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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Dalasham, 186 years ago... 
 
    "One last spell," Constance confirmed, pushing hair the colour of pale honey from a haggard face, her visage once thought quite attractive now harshly etched by long months of strain.  "Our greatest legacy." 
 
    "One that no one will know about or remember," Alfred griped, sweat plastering his own dark honey curls to his head, a habitual scowl twisting his lips, though it failed to completely overshadow the desperation lurking in his eyes.  But Henri had brought them to this, the power-mad wizard who wished to rule the lands causing fear and mistrust where once stability and guidance had walked hand-in-hand, inciting rebellion in place of unity and peace. 
 
    For the kingdom to thrive again, free from the taint of Henri's delusional wizards, the brother-sister duo of Constance and Alfred had spent much of their vitality, and now would create one final spell, a Dual Great Magic that would shatter the balance of stolen power while instilling unexpected strength into the people. 
 
    For Henri and his followers had stolen from the common people they sought to oppress; they had morphed the life essence of peasants into a rejuvenating source of strength for the spell casters who followed Henri.  Henri's spell didn't grant extra life or healing; it allowed the user to draw on the current of magic far beyond what a wizard could normally handle safely, providing nearly limitless power to the unscrupulous.  But they directed that flow through living people, filtering it through blood and spirit, draining years, and ultimately life, from those they harvested. 
 
    Whatever Henri's original intentions for trying to take the sovereignty of Dalasham away from its rightful rulers and into his own hands, such an abuse of the natural order of the world could not go unanswered, and it fell to Constance and Alfred, once the King's most trusted wizards, to try to right his wrongs.  At any cost. 
 
    "We will free Dalasham from tyranny," Constance said.  "That will have to suffice as our reward.  If we can move the magic to where no one will think to look, we can break Henri's hold." 
 
    "It's the irony that irks me," Alfred said, more to fill in a silence to hold fear at bay than to offer any true complaint.  "If this works, the people of Dalasham will mistrust the very people who will have saved them.  Wizards will shun the capital and never understand why, while everyone else will fear what they themselves unwittingly hold a piece of." 
 
    "Then we'd better do it right, brother, because if this doesn't work," Constance forced a grin that seemed more a baring of teeth than a source of levity, "we will have destroyed the very kingdom we've fought to save." 
 
    Alfred scowled again. 
 
    "Always a comfort, dear sister." 
 
    And with that, he raised hands gnarled by hard use and began to weave the first layer of the spell, Constance's fingers dancing through the complementary forms, twisting threads of magic together into finely knit skeins of power, layering and overlapping into a spell only they could see. 
 
    The brewing storm outside caused the canvas walls of the large tent to flap about them while they worked, a mere handful of kilometres from Riverbend, the capital city where Dalasmar Castle stood.  Wizards Mirim, Johannas, and Tercel maintained a ward of concealment from outside the tent to hide the siblings' act from Henri, as Wulfgang's army, struggling to free Dalasham from the grip of rebellion, stood guard around them in the rain, watching and ready as Henri's troops advanced across fields growing muddy beneath the heavy tread of armoured feet.  The might of those opposed to these rebels had this one last chance to break Henri's vice-like grip on the kingdom; to hesitate now would spell defeat. 
 
    Layer upon layer, Constance and Alfred built their spell against the ever increasing din of approaching battle until, sweat dripping from trembling limbs and drawn faces, the dark day stretching into deep evening, they finally reached the final layer.  The ward that had shielded them broke when an arrow managed to penetrate the last of the magical barriers and found Tercel's breast, but the spell lay complete.  The wizard brother and sister unleashed their might into the teeth of the storm, and the nature of magic in Dalasham changed forever. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Destiny pushed past the pain throbbing at the base of her skull and opened her eyes.  For a brief moment, she feared the blow to her head had robbed her of sight, but the flickering of torchlight easing past the bars covering a small window in the door of her cell quickly drew her thirsty gaze.  She blinked, groaning, and levered herself gingerly to a sitting position on the stone shelf built into the wall that served as a bed, a thin blanket the only concession to comfort falling to her lap.  She swung her feet to the ground, a hand searching out the lump on her head as she supported herself and tried to get her bearings.  She needed to remember how she had come here, and determine where she currently sat, nursing unexpected pain. 
 
    The lady wizard closed her eyes against the dancing light and forced her thoughts back. 
 
    They had finally captured King Stefan, Destiny's magic creating a beacon out of Emily's pendant―the slight weight of the gold necklace now missing from around her neck―allowing Destiny to track the little librarian's movement though the hidden tunnels of Dalasmar Castle, the young woman delivering her King unwittingly into Destiny's Sanctum.  Prince Whillim had basked in his power over his brother as he had forced Stefan into the Destiny Seat that would steal the King's memories and forever alter the history of Dalasham.  And then, on the cusp of success, as Whillim fingered his blade and made ready to kill Stefan to seal the spell, Destiny had sensed the presence of another wizard in a city devoid of known magic users. 
 
    In that instant of hesitation and distraction, that cursed Emily had done the unexpected.  Junior Assistant to the Chief Librarian, a common nobody so many had overlooked, a mere slip of a homely girl struggling in a world ruled by men, Emily had accomplished what no one else would have thought to try.  The impossible, Destiny would have thought, had she not seen and experienced the act herself. 
 
    Somehow, the librarian had retained her memory, the truth of Stefan's identity, when no one should have remembered his name.  Emily had flung herself into the Destiny Seat, that traitor guard had somehow triggered it―Destiny dimly recalled her own boast meant to wound the other woman, stating how to work the Focus―and the world exploded back to its unaltered course. 
 
    Stefan, his memory returned, had struck out at Whillim even as the Prince's knife angled for his heart, and before Destiny could cast any spell ... 
 
    Pain had shattered her skull, rendering her unconscious and helpless.  She suspected the large Captain of Stefan's guard as the likeliest source of that expertly wielded blow. 
 
    And now, those she had helped Whillim to overthrow had captured her in turn and thrust her into their dark dungeons. 
 
    Destiny sneered her contempt, tossed the blanket aside, and pushed to her feet, shunting pain and nausea aside as she had learned long ago.  They had not bound her hands or sealed her mouth.  In a kingdom without wizards despite the surprising abundance of magic in the land, those in power had failed to secure their prize.  No mere cell could hold Destiny. 
 
    She moved to stand in front of the wooden door and swept her hand in a contemptuous arc, snarling a simple unlocking spell. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Destiny frowned and tugged at the door with no results. 
 
    A hesitant step back before she attempted a more complex spell. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Destiny growled, feeling her upper lip curl in anger.  She again recalled that other wizard she had sensed, the one whose power bore a reflection of her brother's magic.  He must have set his own lock. 
 
    Powerful wizards had sought to contain Destiny before, and what she had sensed from this interloper didn't have as great a strength as the beast who had sired her and unknowingly helped train her.  It would take but a moment to define this lesser wizard's containment spell, and then smash it asunder. 
 
    Destiny closed her eyes, preparing to gather her power and win her freedom. 
 
    Her eyes flew open with a gasp and she staggered back until her knees hit the stone shelf, tumbling her onto the hard surface meant as a bed. 
 
    She couldn't reach her magic.  Panic tore up her throat and stole her breath, squeezing her chest tight.  She sensed the core of her strength, but she stood somehow blocked from it, like some kind of wall had encased her centre, erecting a barrier between herself and her magic.  Frantically, she scrabbled in her mind, searching for the edges of the obstruction, her breath coming in short gasps as she tried to master her terror.  But she discovered no chink in the wall, no border of magical thread she could pick at. 
 
    What spell held her from her power? 
 
    She hadn't felt such helpless vulnerability since childhood, and the impotence threatened to take her back to that frightened child cleaning away the blood of her mother as he stole her little brother.  In desperation, Destiny reached instead for that tiny spark of rage that Girl had felt, the hatred that would later kindle and grow and transform her into the powerful woman she had become.  She nursed that spark against the despair, and mastered herself. 
 
    Magic might define much of her life, but Destiny knew other weapons, mind and body, and she would not yield to despondency now. 
 
    Think, she told herself, controlling her breathing and calming her mind.  Determine the boundaries of your cell, plan your escape.  For surely an opportunity would arise, and she mustn't hesitate to act. 
 
    She took stock of her options and resources, the precious few she currently claimed.  Stefan likely remained King, his people once again backing him, no longer subject to the altered memories of the Destiny Seat.  Which meant that Prince Whillim could no longer provide any sort of protection, nor Milos' mercenaries.  Destiny had no allies. 
 
    She still wore the royal blue gown and palace slippers she had donned that morning―they had left her dignity at least―but someone had taken her spiked half-glove, and the little knife sheath at her belt sat empty.  She ran her fingers through her long hair, finding it unbound.  The leather cord which had held it tied back―a usefully strong strip she might have employed in an emergency―had disappeared, as had the slim blade she wore concealed in her raven tresses. 
 
    So, no weapons beyond her mind and fists, unless her captors forgot themselves enough to succumb to the lure of her body.  She shuddered at the thought, her mind shying away from harsh memories of the years when the bastard who had sired her had used her as a vessel for his experiments, and his cruel lust.  Yet if selling the pleasures of her womanhood became a viable weapon, she must not hesitate to exploit it, however distasteful. 
 
    Limited weapons and options explored, Destiny determined to learn all she could of her confines.  What lay beyond her prison cell?  How many guards, what other prisoners might she contact?  Would her captors keep to a schedule―changing guards (assuming any came near), providing food and water (surely they would do that at least), clean out the slightly battered metal pail for waste that she noted in the corner (by Kalima, they must occasionally plan to take that away)―or would they try to keep her off balance and desperate by leaving her to her own devices and filth? 
 
    Precious little she could learn here, alone, in the near dark.  How long would she sit, forgotten in the depths of Dalasmar Castle?  If, indeed, she sat in Dalasmar's dungeon.  Would Stefan have transported her elsewhere? 
 
    The thought sent a sliver of dread inching down her spine.  Would he have delivered her into the custody of the wizard who bore the pale imitation of Nathan's powers?  Did she even now await the arrival of her brother, a man who had forgotten their connection, who only dreamed of vengeance against the woman who had killed to escape her nightmares?  A woman trapped and bereft of her magic. 
 
    Destiny began to shake, the unwelcome and loathed sensation of terror closing her throat and constricting her breath. 
 
    Moments later, as though summoned by her fear, she heard the distant clang of a door, followed by the tread of booted feet along a stone corridor.  She hunched around her core, nearly curling into a protective ball, then forced her breathing to slow again and sat up straight.  Damned if she would let them see her cower. 
 
    A second door, much closer, squealed open, then closed, and she heard the snick of a key in her lock.  She tensed, ready to spring at whoever entered if presented an opportunity.  The door swung open, and she leaned forward, intending to bowl into her captor, throw him off guard.  Only, the man who stood framed in the shadowy door, a lantern held at his side, shocked her to immobility. 
 
    Darien, Chief Librarian of Dalasmar Castle, regarded her dispassionately.  Destiny blinked stupidly in response, frozen, trying to determine why this man had come.  Trying also not to let him see how her eyes greedily drank in the additional light.  Ridiculous to find such relief in the absence of darkness. 
 
    At least it's not Nathan, she thought, breathing out a shaky sigh of relief as her muscles slowly began to relax, allowing her to lean away on the stone sleeping shelf until her back met the cool wall. 
 
    Darien set his lantern down at the edge of the entrance, just beyond the threshold but clearly visible to Destiny.  He turned to the left and picked something up, hidden by the wall.  Pulling it into place before the open door, she saw he held a three-legged stool, quickly set up and settled upon.  After adjusting his tunic and making sure his scholar's cap rested securely atop pale hair, Darien raised his gaze to hers, the colour of the ocean meeting the depths of twilight.  The torch behind him sent his flickering shadow stretching into her cell, but the lantern illuminated most of his face, leaving just the far right in intermittent darkness.  Even so, she couldn't read his expression. 
 
    Silence stretched as they stared at each other.  Destiny remembered Darien's fierce protection of those in his charge despite any magical influence she extended around him, most especially Emily.  She recalled his perceptiveness, knowing her Innosvaran origins even though she had thought them well concealed.  He had a keen mind, and a strong devotion to his job, disdained any who tried to interfere with the library, his domain.  He hadn't slipped the noose of her memory spell like that one guard of Stefan's (and the surprising Emily), but he had constantly found a way around Destiny's influence, exerting his own bit of control within the confines of propriety.  She had admired him somewhat, tolerated him more than most, and had never expected to face him from the inside of a prison cell. 
 
    "Come to read me a bedtime story?" she drawled.  Although she longed for answers to far more important questions―how long had she lain here, what had they done to her magic, did Nathan approach, what did they intend to do with her?―she refused to give anyone the satisfaction of knowing her discomfort, let alone a librarian. 
 
    Darien gave her a strange little smile. 
 
    "How about a tale of Dalasham before Henri's Rebellion, when wizards might openly walk the streets of Riverbend," he said, and Destiny blinked in confusion.  Did he honestly think she had wanted a story? 
 
    "A time when more than the Chief Librarian knew about the special cells in Dalasmar's dungeons," he went on, his blue-green stare unwavering.  "Cells designed to confine a wizard, able to hold her magic in check." 
 
    Slowly, Destiny sat up straight, her gaze taking in the confining space again.  She had never suspected Dalasmar knew any defence against magic, let alone had something as rare as a wizard cell.  The Wizard Schools had such, used mostly to practice dangerous spells, and occasionally to contain any overly enthusiastic students who had allowed drink to weaken their inhibitions.  But Dalasmar, the castle at the heart of a kingdom that didn't embrace magic users; why would it have such?  And why would a librarian know about it when the royal house did not? 
 
    But it did explain why Destiny couldn't touch her powers.  Not a rival wizard binding her, but an old magic with very specific boundaries.  Once she stepped free from this cell, she would feel whole again.  With a goal now in mind, she felt calm settle over her and regarded Darien with fresh intensity, seeing his placement on the threshold of her confinement in a different light.  The nature of a wizard cell would hold her immobile at the door unless someone chose to free her.  Meaning she would have to win past this man gazing serenely in at her. 
 
    Destiny frowned. 
 
    "Why you?" she asked. 
 
    "Why does the librarian come to see the wizard?" he said.  "Why not a gaoler, a guard, a soldier?  Perhaps the King himself, or his Captain?"  He could have made his words a mockery, yet somehow Darien conveyed sincerity.  "Because almost no one else will defend you." 
 
    Destiny shook her head, certain she had misheard. 
 
    "Defend me?" 
 
    "At your trial," Darien clarified.  "It took some convincing, but the King will afford you a fair trial, as an equal instigator of recent events.  Prince Whillim stands accused of treason, you of aiding him." 
 
    "Aiding him," Destiny repeated numbly.  She stared at Darien.  "And you convinced Stefan I should receive a fair hearing?" 
 
    Darien shook his head.  "Actually, I needed some convincing too.  But after hearing the arguments, I decided I could use my knowledge of the law to make sure you had a voice.  Which means we will spend a lot of time in each other's company, Destiny.  You can't dispute what you've done, but perhaps you can explain it in such a way that won't earn you the execution so many wish for." 
 
    Not sure she trusted this turn of events, Destiny could only stare at him. 
 
    "And who, Chief Librarian, could possibly convince all of you I deserved such a chance?" 
 
    Darien actually grinned at her, an oddly vindictive glint in his eyes. 
 
    "Emily, of course.  Who else?" 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Em loved the library; the long aisles with their rows upon rows of books, ancient to new, each with their own scent of age or ink, the secluded nooks and forgotten niches where she had explored as a child and now worked as a young woman, the solitude and freedom from overwhelming human interaction.  But since her return from the west with King Stefan, she had begun to see what the library of Dalasmar Castle lacked, and while the exclusion of books of a magical nature had never bothered her before, if she hoped to assist Chief Librarian Darien in his quest to defend Wizard Destiny in her upcoming trial, then she needed to know more about magic. 
 
    Em didn't particularly like Wizard Destiny, could even make a case for loathing the lady wizard who had so nearly destroyed the kingdom when she helped Prince Whillim try to usurp his brother's throne, but Em couldn't sit by while fear and bias dictated the woman's fate rather than truth and justice.  Not long ago, King Stefan and his chief bodyguard Captain Frederick would have insisted Em merely felt some sympathy for Destiny's twisted and tormented childhood, a tale heard in the halls of the Frontier School of Wizardry, and because of that sympathy―and her supposed inherent frailty as a female―that Em had no business concerning herself with Destiny's fate.  If those two factors alone had informed Em's objections to the summary execution of the Lady Destiny, she would have had few difficulties turning her head away from the ugly side of politics and court intrigues.  But Em had forced Stefan and Fred to look beyond their fear of magic and their angst at acknowledging a woman with such strength and influence―roles so long held in the hands of men that someone like Destiny, able to tug on the reins of power, screamed anathema to them―to the underlying danger of recent events in Dalasham.  Yes, Destiny had used magic to try to subvert King Stefan, but she had done so at the instigation of the Prince.  Whatever fate awaited Destiny, Em hoped a similar one would find the Prince as well. 
 
    And so Darien had chosen to lead Destiny's defence at trial, pulling Em, as Junior Assistant to the Chief Librarian, in his wake.  To understand how Destiny had achieved her status and employed her magics, however, required a better understanding of magic, a subject sorely lacking in the depths of Dalasmar's Library. 
 
    Yet what had Em so off-balance today didn't lie in what the library lacked, nor her difficult task of helping to defend the inexcusable actions of a wizard in a land with so little experience with magic.  Nor did it come from once again stepping outside the familiar confines of that library in response to a summons, but rather where that step had led. 
 
