat Aran, who was leagues faster than either of them. 


Aran was hovering
around the table as she skidded to a stop, saying in worry, “The magic
shouldn’t be disappearing this quickly. Is it still strong enough for us to get
her out?”


Sevana took in
the situation in a glance. The spell in the portrait was literally fading in front
of her eyes, going from a strong, vibrant glow to something so muted that she
could barely tell it was supposed to be magical at all. She had miscalculated.
Her earlier estimation had been that the woman’s portrait would still have
enough magic in it until roughly midnight, and then things would become hairy.
But this...this was past dangerous. It was critical. 


“Whether the
wash is ready or not, we have to try it,” Master said what everyone was
thinking aloud. 


“I’ll do the
wash, you get the portation spell ready,” Sevana ordered, her hands already
moving for the brush in her jar. 


Aran darted to
the far side of the table, out of way so that they could work, but still close
enough so he could see what was going on. “If you can’t get her out of the mirror
before the spell completely fades, what happens?”


“She’s forever
stuck inside that mirror.” Sevana didn’t have to look up at his face to know
how he felt about that. She felt the same. Ink ready, brush ready, she hovered
over the portrait. “Master?”


Master had his
hands on the mirror, turning it to face the portrait, his wand clenched between
his teeth. He nodded and mumbled, “Weady.”


With quick
strokes, she deftly covered the portrait from top to bottom with the wash. It
was still a touch too dark, but Sevana prayed it was light enough and kept
working. It didn’t matter if it still wasn’t right, they had no choice but to
use it. The instant she was done, Sevana grabbed the portrait off its easel and
slammed it into the mirror’s surface. 


The magic sparked
as it encountered another magical surface, then a brief glow—too dim, by her
reckoning—surrounded the edges of the portrait.


“Release!”
Master commanded sharply. 


Sevana jerked
the portrait free of the glass, giving it an anxious look as soon as it was free.
The woman in the portrait was all but gone, only the edges of her outline still
visible. That…was not good. 


Master was
saying the portation spell quickly, the words almost tumbling over themselves
in his haste to get them out. “AESE NE
FOLE!”


Nothing
happened. 


The vestiges of
the magic died. Not a trace of power was to be seen. All that was left was an
ink smeared portrait, one that was poorly done, of a middle-aged woman shelling
peas. 


Sevana’s knees
gave out, sending her straight to the floor. The bitter taste of failure filled
her mouth and she nearly choked on it. Tears pricked her eyes, not just from
sorrow of a life lost, a life that she had been supposed to save, but of anger.
She shouldn’t have other people’s lives depending on her like this. 


Master let out
an animalistic cry of rage and ragged disappointment. His wand dropped to the
table in a clatter, his shoulders slumping, eyes closing in grief. 


Aran reached
out for her tentatively, putting a hand on her shoulder. He didn’t say a word,
just gripped her in support, silently offering comfort. She didn’t return the
gesture, but some part of her appreciated it, even though anger coursed through
her like a living pulse. Sevana hated the words ‘I don’t know’ but even more
than that, she hated any form of failure. Having someone die on her was the
worst sort of failure to be had. 


“Um, hello?”


The unknown
voice in the dead silence of the room was so shocking that all of them flinched
from it. Sevana bolted up to her feet, her ears automatically tracing the
source of the sound to the mirror. 


There, looking
like a floating ghost, was the woman from the portrait. Her skin looked
slightly bluish, hair in a messier bun than the portrait had her in, lips
kicked up in a hopeful, if bemused, smile. “Are you still out there?”


Sevana
swallowed, hard, and tried to find her voice. “We’re here. Can you see us?”


“Oh yes, of
course. At least two of you. Um, I’m Milly, Milly Andrews, and you are?”


That was not at
all a Sa Kaon name. She must have been from Windamere originally, although how
she’d ended up in a different country was beyond Sevana’s ken at the moment.
“Sevana Warran. The man behind me is Arandur.”


Master stepped
into the mirror’s view and introduced in a shaky voice, “I’m Tashjian Joles.
Sevana and I are Artifactors.”


“Yes, Master
Joles, the princess has told us about the two of you,” Milly informed him, as
she did a curtsey to all of them. “Um, why am I still in the mirror?”


Sevana choked
on the explanation. She simply couldn’t force the words to go out of her mouth.
Master, more experienced with this situation than she was, found a way to
explain. “Our solution took several weeks to prepare, I’m afraid. And even
then, the main ingredient we used isn’t quite perfected yet. But the magic on your
portrait was failing, so we acted anyway, hoping to save you in spite of
everything. We just weren’t able to do so fast enough. I’m afraid, Mistress
Milly, that your physical body is no more. You are forever trapped in that
plane.” 


Milly’s
expression didn’t change for several seconds. It was as if she simply couldn’t
comprehend what was being said to her. Then her eyes filled with tears that
slowly traced their way down her cheeks. “I can’t return home at all?”


“If there is a
way, I’ll find it,” Sevana vowed ferociously. “I will not let that man
win like this. You are in the mirror for now. That is all.” She met
Milly’s eyes squarely, feeling her own burn with unshed tears. “I am a prodigy,
a genius in this field. If I can’t find a solution to this problem, then there
isn’t one to be found.”


Milly wiped
away tears and gave her a brave smile. “Then I’m counting on you, Miss
Artifactor.” 













Sevana had an
absolutely terrible night, tossing back and forth like a tormented soul. There
wasn’t a thing that she could think of to make the situation even more bearable,
and no solutions came to mind. Aside from turning back time. When she’d started
working on this problem, she’d had a feeling that time might be a factor, but
this was far too short a time frame. Spells shouldn’t end within months like
this, not spells this inherently powerful. She’d assumed she would have a year
at least to find a good answer. She’d worked hard on it and certainly hadn’t
been taking long breaks, so in all honesty it wasn’t like she could have found
a solution to this faster. Still, that feeling of guilt lingered and burned in
her chest. 


Because of that,
she awoke in a foul mood, like a swamp witch crawling out of her den. She was
bleary eyed, grouchy, and her mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton. Baby
was back in his usual spot on the mattress, Grydon sprawled out on the rug next
to her side of the bed. She had to yank her feet out from underneath the cat
and maneuver around Grydon, nearly tripping over him twice just getting her
feet on the floor. Really, why did they sleep like this? It was like running an
obstacle course every morning. 


Pulling on
clothes at random, she put her hair up in a messy bun before staggering towards
the kitchen. Both creatures followed her out, then raced ahead, bounding with
endless energy. If only she could find a way to bottle that energy, she’d make
millions…wait. Nose twitching, she took in a deep breath. What was that
delectable aroma? Ten feet from the door, she stopped dead. Was that bacon she smelled?
And biscuits? There was something sweet in the air too, smelling hot and
tempting. Chamomile? 


Entering the
kitchen, she took in the scene with her taste buds watering. Aran had cooked
breakfast. On the table was bacon, fresh biscuits, what looked like blueberry
jam—and where in the world had he found that, because it wasn’t in her
cupboards—chamomile tea and sliced apples. The beasts were already licking
their plates clean, because of course Aran had cooked for them as well, and
they were looking entirely too pampered and satisfied. 


When she
stopped at the table, he put the last of the utensils down on the table before
looking up and offering, “Good morning?”


“It certainly
looks better than it did two minutes ago,” she responded. Taking a chair, she
dropped into it and reached for a biscuit. “Aran, why are you such a good
cook?”


“I spend the
majority of my time traveling,” he pointed out dryly. “There’s no one to cook
for me and one can only take so much hard tack before the body just rebels.”


That was a good
point. Filling her plate, she dug into the food with a sigh of bliss. Last
night had been terrible, but the day always looked a little better with good
food on hand. Baby and Grydon, with a breakfast in their bellies, bounded back
out the door again. No doubt looking for mischief. Sevana sent a silent prayer
to the heavens that they didn’t find anything that they couldn’t handle. She
didn’t want to come to their rescue today, not with everything else she needed
to do.


“I spoke with
Miss Milly last night at length after you and Master Tashjian went to bed.”
Aran had a cautious expression on his face as he said this, as if expecting an
explosion. 


Sevana looked
him dead in the eye. She was no longer in the mood to cry or rage like she had
the night before. Her anger was now smoldering in a steady burn, driving her
forward but no longer controlling her. “And?”


When she didn’t
snap, he relaxed and sat in the chair next to hers, also filling his plate.
“She told me that the part that bothers her most isn’t the loss of her physical
body. Actually, she had three significant health problems that were causing her
a great deal of discomfort and pain. She feels better now than she has in the
past ten years. But she has four children, and trapped like this, she can’t see
any of them.”


So being in the
mirror was a mixed blessing. That only made Sevana feel slightly better. 


“But,” Aran
continued, obviously not done, “I had a thought. What if you put that spell on
the mirror like you have on your Callers. And then give other mirrors to her
children? That way she can talk to all of them and see how they’re doing.”


Sevana froze.
Like the Callers? What he was suggesting wouldn’t at all work, the magic would
clash with mirror magic as the spells weren’t designed in such a way to
cooperate, but that didn’t mean that the theory couldn’t be applied to a
different spell that would work the same way. In fact, because she wasn’t
trapped in that mirror, per se, just in a plane that mirrors could
connect to, it would be far easier to just spell several mirrors to connect
directly to that plane. 


“Sevana?” Aran
waved a hand in front of her face. “Still with me?”


In a voice
filled with worshipful adoration, she breathed, “If you didn’t have cooties,
I’d kiss you.”


A flush spread
across his face, turning the points of his ears red. “Eh, ah, what?”


Laughing, she
bounced up and raced for her workroom. Aran was several beats behind her, and
she could hear him mutter something to himself before he scraped the chair
back. She was too far away to catch anything except the sound of his voice, but
she was too excited about his idea to double back and ask what he had said.


Sevana skidded
to a stop in front of the mirror, bracing her hands on either side of the
frame. “Milly.”


The other woman
instantly materialized in the mirror, looking hopeful. “Yes, Artifactor?”


“I don’t have a
solution to the problem, but I have a temporary fix. How about I spell several
mirrors and send them to your children? That way you can flit between here and
any mirror of your choosing and be able to visit with them.” 


The woman’s
eyes lit up. “Will they be able to see me? Talk to me?”


“Of course,
just like we’re doing now.” 


“Oh heavens.”
Milly tapped a palm to her heart, moved beyond words. “Oh heavens. That would
make this so much better. Please, Miss Artifactor, please do that. In fact,
this might be better! Because two of my children moved off, I rarely got to see
them anyway, and this way I can see them whenever I wish to. Oh heavens, oh
heavens.” 


“I can’t send
full length ones,” Sevana warned. “Smaller than this, something more like a
portrait size.”


“That’s fine,”
Milly assured her, still tapping her heart. 


Aran entered
and sat their breakfast plates down on the table. “Sevana, eat. Milly, tell me
where your children are, and I’ll write that down so we know where to send
them. We don’t have the time or the mirrors right this minute, so I think we’ll
have to wait until after everyone else is released from the portraits.”


Sevana nodded
confirmation. He was right in that. “But after that’s done, I’ll send my
business partner Kip with the mirrors to your children, along with letters
explaining what happened and how the mirrors work. He’s a very trustworthy man,
he’ll make sure the mirrors arrive in the right place intact.”


“That sounds
wonderful,” Milly assured them both. “I understand, you need to focus on
getting everyone else free before they get trapped like I did.” 


Glad that she was
patient and understanding, Sevana went back to her cooling breakfast and
scarfed it up. It was a shame she wasn’t still in the kitchen, as she would
have liked a second biscuit. Well, no matter, she had work on hand now. 


Master ambled
into the workroom with a plate mounded with food. “Sevana, you cooked?”


“I did,” Aran
corrected. 


“I wondered.
The biscuits were different than Sevana’s version. Aran, you can cook breakfast
any time,” Master told him seriously. 


“I’ll do that,”
Aran responded with the same serious tone. 