    Young Brand, a librarian for less than a year, had found Em searching the shelves in the north wing.  Face flushed, chestnut curls barely contained by his scholar cap, Brand had stared at her with wide, wondering eyes before blurting out his tidings. 
 
    "A manservant of Lord Prichard waits at the entrance," he said. 
 
    Em blinked at him, her hand pushing a large tome back into its slot even while she met the lad's gaze. 
 
    "Yes?" she finally replied when Brand just kept staring.  He coughed. 
 
    "Says his master sent him to find you.  The Lord wishes to speak with you." 
 
    Now Em understood Brand's consternation.  Few people had known Em, a woman, worked in the library, and none had ever requested to see her.  For that first request to come from a Councilman, and a noble at that, must seem shocking to Brand.  Em wondered how much more surprised the boy would become did he know that Lord Malcolm Prichard, ostensibly a bit of a poseur with a rather flamboyant style, sat not just on the Council, but as the master spy for all of Dalasham.  Far better not to reveal that bit of information. 
 
    She had thanked Brand and made her way to the library's main doors, curious why Prichard would want to speak with her now that she had returned to her sanctuary.  Yes, they had travelled to Bakaana and back with King Stefan and his guards, thwarted the Prince's vile attempt upon the crown, shattered the power of Destiny's Focus, but three days had passed, and Em just wanted to ensconce herself in the quiet of the library.  What could Prichard possibly want to discuss with a librarian that he wouldn't discuss in the library? 
 
    So she had found the manservant at the library's entrance and followed him to one of the sitting rooms set between the library and the main gate of the castle to find out.  Wide chairs of sturdy oak cushioned in shades of crimson and burnt umber dotted the room along with small tables strategically placed for drinks or snacks.  A desk sat under one of the windows, the other two framed by long curtains the colour of walnuts tied back with gold bands.  A man lounged on a settee nearest the hearth, the merry little fire consuming a stack of wood keeping him warm.  The red streaking his auburn hair seemed to dance with the flames and deepen the sharp angles of his face.  He glanced up with dark eyes and straightened his tall form to wave her closer, the gems on his many rings catching the light.  The extravagant clothing and foppish air didn't fool Em for a second, though she hadn't seen him so attired on their recent journey.  But even in the library, before she had made his acquaintance, Em had heard of the vain and oft times vapid Councillor.  Someone easily dismissed yet so often in a position to hear the currents of the kingdom.  A perfect disguise for a spy, and with that knowledge, his airs held no sway over Em. 
 
    "I'm pleased you could accept my invitation, Junior Librarian," he said, his voice light. 
 
    Em regarded him in silence for a moment.  He studied her in return. 
 
    "What can I do for you, Lord Prichard?" she finally replied. 
 
    He smiled, and she saw a glint in his eye, a spark of cunning.  His voice and mannerism, however, remained the fop to any who might pass by. 
 
    "It has come to my attention that you possess a fine hand and a quick ear," he said.  "I find myself in need of a scribe, and wish to offer you the position." 
 
    Em blinked several times, wondering if she had misheard.  Prichard just smiled at her, awaiting her reaction. 
 
    "I have duties in the library, sir," she said quietly, taking a seat near him.  "And also with assisting Chief Librarian Darien with the defence of the wizard." 
 
    "Yes, Darien so informed me when I approached him with my proposal." 
 
    Em frowned. 
 
    "Then he must have told you I would find little time to pen your letters―" 
 
    Prichard held up a hand and Em swallowed the rest of her words. 
 
    "On the contrary, he agreed you would make an exceptional asset to my team and could provide an excellent ear at any upcoming sessions." 
 
    Now Em shook her head, her frown deepening.  Had he just intimated that Darien worked for him? 
 
    "What sessions?" she asked, trying to sort out her thoughts. 
 
    "The Council sessions, of course," Prichard said, leaning back in his chair, hands folded over his stomach. 
 
    Wide eyes staring, Em fought to keep her mouth from falling open. 
 
    "Council sessions?" she squeaked.  "With King and Council?" 
 
    "The same," he nodded. 
 
    "But," she stammered.  "But ... with the Councillors?" 
 
    Prichard laughed at her discomfort. 
 
    "Yes, Emily, with the Councillors."  He dropped his vapid air and leaned forward.  She unconsciously copied him, though her hands cramped from clutching each other so tightly.  When next he spoke, the dandy, less-than-effectual Lord with holdings in Westam had disappeared, and Dalasham's master spy addressed her.  "We're a bunch of men set in our ways, dealing with the end of a crisis few of us are equipped to deal with.  As you lack a title or position of influence, King Stefan cannot easily flaunt tradition and admit you to the Council, despite his eternal gratitude and the sound advice you have offered in the past, but he won't bar my scribe from attending.  In that role, you will have the opportunity to express any concerns or insights we might miss to me, and I can pass them on to the King." 
 
    Em felt herself begin to tremble. 
 
    "I'm just a librarian," she whispered.  "And a woman at that.  The Councillors will never accept my presence." 
 
    "You'll reprise your garb from the road," he said reasonably.  "Dressed in tunic and trousers, with your scholar's cap to contain your hair, none will look twice at a scribe to try to discern your gender.  And any who do well know the eccentricities of Lord Prichard.  Perhaps I'll even start a new fad," he grinned, but Em couldn't share his delight.  He turned serious again.  "Dalasham needs your insight, Emily, and the King and I need your wisdom.  Will you help us once again?" 
 
    And somehow, Em had agreed, drawn back into a world she had barely known less than two months ago.  She found herself now standing outside the Council Chambers, cap pulled low, eyes downcast, arms hugging parchment to her chest, waiting just behind Lord Prichard for admittance to today's session.  She felt so off-balance she feared a light wind would push her over.  But when their turn came to enter the room, she squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and followed Prichard within, the spy and his newest asset quickly finding their seats near the back of the room where they could watch over nearly everyone. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    "Emily," Destiny repeated in a flat voice, staring hard at the man seated before the door to her cell grinning like a cat about to pounce on a mouse.  "Your junior assistant, Emily.  The woman who somehow undid all our plans, who thwarted me time and again, who fought so hard against the odds.  That little base-born chit with defiance in her eyes.  You expect me to believe she convinced you I deserved a chance?" 
 
    Darien inclined his head. 
 
    "Why?" Destiny wondered, unable to fathom a motive. 
 
    "She has a strong concept of justice for all," the Chief Librarian replied with a small shrug, clasping his hands around one raised knee as he leaned back on the stool.  "It bothered her that fear and prejudice might dictate your fate while ignorance and unfair preference might afford the Prince some leniency.  She has convinced us not to see you as a woman with unnatural and unknown powers, but as a person who acted in concert with an equally culpable associate.  While some wish to believe you enspelled Prince Whillim and corrupted his will, a fear played upon by those with a seeming grudge against you, Emily believes the Prince chose his actions of his own will.  I tend to lean toward Emily's theory and would very much like to hear your side." 
 
    Destiny could only shake her head.  How often had she chafed at men seeing her only as a woman, and thus dismissing her without thought?  In fact, had that not defined her from birth, her own despicable father cursing her gender and refusing to see the potential beneath?  And now, a woman points out that fallacy to men, forcing them to see a person and not a gender, and they listen to her?  How did a librarian get a king to understand?  What had Emily done to win such respect? 
 
    And then Destiny's mind fastened on something else Darien had intimated. 
 
    "Who plays upon this fear?" she asked.  "Who holds this grudge?"  Eyes narrowed, her thoughts leapt ahead, or perhaps back.  "What wizard came to aid you?" 
 
    Darien's expression sobered and he studied her thoughtfully, his ocean-tinged eyes in sharp focus. 
 
    "Wizard Marcus, come to us from the Frontier School in Bakaana." 
 
    "Marcus," her eyes slid shut as she tested the name, filtering it through memory.  "Dark hair, overinflated sense of his own importance, disdainful of anyone he thinks inferior to himself, certain women only have use as servants or whores.  Clever with wards."  Yes, that would fit with the familiar sense of the wizard she had felt crossing her ward and trying to draw her attention.  She opened her dark eyes, found Darien's gaze, remembered her surprise when he had so easily determined her own origins.  "Innosvaran accent and mannerisms, perhaps, even if you did find him in Bakaana?" she added.  "That Marcus?" 
 
    "The same," Darien confirmed.  "You know him." 
 
    "Sad to say," she agreed.  "A lapdog of someone far more powerful." 
 
    "Wizard Nathan," Darien named her adversary, his stare intent upon her face.  "Your brother." 
 
    She found, with that naming, that holding a neutral expression became very difficult.  She thought she had managed, but the tightening of her shoulders and the brief flash of emotion in her eyes gave her away. 
 
    "Marcus didn't tell you that," she stated with utter conviction, her voice low and flat.  Nathan would never acknowledge any blood connection between them; could not since that moment when their father had stolen him away and convinced him Destiny acted as no more than a servant.  By the time sycophants like Marcus and Tyrandel had joined Nathan's coterie, her brother had no memory of a sister.  Marcus thought her a traitor who had killed his teacher, not a sibling to his vindictive playmate. 
 
    She had killed that teacher, the vicious, ruthless, power-hungry wizard who had sired and abused her, but she had betrayed no one.  She had instead avenged her mother and freed herself.  Marcus would never understand, and sadly, she feared, neither would Nathan. 
 
    Darien regarded her in silence for a moment before nodding. 
 
    "No, he didn't tell us.  Emily learned that information elsewhere.  Nevertheless, Marcus urges us to turn you over to Wizard Nathan for justice." 
 
    Destiny froze.  She couldn't help the resurfaced panic that tore through her, the icy dread at the possibility of finding herself helpless in the hands of her brother.  But damned if she would allow that terror to dominate her.  Anger and hatred fought to free her immobility. 
 
    "That would prove a mistake," she said, absurdly glad her voice remained level.  "If Nathan ever set foot in Dalasham and learned what I learned, he would destroy you.  But then, you wouldn't see me as such a threat anymore either, so perhaps I should rather encourage the fallacy that he would benefit you." 
 
    "It seems you have more than one story to share," Darien mused, studying her face closely, his brow drawn in speculation.  "Do we start with how and why you and Prince Whillim met and conspired, leading to you locked in a cell, sealed away from your magic?  Or do we look into the narrow view of one Wizard Shelton, a vicious and amoral man who sought to augment his powers through his offspring, his disappointment in Girl and success in Nathan?  Shall we discuss how and when he left this world, an action that perhaps sparked the ire of both Nathan and Marcus?"  Destiny felt her eye twitch, held tight to painful childhood memories, silently cursing that this man knew so much already.  Darien leaned forward, hands on knees as he held her with an avid gaze.  "Or do we now find it needful to explore this new concern you've laid before me?  What have you discovered in Dalasham that would interest Nathan more than retrieving you? 
 
    "I will know the answer to all those questions, Destiny, but I will leave you to pick which to explain first." 
 
    She stared at him, noted his resolve, wondered at his calm.  She could sense the quiet sincerity of his regard, the oddly compelling weight of his surety that she would tell him all he wanted to know.  Even confined in the wizard cell, blocked from her own magic, she could feel the pull of Darien's will, his desire to have her confide in him, and that last, she decided, she would address first, though it also touched upon his initial question. 
 
    "When I met Whillim," she began, watching as Darien absorbed every word, "we stood within the borders of Dalasham, in a moderate town in Sudam.  He wanted a way to take power without earning it, and I wanted the resources and space to perfect a spell." 
 
    Memories of the town of Terandale―the smokey tavern with its lightly watered down ale and decent food, a Prince trying to disguise himself as merely a wealthy merchant wont to complain―attempted to swim up and claim her attention, but Destiny pushed them aside, knowing she would revisit them later.  To this portion of her confession, they bore no importance. 
 
    "I had roamed the edges of Dalasham, as many wizards do, for over a year, and noticed little out of the ordinary.  Seeing no reason to shun the capital as others of my brethren do, I accepted a position in Whillim's court and journeyed to Dalasmar.  I kept myself unobserved for many months while devising my spell to suit Whillim's whims, but even in such seclusion, I observed those around me, and I slowly came to a startling conclusion, one borne out after Whillim took the throne. 
 
    "Dalasham lacks wizards, but it does not lack magic." 
 
    She waited a moment, let that thought solidify in Darien's mind.  He didn't dismiss her out of hand, and she nodded slowly to herself, wondering if he already knew or suspected this truth, although his eyes shaded more blue than green in the lantern light, some emotion she couldn't name affecting him. 
 
    "I have no proof or sure knowledge of this," she continued.  "But I believe, some time in Dalasham's past, someone worked a spell to transfer the flow of magic; perhaps those very wizards you say existed before Henri.  I haven't the slightest idea how one might achieve such a spell, but I have seen its results often enough now to believe in its existence. 
 
    "Wizards will find it uncomfortable to reside in Dalasmar or its vicinity for any length of time without purpose.  I myself have felt a certain restlessness, a strong desire to quit this place, and every set-back only heightened that need.  I fought that compulsion, obduracy and an iron will warring with an unseen hand.  However, without the Destiny Seat and Whillim's unachieved ambition to urge me on, I admit I may have succumbed to the impulse to leave.  But I persevered, and in doing so, learned what makes Dalasham strong despite its lack of wizards; yet this strength also spells your weakness, and Nathan would exploit both, harnessing and harvesting your people." 
 
    Darien's frown had deepened, and his lip curled briefly before he smoothed his features. 
 
    "Make yourself plain, Destiny.  What force strengthens and weakens us?  What do you believe Nathan covets?" 
 
    "As yet, nothing," she replied.  "For he cannot see it.  Nor will Marcus have felt its effects yet, and if he keeps his obsession upon me, he may never see it. 
 
    "Wizards manipulate the natural world to change something, but unlike mere witches, they can access their own psyche to do so.  You understand that basic component?" 
 
    "I do," Darien said. 
 
    "It takes training to manipulate multiple aspects without destroying the mind, though someone who lacks such training might manipulate a single thing on a very minor scale.  A herbalist might find some finesse with growing her own plants while her neighbour fails under the same conditions.  An army scout might have greater vision at night or over distance than his companion.  Small things that any person might achieve through talent or practice, or something a person with latent magic might perfect.  Those who unknowingly manipulate magic rather than having innate talent for these small results, we call having an affinity for Lesser Magics." 
 
    "I have heard the term." 
 
    "Do you understand the rarity of true Lesser Magics?" she asked.  "You might find a double handful in a kingdom in any given generation.  Not enough variation for a witch, not enough strength for a wizard, simply a minor spark geared toward a single ability.  A blip, if you will, of magic concentrated in an individual.  Often found in a wizarding family where the magic has otherwise skipped a generation, but very occasionally seen as a wild talent." 
 
    She leaned forward now, paying little heed to the hard stone of her bed beneath her backside as she strove to make Darien understand. 
 
    "Dalasham has no wizards, but the abundance of these Lesser Magics astounds me.  I would guess one-in-three carry the ability.  No other kingdom even hints at this phenomenon, nor have I ever read about the possibility.  Combine that with the aversion of wizards to spend any time near the heart of your kingdom, and I can only conclude some form of magical interference.  A spell designed to keep wizards away while maintaining the natural flow of magic.  I believe that most of your population has a small window into magic and no knowledge of how to secure that window.  Which makes you ripe for someone like Nathan to pluck.  Imagine a wizard, trained to seek and take power unto himself without hesitation or doubt, coming into contact with such an unprotected and unprepared bounty.  How easy to round up the people of Dalasham and see if he can transfer that magic into his power base?" 
 
    Darien stared at her in silence for a time.  Destiny found herself surprisingly short of breath, and realised her impassioned speech had drawn the words in such a rush that she had little air to spare.  She forced herself to calm again, her heart to slow, wondering why she should care. 
 
    The image of a cruel man experimenting on a nameless child, the one he would only call Girl even while he drew her blood, crept behind her eyes, a wizard trying to steal magic that didn't belong to him.  Destiny had never imagined that the thought of that fate befalling others would disturb her so. 
 
    "A fine story," Darien finally spoke again, his doubts betrayed by a slight quaver in his voice.  "Hard to substantiate." 
 
    "Not entirely," disagreed Destiny.  "Look to yourself, Darien.  Do you even realise what Lesser Magics you hold?  For you stand as a further rarity, holding two that I can discern." 
 
    He drew back quickly, nearly upsetting his stool.  Then he narrowed his eyes. 
 
    "You seek to cloud the issues," he began. 
 
    "I seek to answer your questions," she spat.  "You wanted to know what Nathan would want more than revenge on me, and I tell you, if he knew, he'd seek to steal your magics."  Then, before he could argue again, she asked, "Have you ever wondered why people choose to so easily confide in you, Chief Librarian?" 
 
    He blinked in surprise. 
 
    "Or why you defend those under your care so staunchly with unwavering belief in their character?  Do you remember how loath you found it to give me Emily's name?  Or how easily you determined my home kingdom and magical affiliations?  You believe it your own charisma and common sense.  I name them your Lesser Magics.  You put people at ease, drawing their confidence.  And you see the potential in people.  Tell me I'm wrong." 
 
    He just stared at her. 
 
    "After King Stefan sat the Destiny Seat," she went on, "Emily somehow retained the truth, used it to break the spell.  I tell you now, only a magical ability could have allowed such a feat.  So I name her Lesser Magic as connected to her memory, an ability I imagine most beneficial to a librarian." 
 
    "Many people have an eidetic memory―" 
 
    "Not one strong enough to destroy a Focus," Destiny countered immediately.  "That guard who fought my spell so fiercely, who even at the end managed to trigger my Focus for Emily, what Lesser Magic do you suppose he had?" 
 
    Darien's eyes narrowed as he considered her words. 
 