Eyeing his
former apprentice, Master observed, “You look better than I expected.”


“Aran has
thought of a palliative for this situation,” she informed him, nearly beaming.
It was such a relief, really, that she could offer this so that the poor woman
wasn’t trapped in one place and going mad with anxiety. “We’re going to spell
several mirrors and send them to Milly’s children so that she can talk to all
of them and visit as she wishes to.” 


Master stopped
chewing, eyes widening. Around a mouthful he breathed, “Brilliant.”


“Wasn’t it?”
she agreed. 


Arandur cleared
his throat, the tips of his pointy ears turning slightly pink. “You would have
thought of this too, after you had a chance to talk with her.”


“Whoever thinks
of the idea first gets the credit,” Master disagreed, smiling. “That’s the
rule. Still, that might be the cumbersome way to do it.” Picking up a piece of
bacon, he munched on it, staring at the ceiling thoughtfully. “Perhaps we can
give Mistress Milly a way to use any mirror she wishes?”


Sevana stopped
short at the thought. Now that would be remarkably handy, if Milly could use
any mirror, any time. If they could give her a tool of some sort to make any
mirror useable to her, it was possible in theory to manage that. “You have an
idea?”


“Two or three,
all half-formed. I’ll work on that after we get this resolved.” He didn’t have
to clarify what ‘this’ was. “Speaking of, how is our wash doing?”


Since Sevana
was done eating, she put the plate completely aside and went to her wash and
her test parchment. Dipping a brush into it liberally, she smeared across the
only clean section of the parchment left. It was a light grey, the perfect
shade for what they wanted to do. “Perfect. Let’s get some people out. What
order?”


“Oldest first,”
Master and Aran said in near perfect sync. 


“I have to
agree.” This was not a time for rank to take precedence. Sevana spun on her
heels before pointing at the portrait on the far wall. “It would be that one.” 


“Mistress
Milly, I would advise not standing in the way while we’re doing this,” Master
said as an aside, putting his own plate out of the way on the top of one of
Sevana’s shelves. “In fact, I’d stay as far back as I could. We didn’t think
that any of you would still be in the mirror plane while we were doing this, so
working this magic might affect you as well.”


“I’ll stay well
back,” she promised, already scooting off to the side and out of sight. 


Sevana picked
up the portrait of an old man sunning himself on a dock, putting it flat on her
work table, then reached for her brush. “Master, ready?”


“I am,” Master
assured her, wand in hand. “Aran, when we pull people out, you need to take
them into the next room and make sure that they drink something. They’ll be
dizzy otherwise. They’ve spent too long in that plane.”


“I’ll do so,”
Aran assured them. “Should I make them sit and rest?”


“If you can. If
they have questions, answer them, but make sure you’re here to help the next
person when we pull them out.” 


Now that was a
thought. After being in this plane, no one would be able to travel by portal
for at least twenty-four hours. It would be too hard on them physically. “Big?”


She could feel
the mountain perk up as his name was called, his attention centering on her. 


“We’re going to
have a lot of guests overnight. Make rooms and put beds into them. About, hm, a
dozen.”


Will,
the mountain assured her. In the far distance, she could hear groaning and
rumbling as rocks started shifting. Big was always prompt in filling her
requests. 


Aran was quick
on the implications of this. “They’ll have to stay here tonight?”


“We won’t be
able to take them home until tomorrow,” she explained, turning back to the
portrait. “It will be too hard on their bodies. By tomorrow, they’ll have
recovered enough that a quick trip through my clocks won’t be an issue. We’ll
take them home then.”


“I’ll handle
Belen, you do Sa Kao.”


She rolled her
eyes at Master. “Of course. That’s where we both started this job after all.”
But their immediate attention should be on the first victim. Painting the
portrait with wide, quick strokes, she covered it completely with the wash and
was relieved when the magic in the ink pulsed in a steady way. Lifting it up by
the corners, she pressed it into the surface of the mirror for two complete
seconds before pulling it free again. 


Master started
uttering the spell as soon as she stepped back, finishing with a firm, “AESE NE FOLE.”


A wizened
gentleman with wispy white hair and dark skin gingerly stuck a hand out. Aran
was right at his side, taking the hand and offering a support as the old man
tentatively stepped through and put a sandaled foot onto the floor. Blinking,
he looked around, saw three worried people looking back at him, and broke out
into the brightest smile that Sevana had ever seen. “Salutations! I’m free?”


“You’re free,”
Master confirmed, laughing in sheer delight. “How do you feel?”


The old man
took in a deep breath, savoring every moment of being back in the physical
world. “I could use a hot cup of tea.”


“That we can
arrange,” Aran assured him. The Fae’s eyes shifted to Sevana’s and radiated all
of the relief and happiness she felt in that moment. 


She might have
only half-succeeded with one person, but that dastard’s evil plan wouldn’t
claim the life of one more person. 


Sevana would
make sure of that. 













That night and
the next morning were interesting, to say the least. They had eleven people in
the mountain that were of every age, gender, occupation, and rank. And yet,
because they had all been stuck on the same plane for the past several weeks,
undergoing the same trial, none of that mattered anymore. They were all as
comfortable with each other as old friends. Each person went to Milly and spent
a good hour speaking with her, taking notes on what she needed done so that
when they returned home they would be able to help her friends and family
adjust to this sudden and odd change. 


Sevana was glad
to have them out, but was equally relieved when it came time for them to go.
Master grabbed Dorian Audenaert, the Belen king, and took him through the clock
portal and back to his castle. Sevana was stuck with everyone else. Morgan,
fortunately, was standing on the other side waiting for people to come through.
He directed them as they stepped through the clock, with her and Aran taking up
the rear. 


Actually,
Sevana had no idea why Aran was still with her. His one task had been to guide
her and give her information until she had reversed what had been done.
Technically, his job had ended yesterday, when the last person escaped the
portrait. But now, what had him following her still? It wasn’t like they were
going to enact their plan to get rid of the evil magician just yet. Aran hadn’t
even made one noise about going home. It puzzled her. 


Shaking the
question off, she focused on the here and now as she encouraged Princess Amas
to step through. With the last one out of the way, she stepped through herself
and pulled the door to the clock firmly shut behind her. 


The view on the
other side of the clock was one of pure joy. 


Every person who
had lost a family member was crowded into the Sa Kaon palace foyer. There were
joyous shouts as people tackled their family, hugs all around, and more than a
few tears shed. Aran was subtly positioned so that he blocked her from most of
the crowd, braced so that no one could accidently knock into either her or the
clock, which Sevana appreciated. Being jostled in the clock would have been bad.
No words could describe how bad. 


Amas was quite
firmly in her father’s grip, her mother’s arms around her, and even her
brothers and sisters could barely get in to give her a hug. That family
wouldn’t be letting go of the little princess any time soon. Firuz’s eyes met
hers and the man practically radiated a love and relief so strong that he
glowed with it. “Sevana.”


“I will give
you a full report later,” she promised over the buzzing of the crowd around
them. “But for now, I have delivered your missing people and daughter to you.”


“For this, you
have Our eternal thanks. You may name whatever reward you wish as
compensation.”


A crafty smirk
tilted her mouth. “I’ll hold you to that. Don’t think I won’t.” 


Firuz boomed
out a laugh, not in the least worried. 


Turning her
head, she searched the crowd until she found a familiar head of black hair.
“Kip!”


Waving a hand, Morgan
signaled he heard her, but it took several minutes and some interesting twists
to be able to force his way through the crowd and to her side. Huffing out a
breath, he pulled his clothing back in order and greeted her with a smile.
“Sev. I can’t believe you managed to do all this so quickly. You were barely
home three days before you pulled them all out!”


“It was a
solution that would either work or not,” she responded with a blasé shrug. “But
about that other thing I called you about last night. You have that done?”


“Yes, I talked
to Mistress Milly’s family and they know what happened. None of them are
particularly happy about it, but I assured them that you and Master Tashjian
were working on the problem, so they’re trying to be patient a little longer.”


That was good. 


Morgan regarded
the Fae standing at her side with a quick head to toe sweep. “You must be
Arandur?”


“I am,” Aran
confirmed, holding out a hand in greeting. “You are Morgan?”


“That’s me,” Morgan
confirmed, clasping the hand in a strong grip before letting go. “I’ve heard
much about you. Thanks for all your help in this. We really would have
struggled otherwise.” 


“It was my
pleasure. Truly.” Aran had an enigmatic smile on his face. “I learned a great
deal from Sevana. I found my task to be more pleasure than chore.”


“Really?” Morgan
responded in genuine surprise. “Because when things aren’t going right, Sev can
be an absolute bear to live wi—ow!” Rubbing at the abused ribs, Morgan whined,
“You didn’t have to punch me.”


Sevana glared
back at him. “I did. I really, really did.” 


Morgan was used
to the abuse and he didn’t do more than pout at her before moving on. Lowering
his voice, he leaned in closer to ask in a confidential tone, “People are
asking how you reversed the spell?”


Her evil smirk
came back full force. “Then by all means, tell them the ‘official’ version.” 


Morgan’s expression
was a perfect match for hers. “On it.” 


Aran’s eyes cut
to her and he murmured from the side of his mouth, “You’re enjoying this.”


“Yes,” she
purred. “I am.”


~ ~ ~


Firuz called
for her later that afternoon, and she went up with Aran to his informal garden.
It was an odd location to meet with him, but she understood why he’d called
them there once she stepped into the walled off area. It wasn’t large—a perfect
square with fruit trees and water fountains in almost every corner, a thick
carpet of grass taking up the center. One side had padded benches, where the
royal parents were sitting comfortably, and spread all over the grass were
their children, playing some version of tag. Even the oldest, who was in his
late twenties, was highly involved in the game. 


It must have
been the only place in the palace where they could relax, be a family, and not
have to worry about anyone intruding on them. 


Firuz stood as
they entered and offered a respectful half-bow. Sevana was confused about his
formality for a split second until she realized the bow was not for her.
Somehow, in the three hours she hadn’t seen him, Firuz must have learned the
identity of the quiet man following her around. 


Aran bowed
back, matching the formality, his bow at the exact same depth and angle. In
that moment, the realization slapped Sevana between the eyebrows. To her, Aran
was a tracker of the Fae, a friend, and an adopted comrade of sorts. But even
though he held no special rank in the Fae nation, when he was in a human
country, he was as important as any king. 


“I am Firuz
Adnan, King of Sa Kao,” Firuz greeted with a slight smile of welcome. 


Aran didn’t
find this formality strange at all and was prompt with his response. “Arandur,
Tracker of South Woods. I thank you for your welcome, King of Sa Kao.”


“I thank you
for your aid,” Firuz returned in a more genuine tone. “I am told that you gave
much knowledge and support to Artifactor Warran as she worked. Please accept my
hospitality for as long as you wish to.”


“I will. Thank
you.” 


Satisfied his
guest was welcomed properly, Firuz encouraged them to sit down on the bench
adjacent to his, where his wife poured them that wonderful flavored water and
offered sliced dates and fruity naan bread. Sevana hadn’t tried this latest
version—there seemed to be a thousand variations of naan—and when she bit into
it, she was delighted to find it was almost like a light desert. She’d seriously
have to track down the chef in this palace and get the man’s recipes. Naan was
becoming her favorite food. 


Not giving Aran
any chance to just sit there like a statue, she tore off a piece and popped it
into his mouth. He had time to blink before suddenly finding his mouth full.
Startled, he stared at her with bread sticking out of his mouth. 


“It’s good,”
she encouraged, secretly laughing at how dorky he looked. 


Chewing, he
considered this for a moment before nodding in agreement. Then he took a long drink
before regarding it with approval as well. “The bread and drink have much
flavor to them.”


Queen Malia
seemed relieved he liked them. “We can send some of the fruit back with you, if
you wish to take it home?”


“I will.” Aran
took another, smaller bite of the bread. “Aranhil especially will be pleased to
try these.”