    "An immunity to, or at least an ability to fight magic?" he ventured. 
 
    "The more I look, the more I see," Destiny said.  "If you give Marcus enough time, or Spirits forfend, my brother, they might see what I do.  When you know to look, you will see Lesser Magics everywhere in Dalasham.  If you wish to preserve your kingdom, I suggest you don't allow Nathan the opportunity to look at it, especially not from within." 
 
    "If this is true, then it would behoove us not to listen to Marcus' advice to inform Wizard Nathan of your whereabouts." 
 
    "It would, but if you believe that Marcus hasn't already sent word, then you don't understand just how very much my brother wants to get his hands on me, nor the depth of their feelings toward me." 
 
    "Why don't we discuss those reasons?" Darien proposed, and Destiny almost laughed when she felt the pull of his suggestion even through the muffling shroud of the wizard cell, the comforting notion that to confide in him would bring peace. 
 
    "You try to deny the possibility of having a Lesser Magic even while you employ it," she sneered, then settled back, having little stomach for explaining the torment that led to her slaying Wizard Shelton, her and Nathan's abhorrent father.  But she did so, and in great detail. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Em heaved a great sigh, her relief at finally escaping the Council Chambers a palpable sensation.  She didn't know how much the King had made known about her experience in recent events―if he had even made mention of her role at all―but none of the Council members called exception to her presence.  Indeed, beyond the scowl of Sir Castel, the raised eyebrow and slight frown of Sir Edvard, and the speculative mien worn by Sir Pietor, no one took much note of Em as she sat beside Lord Prichard, scribbling furiously as she tried to keep up with the meeting.  Prichard had imparted information on each man and the situations they discussed quietly to Em without moving his lips, and she found herself intrigued by his subtlety even as he continued to wear the vapid expression of a fop and use the exaggerated gestures of someone overly absorbed with his own importance, a disguise he wore like a glove. 
 
    Eventually, as the morning drew long, her writing had slowed and she began to understand how little of substance actually left the lips of these men who oversaw the smooth running of Dalasham.  She didn't know how the King could stand so much rhetoric and empty platitudes.  The Prince had worn the stolen crown for a month, yet it seemed to Em that King Stefan could easily spend as long again putting things to right, especially if his Councillors continued to act like spoiled, entitled, self-centred prigs. 
 
    The most disturbing moments, Em thought, came when someone who had sat these chambers during the King's exile and the Prince's reign failed to differentiate between Stefan and Whillim.  For instance, Councilman Alphonse's reference to Stefan's dealings with Bash―it seemed a royal wedding might lie in the King's future―when in fact Whillim, not Stefan, had spoken to representative Tolnar, brother to the King of Bash, some weeks earlier.  Or Sir Byndorf's concerns over Milos' Mercenary Company, currently under guard while their Captain lay recovering in the infirmary―Em had wondered if the mercs had gone to Tox's farm, but Prichard informed her that they bivouacked at the barracks at Cranshaw Fortress―insisting that Stefan should recall seeing or hearing of some incident or other at a time when Stefan had not stood anywhere near Riverbend.  The Destiny Seat no longer held the memory of Stefan's existence from his people, but it seemed to still have some effect, overlaying Whillim's acts as Stefan's.  This had caused more than one uncomfortable moment in today's talks.  Em had made sure to note every time Stefan's scowl and dark countenance spoke to the disparity. 
 
    Now, finally free from the claustrophobic atmosphere of the Council Chambers―the room itself had enough space for many times the number it had held, but the oppressive and poorly concealed anxiety of the men within had made Em feel enclosed―she felt like a weight had lifted, and she had only sat as a scribe.  Sympathy for the King filled her, along with heightened respect for the patience of Captain Frederick, the King's head guard having stood behind Stefan without break for the last few hours, not actively permitted to participate.  The large, muscled Captain hadn't allowed his thoughts to show much in his expressions during the long ordeal, but Em had read a mixture of impatience and angst in his dark brown eyes a few times when she had glanced his way. 
 
    She shook her head to clear her mind, knowing she would remember everything said in those rooms―having written it down for Lord Prichard would only reinforce her gift of remembering whatever she read, a gift she had discovered also stretched to the ability to recall the nuances of the sword form exercises Fred and the others had taught her on their travels.  She thought longingly of those exercises now, knowing the movement helped her focus.  She wondered if she might find time to put herself through some of those forms in the near future, using a sturdy stick rather than an actual sword of course. 
 
    Before she could start back toward the library, a figure pushed off from the wall and caught her attention, pulling her thoughts away from the physical and back to the scholarly.  Chief Librarian Darien approached quickly, his hair, the colour of winter sunshine, in disarray as though he had run his long fingers through it many times in agitation.  The gentle crinkles around his blue-green eyes etched deeper with his frown, the concern in them disquieting in a man usually quite self-possessed. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Em asked in a soft voice as her mentor fell into step beside her, indicating he'd prefer that they walk while they conversed.  Even then, it took many strides before he replied. 
 
    "What do you know about Lesser Magics?" his quiet question barely reached her ears.  She opened her mouth to reply, but he went on before she could.  "Destiny told me an interesting story, one I'm not sure I believe, but I find myself terrified not to."  He then proceeded to tell her what the wizard had explained, her insistence that the majority of Dalashamites carried a trace of magic. 
 
    Em listened, allowing Darien to chart their route as he spoke.  He led them not to the library, but strangely to the same sitting room Prichard had used earlier.  For the second time that day, Em found herself sitting in the same crimson coloured chair next to a low fire, absorbing words that would change her life.  As Darien finished, she recalled the surprising moment when she had accepted Prichard's request to act as scribe, knowing he had truly asked her to become both spy and advisor.  She narrowed her eyes now, considering. 
 
    "It makes a certain kind of sense," she murmured, playing out not only the last day, but the last month in her mind.  So many things she had recently witnessed, put against the backdrop of Destiny's theory, suddenly shed a different light on various behaviours she had experienced.  "I can't speak to the veracity of her claim, but it could explain things I've never thought to question."  Such as how Prichard could talk a reluctant and introverted librarian into the role of a spy?  "But how could such a thing have come to pass?  And how has no one noticed before?" 
 
    "A spell designed to keep wizards away," Darien said, repeating Destiny's words.  "Yet still able to diffuse the natural presence of magic, distilling it into many instead of a few.  From what I've gathered so far, Destiny met the Prince a year ago, came in secret to Dalasmar nearly five months later, but only began to suspect the prevalence of the Lesser Magics some time after employing the Destiny Seat.  It took her over half a year to notice, and with no other wizards willing to stay long in the capital, no one else has had such an opportunity to study us.  I imagine that if Destiny hadn't focused so keenly on her experiment, she might have noticed sooner, but it would still take time to intuit the course of magic here." 
 
    "So no one's noticed because someone designed a spell that causes wizards to shy away.  But wizards do work near the border towns, just not near Riverbend.  Perhaps this spell works something like Destiny's ward?  Or maybe it grows weaker the farther from the capital?  Which would indicate it originated somewhere in or near Dalasmar."  She felt a flutter in her chest, a stir of excitement at learning something new about history.  "I wonder if we could learn how far this feeling of avoidance extends?  Locate the origin of the spell?  Assuming, of course, it is a spell and not simply a matter of us not accepting wizards."  Now she frowned, thinking aloud as she chased her thoughts.  "But they didn't always avoid Dalasmar.  Not until Henri's Rebellion."  Her eyes flashed as she met Darien's gaze. 
 
    "If such a spell exists," Darien nodded, expression thoughtful, "it likely came from that time.  That's where we need to look." 
 
    Always eager to explore history, Em nevertheless forced herself to stillness. 
 
    "Will the information help us?" she asked, meeting Darien's incredulous stare even as the other librarian had made as if to rise.  "Beyond giving us insight into the past, will this knowledge change anything in regards to either Destiny's or the Prince's trial?  Or does it serve as a distraction?" 
 
    Darien sat back, acknowledging her point with a reluctant nod.  He steepled his fingers together, tapping them against his lips as he considered. 
 
    "It likely won't matter in her defence," he conceded.  "But it might help us block wizard Marcus' insistence in turning her over to Nathan.  If an old spell has spread the flow of magic into the general populace, and Nathan's goal is to take what power he can wherever he can find it, we dare not allow him close enough to reach the same conclusion Destiny has.  A spell made can be unmade with enough information and strength.  We barely know what to do with Destiny; having yet another wizard lacking morals intruding on us cannot go well.  But we only have Destiny's theory at the moment.  If we can discover the truth of her claim, one way or the other, we might avert a potential disaster. 
 
    "So yes, I believe the information will help us." 
 
    "Then it looks like we have some research to do," Em said.  "Though I don't remember reading anything that spoke to such a possibility, I certainly haven't read everything in the library." 
 
    Darien's lips twisted into a wry smile. 
 
    "I have never doubted your memory, magically enhanced or not.  And I can think of a few places to look you might not have seen." 
 
    Em shot him a disbelieving look, first for implying that magic might aid her memory, and second for insinuating the library held any corner she hadn't explored.  He smiled. 
 
    "Just as I knew about the warded cells in the dungeon where Destiny now resides, a room she calls a wizard cell, I, as Chief Librarian, have access to some unusual cubbyholes.  I think you might find them interesting, given the contents." 
 
    "What's there?" 
 
    "Information," he said, rising to his feet.  " Much of it written in Old Dalasham." 
 
    Her eyes grew wide and an excited smile spread across her face, giving her plain features a childlike glee.  She loved these kinds of puzzles. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Em thought she had known every section of the library.  Darien proved her wrong when he led her to the Chief Librarian's private enclave.  Or rather, to the room concealed beyond it.  She had seen the private enclave before, a small, dimly-lit room with two walls of carefully bound tomes mostly detailing the running of the castle.  A few books on history, etiquette and court manners also dotted the shelves, along with a row of adventure stories to round things out.  A single cot sat against the third wall, a small table next to it supporting a partially melted taper in a slightly battered candle holder upon its scarred surface.  While the other librarians could use any of the tiny sleeping niches if a project ran long into the night, the Chief Librarian made exclusive use of this little enclave when he didn't retreat to his own chambers. 
 
    And apparently held exclusive knowledge of its secrets. 
 
    Darien went to the far wall, slid his hand behind the shelves, and with a satisfied grunt, activated a hidden mechanism.  The whole shelf unit shifted, then pivoted without a sound or so much as a scratch against the stone floor, revealing a dark space beyond.  Em stared with wide eyes, her heart speeding up in anticipation. 
 
    "More secret tunnels?" she asked on a quiet breath. 
 
    Darien turned to retrieve the taper on the table, lighting it with a quick strike of flint, then turned to the darkness, a small smile playing at his mouth. 
 
    "Not tunnels, no, though I find your knowledge about those fascinating.  This just leads to another room." 
 
    Without explaining further, he moved into the black.  Em followed without hesitation. 
 
    Twice the size of the enclave, this hidden room held a treasure trove to Em's glittering gaze.  She clasped her hands in front of her in near reverence as she took in the table with its two chairs in the centre, surrounded by shelves of books she had never seen before.  Books, she understood from the few gilt-edged titles she could read from where she stood, that mostly dealt with history and magic.  Well preserved tomes written in Old Dalasham. 
 
    The Rise to Power of Henri Muskander, she translated, and Magics of pre-Revolutionary Dalasham.  The Founding of Dalasmar Castle sat next to the Final Days of King Albert.  Stefan's great-grandfather, she wondered, or one of the two other Alberts from an even earlier generation?  Other titles gleamed in the flicker of Darien's candle, which he now set on the table.  The Chief Librarian swept his arms out in invitation. 
 
    "Welcome to the Forbidden Texts," he said, looking directly at her.  "A secure room for the eyes of the Chief Librarian and his successor only, unless circumstances of the utmost importance arise." 
 
    She stared at him, expression going hard as fear twisted her gut. 
 
    "Have circumstance grown so dire?" 
 
    "I haven't decided yet," he said. 
 
    Em shook her head with a little scowl. 
 
    "You can't mean to make me your successor." 
 
    "And why not?" he demanded.  "None have better qualifications." 
 
    "Darien, people only tolerate me because they don't know I work here." 
 
    "Pish," he spat, surprising Em.  "Those who matter know all about you now, Emily.  They know your worth, your intelligence, your competence.  If I have my way, and if you so desire, you will become Chief Librarian when I decide I no longer want the position." 
 
    "But no woman has ever held such a place," she countered. 
 
    "Then you'll be the first, won't you?" he smiled placidly.  "And as this won't come about for some years yet, we have plenty of time to accustom people to the idea. 
 
    "That aside," he continued while her mind reeled, "If we hope to find any information about Lesser Magics and Destiny's belief that we hold such, I know no other place in our libraries that might contain any mention of such.  You will find all useful books we have on magic nestled within these sheltered walls." 
 
    Em's gaze again swept over the wealth of knowledge revealed, her grey eyes narrowing at other implications. 
 
    "Why?" she asked in suspicion.  "Why is this hidden?  Why forbidden to all save the Chief Librarian?  Why does the King not know about this room and its contents?  It doesn't make sense." 
 
    "All very valid points, which I also raised when I learned of this room." 
 
    "And?" Em pressed when he didn't continue. 
 
    "And the answer is, I don't know.  It all made sense when my predecessor explained it, but once we left the room, the explanation became cloudy.  As does, strangely, the information." 
 
    Em blinked a few times, trying to process that.  Before she could form any sort of reply, Darien spoke again, his gaze distant as the sea that swam in its depths. 
 
    "I've read some of these books, but I only fully recall things when the information becomes needful.  Such as the existence of the wizard cells, or the knowledge that magic strengthens the castle walls, including these cleverly hidden ones."  He frowned, his attention drawn to the far corner.  "Or that that shelf holds what I believe are journals, though I've had little success understanding some of the hands that scrawled the words within." 
 
    Em followed his line of sight, worked out his likely thought process. 
 
    "You believe this room contains not only books on magic and its history, but perhaps a kind of spell that directs or conceals thoughts?  Maybe even a variation on Destiny's memory spell?" 
 
    "It's possible," Darien conceded.  "Unfortunately, of the two wizards available to ask, one currently sits locked in a cell, and the other I wouldn't trust as far as I could kick him." 
 
    Em swallowed a laugh at the description of wizard Marcus.  Obviously she didn't stand alone in her dislike of the man. 
 
    "Perhaps your Lesser Magic will allow you to recall more than I," Darien said as he moved to the shelf he had indicated, running his fingers lightly across the face of the ledge holding the journals, careful not to touch the books themselves.  "I've never come here with a purpose before," he murmured, so quiet that Em had to step up beside him to hear properly.  "Only with curiosity.  I wonder if that makes a difference?" 
 
    He turned his head and angled it down to meet Em's stare, speculation dancing with the shadows created by the candle.  "Tell me Emily, holding to the subject we wish to explore, do any books call to you?" 
 
    Em felt her brows flutter and her eyelids twitch as she tried to wrap her mind around the question, the implication behind it.  And to her surprise, as she thought about Lesser Magics and wizards and history, she realised that she did feel a pull from the journals.  Imagination or reality, she didn't know; she simply allowed the feeling to guide her hand.  It hovered over Darien's a moment, then slid to the left, to a book bound in battered black calfskin and tied with a frayed cord.  Mindful of its obvious age, Em fought the impulse to yank the journal from the shelf.  Instead, she carefully teased it from its place, sensing Darien's approval rather than seeing his thoughtful nod as she took it to the table and laid it reverently within the light of the candle, yet out of reach of its flame should the taper somehow fall. 
 
    They stared at it for a while, the chair set between them.  Finally, Em glanced up at Darien. 
 
    "What is this?" she whispered, both fearful and excited. 
 
    "I'm not sure," he admitted, his own voice closer to elation than trepidation.  "Let's open it and find out." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I dare not write these misgivings into a daily report, or I might follow the fate of poor Dancy―no accident, that, despite the official report.  But I also cannot remain silent should my foreboding prove true ... 
 
    Henri has grown unpredictable, dangerous.  No longer content to aid in the governing of Dalasham as an advisor, he now seeks to take power from the monarchs and rule in their stead.  But he is clever, our little protege.  Subtle enough that others fail to see the danger, forgiving, even condoning, his actions while he quietly scrapes ever more influence into his own hands.  He has begun to erode our ability to keep his ambitions in check.  Alfred sees it, and, strangely, so does Tercel.  The other wizards and governors remain skeptical, or outright back Henri's claims.  I fear for our future. 
 
    So began the private journal of Wizard Constance.  It took Em a moment to familiarize herself with the cramped yet fluid handwriting, and a bit of patience to translate the words.  After transcribing those two paragraphs onto fresh parchment, however, both she and Darien knew they read a piece of history previously unknown to either.  Assuming this Constance wrote truth. 
 
    "Besides Henri, do you recognise any of these names?" Em asked, peering up from the seat she had taken. 
 
    Darien shook his head in negation as he read over her shoulder. 
 
    "The only records I know of wizards in Dalasham from this time name Henri alone, and only as a connection to wizards, not as a wizard himself," he said.  "I've always found explanations of his defeat unsatisfactory and somehow incomplete.  However, if other wizards intimate with the kingdom and not simply invited from foreign lands involved themselves in the affair, certain events begin to make more sense." 
 
    Em agreed, and wondered why the concept of more than one or two wizards involved in Henri's Rebellion―whether helping to initiate it or fighting against it―had never crossed her mind. 
 
    "This report suggests that Henri had a hand in the running of Dalasham before he struck at the crown," she mused.  "That other wizards didn't simply walk the streets, but sat in seats of power beside him, right alongside the King." 
 