Sevana could
tell from their faces that they’d lost that reference and explained, “Aranhil
is the King of the Fae in Noppers Woods. They don’t refer to him by a title as
his name is his title. I’ve met him twice now and he’s very curious about
anything that humans do. He’ll be delighted to try food like this.”


“I’ll make sure
that several snacks and boxes of fruits go back with you,” Malia swore. One
could see her make a mental note to do that next. 


“Don’t go
overboard, I don’t want to have to lug that all the way into Fae territory,”
Sevana warned. “Two boxes will do. Now, I assume that the two of you called me
here for the full story of how I got Amas out?”


“Please,” Firuz
requested, scooting up to the edge of his seat so he sat a little closer to
her. 


It took Sevana
a second to remember where she had left off, but once she recalled the last
time she had updated him, she started from there and worked her way through
until yesterday afternoon, when all of the portraits had been destroyed. “I
still have one woman trapped in a mirror, and I am not sure at this time how
I’ll get her out, but everyone else is home again as you’ve seen,” she
finished. 


“It was a
hideous problem if it took two Artifactors and someone of the Fae nation to
help undo it,” Malia observed. Her voice shook a little and her eyes were
trained on her daughter playing as if she needed the reassurance after hearing
everything from Sevana. “But this man that did the spells, what do we do about
him?”


“He should not
be allowed to run free any longer.” Firuz’s hand was twitching as if itching
for his sword right at that moment. 


“We agree.”
There was not a trace of warmth to be found in Aran’s expression. “We of the
Fae have been speaking much on this matter. We have found a way, with Sevana’s
help, to catch this man. Once he is caught, he will be tried by Our justice.”


Firuz opened
his mouth to object, but Sevana quickly cut in before he could get a word out.
“Firuz, it’s best to leave him to the Fae. For one thing, human magic can’t
hold this man. He’s an expert at getting through wards and shields. For
another, the Fae sense of justice is much harsher than ours. I frankly pity the
fool that crosses them as they have no sense of leniency.” 


Aran snorted,
looking away. “Nor should we.”


Both monarchs
seemed only half-sold on this plan. “We have a plan on how to trap this man,
and it’s going to take every ounce of skill I have just to bait the trap well
enough to catch him,” Sevana continued firmly. “I will not be able to hold him
even an hour. Trust me. After the Fae are done with him, he’ll regret not only
his own birth, but the dogs that bred him.” 


Firuz looked
her dead in the eye. “You have a plan to catch this man.”


“I do. It’ll
take a week solid to prepare for it, but I do have a plan, one that will work.”


“Swear to me
that he will not escape you,” the king pressed.


“I swear it,”
she responded solemnly. “I will do absolutely everything in my power to catch
him. He won’t escape a third time.” 


Satisfied and
disgruntled at the same time, Firuz sat back. “I will let you try. If something
goes wrong, and he does not fall for your trap, then I will go after
him.”


“That’s fair,”
Aran allowed. 


Seeing that she
was going to get her way, Sevana started laying the groundwork. “When people
ask you how I got Amas out of the portrait, tell them that I didn’t. That the
spellwork was too complicated, or I didn’t have the time to figure it out,
whatever you wish to say. But emphasize that it was only possible to do this by
using a special tool the Fae made for me.” 


Malia’s brows
screwed together in a frown of confusion. “But this discredits your work, all
that you have done.”


“The tool is
the bait,” Aran explained in his quiet, patient manner. “We wish for the
magician to think that he missed this tool when he stole from our storage
rooms. We want him to think that we can now counter any magic he does with this
specialized tool.”


“So he’ll come
after you because he wants it for his own and because he dares not leave it in
your hands,” Firuz finished with a thoughtful look at her. “You will be
prepared for him soon?”


“I actually
finalized the plans last night. I think that by the time you’ve spread the
rumor around, you and Kip, that I’ll have more than enough time to finish my
preparations before he shows up.” 


Firuz mulled on
this for several seconds before grunting. “It’s not a bad plan. I approve of
it. Fine, I will spread this rumor and make sure that none of my court knows
any differently. But I am not sure if this is wise, Sevana. This man is
powerful, you have said that yourself. Should you be drawing him to you like
this?”


“I said he was
crafty and evil,” she corrected with a lip curl. “But I don’t think he’s
particularly powerful. I think he’s as powerful as any other Artifactor, he
just knows more and he’s more ruthless than we are. I’ll have a sentient
mountain to guard me, my master helping me, and a Fae tracker to guard my
back,” she added this with a sideways glance at Aran, who nodded firmly in
confirmation, “so it’s not like I plan to face this dastard alone. He might
cause some damage, but with the four of us combined, there’s no possibility of
him escaping.” 













The celebration
of Amas’s safe return started that night and looked like it had every intention
of carrying on for the rest of the week. At least. Sevana had no intention to
lay around drinking, eating, and becoming as bloated as a pig headed for
slaughter. The next morning, while people were still recovering from the night before,
she grabbed Aran and slipped through her clock to back home. 


She found
Master had beaten them there, if only just, as he was deactivating the clock
that went to Belen. He regarded them with surprise as they stepped through.
“Done already?”


“You left early
for the same reason, I bet,” she drawled with a pointed look. “All they’re
going to do is feast for the next week.”


He nodded
affirmation and waited as she deactivated the clock to Sa Kao. “So, where do we
start with the traps? Further back and then work our way to the front?”


“That’s the
most sensible approach.” Turning to Aran, she said firmly, “You should not be
here while we’re doing this. It’ll be hazardous in the extreme.”


Aran
forestalled the rest of her warnings with a raised hand. “I already suspected
as much. I’ll take these gifts from the queen to Aranhil and give a final
report. I’ll also start preparing our end of things. I’ll be back in two days?”
It was clear the question was for her, as he wasn’t sure how much time she
needed.


“I think we’ll
be done by then.” Sevana ran through a checklist in her head and nodded slowly.
“Yes, I think that will be just fine. But come in through the front door. That
I’ll rig last.” 


“Understood.” Hefting
the two crates crammed with fruits, breads, and jars of flavored water, he gave
them an airy, “See you in two days, then,” and waltzed out of the mountain. 


Sevana eyed his
retreat with irritation. Would it have hurt to leave just one piece of
naan behind? It would have been perfect for breakfast. Sighing, she gave up the
idea and headed for the kitchen. “Master, I think a quick meal of oats and
fruit, and then to work.”


“Are you
cooking?”


“I want to live
to see tomorrow, so yes, I am.”


Chuckling, her
master trailed along behind. 


After a quick
breakfast, and an even quicker cleanup, they went to work. 


The plan in
itself was simple but its execution would be tricky. No wizard, sorcerer,
shaman, or even Artifactor could just fire off infinite spells without
eventually running out of magic and the elements needed to craft spells.
Nothing was infinite, magic especially. A well-crafted tool or spell could
sustain itself by the resources around it, but portable spells just couldn’t do
that. Sevana knew that the man they were targeting would have only portable
spells on him and in limited quantity. There was only so much a human being
could carry after all. Even his wands couldn’t last forever as they needed
spell elements and his magic to draw upon to work. 


So their plan
was simple: exhaust him. Drain him of all the magic, make him use all of the
pre-made spells he had on hand, force him to use anything and everything on
him. Then, when he was at his weakest, only then move in. 


Big had been
rerouting the tunnels while they were in Sa Kao and Belen, as it wasn’t safe to
be in him when he was doing a major re-arrange like that, and now it was a
veritable labyrinth inside. It took his silent cues of slopping the floors down
to make sure they were heading in the right direction and not just wandering
around in circles. The redesign was essential. It was not only to confuse their
prey but also so that he would slowly be forced towards the back side of the
mountain and out into Fae territory. Aran would ensure that a veritably army of
Fae were waiting for this man. They would finish the job and cart him off. 


They couldn’t
just willy-nilly set traps. To begin with, they hadn’t devised them all yet.
Sevana went through every tunnel with Master, marking out possible locations,
and between them they worked out what spells would be the most effective in
each place. Just the planning took two days and it was mentally and physically
exhausting, tramping through Big back and forth, up and down, and then doing it
all over again. 


They had to
take breaks and eat of course. Their own magical energy couldn’t sustain this
constant drain either without some sort of replenishing going on. Master made
sure they both slept a solid eight hours each night as well. But after the
planning was done, they started making the traps, which taxed them all over
again. After spending twelve hours hunched over a table, crafting trap after
spell after curse, it sent her eyes to crossing and put knots upon knots in her
shoulders.


With the last
one done, she and Master collapsed in front of her fireplace, limbs sprawling
every direction, head hanging over the back of their chairs. “Why did I say
we’d do this in two days?” she groaned. 


“I was
wondering that when you said it. I didn’t think we were on that tight of a
deadline.” 


“We don’t know
when he’s actually going to come,” she pointed out. Or if he’d take the bait.


“Certainly,
that’s true, but there’s no way the man can hear the rumor and react in the
first week. We’re not even sure if two weeks will be enough time.” 


That was also
true. Well, it was a moot point to debate now. “Before we set the lethal traps,
I want to run a test. Have Kip and Aran go through the tunnels and see what
traps they bungle into.”


Master gave a
weary nod, flicking a hand. “I assumed as much when I saw you making those
traps with the paint inside. That’s fine. It’s not a bad idea, actually. There
are some spots I’m not sure about.”


Neither was she,
which was why she wanted to run the test. 


From the front
door, there was a called complaint. “Sev! Tell Big to let me in!”


Morgan? Now
what was he doing back here? She pushed her way to her feet and staggered
toward the front door. Only after she had double checked that none of the traps
near the front door were active did she say, “Big, it’s fine, he can come in.”


With a glare up
at the mountain, Morgan came in, a bag over his shoulder. “Surely you don’t
have this place booby-trapped already.”


“We do,
actually.” At his incredulous look, she defended, “We don’t know when that
dastard is actually going to arrive. Better safe than sorry. Now, what are you
doing here?”


“Partially to
tell you everything I’ve been doing, partially to hand in several job offers
that I received in Sa Kao, and partially to borrow your soap whirly-wig.” 


At this last,
she gave him a flat stare. “Kip. Do your own laundry.”


“Now why should
I do that when the whirly-wig will do it for me?” He gave her a particularly
brilliant, charming smile. “Besides, while my laundry is being spun about, you
can tell me in detail what trade rights you now have with the Fae.”


True, she had
only mentioned to him in passing that her status with the Fae had changed, and
a little of what that meant, so it would be better to give him a more in-depth
explanation. They needed to move on that before the offer cooled and people
thought she wasn’t that interested. “Well, alright, you do have a lot of things
to tell me and I, you. But be warned, this place is not at all safe for you. There’s
only a few rooms that are safe to go in and out of.” 


Ticking them
off on one hand, Morgan rattled off, “Main room, your workroom, kitchen,
bathroom, the guest bedrooms.”


That much was
obvious, huh. “Sling your bag into your usual room, then. I’m going to collapse
in the main room until dinner.”


Stepping
outside for a moment, he brought a large wicker basket inside and hefted it. “I
brought dinner.”


Sevana eyed it,
licking her lips. “Is that shepherd’s pie and fresh bread I smell?”


“I have fried
apple pies in there too.” 


Praise heavens
she didn’t have to cook after all. Taking the basket with both hands, she said
haughtily, “Your fee for a night’s stay is accepted.”


“I thank you
for your hospitality,” Morgan responded, playing along. “I’ll throw my clothes
into the wash and be right with you.”


“Be right with
me in the kitchen, I’m not letting this cool.” Sticking her head into the main
room, she told a half-asleep master, “Kip brought shepherd’s pie, fried apple
pies, and fresh bread.”


The man’s eyes
sprang open and he was half out of his chair before he said, “Is it dinner
time?”


“It is now.”
Grinning, she retreated back into the kitchen. Setting the basket on the table,
she carefully lifted hot pans and bread out, then put the basket out of the way
on the floor. Master lost no time in helping her set out plates and utensils.
She grabbed one of her special plate warmers and loaded a plate before setting
it on top and covering it with a dome fly net. Setting that aside, she went
about filling a plate for herself. 