    "Alongside the monarchs," corrected Darien, his tone speculative as his finger hovered over that word.  Em met his regard.  "Do you suppose she meant the King and his successors, or could she actually refer to something more akin to shared power?" 
 
    "Shared?  Between King and Prince?" 
 
    "Or between King and Queen." 
 
    Em stared at him, eyes wide in astonishment. 
 
    "But Dalasham doesn't recognise the potential of women," she whispered.  Hadn't Em fought against that very prejudice when she had worked to save the King, struggling to make her voice heard not as a woman, but as a person of some value?  Did Destiny not rail against that bias now, the fear of a female with power very nearly spelling her execution without trial? 
 
    "It may have once," Darien said.  "Before Henri's time.  But the victors write the histories.  We know that better than most.  How many accounts differ under separate penmanship?"  Em could think of a whole section in the library detailing multiple accounts of the same events.  "The author of this journal is clearly female, and she names Henri their protege.  That indicates to me that she also likely had a hand in the governing of Dalasham, or at least advising those who did.  Wizard and woman, holding a place of prominence within Dalasmar's very walls.  It's not so much of a stretch to imagine the Queen in such a time also having some sway." 
 
    Em nodded thoughtfully, trying to grasp the implications of this possibility.  Her gaze roamed to the shelves behind Darien.  Magics of pre-Revolutionary Dalasham again caught her eye.  Forbidden Texts, Darien had called these tomes.  Forbidden because of some kind of heresy, she wondered, or for containing dangerous truths? 
 
    She looked back at the journal on the desk. 
 
    "Whether something truly drew us to this book or not," she said quietly, "it has a story to tell.  It might help us understand Destiny's concerns, or give us some insight into the mind of a wizard.  But it seems this room has a lot of other resources we should consider."  Again, she glanced at Magics of pre-Revolutionary Dalasham.  "That one, for instance, might explain how wizards came to have any power in the councils of Dalasham.  It could give us a better context for understanding whatever this Wizard Constance has to say." 
 
    Darien agreed, turning to gather up the book, along with some others. 
 
    "Stick to that one," he instructed as he settled himself at the other end of the desk.  "Your Old Dalasham is more than sufficient for swift translation.  I'll start on some of these, see what we might find of relevance." 
 
    Darien didn't tell her one important fact about the task he had assigned her; something that both frightened and excited him, and lent credence to Destiny's insistence on the existence of these Lesser Magics.  Although the Chief Librarian could also read Old Dalasham, he couldn't understand Constance's words.  He recognised the language, but the meaning refused to coalesce into any coherence in his mind.  Darien suspected the wizard had overlaid her writing with some kind of magical ward, something to protect her fears from reaching the wrong eyes and ears.  And somehow, Emily could read past that ward. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Destiny lay on the hard stone slab staring at the ceiling, her meagre blanket bunched under her head as a pillow and her hands clasped loosely on her stomach.  She considered what she had told Darien, and what she had thus far withheld.  If she had harboured any doubts about the man's magical abilities, he had trammelled them with his strange, quiet intensity, the demand that she share her story.  She didn't understand his empathy, but she certainly gained a further respect for his power.  That he brought to bear so much raw talent through the ward of the cell made her wonder how strong he might have become had he received any instruction.  In another part of the world, with training and diversity, she suspected that Darien would have grown into an impressive wizard. 
 
    With seemingly little effort, though Destiny easily recalled the building pressure of the man's insistence against her mental shields, the Chief Librarian had elicited some of Destiny's past―the very reasons she wouldn't contemplate snatching power from others as Nathan would, having had the like attempted upon her own self.  The pain, the torment, the loss.  The loneliness.  That last had surprised her, the buried sense of isolation she hadn't even known she'd felt.  Details she fought to keep to herself tumbled out for Darien's ears, leaving her feeling both empty and oddly relieved. 
 
    She had spoken of watching the spill of her mother's blood across the kitchen floor, the crimson drops falling thickly from the gleaming knife in her father's hand as Wizard Shelton―she had never known his name before, only his face and his cruelty―took Nathan away, depriving Girl at the age of five of the only comforts she had known.  Countless experiments and casual abuses, both before and after that fateful death, that father had performed upon daughter in an effort to steal her power, all fell from Destiny's lips at Darien's instigation.  The years when Shelton had hoped to sire another magic-capable scion upon his own adolescent child came to light, and the spells Destiny had learned and employed to fool the man into believing he had sated his perverted desire.  She had told Darien how the many years and teachings of Shelton had warped Nathan's perceptions of Destiny from sister to slave.  And finally, she had detailed the night that ended Shelton's life and began Nathan's vendetta. 
 
    The blood, the sting of deep cuts mixed with the agony of broken bones, the fire.  Spells the vain wizard hadn't believed possible for a woman to master rolling easily from her tongue to shatter the monster who had created her.  Defences battered and weakened amid the stench of ichor and smoke, forcing Destiny to flee the place of her birth where her father lay dead, her brother temporarily imprisoned.  Those first efforts to start her life anew. 
 
    She had even touched upon the Wizarding Schools she had sought out, the teachers who grudgingly parted with a spell or two in return for some bit of knowledge she had stored in her mind, the occasions when one of Nathan's spies or assassins had found her and forced her to move on or risk an unwanted confrontation, before Darien seemed to tire of her voice. 
 
    When he finally left, taking the warm light of his lantern with him, Destiny had retreated to the cold comfort of her sleeping shelf.  She stretched out in exhaustion to stare at the shadowed ceiling, her sight reduced to what the distant torch beyond the little window in her cell door could reveal. 
 
    She finally closed her eyes to the memories, only to have sleep claim her, and with it, memory morphed into dream, and she recalled an evening of more recent events. 
 
    Terandale, in the Sudam district of Dalasham not far from the border with Innosvar, didn't boast many amenities, but it did have a decent enough tavern for a modest town.  Smoke hung in a heavy pall from both hearth fire and pipes, and soot marred the wooden beams overhead as well as the windows, further darkening an otherwise neutral-looking common room, but the food served by a cheerful young woman made up for the cloying atmosphere with its surprisingly bold and palatable flavour. 
 
    Destiny had chosen a small table in the corner furthest from the door.  Although any young woman travelling alone would elicit attention, Destiny avoided notice or complications with a simple blurring spell.  People would see her, but they wouldn't mark her isolated state as unusual, and so wouldn't bother her, leaving her free to observe unhindered. 
 
    She had come to the unmagical kingdom of Dalasham for two reasons.  As a land that didn't embrace magic, she knew wizards tended to avoid the capital, meaning Nathan might not think to look for her here.  Already, she felt restless, though she didn't know if that sensation came from anxiety or a real aversion to the place.  She would only learn later that proximity to Dalasmar truly did increase that discomfort, and instill a desire to quit the urban centre. 
 
    The second reason involved finding a patron in or near the capital who wouldn't balk at her efforts to craft a complex spell.  She had worked out the concept of a spell to alter an ingrained memory in her mind, refining the many layers required to fulfill her desire, but creating a new spell of this magnitude would leave traces for any who knew to look.  She needed a base she could ward, somewhere she could work without interruption while she experimented and perfected her masterpiece away from the prying eyes of wizards.  That demanded sheltering under the wing of someone who would see to her needs―food and shelter as well as time and space―while she cloistered herself within her work, and perhaps share in her disregard for the consequences to others. 
 
    She had planned to make her way toward Riverbend in the search for such a patron, but fate delivered him into her hands that very evening. 
 
    The golden haired man strode into the tavern with the mien of someone who expected the world to conform to his wishes.  He dressed as a wealthy merchant, a small handful of guards at his back and a serving man at his heels, but Destiny marked him as a nobleman.  His ill attempt at disguise drew her attention and she listened to his grievances without shame.  His obvious dissatisfaction with his role as second son and his desire to obtain an equal share of his brother's power and prestige without bothering with the effort it entailed or the responsibility it imparted soon became apparent. 
 
    Destiny smiled at his puerile complaints and made a decision. 
 
    She waited until the nobleman's eyes swept her corner again, then released the blurring spell.  He blinked a few times, the mug he had raised toward his mouth hovering unheeded, the beak-nosed servant speaking at his elbow ignored.  Destiny held the man's stare, her eyes bold and challenging.  She watched the nobleman's consternation turn to calculation and cunning before he rose, silencing his servant, and strolled to her table.  He plopped himself down across from her, took a swig from his tankard, then plunked it on the table with a small thud.  He met her cool regard in silence for a full minute.  At last, as she quirked up an eyebrow, he broke eye contact, covering his discomfort at her scrutiny with another swallow of ale.  He spoke. 
 
    "How did you do that?" 
 
    He had a deep voice which carried an expectation that she answer.  She smiled slightly, the expression devoid of warmth or humour.  Then she leaned forward an inch, drawing him closer, and replied. 
 
    "Magic." 
 
    Again he blinked, but Destiny didn't see fear writ across his handsome face; she saw excitement. 
 
    "What other tricks can you do?" he demanded. 
 
    She scowled and pushed herself back. 
 
    "I don't do tricks," she sneered.  To claim her prowess as a Level Five wizard, the highest order the Wizarding Schools awarded, would mean nothing to a titled man of Dalasham, so she spoke in terms he'd understand.  "I employ magic in spells which can manipulate nature." 
 
    "What sort of spells?" he asked, his tone more subdued under her cold gaze. 
 
    With an effort, she gentled her voice. 
 
    "All manner of spells.  Even one that might transfer the attributes of one man onto another in the minds of his servants." 
 
    He sat back, considering, his golden curls swaying minutely as he rubbed a hand over his mouth. 
 
    "What if those servants covered a whole country?" he asked in a soft whisper, and Destiny suddenly understood a great deal more about this nobleman.  Or rather, this Prince. 
 
    "It would take time and space to effect such a spell with any efficacy, but I could do so, Highness." 
 
    He flashed her a wry smile. 
 
    "And what would you require for this spell?" 
 
    "Sanctuary," she replied without hesitation.  "Autonomy, resources.  And the freedom to work on my own spell in conjunction with yours." 
 
    With narrowed eyes, he studied her anew.  Destiny knew he saw a young woman, attractive with long black hair, deep blue eyes, a full figure and a poised bearing.  What he couldn't see, what constantly coursed through her veins, what would shine in the sight of any wizard should she wish him to see, was a power so strong that many envied her magic even as they feared it.  This prince wouldn't comprehend that strength, so she showed him confidence and conviction instead. 
 
    "What sort of other spell?" he finally asked. 
 
    "One that will not harm you or yours," she assured him.  "A wizard hunts me, and I would change his thinking with a spell similar to the one I would design for you.  I but require a safe workspace far from the eyes of other wizards, and time to devise and perfect my work.  If you provide me that, I will provide you with the means to rule in your brother's stead." 
 
    "Perhaps we might help each other, fair Lady," he murmured, though a frown still puckered his brow.  Destiny gave one firm shake of her head. 
 
    "I am a wizard, not a noblewoman," she said, her voice hard.  "And I will work with you, but I will allow no other relationship, nor the intimation that such a relationship exists.  Do you understand?" 
 
    He sat back nonplussed, but then his face cleared and he gave her a wicked smile. 
 
    "I do, wizard.  So long as you understand that I am a Prince, and no one questions me in front of others." 
 
    "Of course not, Highness," she nodded. 
 
    "Whillim, Prince of Dalasham, and soon to be King," he introduced himself, obviously liking the sound of that, a disturbingly fervent glint of malice sparking in his eyes. 
 
    "Wizard Destiny," she replied, keeping a satisfied smile to herself.  She didn't think she would have much difficulty manipulating this power-hungry prince, nor, she suspected, would he quail if she required something less-than-ethical in her designs.  After all, here sat a man willing to overthrow a kingdom.  Surely he wouldn't hesitate at dispatching any opposition Nathan might send her way, on the off chance that her brother discovered her location or her plans.  Anything else she asked, this Whillim would see to, so long as she gave him a crown at the end. 
 
    With a jolt, Destiny woke, a shiver slithering down her spine.  She stared up at the dark ceiling, cold stone at her back and a heaviness in her heart.  Darien had not learned that story yet, but she knew in time he would coax it from her.  Such a fateful encounter, one of many turning points in Destiny's journey, but in the end, what did it really matter? 
 
    She had failed to gain Whillim a crown because of the intervention of one clever little librarian, though she had learned much in the fashioning of that spell.  Enough to twist it into a tool against Nathan.  But Emily had broken the power of the Destiny Seat, the Focus Destiny had created.  Without that, she had an incomplete spell, unless Nathan allowed her time to utter the necessary words before deigning to destroy her.  Somehow, she thought he wouldn't feel so inclined to give her that chance. 
 
    And given Wizard Marcus' presence in Dalasmar, she knew she would encounter her brother sooner rather than later.  She couldn't allow him to find her here, locked up and helpless in a prison.  If that meant revealing to Darien all she had done that led to her capture, she would do so. 
 
    With winning freedom as her new goal, she sat up to await the return of her questioner.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A tall, fit man with broad shoulders, not quite into his twenty-first year, with hair the colour of midnight and eyes the cold dark blue of the deepest ocean, stood at the edge of the inn, his gaze intently turned north.  The final outbuildings of the town didn't capture his interest, nor the farmers' fields beyond, nor even the distant green shadow of a forest, discernible only as a dark smudge on the horizon.  No, what had drawn the keen attention of Wizard Nathan lay across the border in Dalasham.  He couldn't see her, but he knew the woman he sought hid somewhere in the capital of the non-magical realm north of his homeland.  Seven years now, Nathan had hunted the woman who had slain his mentor, his teacher, his sire.  Seven years of failure, of false trails and dead assassins.  Now, at last, he had her in his sights again, and she wouldn't escape.  Assuming Wizard Marcus had not made a mistake in identifying her.  But really, how many women would claim the status of wizard so blatantly? 
 
    In his mind, Nathan again read the first missive Marcus had sent from the Frontier School in Bakaana, where his childhood peer had kept watch for two years. 
 
    'I've found her, or at least a report of her.  It seems Girl has made a nuisance of herself in Dalasham, of all places.  She has taken the unlikely and laughable name of Destiny, and she claims the title of wizard.  I will insinuate myself with those seeking aid against her and confirm her identity and location.  At last, we can take vengeance for the crimes of this treacherous snake.' 
 
    After receiving that message, Nathan had set out north, leaving the manor he had taken as his own in Innosvar in the capable hands of a steward bound to the wizard's will.  Over the years, Nathan had received several questionable accounts of sightings of Girl, the slave who had tried to destroy a dynasty.  Many reports had come to nothing, which only served to enrage Nathan, and after two years, he had ceased to follow every lead personally, leaving the frustration of failure to his underlings.  But Marcus knew better than to set Nathan on a false course.  He believed he had found Girl and would follow up with proof.  Nathan had a feeling Marcus pursued a true trail, and so had moved to put himself closer to his quarry, taking with him a handful of guards and a couple of servants to see to his needs. 
 
    The two subsequent messages he had received put a smile on Nathan's hard and arrogant features.  The first had intimated that Marcus and those he travelled with had a plan to bind this Destiny when they reached the capital at Dalasmar, letting Nathan know where in Dalasham Girl hid.  The second, having arrived only this morning by a bird magicked to home in on Nathan himself, turned his gaze predatory. 
 
    Dalasham held Girl magically bound in a chamber and, lacking any knowledge of the great art of magic, looked to Marcus for advice on how to deal with her.  Marcus advocated on Nathan's behalf, insisting that the disposal of this woman should fall under the purview of Nathan.  Whether that tactic would work or not, Marcus didn't know, as the King seemed inclined to hold some sort of trial.  Nathan had scoffed at that.  How did those without magic propose to hold their superiors to account?  However that folly turned out, it didn't interest Nathan as much as Marcus' confirmation, both visually and by description, that he had indeed found Girl. 
 
    Tall woman, attractive, black hair, dark blue eyes.  Like your own, a small voice whispered in his head, but Nathan ruthlessly shoved the thought aside.  The only thing he and Girl had in common lay in the fact that they had grown up in the same house.  While Nathan would have brought further glory to the estate, Girl had destroyed it, killing Wizard Shelton, injuring Nathan, and burning the place to the ground.  And now, she stood imprisoned, helpless, and within Nathan's grasp. 
 
    "Do we cross?" Tyrandel asked, standing beside Nathan.  Another pupil of Wizard Shelton, Tyrandel had chosen to accompany Nathan toward the border between Innosvar and Dalasham.  A short, rotund man with a mop of dull brown hair framing a round, almost child-like face, some might mistake Tyrandel for a simpleton.  One had only to truly look into his disturbingly pale eyes, nearly lost above the pudge of red cheeks, to understand that a sharp and cruel mind resided behind that innocent mask.  Tyrandel liked to boast that his girth merely reflected his magic. 
 
    "I'm not fat," he would say, "I'm bloated with power."  Nathan couldn't disagree.  Next to himself, Tyrandel had the strongest gift Innosvar had seen in a generation. 
 
    Nathan glanced down at his friend now.  They might look like a comical duo, the tall, strong man next to the squat ball of flab, but they made a formidable team. 
 
    "We'll wait another day," he answered.  "If Marcus doesn't have any better luck getting Girl turned over to him by tomorrow, we'll cross into Dalasham.  See if we can't convince King Stefan that giving me the traitor is in his best interests." 
 
    Tyrandel's anticipatory grin might have disturbed a lesser man.  Nathan simply nodded to see it, let his gaze wander north for another moment, then turned back to the inn. 
 
    "Shall we see what fine victuals the innkeeper has in store for us this evening?" Nathan asked leading the way, knowing his companion would follow on his heels.  Tyrandel never turned down a meal. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Em sat contemplating what she'd learned thus far from Constance's journal while she waited.  So much history, now seen in a different light.  The official histories taught that Henri had employed wizards in his Rebellion, that he had brought in magic users from other kingdoms to help him try to claim the throne.  Nothing had ever implied that Henri had the abilities of a wizard himself, or that his closest conspirators, Dalashamites all, could also wield magic.  And certainly nowhere in her readings before had Em found evidence that not only did Dalasham have wizards who lived and worked among the population, they even stood as councillors and advisors.  Wizards had stood as equals, a part of the citizenry with a certain trade or skill-set, much like a blacksmith or a carpenter, a swordmaster or a healer.  They excelled at what they did―manipulate magic―but no one placed them above other experts in their field, or thought of them as other than skilled workers. 
 
    Or at least hadn't, until Henri decided that his strength made him superior and gave him a right to take the crown. 
 
    Surprisingly, he even had a legitimate claim to the throne.  Weak, but legitimate.  A cousin to the King, Henri did stand in line to the highest seat of Dalasham.  He would have had to eliminate the King and Queen, their two sons, and the King's niece to claim his title, but he certainly had royal blood.  When Em had revisited the Royal Proofs in her mind, she saw why she had never made the connection.  The Proofs listed this cousin as Heinrich and made no mention of his apparently preferred shortened and slightly foreign name.  Which made Henri's Rebellion more akin to a civil war than an incursion, not unlike the recent troubles between King Stefan and Prince Whillim. 
 
    Said troubles had brought Em here today, to this bench set outside the Greater Audience Chamber where the King intended to conduct the trials for Whillim and Destiny.  Stefan wished her to outline the events as she had experienced them, from the overheard conversation between mercenaries in the library on the night of the riots, right up to the breaking of the Destiny Seat.  Stefan knew them of course; had walked beside her for most of it.  But today, Em would address the gathered Councillors and citizenry chosen to hear this first trial; a full accounting of Prince Whillim's usurpation and overthrow. 
 
    She tried hard not to dwell on all those faces who would watch her, measure her, judge her―perhaps even dismiss her as merely a frail woman―once they called her in.  She reflected on how, in Constance's time, such discrimination didn't seem to exist, although, as she read through the journal, Em could see how Henri had begun to erode the confidence in women as a battle tactic, trying to lessen their influence and cast doubt on those in power.  Yet another aspect of history she hadn't known.  Still, that erosion had extended to the present day, and because of that, Em knew some would dismiss her out of hand.  She just hoped enough held judgement until they weighed the truth of her words. 
 
    While she waited, she idly fingered the pendant she wore at her neck.  Haemat gold, chain and emblem both, the necklace had once belonged to her mother, a weaver of high standing before she died.  Em had conditionally sold the pendant to raise enough funds to buy supplies for King Stefan and his men after the Prince's riots and the King's escape.  After they had captured Destiny, they had found the pendant in the wizard's possession.  Em didn't know how or why Destiny had come to have her necklace, but she had gratefully accepted its return.  She had precious few mementos from her eight years before the orphanage, and holding a memory of her mother in her hands again helped restore a measure of normalcy to her life.  Although she had seldom worn the piece in the eleven years since the death of her parents, preferring to keep it safe in her pocket, Em had taken to wearing it now, and found some small comfort in rubbing it between her fingers as she sat waiting. 
 
    Two men guarded the closed doors of the Audience Chamber near the bench where she perched.  Em didn't recognise either, though the younger kept sliding speculative glances her way.  She knew he didn't study her appearance―she had a plain face framed by unremarkable auburn hair that brushed her shoulders, and pale grey eyes often lost in thought―so much as wonder at her presence.  Although she didn't know all the rumours walking Dalasmar Castle, she had heard enough to understand that more than a few recently centred around her.  Some even had a spark of veracity to them.  The girl who had saved the King and ended a wizard's magic.  How she had done so often differed with the telling, but those two facts, at least, had gained her a certain renown, and she shifted uncomfortably under the scrutiny. 
 
    It would only get worse when they called her in. 
 
    Finally, one of the huge oak doors opened and a large man stepped out.  Captain Frederick, head of King Stefan's personal guards, towered over Em where she sat, his wide expanse of muscles sharply defined today in the full formal green and gold livery of the King worn over his leathers.  His sword hung sheathed at his side, and she knew only a handful of guards would have that privilege within the chamber.  Fred had pulled his acorn coloured hair with its traces of grey back in a sleek warrior's tail, which further accentuated the hard plains of his stoic face.  However, Em detected a deep unhappiness lingering in his dark brown eyes as he sought her out.  He still felt the burden of having betrayed his King while under the sway of Destiny's magic, and Em feared his inner demons would consume him if he couldn't forgive himself as Stefan had.  Perhaps these trials would help set his mind at ease, or at least give him a measure of peace, knowing he could have done nothing different when the Destiny Seat had altered his memories. 
 
    Em stood, putting her face at about chest level with Fred.  She looked up at him as she tucked her pendant back beneath her tunic, keeping her breathing even and her anxiety at bay.  She tried to suppress the slight trembling as her nerves fought against that control, and knew she failed when Fred relaxed just enough to give her a small smile of reassurance. 
 
    "They're ready for you, soldier," he said quietly, drawing a quick, surprised smile and snort of laughter from Em, as he no doubt intended.  Back when they had waited at Goodman Tox's farm for confirmation of the Prince's treachery while Em healed from a wound, long before he had done any sword training with her, Fred had called Em a soldier.  He meant it as a compliment for all she had done, insisting on naming her brave when Em mostly remembered the terror.  It served her now, though, and she squared her shoulders and drew herself up.  She nodded. 
 
    "I'm ready," she said, her voice not much above a whisper. 
 
    Fred's lips twitched, but he took her at her word, and escorted her into the Greater Audience Chamber. 
 
    People had crowded into the room, somehow making the large area seem small.  Someone had lined up benches and chairs for nobles and merchants in rows near a raised dais at the far end of the Chamber where the King and his Councillors sat.  Those not having the fortune of arriving early enough to find a seat stood clustered behind them, creating a barrier between the door and the proceedings.  Thankfully, guards had established a clear corridor through the throng, so that Em and Fred had a relatively unencumbered path to the single unoccupied stool set before the dais.  Fred led Em to that stool and waited for her to sit amid the rumbling and mutters of the bystanders. 
 
    Em glanced around hastily to get a feel for the atmosphere.  She didn't recognise any of the guards throughout the Chamber other than Fred, and she could name maybe half the Councillors surrounding Stefan.  Obviously, not all had attended the Council meeting the previous day when Lord Prichard had brought her in as his scribe.  Prichard now sat about a third of the way down the line of Councillors, his face inscrutable despite his foppish appearance.  She avoided the disapproving glare from Lord Alphonse, by far the most senior member, seated next to the King, and often traditional in his thinking.  He wouldn't approve of hearing the insights of a woman.  Em skipped her gaze briefly over the three knights―Edvard, Castel, and Pietor―who had overseen the small army Stefan had gathered against his brother while the King and his guards, along with Em, had sought help in the west.  Then she met Stefan's expressionless stare and suppressed a shudder.  She forced her attention elsewhere, her trepidation increasing by the lack of welcome or patience emanating from the men seated above her. 
 
    That brought her attention to the solitary man sitting chained to a cushioned chair off to her left.  Prince Whillim sneered in contempt, but kept his silence.  Despite his confinement, he wore a silk tunic of sapphire blue and soft brown breeches tucked into finely tooled boots―the fine clothing of a prince―with his golden hair freshly washed and styled.  Without the evidence of the manacles around his wrists, one might suspect he sat there in comfort of his own volition. 
 
    The mutters gradually died down and she turned her gaze back to the dais.  She wished Chief Librarian Darien had stood in attendance somewhere nearby, but she knew he sat in the dungeons below, trying to gather more information from Destiny.  A friendly face wouldn't have hurt. 
 
    "Who are you, girl, and why are you here?" barked a wizened voice.  Em stared at Lord Alphonse, who had made the demand, briefly flicked her gaze over King Stefan's face, glanced to Lord Prichard, and then back to her questioner. 
 
    "My name is Emily, Junior Assistant to the Chief Librarian," she replied quietly.  Grumbles rose throughout the room. 
 
    "What?" Alphonse's irritated word slapped through the mutters.  "Speak up, child.  You clean the library?" 
 
    Instead of shrinking from his contempt, Em sat up straighter, meeting his gaze with a cool stare.  She decided at that moment to push tradition and the ingrained behaviour of meekness aside and speak her mind as she had with the King on their travels.  She would serve no useful purpose here if these men succeeded in making her cower.  She spoke in a crisp, clear voice. 
 
    "I stand as one of six librarians, Lord Alphonse, in the Palace Library.  My title is Junior Assistant to the Chief Librarian, meaning I assist Chief Librarian Darien in the day-to-day running and care of the library.  This includes research, scribing, copying, and, yes, cleaning the library." 
 
    More grumbles, startled exclamations.  Em ignored them, keeping her eyes on Alphonse. 
 
    "As to why I sit before you today, my Lord," she pressed on, "I presume the King wishes me to inform you, and those who do not otherwise know, of my observations and experiences regarding the events perpetrated by the Prince against King and country." 
 
    "Absurd," a man standing next to the Prince scoffed.  "What would a woman know about politics, about the domain of men?" 
 
    Em didn't know the squat man with a pocked face and red-gold hair worn loosely about his shoulders, but presumed he spoke as Prince Whillim's advocate.  She did recognise the dark haired man with moustache and light beard who sat behind and to the side of the Prince among the nobles, doing his best to stare beyond her as though she didn't exist.  Em decided to return the favour, disliking wizard Marcus nearly as much as he despised her.  She looked again at the man standing beside Prince Whillim, wishing she at least knew his name. 
 
    "As I understand it, sir, Lady Destiny knows a great deal about politics and the domain of men."  Em tried to keep the scorn from her voice; didn't know if she succeeded.  "As she, a wizard and undeniably a woman, stood with the Prince, I fail to see your objection to listening to the words of a librarian." 
 
    "An impressionable young woman who should stick to cooking and cleaning and sewing," the squat man curled his lip.  Em heard a brief snort from someone up on the dais, and wondered whether it had come from Prichard, Stefan or Fred.  Each had worn an example of Em's poor attempts at sewing.  Her opponent didn't seem to notice.  "You should leave your female fancies to yourself and let us get on with important matters." 
 
    Em blinked at him a couple of times, her brows raised high.  Then she turned away from him, dismissing him as she gazed serenely up at Lord Alphonse, waiting to see what the old Councillor would do. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, and perhaps a subtle nudge from the King, Alphonse shook his head wearily. 
 
    "Lord Dondar," he addressed the Prince's man.  "If you object to every witness before we even hear their testimony, these proceedings will last far longer than necessary.  We should at least make an effort to learn why this girl sits before us today." 
 
    Em's eyes narrowed before she schooled her features into stillness again.  Not a rousing endorsement from the man who seemed in charge of this trial. 
 
    Alphonse turned an impatient glare on Em. 
 
    "So tell us, girl, in detail, why your account of Prince Whillim's actions should matter?" 
 
    "The Prince wanted a copy made of the Royal Proofs," Em began.  "Chief Librarian Darien charged me with scribing said copies." 
 
    "A woman?" blurted out one of the other Councillors. 
 
    "Gentlemen," King Stefan's voice overrode the outraged murmurs, despite its deceptive softness.  "If we keep interrupting her, we'll never hear Emily's tale." 
 
    In the ensuing silence, Em sensed their discomfort.  It's not me they disapprove of, she thought.  Or not only me.  They fear hearing the truth behind their own actions.  Destiny's device had robbed them of their confidence.  Hearing Em's words, learning her proof, would make the Prince's treachery real, and their own duplicity, however unwilling, would come fully to light.  In blaming her, belittling her, they hoped to assuage their own actions.  She understood their aversion, but she wouldn't allow that understanding to colour her discourse. 
 
    "The copying of the Proofs kept me in the library late," Em continued her recitation.  "Late enough, that the two mercenaries who claimed themselves under the hand of Captain Milos, working under the pay of the Prince, did not expect me to overhear them when they discussed the Destiny Seat, nor their orders to take the Royal Proofs, then assist in the capture of King Stefan." 
 
    Although her statement elicited another explosion of furious cries from those gathered, Em simply raised her voice and went on, her tenacity and refusal to allow dramatics to shadow the proceedings quickly bringing quiet to the room again.  She thought she saw Stefan's lips quiver as he suppressed a smile.  Prichard didn't bother to hide his own wide grin as he tilted his head in approval. 
 
    And so Em detailed what she had heard, what she had done, both during Whillim's overthrow, and after, when Stefan worked to reclaim his land.  When she neared the end, where Stefan had infiltrated into Destiny's Sanctum with a small group of people, Em among them, she kept her gaze focused just beyond anyone on the dais so that she needn't meet anyone's gaze.  She knew this part of her experience, when the Prince had forced Fred into the Destiny Seat to magically alter his loyalties, would cause the large Captain pain, but she refused to spare anyone at this point.  She couldn't afford to, not if she wanted to give an accurate rendition of all that Prince Whillim had done in his bid for undeserved power.  She could, however, keep it succinct. 
 
    "Prince Whillim sought to bait King Stefan when he struck me," Em said.  "Then he ordered Captain Frederick into the Destiny Seat.  Once the Captain fell under Destiny's spell, the Prince used the King's own guards to take King Stefan.  After a brief struggle, they managed to force the King into the Destiny Seat.  Prince Whillim himself ordered Destiny to activate her Focus, and the wizard obeyed his command."  On this point, Em wanted every man there to understand that Whillim had acted of his own free will, and not under any influence from Destiny. 
 
    "With King Stefan's memory now also affected," Em concluded, "everyone in the kingdom and under his rule lay trapped in Destiny's spell, even the Prince.  At this point, Lady Destiny informed Prince Whillim that 'the renegade must die to seal the spell.'  She did not wield the knife intended to kill the King; Prince Whillim did.  The Prince hesitated but a moment, questioning the need for this death.  Destiny replied: 'You insisted upon that much.  With his death, you seal your reign.  Do as you will.' 
 
    "At that moment, with Prince Whillim's knife poised over King Stefan, something distracted Lady Destiny.  I believe it was Wizard Marcus, as Destiny mentioned the proximity of another wizard.  While this diversion held the attention of both Destiny and the Prince, I climbed into the Destiny Seat and, with the help of Guardsman Faulk, reversed the spell, allowing the King and his guards to subdue those who stood against them." 
 
    Finished with her story, Em sat waiting in the silence of the Chamber.  The stillness lasted but a moment before shouts, objections and questions flew from every corner.  Men shot to their feet, arms gesturing in wide arcs, or with fists pumped impotently in the air.  It occurred to Em, seeing both Stefan's pale face as he sat staring at her, and Fred's incredulity from where he stood behind the King, that perhaps only Destiny had also known those words spoken to the Prince, that Whillim, not Destiny, had insisted upon Stefan's death.  They knew Em wouldn't lie, that she would not misremember words they themselves hadn't noted. 
 
    The other Councillors and spectators didn't know this about Em, about her gift to remember.  Her Lesser Magic, if she could believe Destiny's theory.  And Em braced herself for this disbelief now. 
 
    Surprisingly, Lord Alphonse could make his voice both loud and penetrating when he wanted to.  The old man used that skill now to call for order, drowning out all other objections.  He glared at Em. 
 
    "You say everyone in the kingdom under King Stefan's rule fell prey to this spell when he did, yet you did not.  Pray tell how a simple librarian managed to break a wizard's spell.  Do you claim wizard blood yourself?" 
 
    "I do not, my Lord," she replied.  "I did find myself wondering about the strange man under the Prince's knife, but then I recalled the Royal Proofs.  I have a memory for the written word, Lord Alphonse.  I remember everything I've ever read.  When I thought of the Proofs that I had copied, I saw Stefan's name listed.  'Stefan, son of Ulrich, son of Detrich, King of Dalasham.'  Prince Whillim appears on a secondary branch as brother to the King.  With this evidence in my head, I thought to use the Destiny Seat, see if I could alter the false memory it had implanted into the realm.  With the King's memory stolen, I didn't think I could make it any worse, so I did the only thing I could think of to help. 
 
    "I still don't know how or why it worked, but that memory somehow destroyed the Destiny Seat and reversed the spell." 
 
    More grumbles now, more questions, but Em didn't hear them.  Instead, she followed the prickling at the base of her skull, turning her head until she found the source of her sudden disquiet.  She met the frightening intensity of Wizard Marcus' stare, and felt a shiver of foreboding pull icy fingers down her spine. 
 
    She desperately wanted to quit the room now, escape the strange weight of that newly speculative gaze, and when finally she had answered questions to everyone's momentary satisfaction, Em happily fled when Fred led her away.  Still, she imagined that the dark eyes of an intimidating wizard followed her out, watching her every move even through the press of bodies. 
 
    At least, she hoped she only imagined it. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Destiny didn't know whether speaking with Darien helped or hurt.  She did know that she had never spoken at such length with anyone before, and it left her feeling somehow raw.  The man definitely had a way of drawing forth information.  While Destiny had already determined to reveal all the salient details of her and Whillim's exploits, her odd ease at imparting other irrelevant old memories and wounds that she hadn't intended to share left her disturbed even as it somehow brought a measure of comfort.  She knew Darien would use the information to help grant her a fair trial―and didn't that notion seem altogether foreign?―but right now, she wanted this whole experience over and done with.  She wanted out of this cell, wanted to reconnect to her magic so she could wrap a protective shield around herself, escape the pressure of Darien's soothing ability.  She understood fear, arrogance, even guarded respect; compassion, empathy, hints of pity, lay so far outside her experience that it left her vulnerable. 
 