Morgan came in
and noticed this with a brief quirk of the brow. “We expecting someone?”


“Aran.” Sevana
glanced up long enough to hand him a plate before settling at the head of the
table with her own. “He passed along a message through Baby that he would
probably be back here by dinner.”


There was an
odd look on Morgan’s face as he said, “That so. And, ah, why is he hanging
about here? When we don’t expect any evil magicians to pop up for at least
another week or two?”


“It’s an
interesting question, isn’t it,” Master agreed with a suspicious twinkle in his
eye. 


Sevana glanced
between the two of them, puzzled and frustrated by her puzzlement. They were
obviously on the same page about something, as the undercurrents were clear,
but she didn’t follow what they were talking about. “Why shouldn’t Aran be back
tonight? He wants to stay here just in case we’re wrong in our assumptions.”


Popping a bite
in his mouth, Morgan thought on that and chewed before swallowing. “Is that
what he said?”


She opened her
mouth to say of course it was, but on second thought, she’d assumed why. All
Aran had said to her was that he would be back tonight at some point and he’d
be staying until this whole situation resolved itself. For some reason, her
hesitation in answering made both men smirk at her. But she knew good and well
that if she demanded an answer, they’d smugly say it was nothing and wouldn’t
give her a straight response. She’d have to weasel it out of them later.
Glaring at the pair of them, she switched the topic. 


“So, Kip, trade
rights.”


He perked up,
happily going to this more profitable conversation. “Trade rights. What do we
have?”


“As far as I
can tell, and I did ask, we almost have carte blanche. As long as it’s not a specialized
tool, or something that is a Fae specialty, we can trade for it. So their
simple trade goods, elements, and so forth are open game. They requested—it was
more like a demand, really—that we send children to not just Noppers. I’m going
to have to find some way to divvy this up evenly or it’s going to be a real
headache later.” 


Morgan grimaced
agreement. “It certainly will.”


“Perhaps do it
by location,” Master suggested. “Whoever is closest is the one that you take
the child to.”


That sounded
like a neat, simple resolution to the problem. “As long as that keeps the
numbers more or less even, I think I’ll do just that. Anyway, Kip, keep your
eye out for potential Fae children.”


“Let me see if
I remember the checklist you gave me. Under ten, no family or relations, not
magically touched. Is that it?”


“That’s it,”
she agreed. Morgan had an excellent mind for details and a good memory. That
was why he was so competent in business. 


“I’ll keep an
eye out,” Morgan promised. With a sideways look at her, he mentioned in a tone
that wasn’t quite off-hand, “You now have three kings that owe you major
favors. Perhaps you can cash those in? Say that you want any orphaned children
under ten years old?”


Sevana’s eyes
crossed at the thought. “That would mean giving the Fae a lot of
children in a very short amount of time.”


“We would
welcome the burden,” Aran informed her, stepping into the kitchen. He looked
beyond pleased at this thought. “Do you think that if we ask, they will be
willing to hand their citizens over?”


Morgan rotated
in his chair enough to face the man and answer forthrightly, “It’s actually
better for them if they do. Orphaned children are usually on the streets, and
the only way they can survive is by petty crimes, which leads to all sorts of
trouble later on. If you can catch them early on, it nips the problem in the
bud. They’ll be able to take a whole generation of potential thieves out of
their main cities in one fell swoop.”


Come to think
of it, that was exactly what it was. “Kip, that’s a brilliant way of putting
it.”


“I’ll say
exactly that to the kings, if you want me to,” he offered. “Divvy those kids up
between all the Fae nations, and it won’t be a burden to any one territory. On
top of that, the kids will be able to have siblings, as long as Fae parents are
willing to raise more than one child at a time.”


“They will be
overjoyed to do so.” Aran had a dreamy look in his eye as if he were imagining
bringing in a hundred or more children all at once. It would be quite the sight
to see. 


Sevana pointed
to the covered plate. “There’s dinner for you, if you haven’t had any.”


“I haven’t.”
Snagging it, he lifted off the cover and grabbed a fork before joining them at
the table. He took a bite before offering, “It’s good, but this isn’t something
you made.”


Blinking, she
asked incredulous, “How did you know?”


“These aren’t
spices you use.” Aran gave her a subtle wink before digging back in. 


Did he have
gourmet taste buds? Sevana had cooked for him only a dozen times, at most. And
already he could tell? Shaking the thought aside, she told him, “All the tunnels
have traps. One tunnel has serious ones,” because she hadn’t thought to run a
behavior analysis until after she’d had one tunnel partially set up, “and the
rest are non-lethal. Regardless, don’t trip over any of them. Stay inside of
our designated rooms until I tell you otherwise.” When he nodded, mouth full,
she relaxed a hair. Even if he had tripped over one of their traps, with his
reflexes and magical ability, it wouldn’t hurt him much. But Sevana frankly
didn’t like the idea of him being hurt at all. “I’ll have you and Kip help me
tomorrow. After that, I’ll set the rest of the lethal traps.”


“And when
that’s done?”


“While we’re
waiting on our scofflaw magician to show up, Master and I plan to work on a few
projects like Milly’s mirrors and Aranhil’s Caller. The two of you are free to
do whatever you wish, but if you’re here in Big, try to not be completely
alone. If that man does catch us off-guard, it would be better to have at least
one person to help fight at your side.”


“We’ll stick to
each other as much as possible,” Morgan promised her. “And don’t worry about
entertaining us. Arandur and I will keep each other entertained.”


Aran put his
fork down and looked at Morgan squarely across the table. “Oh?”


“It will be a
good time for us to get to know each other better.” Morgan’s smile had a
challenging edge to it. “Man to man.”


An answering
smile stretched across Aran’s face. “Yes. So it will.” 













Sevana had a
few ideas of how to tweak the Callers so they would work with Fae magic. She
took several readings of how Aran’s magical core worked, which gave her a
baseline, and then worked from there. Three days into tweaking, she put her new
Caller statue down and frowned. The statue itself was fine but something about
it seemed off. Perhaps she should see if Aran could use this. 


Pushing back
from her work table, she wandered out into the hallway. “Big, where is Aran?”
Last she’d seen him was over the breakfast table, but that was several hours ago.



Outside. In
front. Dangerous.


Sevana stopped
short and looked up. “Dangerous? How?”


Aran and Morgan.
Arrows.


They were
shooting at things with arrows? It couldn’t be a real emergency, Big would have
alerted her if it was, so what were they shooting at? Becoming increasingly
confused, she grabbed a shielding wand from the selection near the door and
headed for the front door. Activating the spell, she stepped cautiously out
into the front yard. 


Before she even
had the door fully opened, she heard the sounds of arrows whizzing through the
air and the thunk as they hit the target. Fortunately, it seemed the men
had the sense to not fire toward Big. They had a target made of deadfall
several yards away, their backs toward the front door. 


“You’re not a
bad archer,” Aran complimented Kip. He almost sounded sincere except his timbre
made it sound somewhat challenging. 


“I expected you
to be good.” On the surface, the words were a compliment, but intonation said
instead, I expected you to be better than this. 


Aran heard the
unspoken words and bared his teeth in the semblance of a smile. “Can you get
three arrows in flight?”


“At this
distance? You’d be doing good to get two in the air at the same time.”


“Really?
Because I manage three at this distance all the time.” 


“Is that right.
Why don’t you show me, then.” 


Sevana watched
this back and forth play out and shook her head in exasperation. It was just
like watching two bandy roosters in the same hen yard. What had started this
marital arts competition anyway? 


One thing was
clear, she wouldn’t be able to break this up. Later, when Aran was no longer
strutting about like a peacock, she’d get his help. For now, she might as well
go back in and see if Master needed any help with Milly’s mirror problem.
Hopefully whatever madness this was would end today and the boys wouldn’t be
doing this nonsense again tomorrow. 


~ ~ ~


Sevana was glad
that she hadn’t bulled ahead and set all the traps like she had originally
planned. It seemed nonsensical to her now to do so. What if a person didn’t
approach the tunnels the same way she did? What if, because they weren’t too
familiar with the area, they hugged the wall instead? 


It behooved her
to run a few trial runs to see how people moved, and if her traps would really
go off. Of course she had the perfect experimental subjects—ah, that was to
say, dear friends who were willing to sacrifice themselves to help her. Sevana
waited charitably until the next morning and approached Aran at the breakfast
table. “I need some help.”


Aran was
instantly on his feet. “Of course. What do you need?”


“The tunnels on
the far left, run through them and see how many traps you set off?” Seeing his
expression of growing alarm, she hastily added, “None of them are lethal. I put
paint in all of them.”


“Ahhh, I see.”
A crinkle in the corner of his eyes, he said, “That’s what you were talking
about last night. Alright then. Just me? I can see magic, you know. And the
darkness in there will not be much of a hindrance either.”


“I’ll send Kip
in as well. I think between the two of you, I’ll get a good baseline for what
adjustments need to be done.” 


Aran seemed to
think this series of challenges from her and Morgan were nothing but mild
entertainment as he said readily, “I’ll go now. If that’s alright?”


“I’ll round up
Kip as you run through them.” He had made noises about packaging some of her
wares this morning, getting them ready to ship off. Just because they were
waiting for an evil magician to storm the castle, so to speak, it didn’t mean
business stopped. 


Agreeable, Aran
headed off. Sevana went in search of Morgan and found him in her workroom,
lifting several finished projects off of her back table and into a crate with
packing straw. “Kip, I need you for a moment.”


“Hm? Oh, sure.”
Setting what was in his hands down, he followed her out and to the mouth of the
tunnel. “What am I doing?”


“Seeing how
many traps you set off.” 


Jaw dropping,
his voice climbed. “WHAT?!”


“They’re armed
with nothing but paint, it’s not going to take an arm off. Don’t be a baby about
it.” 


Morgan gave an
anxious look at the tunnels that suggested he really, really wanted to be a
baby about it.


“These three tunnels only. Do not
go into this one,” she said sternly, pointing to the far right tunnel.
“It’s already been fully armed and traps set, so don’t go in there, I can’t
guarantee you’ll come out with all your limbs.”


Morgan gulped and agreed faintly,
“Yes, I’ll stay well clear of that one.” 


Satisfied she had made her point, Sevana
pointed a finger. “In.”


Staring at it with open dismay, Morgan
bit his lower lip. “Really? I have to do this?”


“Aran’s going in there too.
Actually, he’s already in there I should say.” He had taken both Baby and
Grydon with him. Why, Sevana wasn’t quite sure. It wasn’t like either of her
pets knew where the traps were. 


“But—” he started in a clear
whine.


“Go, Kip. I need a behavioral
pattern to see if the traps are placed in the right places and how obvious they
are. I set them, Master helped me plan where to put them, so we know more or
less where they are; therefore it’s useless for us to run the test. That leaves
you and Aran.” 


“That sounds all logical and
reasonable, but the truth is, you don’t want to do it,” he accused, shaking
a self-righteous finger at her. 


Sevana gave him a serene smile.
“Your point being?”


“Made.”


“With circumstantial evidence,”
she riposted without missing a beat.


“That leads to an obvious
conclusion.”


“Yes, the conclusion being that
you are still one of two people that are the perfect test subjects.” Sevana
gave him a grand bow, arms both gracefully pointing toward the tunnel entrance.
“Begin.”


Morgan sucked in a soulful breath
and blew it out in a steady stream. “You’re really hard to be friends with
sometimes.”


“It’s just paint, Kip. It’ll wash
off.”


Grumbling something under his
breath that sounded like ‘It better’ he bounced on his toes, sucking in
several breaths, hyping himself up. Rolling back his shoulders, he gripped his
fists into the air in front of him, like he was gearing up for a fight. Then he
nodded to himself. “Alright. Ready. Here I go.” 


Sevana watched him run in, without
a single thing to shield himself with, and shook her head. She was actually
going to offer him a wooden shield so he at least had something to duck behind.
Ah well, the paint wouldn’t kill him. Just turn him rainbow colors for a few
days. 


He was in there for all of a
minute before she heard the first yelp. Already hit a trap, eh? That was quick.
That had been one of the more obvious ones, too. This did not bode well for her
friend. 


Aran came jogging out of the far
left tunnel with a nonchalant expression on his face. He had two paint smears
on him, one on his chest, the other on his upper thigh, but he was remarkably
clean. Neither Baby nor Grydon had a single streak on them. Both of them came
up and put their heads into her palms, and she gave them scratches behind their
ears as she asked Aran, “You really got through all of them without setting off
more than two?”


“Some of them I could see,” Aran
explained. “But most of them, Grydon and Baby were able to navigate me around.
Their senses are much better than mine, they could smell the paint.” 


Oh-ho, which was why he’d taken
them as pilots. Smart man. Morgan was going to whine about not being able to do
the same.


One of Aran’s ears swiveled in
Kip’s direction. “I don’t think he’s doing well.” 


“You hear a lot of the traps going
off?” Sevana couldn’t hear much of anything at this distance. 


“More than that. He’s complaining
to himself all the way through.” Aran’s mouth quirked in dry amusement. 


Now why didn’t that surprise her. 


Very, very faintly she could hear
a whine echoing through the tunnels: “It got in my mouth.”


Choking back a snicker, she lifted
her hand to cover a smile. 


Aran jerked a thumb that
direction. “You keep him around for the entertainment, don’t you?”


“To be fair, he’s a very good
business partner.” Hearing from the tunnels a wordless howl of pure
frustration, she bit her lip to keep from laughing before admitting, “And it’s
hard to find good free entertainment.” 


“I thought as much.” 


About this point, Morgan came out
from the far left tunnel. Or a better way to describe it would be, he came
staggering out like some sort of color-blind monster that had experimented with
dyes. There wasn’t a trace of skin that wasn’t touched by paint. He had one eye
clenched shut to avoid getting blue paint in it. 


Sevana couldn’t help it. She
doubled over, laughing at the sight. 


Morgan growled, face drawing into
angry lines, which just made his painted face more comical. His mouth was open,
ready to lay into Sevana, but upon seeing Aran an indignant finger came up to
point in his direction. “You. You. Why were you only hit twice?”


Aran pretended to think about this
a moment before offering, “I’m better at dodging than you are?”


“He had Baby and Grydon to guide
him,” Sevana explained, wiping away tears of mirth. Ahhh, Morgan was always
good for a laugh. 


For some reason, this set Morgan to
fuming. “Sev. Hit me with one of those cleaning spells of yours.” 


Blinking, she stared at him.
“Those cleaning spells that you complain about because they sting? The ones
that you told me you would rather go fight a dragon than be hit by another one?
Those cleaning spells?”


“We’re going again,” Morgan
explained, eyes locked with Aran’s. “And this time, you’re not going to use
anyone to help you.”


Sevana might have strong-armed him
into doing it the first time, but if he was foolhardy enough to go in again,
she wasn’t about to dissuade him.  So she pulled a wand and hit him with a
cleaning spell that squeaked every speck of paint off of him. 


Of course, even braced for it, Morgan
yelped. But he shook off the feeling and gestured for Aran to go in first. 


Aran paused and confirmed with
her, “They will still go off?”


“All of the traps have enough
paint in them to set off five different times,” she confirmed. “You’re good for
another round.” Why they would do that to themselves just for the sake of pride
was something she didn’t understand. Or want to understand. 


With a shrug, Aran took off at a
lope into the tunnel. 


Sevana turned to Morgan. “You
realize you just challenged a man that has the eyes of a cat and can see
perfectly well in the dark?”


“It won’t save him; most of those
traps are fiendishly clever, how you hid them. He’ll get hit more than twice.” Morgan’s
expression suggested that Aran had better be hit more than twice, or he
would start cursing at the unfairness of life. Counting to five under his breath,
he gave Aran more of a head start before charging into the tunnel after him. 


Sevana watched them go, shaking
her head at the idiocy. “They can blame me for the first round, but not the
second. And when they wake up tomorrow in a motley color of hues, that will be
exactly what I tell them.” With a final scratch behind fuzzy ears, she let go
and wandered for the kitchen. “This’ll take more than a minute, I think a snack
is in order.”


Baby and Grydon were of the
opinion that this was a splendid plan and darted ahead of her, going straight
for the kitchen.


Sevana had a foot inside the
kitchen when a sound coming from dead ahead stopped her in her tracks. It had
been soft, barely detectable, but alarm shot up through her spine. Absolutely nothing
should be in that direction. Past this door was where the booby-trapped tunnels
started. “Big. Tell me there’s no one in that tunnel.”


The mountain
hesitated, as if considering whether to be truthful or not. Finally, he
groaned, Morgan. Arandur.


Her eyes bugged
out of her head. “BOTH OF THEM?!”


Playing tag?
the mountain offered tentatively. 


“In
booby-trapped tunnels. Yes, that makes worlds of sense.” Snarling, she whirled
and dove into her room, snapping up two wands, one for shielding and the other
to deactivate any traps as she went. Hopefully she remembered exactly where all
of them were.


As she moved at
a half-jog, her mind whirled. How had they come to the harebrained conclusion
to do anything back there? Whatever Big thought, she highly doubted that they
were ‘playing tag.’ She had just finished telling them NOT to go into that
tunnel! Had they somehow gotten confused while in there? 


It took
disabling two traps and avoiding a third, but finally she found Aran. He had
camouflaged himself very well so that he was blending right into the rock, but
he wasn’t bothering to hide his magical signature. And why should he? His
opponent was not a magician and wouldn’t be able to pick up on it. Stomping
right up to him, she reached out and grabbed a handful. Blind luck let her
latch onto a pointy ear, and she pulled it ruthlessly upwards. 


“Owowowowowoww!”
Aran yipped, squirming in protest. 


“KIP! GET OUT
HERE NOW!” Sevana yelled at the top of her lungs. 


It took more
than a minute but eventually her childhood friend slinked into view. “Um, Sev,
why are you back here—”


“Because you’re
in the wrong tunnel, you nitwit,” she snapped. “This is insanity. In-san-i-ty.
I told you specifically to stay out of this tunnel! These traps aren’t
something that will spray paint on you, they are meant to defeat AN EVIL
MAGICIAN.”


Aran had at
this point dropped his camouflage and was giving her a woeful look. He likely
wasn’t sorry about being caught, it was more the fact that she had a firm grip
on his ear. Morgan had the same hangdog look, but then he knew from experience
that Sevana would get revenge on him later for this. Aran didn’t have the same
history with her to know that he was in for it later. 


“It might be
all well and fine for you to waltz back in here,” she informed the Fae tracker
crossly, “but it is not for Kip. He doesn’t have the reflexes or magical
ability to survive back here if he makes a wrong move. It’s stupid for you to
be here. It’s suicidal for him to follow you. I don’t believe for one minute
that you got in here by accident, as you clearly knew the route last time as
you exited out of the correct tunnel. So whatever game you were playing? It
ends right now. And gentlemen? I had to deactivate three traps to get to you
and you will make that up to me later as it’s going to take several
hours to replace them.” 


They both
winced at that. 


Holstering her
wands, she reached out, grabbed Morgan’s ear and proceeded to drag them both
out of the dangerous area. 


There were
yelps of pain and pleas to be released and she ignored all of it. Overriding
everything they were saying, she growled, “I don’t know what’s gotten into you
two, but if you must compete with each other, do it in the safe areas and don’t
create more work for me in the process. Clear?”


“Crystal,” Morgan
assured her around a pained breath. 


“Perfectly,”
Aran said with a wince. “Um, Sevana, my ears are particularly sensitive…”


“Good,” she
snarled and didn’t let go of either of them until they were level with her
bedroom door. Only then did she give them one last, warning look, before
letting go. Satisfied they were cowed, she swept into her bedroom and slammed
the door behind her. 


Idiots. 


~ ~ ~


After that,
they showed more sense. She saw several chess games, checkers, and one card
game that involved penalty flicks to the forehead. The competitions had started
out with much testosterone but it eventually steadied out into a friendlier
vibe of two men killing time by ribbing each other. How and why this happened,
she had no idea, but Sevana was grateful for it. She hated to think that some
rash stupidity would lead them to being killed. 


For a straight
two weeks, they were in a good routine of working, eating, sleeping, and
finding ways to entertain each other. Sevana thought that the routine would
hold right up until she came into the kitchen mid-afternoon, looking for a
light snack. There, in front of her incredulous eyes, were all three men
sitting around the table playing what had to be a drinking game. There were
eight cups, all of them filled nearly to the brim, and the men had a song going
that held a distinct rhythm. None of them were particularly good singers, but
that wasn’t the point of the song. On a certain down beat, they’d pass the cup
in their hand to the right and quickly reach for another one. 


As she watched
with open mouth, Morgan missed the beat and the whole thing stopped. 


“Drink, drink!”
Aran and Master encouraged, laughing. 


Making a face, Morgan
tossed back the glass in his hand and drained the whole thing in three long
gulps. 


Were they
seriously drinking in the middle of the day? With an impending visit from a
crafty, evil magician?! 


Master caught
sight of her in the doorway and greeted, “Ah, sweetling! Come join us, it’s
marvelous fun.” 


“You—you—argh!”
She couldn’t think of a word strong enough to describe their idiocy in that
moment. Turning sharply about, she stomped out of the room. 


“It’s not
alcoholic!” Master called after her. “Don’t worry, we’re not getting drunk! I
just mixed up some juices!”


“Penalty
juices,” Morgan gasped, sounding like he was almost choking. “What’s in
here?”


“Vinegar, lime,
and pomegranates,” Master responded cheerfully. “Has a kick to it.” 


Sevana rolled
her eyes heavenwards. Really, it would be safer for them to be drinking
alcohol, in a way. Master’s concoctions had been known to kill lesser beings.
She didn’t even trust the man to mix up juices or make tea without messing it
up foully. Every man in that room was going to be sick as a dog later. Even
Aran, with his Fae blood, would not be saved. 


The only sane
place left in this mountain was her workroom. Perhaps she could talk with Milly
again. The woman had become something of a confidant in this place filled with
men. Entering the room, she found the mirror semi-lit, which meant that Milly
was nearby. If she were off visiting her children, it would be dark enough to
be almost reflective. “Milly?”


The matron
popped into being as if she were a ghost coming out of a wall. “Yes, dear.” 


“Why are men
stupid?”


“It’s in their
genes,” Milly commiserated with a long face. “Just put up with them, it’s the
only thing to do.” 


“If they poison
themselves, I swear I will have no sympathy. They’ll have to crawl in here and
find their own medicine.” Baby, of course, had followed her in and waited for
her to sit before flopping down on top of her feet. Enjoying her foot warmer,
she asked, “How is that new spell working out?”


“Oh, this?”
Milly held up a necklace she was wearing, a simple chain with unicorn hair
weaved in with it. “It’s marvelous. I can see through anything that reflects.” 


Sevana blinked.
“Anything anything?”


“Anything,”
Milly said firmly. “I’ve seen through ponds, glass windows, even a sword blade
this morning from a guardsman. I don’t always know how to control where I’m
looking so it sometimes takes me a while to figure out where I must be.”


“That’s…strange.”
Sevana’s head cocked, mind whirling with power levels and numbers. “That
necklace Master made is only supposed to enable you to look through mirrors.
Any mirror, granted, but it should be limited to mirrors.” 


“Things don’t
follow quite the same rules here on this plane,” Milly explained with an
indulgent smile. “I was pleasantly surprised that it did more, but at the same
time, it wasn’t much of a surprise at all.”


Fascinated,
Sevana put her elbows on her knees and leaned in. “Really. I think I always
assumed that the other planes were a reflection of this place and there wasn’t
a lot of difference. Tell me more about this.”