    Now that Darien knew what she wanted him to know (and more), she wished he would leave.  She could barely admit it to herself, but reliving so much of her past had left her exhausted, and she just wanted to sleep.  Yet even as the Chief Librarian shifted as though to rise, take up his lantern and leave her in darkness once more, they both heard the light tread of approaching footsteps.  The surprise on Darien's face as he turned to see this new visitor, his pleased smile pulling quickly into a worried frown as he stood, had Destiny sitting up straighter, leaning forward on her hard bench to see who had so thoroughly caught his attention. 
 
    Emily stepped into the light.  Destiny supposed that shouldn't have surprised her. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Darien asked, reading more into Emily's still face than Destiny did.  Emily shook her head and stared in at Destiny. 
 
    "I just came from speaking at the Prince's trial," she began, speaking to Darien, but keeping eye contact with Destiny. 
 
    "Did they listen to you?" he asked. 
 
    A brief twist of lips that put Destiny in mind of so many conversations she herself had had with recalcitrant men. 
 
    "Eventually," Emily answered.  She squared her shoulders and took a trembling breath.  Then she addressed Destiny directly. 
 
    "Can you see them?" the little librarian asked. 
 
    Destiny frowned. 
 
    "See what?" 
 
    "The Lesser Magics," Emily replied. 
 
    Startled, Destiny sat back, nearly pulling her knees up to her bench before she remembered she still wore her gown, somewhat the worse for wear after so many days of confinement.  She settled for crossing her legs instead as she regarded her new guest. 
 
    "You don't see magic," she said.  "But if you know what to look for, you might sense it, note its results." 
 
    "Can you sense them, then?" Emily pressed.  "Can any wizard look at us, those of us you claim have some trace of these Lesser Magics, and sense its presence?" 
 
    "In a way, if they know what to look for." 
 
    Emily gave a fierce shake to her head, her eyes narrowed and showing a hint of distress. 
 
    "Please explain."  Destiny wondered if Emily even noticed how smoothly Darien pressed her to sit on the stool he had vacated, so that the two women sat facing each other across the short length of cell separating them while he stood to the side, leaning against the door. 
 
    "When a wizard uses magic, another wizard will feel a hint of the power unless one takes measures to hide that use.  When you use a Lesser Magic, unless you employ it directly against another who's sensitive to the power, it will likely go unnoticed.  But the result of that use will eventually attract notice."  Destiny took a breath, trying to put into words what she simply knew.  "When Darien urges me to confide in him, I can feel his will press against mine.  If I didn't suspect he had mastered a Lesser Magic, would I know he employed magic?  Not necessarily.  I might mistake it for sheer intensity, his charisma, his capacity to invite confidences.  But I have studied him, and others in your kingdom, enough to recognise that pressure as magic-based.  Given enough time, others would sense that ability as well, but only if he used it.  One would not look at any of you and immediately deduce the magic flowing through you as anything other than the usual spark of life." 
 
    Destiny regarded Emily a moment, watched a lingering uncertainty dance with the reflection of the lantern's light in her pale eyes. 
 
    "Why?" the wizard asked. 
 
    Emily shuddered and dropped her gaze before Destiny could see any other emotion cross her features. 
 
    "When I described how I reversed your spell―" Emily paused.  Destiny barely managed not to fling herself forward, wrap her hands around Emily's arms and shake the girl, demanding she reveal how she had done the impossible.  She clutched the edge of her bench instead, holding herself still, but her sudden halted lunge drew Emily's focus.  "I felt Wizard Marcus staring at me, saw a cold light in his eyes that went beyond our mutual animosity."  She met Destiny's stare full on, dark blue eyes to light grey ones, holding, measuring, speculating.  "I don't know how I beat your spell.  I can guess at part of it, but I don't know.  Could Marcus figure it out?  Could he somehow deduce I have a Lesser Magic?" 
 
    "Tell me what you did."  Destiny heard her voice croak as she swallowed past her own need to know. 
 
    "The Royal Proofs," came the unexpected answer.  "I saw them in my mind, remembered Stefan's place in Dalasham, and with that knowledge, forced the truth into the Destiny Seat.  At the trial, I told them I remember everything I've ever read.  Would that give Marcus enough information to speculate on the possibility that I have a Lesser Magic?" 
 
    Destiny could almost laugh.  Whillim had wanted the Royal Proofs copied so that he could destroy Stefan on paper as well as in person.  Having them to placate the rulers of other nations had seemed almost secondary to the Prince, and in truth, they could, and had, worked around their absence.  To discover now that their failed precautions had instead led to their defeat ....  Without Whillim's vain need to see his brother eradicated in every way, they might not have bothered with the Royal Proofs; without insisting on the best hand to copy the Proofs, Darien would not have enlisted Emily; without the presence of the girl in the library that night―without even the need to send mercenaries into that library―none would have overheard the plans to take Stefan and replace him with Whillim.  All their plans, come to naught because of the Royal Proofs, and a young woman's Lesser Magic granting her the ability to remember what a powerful spell wanted her to forget. 
 
    It took a moment for Destiny to recall that that young woman had posed a question, and awaited an answer. 
 
    "The Marcus I recall wouldn't make the connection, but you have to remember that I fled that accursed place where he trained with Nathan seven years ago.  I haven't encountered any of them directly for five years.  I cannot say what experience or wisdom that time might have given him, but the Marcus I knew believed women only existed to serve men.  Feed them, clean up after them, birth future generations for them; that's the purpose of a woman to those who studied under my sire.  The idea that a woman could think for herself, act on her own behalf, have any desire other than to serve a man, would not enter his thoughts.  Certainly he would never believe a woman could wield magic." 
 
    Emily's snort surprised Destiny. 
 
    "Yes, I learned his views on women when travelling with him."  Her tone carried a mixture of amusement and disgust.  "And even when we described your spell, he refused to acknowledge that a woman could create it.  Women 'lack the capacity' to become wizards, or so he claimed."  Still, Emily frowned, her eyes narrowed in thought.  "However, given the evidence of your spell, of now having seen you face to face, can he continue to adhere to that foolish notion?  He had to bind your magic so that the King's soldiers could bring you here to this cell, for goodness sake; surely he must acknowledge your powers now.  Forcing him to accept the possibility that other women might possess magic too." 
 
    "It might open his mind to the possibility," Destiny agreed.  "Although his upbringing would make him loath to accept it.  One thing to consider, however; they all believe the magic is not mine."  Destiny nodded slowly when Emily cocked her head, a considering light in her gaze.  "My own father refused to see what stood before him, thinking only to harness the power in my veins.  He also believed I lacked the capacity to learn.  To Marcus, to Tyrandel, to any who still stick to my brother's side, I stole the magic from my father the night I killed him.  How else could I have possibly escaped?"  The last came out bitter. 
 
    "So your magic doesn't belong to you, in Marcus' little world," Emily mused, drawing an unexpected grin from Destiny.  "Therefore, how could I, a lowly librarian of common birth, possibly have any form of magic unless I also stole it."  She shook her head.  "He saw something, though, or extrapolated some theory that put that unholy spark in his eye." 
 
    Destiny marvelled that any who heard Emily speak, watched her work though ideas, would consider her less than formidable.  Destiny could almost wish she had had occasion to interact with this young woman before Emily had rescued King Stefan, setting them on the path that made them enemies. 
 
    "It would surprise me if he made the leap to the idea of Lesser Magics in Dalasham," Destiny said.  "But I wouldn't put it past him to waylay you, try to study you, discover how you could accomplish what no one else did." 
 
    "Would putting a guard on her raise his suspicions more or provide her a measure of safety?" Darien asked, drawing their attention.  "A claim to seeing to her well-being after speaking against the Prince, when in truth, he kept her out of Marcus' reach?" 
 
    Destiny leaned back, wrapping her hands around one knee despite the slight hampering of her gown.  "He'd accept that," she decided.  "A frightened girl requiring the protection of a man.  Of course, if Marcus really wanted to take you, he'd use magic rather than open force.  But the presence of a guard might make him hesitate." 
 
    Emily wore a look of speculation, and Destiny waited for her to object to the idea of a protector.  But when she spoke, Destiny could almost believe Emily hadn't heard Darien's fears or desired precautions. 
 
    "What do you know about the time before Henri's Rebellion?" 
 
    Destiny blinked, trying to wrap her mind around this new topic.  She wondered where the question had come from. 
 
    "Very little," replied the wizard.  "If it didn't pertain to expanding his power, then my father didn't bother to explore, or teach it.  Nor I to learn it later, truth be told. 
 
    "As I understand it, Henri wanted the throne of Dalasham, and hired himself a coterie of wizards to help him take it.  After his defeat, Dalasham no longer welcomed wizards."  Now Destiny frowned, her thoughts going down paths she hadn't considered before.  "And perhaps some event during that Rebellion created an aversion in wizards to ensure that they didn't visit this kingdom overlong.  Mayhaps altered the flow of magic itself?" 
 
    "Mayhaps," Emily allowed a small smile, then stood.  She nodded to Darien, signalling she had finished with the prisoner.  But then she paused, peered at Destiny again. 
 
    "Would it surprise you to learn that, before the Rebellion, women stood as equals to men?  That male and female shared both corporeal and magical power?  That the concept of a female wizard would raise no questions?" 
 
    Destiny stared at her blankly for a moment, oddly unable to grasp the thought. 
 
    "It would indeed," she managed.  "I have seen no evidence of this." 
 
    "Nor had I," Emily said gravely.  "Perhaps, if circumstances allow, I might show you something we found in the library." 
 
    Emily turned to Darien. 
 
    "Her trial starts tomorrow." 
 
    And with that, Emily walked away, leaving Destiny both flummoxed and intrigued. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Destiny expected many things at her trial; prejudice and fear, hatred and ignorance.  She awaited the lies of Whillim and the cunning conniving of Marcus, who would no doubt try to spirit her away for Nathan if given the opportunity―likely when he came to bind her magic so they could escort her from this cell to wherever Stefan would hold the proceedings.  She expected derision and closed minds to walk hand in hand, should she make it alive as far as the trial. 
 
    She did not expect fairness or respect, and certainly not the consideration of her comfort.  Destiny had resigned herself to an unpleasant and uncomfortable session among men who would see her destroyed, before Darien arrived with a maid bearing an armload of clothing.  Destiny blinked uncertainly at the sober-faced woman as she bustled in, deposited the clothing on the hard bench beside Destiny, then left.  She returned almost immediately with water and cloth, soap, a brush. 
 
    "Let's get you cleaned up, presentable and all," the maid said without a trace of fear, and in a tone that brooked no nonsense.  "Get a decent meal into you before you stand before the King." 
 
    When Destiny merely continued to stare, the woman huffed out a breath, took her hands from her hips and gestured impatiently for Destiny to stand. 
 
    "Come on, child, we haven't got all day.  Unless you want to keep the grime and sweat of the last few days clinging to you, get out of those clothes." 
 
    Darien had disappeared, though Destiny suspected he waited around the corner.  She had no reason not to do as the maid suggested and several reasons to want to obey, her own stench and the itch at her scalp being merely the top two. 
 
    In short order, the maid had Destiny scrubbed as much as a couple of buckets of water―one warm and soapy, the other cool and clear―could manage, her hair washed and brushed, and a fresh sable coloured linen gown draped over her.  One of Destiny's own frocks at that, a simple and practical garment rather than anything ostentatious, and likely something she might have chosen herself given the opportunity.  The maid, while not chatty, somehow made Destiny feel comfortable while she worked, quickly and efficiently.  Destiny had never had anyone treat her that way―respect for her person yet no fear, courteous without obsequiousness or cringing―and it put her off balance. 
 
    When the maid swept out, taking Destiny's worn gown and the filthy water buckets with her, she left with a nod and a grim smile of satisfaction.  Darien quickly took her place.  He brought in a small table and placed it in front of her stone bench, setting foot inside her cell for the first time.  His movements and posture remained relaxed, but Destiny had no doubt he fostered any ignorance of this change.  Somehow, she didn't think he would see it as making himself vulnerable to her.  Or he simply understood that she had nowhere to go, no way to escape without him.  Still, he hadn't hesitated to enter her tiny domain. 
 
    He retrieved his stool from the door, bringing it into the cell and setting it next to the table, so that he sat opposite her.  He had also brought in a tray with fruit and tea.  Destiny bit back a smile when she recalled serving this very meal the morning she had summoned Darien to her chambers to discuss both the disappearance of the Royal Proofs and Emily.  By the glint in eyes the colour of the sea as he settled himself, Destiny knew Darien had intended the reminder, forcing her to harken back to the day she had discovered a measure of respect for this surprisingly formidable man.  She shook her head, a hint of admiration sparking through her, as she reached for a strawberry. 
 
    "A last meal before sentencing?" she asked, popping the berry in her mouth. 
 
    "A courtesy," he replied, taking up a cup of tea.  "To bolster your strength for the upcoming trials.  Some will listen with an open mind; the King for one, certain other influential nobles.  Others will cry for your blood." 
 
    "Marcus, for one," she murmured. 
 
    "The Prince and his sycophants for another," Darien agreed.  "Emily's observations yesterday, from what I gather, will weigh in your favour in some circles, however, in others ..."  He trailed off. 
 
    "In others, they will hear one woman speaking for another against royalty," Destiny finished for him. 
 
    "Even so." 
 
    "Why do you do this?" she asked, not for the first time.  "Why do you try to defend me?" 
 
    Darien studied her silently for a long moment, his tea cup balanced on his lap. 
 
    "You helped the Prince with a scheme he devised.  Without you, he would have found another way to turn against the King, likely one that would have led to far more bloodshed.  Too many people will overlook that if we simply sacrifice you as the one solely culpable.  I defend you so that Whillim does not escape justice." 
 
    Destiny returned his scrutiny, oddly touched by his honesty. 
 
    "Fair enough," she finally said, chewing on a piece of melon as she contemplated the near future.  "When does the game begin?" 
 
    Darien smiled.  Setting his tea aside, he reached into a pocket and drew forth a pair of bracelets linked with a thin chain on one side. 
 
    "Put these on when you've had your fill.  Then we'll head up to the Greater Audience Chamber." 
 
    Destiny took the bands, studying them with a frown.  She met Darien's gaze with suspicion. 
 
    "You would give me a gift?" 
 
    Darien laughed, his surprise putting her more at ease. 
 
    "They aren't a gift, Destiny," he said, the hint of a grin still lingering around his mouth.  "More an extension of the cell, a part of the magic.  They will shackle you as much as this place."  He waved a hand negligently around her prison.  "The cuffs bind your magic so that we can move you without fear out of this room."  He regarded her another moment as she examined the bindings more closely.  "Each pairs with an individual cell, and we have three to choose from," he said, then shrugged his shoulders as he stood.  "It seems a better method of having you reach your own trial, alive and unharmed, than trusting to Wizard Marcus' powers to keep you bound through the halls of Dalasmar.  Chain out, facing me." 
 
    Destiny nodded absently as she closed the bracelets around her own wrists.  They sealed shut without a trace of any seam.  Dalasham, it seemed, had even more secrets than she'd guessed.  She peered at the adornments. 
 
    "The significance of chain out?" she asked as she stood and moved around the table, meeting Darien's scrutiny. 
 
    "A small measure of protection," he replied, taking her arm and escorting her into the hall where a guard waited in the corridor with drawn sword.  "The chain facing in will allow magic to reach you while keeping your own powers bound.  Facing out will deflect any outward magical attacks.  With a wizard more intent on delivering you to your brother than in serving justice attending the proceedings, I intend to take all precautions.  Call me a cynic." 
 
    Destiny managed a slight laugh even as she took her first breath of relative freedom in nearly a week.  Curiosity had her reaching for her magic once past the threshold; grudging respect for the shackles binding her wrists when she still couldn't touch her powers kept her snarl at bay. 
 
    The sooner she could throw off the indignity of her helplessness, the quicker she could flee her humiliation and take back control.  Her mind worked on plotting any means of escape while her feet took her further from the cell and closer to a trial overseen by a man she had nearly helped to destroy. 
 
    She didn't intend to return to that prison, whatever the cost. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Marcus hated it here.  He had never intended to remain in Dalasham so long, and every day stuck inside its capital just made him more irritable and edgy.  But he couldn't leave without Girl, and he didn't know where they had taken her. 
 
    When he had arrived in Riverbend with Lord Prichard and those two guards, when he had lowered himself to accept the demands of a non-magic user to use his powers to their benefit, he had done so with his own goal in mind.  When he had finally encountered the prostrate and unconscious body of Girl, curled unceremoniously on the floor of a spartan room with a strange black chair, he had eagerly bound her for these plebeians, waiting only until they felt themselves safe.  Once they had taken Girl away, Marcus had intended to simply wait until Stefan―the King, at that, and not just some upstart scholar as he had led Marcus to believe―had dropped his guard, and then spirit the traitor away. 
 
    It hadn't worked out that way.  Shortly after they had removed her, Girl had disappeared from Marcus' senses.  At first, he thought they had killed her, but then he came to understand that they held her somewhere with the intention of putting her on trial.  The idea made Marcus laugh; even with her stolen power, how did these mundanes expect to hold, let alone presume to judge, someone like Girl?  Yet hold her they did, and in some fashion that kept her hidden from Marcus.  That infuriated him. 
 
    Diplomacy didn't suit Marcus, but he had lowered himself enough to try it.  No one he had questioned had known where to find her―he suspected that information resided solely in Stefan's mind, and the King never left himself alone with Marcus―and no amount of magic could cajole what people simply didn't know.  He had done everything except cause physical harm to learn where they had put Girl, to convince them to release her to his authority, all to no avail. 
 