“Well, to
start, gravity doesn’t really exist here. There’s not much of a pull. It was
disconcerting at first, but now I can fly about at high speeds like I was bird
or the like.” Milly’s expression lit up. “It’s marvelous, really. I can flit
between my children’s houses all in a day, which I was never able to do before.
In fact, it took me a full month to visit them all before!”


Sevana was
privately relieved that the woman was adjusting to her new state so well. “No
gravity? I wonder why…but that’s interesting. What else?”


“The colors of
everything are different. Their shapes are the same, but the colors are more
vibrant, almost as if—”


In that moment,
a horrendous cracking noise rocked the mountain. Baby lurched to his feet, back
arched, hair standing on end as he snarled in warning. Startled, Sevana
instinctively snatched up sword and the nearest wand to her. “Big, what was
that?!”


There was a
loud groan of pain and then the mountain pleaded, RUN.


It took only a
moment for the realization to hit. Their prey had arrived and he had made quite
the entrance doing so. Had he blown apart her front door? But if he’d come in
that way, then odds were against him going into the tunnels and that would ruin
their whole plan. She made a snap decision and grabbed the fake artifact that
she and Master had made, then sprinted out the door. 


Which way had
he gone? Which way should she go? From the kitchen, she could hear the men
frantically scrambling her direction. Right, that would be best, she should
regroup with them first and then try to figure it out. No way did she want to
face this man on her own. 


The thought
wasn’t even completed when she heard rough, ragged breathing off to her left.
Baby snarled, tail lashing. Wand snapping up in a guard position, she whirled
and found that her quarry had managed to corner her. 


He was ugly.
Not physically so—he looked like an old man that had seen a rough life, but
wasn’t decrepit or anything. Balding head with wisps of white hair as a fringe,
bulbous nose, red skin, but a fit build to him and decent clothes on. He looked
like an aging tradesman. It was the magical core whirling up within him that
gave lie to his appearance. It looked like he had cobbled together several
magical cores, even from animals, and forced it to tie in with his own. It made
her stomach revolt just looking at him. How could a human being live
like that? 


Sevana had had
second thoughts about facing this man alone even before he’d arrived, but now
that she was looking at him she had absolutely no desire to fight him. She
literally would not be able to guess what spells he could throw at her. Even
her perfect plan now seemed highly flawed. 


The immediate
trouble was, he was between her and the men, and that was not good. At all. It
only left her one avenue to retreat through and only one means to survive.


Raising her
voice, she called out, “Grydon! Lead the men!”


Baby stepped
toward the tunnels, clearly understanding that he needed to stay and guide her
without her having to spell it out for him. Bless the cat for being so quick on
the uptake. Clutching the artifact to her chest, she drew the magician’s eyes
to the blue carving in her hands, making it clear that she was the bait, and
then dove for the tunnel opening on her right. 


He snarled and
chased after her, firing off a quick spell that splashed harmlessly against
Big’s walls. 


Sevana focused
on Baby’s back, trusting in the tail that flickered against her stomach to lead
her. She knew the cat was slowing his pace so that she could keep up and
blessed her friend for not letting his hunting instincts kick in. She heard
their prey yelp behind her as he sprang a trap and his footsteps falter as he
slowed, becoming more cautious. Good, he was no longer breathing down her neck
at that speed. It gave her some breathing room. 


Running ahead,
Sevana prayed that the men would catch up from behind before her prey turned
hunter and caught her instead. 













There was no
lighting in the tunnels this far into Big. Part of that was because there was
no need for them—only storage rooms existed back in here, or empty caverns that
Sevana had never used. Besides, the main reason for the tunnels was to catch
thieves, and why would she light up areas and give the thieves an easier view
of the exit? Especially as they had been laying traps, any existing lighting
had been removed as they didn’t want their quarry to have an easy time of it
either. 


The problem
was, Sevana hadn’t had the foresight to grab her night glasses before leaping
into the tunnel. She was just as blind as the man who was chasing her, and her
memory of where all the traps were became fuzzy at this point, as it was in a
section that Master had laid. If she used any sort of lighting spell, she would
become as bright as a beacon to the man behind her, and that would be beyond
stupid of her to do. She was left scrambling in pitch darkness, in a dank place
that smelled of mud and mold. 


This was
becoming the definition of a Bad Day.  


The only guide
she had was Baby, who used his tail against her arm to lead her, or if she fell
behind, he would stop and look at her, letting her see his glowing eyes as a
beacon. 


In this dark
place, and with her blood thundering in her ears, Sevana lost all track of
time. She heard someone catch up and engage the magician in a brief fight, but
he’d escaped somehow and gotten back on her trail. Sevana was deathly afraid
that the darkness was not as much of a deterrent to him as it was to her. With
all of those animals mixed in with his magical core, his night vision might be
much more superior to any human’s. As good as a Fae’s? Hopefully not, but she
couldn’t discount it. He was making far better headway than she was. 


Sevana had to
bite her bottom lip to resist asking Big where he was. The mountain spoke in
sighs and whispers but, even so, you could hear him throughout the mountain.
Broadcasting the man’s position would reveal her own just as well. She dared
not ask Big anything. 


Worse, the
traps were only semi working. Sevana had been counting every time she heard a
trap go off and he was avoiding half of them easily. They had not been half as
clever as they thought they were when she and Master had put the traps in. 


How he was avoiding
Master and Aran, that was the real question. Both men were experienced in
tracking down troublemakers like this and a Fae’s sight was amazing. How did he
evade them and still stay on her trail?


Whispering
under her breath, she requested, “Big, give me a clear path. Where should I
go?”


The floor under
her feet shifted and smoothed out into a slightly downward slope. With a hand
on the wall to help her keep her balance, Sevana moved at a half-trot. Even
that was too fast for her—it felt highly uncomfortable—but she had no choice if
she were to stay ahead of the man. 


If she could
just see him without exposing herself completely, she’d fight back. Ah,
curse it, she shouldn’t have run. Right now, her odds would have been better if
she’d stood her ground and fought until the boys had caught up with them. 


Behind her,
there was a terrible explosion, the whole mountain rocking and trembling around
her. Already feeling off-balance, this threw Sevana straight to the floor, and
she hit with hands and knees, the artifact spinning out of her grasp in the
process. Baby darted back to her, assuming a guard protection to protect her
back. She put a hand on the cat’s back, more for reassurance, as she demanded,
“Big, what was that?!”


The mountain
groaned and rolled again, shuddering in pain. Hurts.


A terrible, icy
sensation crawled up her spine. “Is he blasting new tunnels through you?”


Hurts,
the mountain whined pitifully. 


Never, in her
wildest dreams, had she expected this. The man was bona fide insane. Who
blasted into a mountain while still inside?! Was he trying to cave the whole
mountain down on top of their heads? Big might be sentient, but even he had
limited control over his own body. There wasn’t anything he could do about
parts of him being broken and blasted away. 


Another
explosion ripped through the mountain and Big gave another pained groan. Sevana
swore, pushed herself to her feet, and started running as fast as she could.
Forget finding the fake artifact, that wasn’t worth her trouble or time. She
had to get out before Big became her tomb.


Baby darted
around her, once again becoming her guide, and she latched onto the cat’s tail
to avoid losing him in this darkness. A blast ripped through the wall next to
her and she flinched, instinctively crouching and throwing her arms up over her
head in a shielding gesture. At least three large pieces of rock glanced off
her forearms, making them smart, but she knew better than to stay there for
more than a second. If he was blasting his way through, the man wasn’t far
behind. Scrambling, she tried to find her footing but it was hard with all the
debris littering the floor.  


“Baby?”


The cat gave a
petulant grumble, meaning he was bruised but not really hurt. Sevana put her
heart back in her chest and tried to think instead of just react. 


Sevana yanked
out a wand and activated the strongest shield charm she could. Doing so lit the
area in a dull, yellow glow but there was no helping that. Sevana was convinced
by this point that he could see just fine in the dark so keeping herself
blinded like this wasn’t doing her any good anyway. 


In a split
second, the charm took a direct hit, making her boots skid on the stone. Sevana
whirled to face her attacker, putting her back to the wall, drawing her sword
with her free hand. Baby stepped into the shadows and she let him go without
drawing attention to his presence. No doubt he was going to try to attack the
man from behind, or the side, and if he could pull it off it would make their
chances for survival go up. 


From a man like
this, she expected a terrible voice, something raspy or dominating. But he
spoke in something like a rough whisper, as if his voice was rusty from disuse.
“Where’s the tool, girl?”


A slightly
hysterical thought popped into her mind. Her bait had worked a little too well.
“I dropped it back that way,” she responded honestly.  


He took two
steps forward, entering the faint lighting of her ward more fully. There was no
expression on his face. In fact, he made statues look emotive. He took no
pleasure in hunting her down, nor did he find it an aggravation, it was simply
a necessity he had to get through. The idea that her death might be nothing to
him more than a step in achieving a goal was bone-chilling. His eyes didn’t
leave hers but she had the sense that he was searching back the direction she
had come somehow. “Where?”


“I don’t know.”
She didn’t care, either. What she did care about was, where were her backups?
At this point, it would be safer for her to somehow get out of Big and into the
waiting arms of the Fae camping out back. They’d be able to handle this much
better than she could. “You can always go look for it yourself.”


With that
question and answer session out of the way, he wasn’t interested in asking
anything else. That became obvious when he lifted a second wand from an inside
holster and shot off a spell. 


Sevana had been
around magic long enough to read the strength of a spell in a split second, at
least in general terms. She knew that what was coming her direction would be
able to overpower her shield. So she dropped to the ground like a marionette
with its strings cut, deactivating the spell as she did so, freeing it up so
that she could return the attack. 


“ISE NE FOLE.”


Ice shot
forward, but he had expected an attack, and dodged. She barely grazed his chest
and shoulder with it and it took a bare second for him to wipe off the
vestiges. Sevana used that second to get behind a stack of rubble. It wouldn’t
shield her from much, but it was better than standing around in the open. 


Baby chose that
moment to leap in, harrying the man. The magician acted as if he knew Baby was
somewhere nearby, as he was quick to dodge and counter, but even so his balance
was thrown off. The spell he uttered didn’t touch the cat, and Baby was able to
duck back into the blackness of the tunnel without even being grazed. 


Sevana used the
distraction to put a quick spell on her sword. Then she raised that up and
threw it at him. 


The sword flew
with unerring accuracy, shining dully as it did so, cutting through the
darkness. With their only source of light the brief flashes of magic, it was
hard for him to see anything or keep his night vision. The sword found a target
in his right shoulder, striking deep. Snarling a curse, he reached for the hilt
and yanked it free before ducking behind a boulder so that he could no doubt
cast a few healing charms on himself. 


Sevana took
advantage to move, trying to put some serious distance between them. Out. She
had to get out now. Whatever he had done had somehow blocked the others
from chasing after them and she couldn’t expect help from that quarter. But if
she could get out back, to where the Fae were waiting, then she’d be able to
come out of this relatively intact. Baby was right on her heels, still guarding
her back, making unhappy chuffing sounds even as he ran. Well, no doubt the
mountain lion would like to attack their prey head on, but this wasn’t the sort
of enemy you could face and come out alive. 


His healing
took a bare minute, far too short of a time, and then he was chasing after her
in earnest. Sevana swore to herself in a near litany. Why was he chasing after
her, anyway? The artifact that he so wanted was the other direction. Or
had she so annoyed him that he now wanted her dead first? Curses, it might be
that. She had a talent for making people irate with her. 


Big was still
trying to help her, bless him, by sloping the ground and leading her forward.
Sevana lit the tip of her wand in a dull glow, needing the light now no matter
what consequence it had. If she could just connect to one of the booby-trapped
tunnels—there! He was expecting them now, he’d be on the lookout and would
likely dodge them, but it wouldn’t save him any if she activated them. 