    So he had bided his time, waiting for this day, when they would bring Girl to this ridiculous room, go through the farce of a trial.  Today, he would finally take what belonged to Nathan, and escape this uncomfortable kingdom.  He had already sent word to the other wizard, a simple statement: I will have Girl by the end of the day. 
 
    In fact, he thought to himself as he scanned the room from his customary seat just far enough from the middle of the proceedings to remain somewhat unobserved as he endured this tedious delay, but enough in the mix of things that he would miss nothing, why wait until they begin?  If he simply took Girl, Stefan and his guards would try to stop him, but what if he incapacitated everyone first?  Cast an immobilization spell over the entire crowd when they brought Girl in, knock everyone unconscious and take the prize at his leisure. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes as he watched another entrance, this one surprisingly problematic.  That librarian girl, Emily, followed closely by one of the men who had journeyed with her to Bakaana.  Something about her statement yesterday, about her claims at breaking a complex spell.  She obviously didn't have any magic, unless she, too had stolen it as Girl had.  How else could a woman manipulate forces beyond her control? 
 
    He frowned as he remembered the absurdity of her trying to mimic Stefan's guards at their sword practice on the road from Bakaana to Dalasmar, how she somehow managed to copy them in an odd state of perfection.  He recalled the strangest feeling, as though she called upon some innate skill to so accurately match men so far above her, as though her memory of the actions guided her motions rather than any actual ability.  A use of memory that had, according to her statement, enabled her to overcome what Girl had wrought. 
 
    But Marcus hadn't felt any sense of magic from around this Emily, either while they travelled or now.  That didn't preclude a supposition he had come to the day before, one that made him uncomfortable even while it opened up so many possibilities.  What if this librarian girl could somehow filter outside powers?  Even perhaps serve as some sort of conduit, a funnel to augment strength or abilities?  If she had any latent potential, she might also prove a valuable asset for Nathan.  So Marcus might acquire two prizes for the powerful wizard he longed to return to, all with one paralyzing spell. 
 
    Again, Marcus allowed his gaze to roam the room as he worked out logistics.  The golden haired Prince stood absent from this morning's farce―as Girl had remained sealed away from the testimonies presented against Whillim―but otherwise, the same men would sit in judgement from their lofty perch above the crowd.  When Marcus' scrutiny paused on the men milling up on the dais, on the empty seat the King would soon occupy, his thoughts swirled anew and his brow drew into a deep V of concentration and new possibilities.  
 
    Why stop at two prizes?  If he immobilized the entire room, why not then go on to secure it?  Why simply spirit away the traitor and a potential conduit, acting like a thief in the night, when he could hand Nathan an entire kingdom?  Once they brought Girl in and secured the doors, the power of Dalasham would reside in this room with Marcus, vulnerable to his spell.  In a kingdom lacking magic, they would stand helpless against him.  Why not take advantage of that?  If Nathan didn't want the castle, he could simply throw it away; just take Girl, and with her, vengeance.  But if the notion of his own kingdom would amuse Nathan, how could Marcus resist?  He might even provide a puppet King in the form of the Prince, locked away in his prison, should Nathan desire a figurehead to deal with the tedium of rule. 
 
    Marcus wondered that no one had thought to try this before.  Surely even with the existence of the Peace Accords and the Enforcers charged with upholding those Accords―ostensibly intended to safe-guard non-magical kingdoms from wizards who ought rightfully to rule them―someone would have thought to slip in and tie a magical noose around a mundane monarch.  In her incompetent way, hadn't Girl tried just that?  Where she had predictably failed, Marcus would not.  No Enforcer had appeared to curtail her clumsy attempts, and none would know to interrupt Marcus' own accomplishment. 
 
    But he must work quickly.  Even as he began reciting the necessary words in his mind, envisioning the proper gestures to encompass the whole of the Greater Audience Chamber, Marcus suddenly became aware of Girl.  Wherever they had hidden her, however they had continued to shield her presence from him, he felt her now.  It wouldn't take long for someone to shove Girl through those doors, and Marcus would stand ready, spell in hand and a cruel love twisting his heart.  He would enjoy proving the superiority of wizards to this unsettling kingdom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Darien had spoken to Prichard regarding Em's safety―confirming Em's suspicion that the Chief Librarian knew of Prichard's role as spymaster in the kingdom of Dalasham―and Prichard in turn spoke with King Stefan.  Em learned this when she answered a knock on her door the morning after she had spoken with Destiny.  She had already made ready for the day, stood reaching for the handle with the intention of finding some breakfast in the small dining hall the librarians used, when someone tapped on the door. 
 
    She had opened the door, expecting one of her colleagues.  Instead, she greeted an unexpected acquaintance with some surprise. 
 
    "Ambrose!" she had exclaimed.  Ambrose numbered among the group who had travelled west with Em in search of a solution to the Destiny Seat.  She hadn't seen the ash-blond man with his pale blue eyes since the night they had captured Destiny, and had certainly not expected him at the door to her chambers. 
 
    He had blushed faintly even as he grinned, then quickly explained his presence. 
 
    "I'm your guard, so long as Wizard Marcus walks these halls.  We figured he wouldn't question someone he's seen you with, so here I am." 
 
    And he had stuck with her; through breakfast, through her short stint in the library as she filed and tidied, and now as she made her way to the Greater Audience Chamber for Destiny's trial.  He walked beside her, wearing the clothes of a guard, but not the obvious colours of the King.  If one didn't know him, one might not suspect he guarded Em.  They might look, Em speculated with a mix of amusement and embarrassment, like a young man courting a younger woman.  Marcus would recognise Ambrose, recall his role, but others would see the lack of official uniform and assume Ambrose stood with Em by choice.  A brilliant ploy, but it made Em a little uncomfortable.  No one had ever courted her before, and she didn't know how to behave. 
 
    "Just act normal," Ambrose murmured quietly at her side, as though reading her thoughts.  "We're just giving Marcus something to think about besides how you broke Destiny's spell.  With luck, he won't even notice us at all." 
 
    Em managed a small smile as they entered the Chamber, but it didn't last long. 
 
    She felt the wizard's gaze like a weight, a wolf's stare as though he contemplated tearing her apart to see how she worked.  No, not a wolf, she amended as his eyes narrowed to slits; a coyote, some kind of scavenger eager to reap the rewards of another's efforts.  She shivered even as Marcus' contemptuous gaze moved on. 
 
    Why had she come? she wondered as she and Ambrose huddled near the back of the room.  They didn't require her testimony today, had already heard what she had to tell.  In part, she supposed she had come to support Darien, but she couldn't fool herself into believing that alone drew her here.  No, she admitted, she had come to ensure Destiny received fair treatment, and that the Prince received equal punishment.  How she expected to accomplish that amazing feat, she didn't know.  A young librarian who hadn't even seen twenty summers yet, a woman at that and base born, how could she possibly hope to prevail on those stationed so high above her to grant justice if they chose to turn a blind eye to Whillim's actions while condemning Destiny's?  And how could she presume to know better than everyone else? 
 
    Yet King Stefan had encouraged her to speak yesterday; more, he had insisted that others listen.  And he had allowed Darien to speak with and for Destiny.  The lady wizard and the Prince who had brought her to the capital would receive as fair a trial as Dalasham could grant.  So why had Em decided to witness the proceedings today?  Why had she subjected herself to the scrutiny of all these eyes again when she could have kept herself hidden and safe in her library? 
 
    Again, her attention shifted to Marcus.  A myriad of thoughts chased across his face.  She couldn't read them all, but she recognised cold calculation, ugly speculation.  Whatever the wizard planned as mad delight mingled with disdain in his dark eyes, Em wanted no part of, and began to fear what he might try when Destiny arrived. 
 
    Which would happen soon, she realised, as King Stefan and the rest of the Council who hadn't already gathered up on the dais entered from the other side of the room and took their places. 
 
    Marcus' expression turned avid as his head swung toward the main entrance.  Without thinking, Em turned to look too.  Nothing yet, and she thought of the wizard cells down in the dungeon.  Just as they blocked Destiny's magic, so too would they hide her presence.  By Marcus' intent concentration, she suspected Darien had just brought Destiny into the sphere where magic could once again detect her. 
 
    Em feared that level of concentration on Marcus' face, and so, when Darien and Destiny did arrive, she quickly moved to meet them, Ambrose a close shadow at her side.  What she could do against a wizard, Em had no idea, and she didn't so much think about the consequences to Destiny as the possible harm to Darien.  If Marcus missed his mark, he might hit Darien with whatever spell he might cast.  If Em stood in his way, maybe she could deflect it, or at least warn her mentor. 
 
    Guards moved to stop her, trying to protect the woman who would shortly stand trial.  Em stumbled to a halt.  She glanced over her shoulder, past Ambrose, and saw that every eye had latched onto Destiny.  So no one, save Em, saw Marcus make his move. 
 
    She didn't hear his words, but she understood his outflung arms, weaving fingers, and shout of command that signalled the unleashing of some spell. 
 
    Imagining she felt Marcus' magic like the phantom tread of spiders crawling across her flesh, Em shoved past the guard in front of her, intending to reach Darien and push him to safety, for what good it would do.  She fell instead into Destiny, Ambrose's fingers curling around Em's arm as he tried to steady her even as the two women tumbled to the ground.  To Em's astonishment, every other body in the room also fell amid a great cacophony of thuds, cracks, moans, the clatter of armour and arms striking stone as even the guards slumped down.  And the disturbing, power-mad laugh of a wizard. 
 
    Em blinked uncertainly at Destiny from mere inches away, and the lady wizard stared back, her dark blue eyes as shocked as Em's as the pair sprawled on the floor.  Then Em's gaze slid beyond to Darien.  The Chief Librarian lay supine next to Destiny, unmoving though his eyes remained wide open.  It looked like he had simply dropped straight back, no effort made to ease his landing.  She feared he may have injured himself, as others she could see nearby seemed to have; broken noses, arms bent at awkward angles, gashes to head or other body parts trickling blood onto thirsty stone.  But if she tried to reach Darien and check for bumps and bruises, Em feared she would draw the attention of Marcus, who even now bit off his disturbing mirth. 
 
    With trepidation, Em slowly turned her head to peer over her shoulder.  She met Ambrose's wide-eyed stare, then moved past it to watch Marcus stroll without haste toward the dais where King Stefan lay in an immobile tangle with Fred, Lord Alphonse, and someone wearing dark trews and black boots, a nameless body trapped beneath the weight of others.  Unblinking, vacant stares shone from every face she saw, an eerie sensation of captured souls entwined in a net of Marcus' making, sending a shiver up Em's spine. 
 
    "Yes," Marcus murmured, a satisfied purr in his voice.  "This ought to work quite well." 
 
    Em brought her focus back around, stared at Destiny, pitched her voice low. 
 
    "What spell did he cast?" 
 
    "Some form of immobilization," Destiny replied, her lips barely moving, her voice a breath of air. 
 
    "Why didn't it affect us?" 
 
    Destiny glanced down to her wrists, to the bracelets linked by a thin chain clapped about each, her brow drawn down. 
 
    "Chain out to deflect magical attack," she said.  Her gaze drifted to Darien without moving her head.  "His precaution saved me."  Then she looked down to where Em's hand still made contact with Destiny's arm, a slight tick twisting her eyebrow.  "Contact may have transferred the immunity." 
 
    Em stared at the chain.  She felt Ambrose shift at her back, realised his weight pinned her legs, and that she could still feel where his fingers had encircled her arm when she fell into Destiny, that grip allowing a further extension of this strange shielding.  Three of them, then, against a wizard who had just struck down an entire room full of people, and none of the three with access to their own magic.  She studied Destiny again, the one Marcus wanted above all others. 
 
    "If we drop him, will it break the spell?" Em asked.  Destiny's lips quirked into an amused smile. 
 
    "I don't know what he cast, can't sense what magic he used or still holds in abeyance.  These," she gave a slight shake to her wrists, "make me as vulnerable as you." 
 
    "He's not likely to break the spell because we ask," Ambrose whispered.  Odd to hear his voice float up from around her shoulder, but Em knew none of them dared give themselves away with excess motion.  Marcus might still stand over near the dais, gloating, but it wouldn't take much to draw his attention.  "But we dare not leave him able to cause more harm." 
 
    "I don't know what killing him will do to those under his spell," Destiny warned. 
 
    "Then get ready to knock him out when he comes over," Em decided.  "We won't get a second chance." 
 
    Even as she spoke, Marcus' laughter echoed in the room again, and they heard him approach, indifferently kicking bodies aside as he moved. 
 
    "Ah, Girl," Marcus breathed, contempt and elation twisting the timbre of his tone into something horribly unpleasant.  The thump, thump of his boots as he trod closer beat a nasty countermelody to his words.  "Too long, Girl, too long you've made Nathan search for you.  Too long you've cheated his vengeance.  And now, I will bring you to him."  His laugh grew a little wild, and Em had to force herself not to tense as the sound grated against her.  "I waited two years for this opportunity," he crooned.  "Two years where Nathan had only Tyrandel's voice in his ear.  But now, I will have his favour again, now that I have his greatest enemy in my grasp." 
 
    Em could see his shadow standing over them now, felt his fevered gaze, the brush of the edge of his tunic as he crouched. 
 
    "I will give him Dalasham and you, Girl, and this little bonus besides, and have all the reward I could ever desire." 
 
    To Em's horror, Marcus brushed his hand against her cheek.  She couldn't help her jerk of revulsion, even as it gave her away. 
 
    "What?" Marcus exploded, throwing himself up and back.  But Ambrose moved just as fast.  He surged to his feet in an instant, bringing the pommel of a dagger gripped in his hand across in an arc that smashed against Marcus' temple.  The wizard had time for a startled grunt before his knees gave way and he crashed down atop the guard who had tried to stop Em from reaching Darien earlier. 
 
    Em rolled to her knees, freed from Ambrose's weight. 
 
    "Tie him with something, secure his hands.  Gag him." 
 
    She turned to look at Destiny, who stared daggers at the wizard as she sat up.  But beneath that hatred, Em saw a hint of sorrow.  She didn't think Destiny nursed that sorrow for Marcus. 
 
    "What else?" Em demanded, drawing the twilight gaze of Destiny.  "What else in case he regains consciousness?" 
 
    Destiny just shook her head. 
 
    "That will do for now."  The lady wizard looked out over the room, at the still motionless, blankly staring forms crowding the floor.  "His spell is not contingent upon constant maintenance.  He's likely tied it into a sustaining loop."  She frowned.  "If he truly intended to give Dalasham to Nathan, he might have made it transferable.  He's certainly made it long-lasting, unless he expected my brother to waltz into the castle within hours." 
 
    Em stared at her, eyes wide. 
 
    "Nathan's here?"  Her voice squeaked. 
 
    Destiny blinked, looked at her. 
 
    "I doubt it, but ..." she glanced down at her chains.  "I can't sense my ward with these on." 
 
    Em stared at the restraints, thinking hard. 
 
    "Your ward still exists despite those?" she asked. 
 
    Destiny blinked up at her, then pushed herself to her feet, standing a good hand taller than Em.  Ambrose left Marcus secured behind him and moved to Em's side, her fierce protector, facing Destiny. 
 
    "The ward exists apart from me, so it doesn't matter that I can't reach my magic." 
 
    "And Marcus' spell?" Em asked.  "Can you tell if it would still hold if such chains bound him?  Could cutting off his connection to magic erase this spell?" 
 
    Destiny turned her piercing stare on the other wizard.  When she made to step toward him, Ambrose's sword, drawn smoothly from its sheath, blocked her path.  Destiny glared at him. 
 
    "I need to see if he carries a talisman, some kind of token, something he might have anchored the spell to," she spat. 
 
    "You need to move with caution," he retorted. 
 
    She scowled.  Em pressed her back against Ambrose, nudging him aside slightly.  She swept her hand toward Marcus, her focus on Destiny, and when the taller woman moved again, Em kept pace with her.  When Destiny knelt, so did Em.  She met the wizard's stare over Marcus' body, and then watched carefully as Destiny searched him.  After coming up empty handed, Destiny sighed and shook her head. 
 
    "Unless he anchored it to some feature in this room, he's linked it in his mind," she said, meeting Em's gaze as they knelt facing one another.  "I don't know if such manacles," she flicked her wrists again, "will break the spell without causing harm." 
 
    Em scowled down at Marcus, not knowing what to do.  She glanced over at Darien's still form, wishing she could ask his advice.  Apart from the woman across from her and this unconscious nuisance at her knees, he had the most knowledge regarding magic of anyone in Dalasmar.  Then she frowned as she contemplated something reckless, an act she knew others wouldn't approve. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, at a loss for any other course of action, she raised her eyes to Destiny's. 
 
    "If we sever the link, does it negate the spell?" she asked. 
 
    "In theory," Destiny replied.  "But I cannot guarantee it without knowing how he cast the spell.  Did he scatter it randomly across the room, or use one person as a focal point?  Does he use his own life force as a nexus, or has he disbursed a thinner shield of power?  If he linked it in his mind, then yes, severing the link will release the spell." 
 
    Em bit her lip, dropped her gaze to the unconscious wizard, to what she, somehow, sensed flickering around him. 
 
    "It looks like filaments of energy expanding from here," she held a finger over Marcus' forehead, allowed it to hover a moment just between his eyes as she dared to meet Destiny's astonished stare.  "They cover everyone save us, like a spider's web, or a net." 
 
    Destiny's mouth opened, closed, opened again.  She finally managed a slight whisper. 
 
    "You can see magic."  A statement, almost an accusation, no question or doubt colouring the words.  Em pushed aside the uncomfortable revelation. 
 
    "If you bound Marcus' magic like he did yours," she said instead, "cutting him off from his source, will that break this spell?"  Before the wizard could shake her shackles again, Em qualified her question.  "If I remove those restraints, can we free them?" 
 