It wasn’t
possible for her to rush headlong, after all the traps wouldn’t recognize
friend from foe, so she had to slow down to avoid bumbling into them herself.
“Baby, stick close.” The cat tightened their distance to where his cheek was
against her thigh. When she decreased her speed, the magician closed the
distance between them. Sevana rounded a corner as fast as she dared, spun like
a dancer, and shot a quick spark at the trap embedded into the wall. 


The trap went
off perfectly, hitting him squarely in the side and making him falter. Sevana
saw him go down on one knee but curse it, he didn’t go down entirely. In three
seconds he was back up and stumbling into a jog, still coming after her. 


Was this man a
machine?!


Panic
threatened to clog her throat as she ran forward, eyes frantically searching
for the next trap. Any other human being, hit with as many spells as he had
been, and with a sword striking him in the shoulder like that, would be
down and out. She certainly would have been! But here he was, not only still
conscious and moving, but flinging spells at her! The only thing that saved
Sevana was that it was beastly hard to aim spells properly at a moving target
while the caster was also moving. The odds of actually hitting something were
not unlike being hit by a meteorite. 


“Baby, go get
the Fae!” she commanded. When the cat hesitated, she pleaded in near panic,
“Now, before he catches up with us!”


The cat didn’t
like it, not one bit, but he too must have realized they were out of their
league. With a bound, he shot ahead of her, disappearing completely into the
darkness beyond. Sevana sent a prayer after him that he would be able to get
help back to her before her luck ran out.


Frustrated, no
doubt running low on magic as she herself was, the man did the one thing that
he knew would work. He aimed ahead of her, toward the ceiling. “KLAK NE FOLE!”


The rock burst
apart, raining down on her, and Sevana was going too fast to be able to stop
and backpedal the other direction. Swearing aloud, she threw up a shield and
knew that even as she said the spell, she wouldn’t be able to react in time. 


An avalanche of
rock hit her squarely. The first two boulders broke her arms, raised above her
head, and gave her a stinging blow to the forehead. A scream of pain burst from
her mouth as her nerves overloaded and she was crushed into the ground. 


“SEVANA!”


She dimly
registered the twin howls of pain and anguish. Aran and Master? Ah, they must
have finally found a way to catch up. Figured they would come in too late to
help her fend the man off. It was that stupid drinking game that had done it,
she bet. Hard to run and fight with your stomach tied up in knots. Of course
she couldn’t tell them off because right now just breathing hurt like agony.
When the rocks fell, it had done so in a way that created a small cavity around
her head and torso, but she knew both arms were broken and she had a bad
feeling that her knee was also broken. It felt like her body was on fire with
pain. 


There was a
flash of magic so strong that it felt like a comet had just blazed through Big.
She knew the feeling of that magic well. Aran had just unleashed one amazing
attack. It hit squarely, too, judging from the sound of agony that screeched
into the air. Something meaty hit the wall hard and then there was another thunk
as it slid to the ground. 


The rocks
around her melted away—literally melted and shifted like liquid metal, flowing
away from her body. It lifted a lot of the pressure off her joints which made
things better and worse all at once. 


Aran skidded to
a stop next to her on his knees, hands hovering over her without touching, as
if he didn’t know where he could. “Sevana.”


“Neat trick,”
she gasped out. Ouch, seriously, if breathing hurt, then trying to speak was
agony. She forged forward regardless, eyes focusing and un-focusing in turn.
“Did you get him?”


“He’s dead,
he’s not getting up again, shhh. Stop talking, it hurts to talk, so don’t
talk.”


She didn’t need
him to tell her that. Still… “Baby.”


“I hear him,
he’s whining on the other side of the rock about not being able to get through,
but he’s fine. We’re all fine. Shhh.”


Master was
right behind Aran, still standing, weaving a spell into the air so that glowing
lines came down and softly enveloped her from head to toe. Grimly, he finished
the spell before instructing, “Aran, go ahead of us and clear the path. We need
to get her into her bed before I have any chance of healing her.” 


The Fae didn’t
pause before jumping to his feet and going ahead, destroying every trap as he
went. 


Master’s eyes
were drawn with worry but he gave her a game smile. “Hold on, sweetling. We’ll
heal you.”


Sevana knew a
lie when she heard one. There were things wrong inside of her, terribly wrong,
and even with all of the magic in the world they wouldn’t be able to repair the
damage her body sustained quickly enough. She had minutes left on life, they
needed hours to do all of the spell work, and even though she was in so much
pain, her mind could do the math well enough. 


She wouldn’t
survive this fight. 


“Master—” she
started, wanting to give him her final words. Not that she had any doubts that
he wouldn’t take care of things after she was dead, but there were a few
messages she’d like to leave behind. 


“Shh, save your
strength, sweetling.” Master lifted his wand, drawing the levitation spell into
place so that she hovered in the air. 


Just that
movement, as gentle as it was, was too much for her body to handle. The pain
overloaded her nerves and the world went black. 













What followed
next was strangely surreal, almost dreamlike, as Sevana floated in and out of
consciousness. She was aware that something soft and familiar was under her, so
they must have gotten her to her bed, and Aran and Master and Morgan were all
having a heated argument over her even as her clothes were cut away and healing
charms were placed on her body. 


“—can’t do
that,” Master said vehemently. “The consequences are—”


“So it’s better
that she dies?” Aran snarled back, his tone black with rage. Wow, she hadn’t
known that her gentle Fae companion could get that angry. 


“I’m with Aran
on this one, Master,” Morgan put in. “Not that it won’t cause complications
later, but at least she’ll be alive to complain about those complications.” 


What in mercy’s
name were they talking about, anyway? She faded out before she could try to
force herself to ask. Thinking was hard, just listening was hard, and she
couldn’t seem to do it for more than a few seconds before her mind was pulled
back into blackness. 


The next time
she came more awake, it was like clawing her way through layers and layers of
cotton stifling her. But she forced her way through and found that this time,
being awake didn’t hurt as much. That internal injury she had felt before
didn’t seem as bad, and while her knee and arms were still bound, the pain was
nothing more than a dull throb. Heavens, what had Master and Aran done, that
she was still alive and half-healed like this? 


Whatever magic
they’d used encouraged her to sleep, and she fell back into dreams before she
could follow that thought through. This happened several times, almost like a
routine, and then one day she properly woke up. Sevana opened her eyes with the
feeling that she had been sleeping a very long time, days at least. She was
propped up on her side, pillows in front of and behind her, with another pillow
supporting up her bad knee. It was a comfortable position, but just the fact
that she wasn’t on her back told her that she had been asleep so long that
they’d been forced to rotate her to avoid bed sores. Just how long…?


She looked down
at the foot of the bed and found that Baby was lounging comfortably, his head
on her footboard. Feeling her eyes on him, he looked up, tail flicking against
the mattress in happiness. 


“Hey, you,” she
whispered. After so long of not using her voice, it was rusty, and she had to
swallow again to get it to work. “You healed up already?”


Baby gave her a
satisfied purr. 


Well, that was
good. Master or Aran must have seen to him. “How long have I been asleep? Who
else is here?”


With a graceful
heave, he got to his feet, stretched forward and back, getting the blood
flowing, and then hopped to the ground. Sevana watched him leave the room,
knowing full well that he was fetching someone that could answer her questions.
Silly cat. Had he been with her this whole time? 


Come to think
of it…she maneuvered just enough to get an eyeball over the bed and to the
floor. Grydon was sitting partially up, looking at her with a wagging tail and
a tongue lolling out one side of his mouth. “Have you been here the whole time
too?”


The wolf gave
her a speaking look: Crazy human, where else would I be? That kind of
look. 


She felt her
heart warm.


Her door
clicked open and Aran’s head popped into her room. “Are you properly awake
now?”


“I think I am?”
she responded, still feeling a little muddled. “How long have I been asleep?”


“Two weeks.”


TWO WEEKS?! No,
wait, that recovery time wasn’t unexpected considering how badly she had been
hurt. The better question was: “Why am I alive?”


He pushed the
doorway all the way open and propped himself just inside, using her door frame
as a backrest. “Ah, that. Well, you know that you were too badly injured for
human magic to save you?”


“Mercy yes,”
she responded in exasperation, “that’s why I’m surprised to find myself breathing.
So? How did you manage this?”


Aran rubbed at
his mouth, hiding half of his face from her, studying her for a long second
before he finally said, “I put some of my blood into you.”


All thought
stopped. Sevana’s eyes bugged out of her head, jaw dropping hard enough to go
right through her bedframe and hit the floor. “You…what? I’m sorry, what?”


“You heard me.
I put some of my blood into you. The regenerative powers of Fae blood is
legendary, you know that. It was the only way to give you the power you needed
for your own body to cope long enough to heal. As a nice side benefit, you’ll
also heal much faster.” 


“Nice side
benefit, he says,” she repeated faintly. Her mind was awhirl with everything
she had learned about Fae blood. He’d put that directly into her? Wasn’t that
supposed to be a really bad thing to do to an adult magician, even one with as
little magical power as she possessed? “And, ah, what other benefits are there
going to be?”


“Well, you’ll
live longer than other humans. How much longer we’re not sure,” Aran admitted
frankly. “We’ve never done this in living memory, so all we have to go off of
is lore, and that’s not really accurate or rich on details.”


It hadn’t been
done in a Fae’s memory. Yes, that wasn’t unnerving or anything. “And?”


“Your senses
should be a little heightened, and of course you’ll forever heal faster,
but…other than that we’re not sure,” Aran confessed. “On the bright side, one
of our Mothers will stay with you for a week or so now that you’re awake and
we’ll be able to get more answers then.”


Sevana stared
at him suspiciously. “Why did I hear a ‘hopefully’ in that?”


Aran’s mouth
quirked. “Hopefully. Like I said, this hasn’t happened within our memory, so
we’re not sure.” He looked away, toward the ground. “I’m sorry. I know I should
have done this sort of thing with your permission but it was literally between
your life and being inconvenienced for the next three or so hundred years, so—”


She was going
to ignore that three or so hundred years part. Just for the sake of her mental
health. “No, you made the right decision. If I’d been awake and aware enough to
follow the conversation, I would have had you do it.”


He heaved out a
breath of relief. “Sevana, it’s…” He stopped himself short, shaking his head
slightly as if he telling himself that now was not the time. There was a look
in his eyes she couldn’t decipher, a mixture of emotions playing over his face
that she couldn’t quite read, but he said nothing more than, “I’m glad. Your
master was not at all happy with the idea. In fact, I had to wait until he left
the room before doing it, as he was dead set on stopping me.”


Oh? She had to
wonder why. Did Master know something they didn’t? Surely not—what were the
odds that he would know something that the Fae did not? Sevana made a mental
note to investigate that later. For now, she had more pressing issues. “Am I
healed enough to bathe? Get up?”


“I think so.
Hold on.” Aran ducked back out again, almost displacing air he moved so
quickly.


Sevana watched
him go in puzzlement. He had acted slightly uncomfortable being in her room. In
fact, it was more like he never entered the room properly, just hovered in the
doorway. Now why was that? Did Fae have notions of propriety like humans did?
It was another question she would have to ask later. 


To her
surprise, it was Ailana, Sky’s mother, that came into her room next. She looked
exactly the same as their first meeting, with her hair in elaborate braids
around her head, ethereal and beautiful, moving as if she were the definition
of grace itself. The one thing that had changed was that she was not wearing
her usual flowing clothes but in a more sensible shirt, skirt, and apron. Her
face lit up in a blinding smile when their eyes connected. 


“You seem clear
headed now.”


“I am,” Sevana
agreed. “Or at least, I think I am. Ailana, what are you doing here?”


“You needed a
woman to take care of you and when I heard what had happened, of course I
instantly came. Do not worry about Rudhon, his father has him.”


Rudhon? Oh,
right, Sky. She never could seem to remember to call him by his new Fae name. 


Ailana was all
business, coming straight to her and helping her to slowly sit up, one arm
around her shoulders as a support. “Now, slowly, and if there’s any pain we
stop.”


There was a
twinge here and there but it was more stiffness than pain. Sevana got all the
way upright with her legs dangling off the bed without even a wince. “I’m good.
Bath?”


“Aran is
drawing one for you now. While you are bathing, I’ll fix you some thick broth.”


Sevana nodded
in understanding. After two weeks of not eating, her body wouldn’t know what to
do with food, and it would make her sick to eat something solid. 


With Ailana’s
capable help, she went and took a nice bath, scrubbing what felt like two
layers of skin off. Laying about in bed for two weeks, after being crushed
under several pounds of rock, left a girl feeling a little grimy. As she
bathed, she asked Big, “Are you alright?”


Am, the
mountain assured her. It strangely sounded like he was purring in contentment. 


He had been hit
with several blasting spells and only after two weeks, he was fine again? That
didn’t sound right. Confused, she pressed, “All the damage is gone now?”


Is. Fae fix.


Oh-ho. So the
Fae had been cleaning up the aftermath while she slept? Well, that was good
then; she had less work ahead of her than she’d been dreading. It was good they’d
fixed Big first as he had been definitely hurting. Hopefully Master had gone
through and disabled all the traps before they’d come in to help. Also
hopefully someone had dealt with that evil magician…Sevana’s thoughts ground to
a stop. 


Right. The
magician was dead. Aran had killed him. 


She sat back
and let that soak in for a moment. The magician that had chased her down with
such cruel indifference was dead. Sevana had no doubt that Aran’s hand had been
forced. She’d hurt that man seriously three times and it had barely slowed him
down. Even a Fae would be hard pressed with an opponent like that. To herself,
she could admit that she was relieved that something so evil was safely dead.
He’d caused enough damage as it was. 


Still, the
thought that someone had been killed in her mountain was a little disturbing.
Hopefully someone would be able to make sure that the man didn’t become an
edimmu later. She did not want a vengeful ghost wandering through Big. 


Stepping out,
she toweled off and slipped into a loose, wrap around gown that Ailana must
have brought with her. Sevana had to admit it was easier to get into than her
usual pants and shirt. It was certainly a welcome thing as just standing up and
putting this on took far too much energy. 


Ailana stepped
in to do her hair, armed with a brush. Sevana sat where she was pointed to and
gratefully let someone else do something with her head. Just washing her hair
had worn her arms out. As Ailana combed through it, detangling, Sevana decided
to get some answers. “What happened to that man’s corpse?”


“We burned it
clean and buried the ashes. Aran and I held a short memorial service for him so
that his spirit does not wander.” 


Sevana puffed
out a breath of relief. “Good to hear. Do we know his actual identity now?”


“Your master
said he was able to learn about him through his workshop. Apparently there is a
story about him among your fellow magicians?” Ailana paused and looked to
Sevana’s face for confirmation. “About a young prodigy that tampered with his
magical core and paid dearly for it. I did not see him living, of course, so I
do not know what his core looked like. But his body was very, very strange.
Deranged, is how I would describe it.”


So, Master had
been right, that was who they had been fighting. How eerie. Well, if Sevana
ever turned evil, at least they would know how she would turn out. 


“There,” Ailana
said in satisfaction. “It is a simple braid, but your head is likely heavy, so
I did not do anything elaborate.”


Bless her for
her common sense. Sevana stood carefully, like a young colt on wobbly knees,
and made for the door. “I’ve not been hearing anyone else?”


“They’re all
scattered, fixing the rest of the damage that man did, or spreading the news of
what happened.” Ailana sidled in and gave her silent support as they made for
the kitchen. Casually, she tacked on, “We were able to retrace that man’s steps
and found his workroom.”


Sevana stumbled
over her own feet. “What?!”


“Your master
was quite excited. He headed over there yesterday. I informed him you were
back, and he said he was coming directly here. I expect him this evening.” 


She and Master
would have a long talk about going into an evil magician’s workroom without
proper backup. The Fae did not count. They didn’t understand human magic well
enough to know when to dodge. “How did you contact him?”


“The Caller you
made for Aranhil works splendidly,” she informed her with a smug smile. “I had
Tashjian make me one as well before he left.”


Strangely
enough, this surprised her as much as anything else. “Really? But that was just
a prototype, I hadn’t finished testing it yet.”


“I would think
it’s a working model as it works fine.” Ailana steered her into the kitchen and
into a chair. “You may ask Aranhil questions later, if you are concerned, but
your Master found nothing to change when he copied your design for me.” 


That in and of
itself was a compliment. 


“What are you
going to do once you have your full strength back?” Ailana asked her,
retrieving a pitcher of ice cold water from the cold box and pouring her a cup.



Sevana drained
it in one long pull, feeling the blessed coolness wash down her throat. Ah,
bliss. She handed it back for a refill as she answered, “I have quite a few
things I want to do. I want to set up formal trade agreements with the other
Fae nations, to start. I’ll need Aran’s help with that. Also, I have an idea or
three about where I can find a great many orphaned children for the Fae to adopt.”



Ailana’s face
lit up. “Do you? That’s splendid. Here, let me get you some broth, and then
tell me what your plan is.” 


Sevana waited
patiently as she hurried over to the stove, reaching for a small bowl as she
did so. From Ailana’s apron pocket, there was a muted voice she recognized
well, and the Fae nursemaid paused in front of the stove long enough to pull it
free and say, “Yes, Tashjian?”


“Ah, Ailana.
How is Sevana doing now that she’s up?”


“I’m doing
fine, you old goat,” Sevana called. 


Ailana bit her
bottom lip to keep from laughing even as she handed the Caller over to Sevana.
Accepting it, she put it on the table so that she could comfortably talk
without having to hold it. 


“You seem
well enough,” Master drawled. “Already up and being snippy, same as
usual.”


“Perhaps I’m
snippy because you’re doing something stupid? Why are you waltzing into an evil
magician’s lair by yourself?”


“Now who
said I was alone? Sarsen and Pierpoint are with me.”


That made
things marginally better. 


“I have
three Fae Masters with me as well. Anything that we deem too dangerous they’re
destroying for us, as of course their magic can safely grind it into dust. I
don’t even want to think about what we’d do without them. We’d spend the next
decade curse-breaking this place.”


Sevana
shuddered. That was indeed a scary thought, having to deal with that workload
on top of everything else. “Good, then. Ailana said that you were finding
answers in the workshop.”


“We are. To
start with, his identity. His name was Tiergan Knollenberg. I remember the
story of him now. He was a prodigy, like you, one particularly gifted with
crafting anti-spells. By the time I started official training, he was infamous
for doing dangerous experiments on his core. That was, hmm, fifty years ago?
Thereabouts. The man had to be in his eighties.” 


That spry at eighty.
“I’m assuming he took a lot of anti-aging potions.”


“He must
have been, to be as limber as he was. I found evidence that he was still
experimenting on his body, making it far tougher and more durable than a human
should be. It explains why you found it so hard to hurt him.”


Sevana immediately
of a few spells that could be tweaked to have that sort of effect on a human
body. She blanched, stomach churning. “He did that to his own body?”


“Repulsive,
I know. But if the man’s willing to tamper with his very magical core…”
Master trailed off suggestively.


“Point. I don’t
suppose you found any answers about what his ultimate game plan was? He’s now
attacked several royal families.”


“We found
several drafts and outlines for plans. I only found one contract and its an
older one, for Bel and Aren. That we know he was hired to do. I’m assuming it’s
the same this time, that he was hired to take out a king. I think Princess Amas
was just a test for him, a way of proving that his plans would work.”


“An evil
prodigy for hire? Mercy, but that raises goosebumps.”


“Doesn’t it
though.” Master gave an exaggerated shudder from shoulders down. “But
at least we know he’s not alive to try this again.”


It was very
reassuring, she had to admit. “You said you found outlines and plans. Any notes
on how his spells were crafted? Oh, and what about the ink? Was there any ink
left?”


“There was,
but not much. It’s been promptly reclaimed by the Fae, don’t you worry. I rolled
up the plans and packed them already, as I had a notion you’d want to go over
them.”


Knowing how
Master packed things, it would take a few days before she managed to find them
and take a look. There was only one pressing curiosity she wanted to satisfy
that moment. “Do you know why the name was spelled backwards?”


“It was part
of the spell. In fact, the whole painting was a mirror image of what he was
actually seeing. The spell was linked to mirror-magic, after all, so their
names reflected that. We just couldn’t tell because we never saw the people he
was painting in their original postures. I think it was nothing more than a comfortable
thing for him to do.”


Ahhh. Now that
made more sense. “Also why we could automatically talk to their reflections in
a mirror and their name read correctly.”


“Exactly,
sweetling. Well, what else are you curious about?”


In other words,
he was in the mood to talk more than pack. It was just as well, she had more
questions to ask. “Are you finding anything interesting that’s safe to salvage?
Aside from his notes?”


“More than a
few things. I’m packing them up now. There’s one thing I found that I’m giving
to you.”


“Me?” Sevana
blinked, not sure about how she felt having something from that man. “Why would
you pick up something for me?”


“It doesn’t
really look like his work. It looks like something he’s stolen, as the
craftsmanship is entirely unique and the power it’s giving off is…well, I’ve
never seen the like of this. I figured with your Fae status you have a better
chance of unraveling this than I do.”


Well, he was
likely right, but… “So what does it do?”


“I haven’t
the foggiest notion,” he answered cheerfully. “You get to figure that
out too. Should I throw it out, sweetling? Or will you take it on?”


A wolfish grin
took over her face. “Challenge accepted.” 













Sevana rushed
through her bedroom, then her workroom, going through a mental checklist to
make sure that she hadn’t forgotten anything. Where she was going, there would
not be a handy clock portal, so she couldn’t just pop back home if she forgot
to pack something. She expected Aran at her door any minute, and she wanted to
be ready when he came to get her. 


It was
something that she needed to talk to the Fae about, putting clock portals in
their territory. Having to ride in every time was deuced inconvenient. 


Now that she
was completely healed and back up to full strength, it was time to get her
plans in motion. Their first stop would be with Sa Kao, where she would pick up
twenty orphans that Firuz had granted her permission to take. Then they would
take all of those children deep into Sanat Forest, where the nearest Fae nation
was. These were the people that had a direct source to Kraken ink, among other
things, and Sevana was literally itching to get trade agreements with them
established. It would be quite the trip, taking twenty children all the way
from Zuria to Sanat. Sevana was not in the least looking forward to it. 


There was a
knock on the front door. “Sevana!”


Aran. Well, her
time was up to remember anything important. Hopefully she had it all.
Shouldering her pack, she grabbed the other bag off the table and strode out of
her workroom. “Here. Tell me that you contacted the Fae in Sanat?”


“I did,” he
assured her, taking one of the bags from her. “They are sending a party to meet
us in Zuria to help us bring all of the children in.”


“Thank mercy
for small favors.” Sevana blew out a breath. She had not been looking forward
to babysitting twenty children for a three day trip across country. Hopeful,
she looked up at him. “Also tell me that we’ll be able to take one of my
devices this time.”


Aran shook his
head, mouth kicked up on one side. “Sorry. We can take it down there, but we’ll
have to be on chellomi the last leg of the journey to match pace with everyone
else. Unless you have something that can carry thirty or so people?”


No, curse it,
she didn’t. And that was a problem she was going to solve very soon.
This riding around the countryside on horseback had gotten old the first time
out. 


As if reading
her thoughts, his eyes sparkled in amusement. “Then you’re stuck with the
traditional method. Don’t worry. You can ride with me the whole way.” 


Sevana levelled
a Look on him. “If I didn’t have twenty lives and delicious new elements riding
on this, I would not be willing to go the ‘traditional method’ as you so
quaintly put it. I would go through my clocks, or use one of my vehicles, and
make you go by yourself.” 


His smile
became a smirk. “I know.”


Grumbling, she
pushed past him. “I’m going to get all sorts of saddle sores from this. No
helping it. Let’s go to Sa Kao.” 
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