    Destiny froze.  Em thought she may have even held her breath. 
 
    "Emily," Ambrose warned quietly as he stood over them, his sword hovering close to Destiny.  "You can't―" 
 
    Em held up a hand, gaze steady on the other woman.  With her other hand, she took the handle of her dagger, drew the blade.  Leaning across Marcus' body, Em lightly pressed the edge to Destiny's throat.  She reached for Destiny's wrist, fingers wrapped around the restraints, around the strange seam which sealed the shackles shut.  Destiny followed every movement with dark eyes, the rest of her held utterly motionless. 
 
    "If I see anything, feel anything, that hints you do aught but what I ask," Em said, voice low, calm, and full of a conviction that would have surprised her had she allowed herself time for thought, "if you try to betray this trust, I will stop you.  Do you understand?" 
 
    Destiny didn't flinch.  She held Em's stare with her own intensity. 
 
    "I understand," the wizard replied quietly.  "But I ask one thing." 
 
    Em tilted her head, impressed by the woman's equanimity. 
 
    "Ask." 
 
    "Don't let them put me back in that cell." 
 
    Em raised a brow. 
 
    "I won't let you go free," she began. 
 
    "I don't ask that you do," Destiny replied, holding very still against Em's knife.  "Only that, if I must sit as a prisoner, it's not in a cell." 
 
    Em couldn't read the emotion that briefly flared in Destiny's eyes before the wizard masked it with a veneer of disdain, but she forced herself to trust her instinct. 
 
    "Check your ward," she instructed Destiny.  "Make sure your brother doesn't walk our lands.  Then bind Marcus.  Nothing else.  You do that, and you won't go back to that cell." 
 
    And before her resolve shattered, Em twisted the bracelet on Destiny's left wrist, freeing the wizard from her bonds. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Destiny stared at her wrist.  She heard the slight click of the delicate manacle releasing, saw the bracelet snap open under Emily's hand, felt the gentle weight give way.  But more than that, she felt her connection to magic envelop her.  Like a door she hadn't known existed suddenly opened, the sweet sensation of her power swirled within her, making her complete.  Destiny drew in a deep breath, savouring the wholeness of mind and body, understanding now an intrinsic intensity of magic and spirit that flourished in her world, an aspect of life that no one had ever taught her. 
 
    She revelled in this renewed freedom, considered for the briefest moment slipping the last shackle of her imprisonment, evading and escaping the determined young woman confronting her.  The sharp edge of Emily's blade caressed Destiny's neck, a promise, or perhaps just a reminder of a pact recently made.  Destiny stared into the pale grey gaze of the little librarian, saw an opportunity, a choice: escape persecution from those who feared her, once again running and hiding; or trust one who appeared to understand and oppose the oppression, truly make her own destiny and stand to fight for what she most wanted. 
 
    She made her decision and closed her eyes. 
 
    Spreading her senses outward, Destiny searched her perimeter ward, caressed each edge of the shield that detected outside interference.  The spell remained intact, undisturbed. 
 
    "Nathan has not intruded," she breathed.  "I don't know if he has crossed your border or walks your land, but he does not stand within a day of this castle." 
 
    She opened her eyes in time to see Emily nod.  Without waiting for any prompts, Destiny shifted her attention to the man lying in front of her.  The soldier hovering at Emily's side had bound Marcus' hands with the wizard's own belt and stuffed a wad of cloth torn from Marcus' robe into the mouth of her brother's companion.  A purpling lump had already started to form on Marcus' temple from where the soldier had struck him down.  The sight pleased Destiny, the memory of a little girl in the back of her mind cheering this small vanquishing of one who had tormented her.  She pushed aside that petty thought and studied what Emily had somehow seen. 
 
    Although Destiny couldn't see the course of energy fuelling Marcus' spell, she could sense the paralyzing net that Emily had described.  That the librarian could detect magic surprised Destiny, but perhaps it shouldn't have, given Dalasham's disproportionate abundance of Lesser Magics.  Likely Darien didn't stand alone in mastering more than one Lesser Magic.  In another time and place, Destiny suspected Emily might also have made a formidable wizard.  A thought for later. 
 
    With slow and measured motions―Destiny had no desire to give her captors motive to draw blood―she reached her right hand to hover over Marcus' brow, the bracelet still encircling that wrist dangling its mate into the wizard's dark hair.  Not knowing quite why, she explained her intentions. 
 
    "I will cast a shield over him," she said.  "Like encasing him in a suit of armour, only this armour will contain his magic rather than deflect harm from without.  Once the shield snaps into place, it will cut off any output from his spell.  This will sever the threads weaving his net together, releasing those he has imprisoned, though it will take their bodies a moment to throw off their immobility.  I will tie off the shield in a roving knot, trapping his magic behind a barrier, thus making it safe to transport him to somewhere secure."  She didn't mention the wizard cells, but imagined Marcus would end up in one.  So long as Destiny didn't join him, the idea didn't displease. 
 
    She lowered her hand, palm pressed between Marcus' eyes. 
 
    "A roving knot," Emily whispered before Destiny formed her spell.  "What does that mean?" 
 
    Destiny rolled her eyes up without raising her head. 
 
    "He will sense his magic, think he can untie my spell, and when he tries, the nexus will move.  Whenever he attempts to counter what I've done, when he thinks he's making progress, the knot will slip away again, forcing him to start anew.  If he uses his brain, he'll understand he cannot free himself, stop wasting time and accept that I've bound his power." 
 
    Emily's sudden grin startled Destiny. 
 
    "But we both know he'll refuse to accept defeat at your hands, and exhaust himself in the trying."  Emily's gaze flicked down and she set her mouth, her smile dimming as though such gloating didn't sit well on her shoulders.  But she nodded again and said, very quietly, "Do it." 
 
    Destiny formed the spell in her mind, enunciated a precise set of words, and sent a pulse of power down her arm to wrap around the unconscious wizard.  As soon as the shield flowed over the web Marcus had created, his spell winked out and Emily shivered.  Her gaze immediately sought out Darien, watching, waiting for any indication that Destiny had countered Marcus' spell. 
 
    It took only a moment before the Chief Librarian, and those around him, began to move. 
 
    Emily pulled her blade away from Destiny's throat, lowering the weapon to her side.  Their eyes met. 
 
    "Thank you," she said.  Then her gaze fell to Destiny's hand as it pulled away from Marcus.  No, to the wrist with its delicate shackle.  Destiny stared at the device that would capture her magic again if she allowed it.  With a force of will, she raised that hand, then the other, presenting both to Emily.  Steel in her eyes and around her resolve, Destiny held herself still, her dark stare boring into the woman opposite her.  Why she should trust this librarian, who surely had little power to keep her promise of seeing that Destiny not return to her cell, she didn't know, but she granted that trust nonetheless. 
 
    With a wry twist to her lips, Emily sheathed her knife, then sealed Destiny's magic away with a snick of the binding bracelets.  Destiny tried to disguise her shudder and flash of despair that she had just thrown away her best opportunity at freedom.  Emily's warm hand on her shoulder, the brief squeeze of surprising comfort, suggested she had failed to hide her fears. 
 
    When Emily rose and offered Destiny her hand, the wizard took it, then turned to face her fate as the dignitaries of Dalasham recovered and searched for an explanation to the morning's events. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Malcolm Prichard surreptitiously rolled his left shoulder, trying to ease the residual ache of a dislocated shoulder roughly shoved back in place by a scowling Captain Frederick earlier.  Whatever spell had felled them and left them aware but unable to move hadn't cared whether it caused injuries.  Magic, Prichard knew, not cast by Destiny, despite fearful men wishing to lay the blame at her feet. 
 
    Prichard wished, not for the first time since these trials had begun, that they had a better understanding of the mechanics of magic, knowledge from some source that didn't seek to cause harm to Dalasham.  To that end, he had sent a request west to the Frontier School of Wizardry in Bakaana, to Wizard Castillo with whom they had recently had mostly favourable dealings.  If Castillo could spare anyone who could help them untangle the mysteries of magic at play in the kingdom, Dalasham could certainly use their aid.  So far, he had received no response.  Admittedly, less than a week had passed since he sent his missive, but an expert today might provide some useful insights, or even have prevented this unexpected attack. 
 
    Prichard keenly felt his own lack in the face of the unknown, vividly recalled his helplessness at the hands of an external influence, but even that paled next to Fred's outrage.  Twice now, the large Captain of the King's guard had fallen prey to a power outside his experience, had failed to protect Stefan as magic stole his ability to keep harm from twining clawed fingers around his monarch.  Still reeling from the effects of the Destiny Seat having turned his loyalties against Stefan as it overwrote his memories, Fred couldn't help his impotent fury at this newest onslaught, and he would spare himself any recriminations least of all as his hot glare swept the room and those remaining within, demanding answers. 
 
    Upon regaining the ability to move under their own will, those able to stand and help their neighbour had done so, confusion reigning amid grunts of pain and cries of distress as people tallied injuries and tried to understand what had occurred.  Prichard well remembered the disturbing words of Wizard Marcus as he stood over the King―his intent to hand Dalasham over to Nathan made clear as he gloated over Stefan―but not all had heard or comprehended the man's utterances.  Until they could sort out how distressingly easily one man had brought the rulers of the kingdom to their knees (almost literally), Stefan had deemed it most prudent to clear the room, arranging for the injured to find care in the infirmary while the rest would seek solace and safety away from the Greater Audience Chamber.  Some protested, casting dark looks at the two wizards in their midst; one bound and unconscious, the other standing with delicate chains around her wrists.  But Stefan made it clear that his orders would stand.  The room would clear, and he would determine what had happened, holding everyone responsible to account. 
 
    The Councillors remained with Stefan on the dais, the King's guard obvious as they formed up in front of the platform.  Other guards stood barring the closed doors, leaving the small knot of people at the centre of this disturbance facing a ring of steel at their backs and an angry and frightened group of men glaring down at them. 
 
    Prichard found this segregated lot a fascinating blend, though the master spy suspected he stood among a select number who would think so.  Wizard Marcus lay secured and motionless, his body laid out as though to accentuate the line drawn between the Councillors and the prisoner.  Behind him, Emily stood braced, arms held at the sides of her fawn-coloured skirts in an inverted V, protecting those at her back.  Ambrose, a lithe and sleek weapon in his leathers, mirrored her stance at her side.  The Chief Librarian had taken up position a half-step back from the woman Emily guarded, though his hand wrapped around Destiny's arm.  To hold her in place or as a show of support, Prichard didn't know.  Destiny herself sheltered in the midst of this odd trio, her coldly attractive face set in an unreadable mask, her back ramrod straight in her simple gown.  She met the stare of any who dared challenge her, refusing to shrink from the palpable atmosphere of hostility.  Darien had explained the strange nature of the chained bracelets Prichard saw glinting on Destiny's wrists to the King and his advisors―their ability to keep a wizard from touching her magic―but fear had likely eclipsed the librarian's assurances in many minds.  An assumption soon brought to the fore by Alphonse's furious claim. 
 
    "If you think to shelter that treacherous snake from reprisals, you will share her punishment," the old man grated. 
 
    "Of course, Councillor," Darien answered smoothly.  "She will stand trial as planned, despite Wizard Marcus' disruption of the proceedings." 
 
    Prichard rather enjoyed the flummoxed contortions of emotion that went over Alphonse's face and almost counted it a pity when the Chief Librarian continued, saving the distinguished Councillor the indignity of a spluttered response. 
 
    "However, if you refer to that disruption and think to lay blame at Lady Destiny's feet instead of the true instigator, then I believe it prudent to present certain facts of which you may remain ignorant." 
 
    Again, Prichard wanted to applaud Darien's beautiful ability to deliver a reprimand to a nobleman cloaked in such civility.  One of many qualities that had drawn Prichard's attention years ago to the man who had since risen to the height of his profession and entered him into the ranks of agent to the master spy. 
 
    Before Alphonse could decide whether his subordinate had insulted him or not, Stefan raised his voice. 
 
    "You have an explanation for what just happened, I take it."  Darien nodded to the King.  "Let's hear it," Stefan commanded. 
 
    "Your Majesty, when I brought Destiny into the Chamber, Wizard Marcus cast a spell to immobilise everyone in the room for two reasons.  The first centred around his very real desire to take custody of Lady Destiny and deliver her into the covetous hands of Wizard Nathan; a course of action I'm given to understand that he has pushed for since you initially captured the Lady.  The second, far more troubling purpose behind his spell, I heard from Marcus' own lips, as, I believe, did everyone here.  Unless I alone could hear but not react?"  Grudging head shakes affirmed that every man there had suffered the same impediments.  Darien inclined his head in acknowledgement and continued.  "He planned to present the leaders of Dalasham to that same Wizard Nathan, presumably in the belief that, immobilised and unable to resist, he could take over our kingdom." 
 
    "And you claim that Marcus, not Destiny, cast this spell?" Alphonse demanded.  
 
    "The chains block her magic," Prichard reminded the man, saving Darien from having to reiterate that point.  "She couldn't have cast the spell." 
 
    "Then we assume he acted alone and not on her behalf?" the old man pressed. 
 
    Destiny stirred, a twist of her lips, a slight shiver.  Darien's hand on her arm shifted, as though warning the woman to still her tongue. 
 
    "It seems unlikely she would willingly deliver herself into the hands of a man who wants her dead." 
 
    "Or a clever ploy to win her freedom," Sir Edvard spoke up, the peacekeeper knight adding his voice to Alphonse's doubts. 
 
    Darien glanced at Emily, though the young woman wouldn't see it.  She still stood protectively before Destiny, her head held high despite the slight tremble of her limbs and features gone ghost-white to betray her nerves.  Darien took a breath, his gaze coming to rest on Stefan. 
 
    "Lady Destiny had a chance to take her freedom.  She chose to honour a promise and set us free instead." 
 
    The Councillors shifted, exchanged uncertain looks, murmured confusion.  Prichard stared at Darien, then studied Emily's clenched jaw, her grey eyes made darker by conviction.  What had they all missed as they lay helpless under the uncaring hand of a wizard?  What had Emily done? 
 
    Stefan's curt gesture silenced the mumbles. 
 
    "Enough word games, Chief Librarian," Stefan said.  "Tell us what happened." 
 
    "While we all lay helpless, listening to the rants of a mad wizard," Darien began, "three lay immune to the paralysis.  I heard only the hint of whispers as they strove not to attract Marcus' attention.  I imagine these three can explain better than I what led to Destiny's choice and our reprieve."  He stared at Emily again, gave a small jerk of his chin. 
 
    "Emily," Darien said.  Emily sighed, then stepped forward, over the trussed form of Wizard Marcus.  She looked at the King. 
 
    "Permission to speak, Sire?" 
 
    Stefan raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "If it will answer my question, Junior Librarian, then by all means, please do so." 
 
    "I hadn't liked the way Wizard Marcus waited for Destiny's arrival.  He had a disturbing avidity to his expression that suggested he planned something unpleasant.  I had thought to warn Darien to have a care, but the guards stopped me from approaching too close.  Looking to see where Marcus stood while everyone watched Destiny's entrance, I saw him cast his arms wide, fingers weaving and mouth moving though I couldn't hear his shout.  I shoved forward to knock Darien out of the way, hoping to save him from the wizard's spell, but I fell into Destiny instead, while Ambrose tried to help me keep my feet." 
 
    Emily paused only long enough to gather in a deep breath. 
 
    "I imagine Darien has explained the nature of the chains on Destiny's wrists.  They sit currently in a configuration that will deflect magical attack, the Chief Librarian having feared Wizard Marcus might attempt an attack on the Lady Destiny.  That immunity spread to myself and Ambrose upon contact. 
 
    "Once we determined that we alone had escaped Marcus' trap, and that the wizard remained ignorant of that fact, we waited until he approached, knowing he wanted Destiny above all others.  Ambrose struck him unconscious and we bound him, but his spell still held.  After some discussion, we came to understand that if we could block Marcus from his magic, the net he had cast over the audience chamber would fray, releasing his hold on you. 
 
    "Not having access to any more magic-inhibiting chains like Destiny currently wears, our only method of binding Marcus' magic lay in Destiny's hands." 
 
    Ambrose shifted beside her as though he wanted to add something, but he kept his peace, allowing Emily to conclude. 
 
    "I obtained Destiny's promise to do two things only: seal away Marcus' magic; and ensure that Wizard Nathan, the man whom Marcus serves and to whom he intended to deliver all of you, did not approach the city.  Then I released her chains so that she could fulfill that promise.  She did so." 
 
    Silence met that statement as the Councillors gaped at her, Prichard among them.  He didn't know what to think.  Emily usually thought through her actions with logic and competence, and always had a reason for what she did, so he had to assume she had taken precautions―or at least engaged in some form of forethought―before freeing a dangerous prisoner.  Still, his mind cried out in dismay: she had taken Destiny out of her restraints, allowed the woman who had nearly destroyed a kingdom free rein. 
 
    And yet, another part of Prichard's brain pointed out, Destiny stood under guard once more, her magic cut off, her freedom relinquished.  And under the apparent protection of a brave little librarian.  A small grin stole its way onto Prichard's face. 
 
    Others didn't appreciate Emily's resourcefulness. 
 
    "You took it upon yourself to further endanger the King by turning loose the creature who sought to kill him?" quavered the reedy voice of Lord Alphonse.  The old man shook with emotion. 
 
    "You set her free, with nothing more than a promise to stay her hand?" Fred demanded incredulously on the heels of Alphonse's outburst. 
 
    Ambrose stepped forward to stand at Emily's side.  He met Fred's stare with a challenge of his own. 
 
    "No Captain," he informed his commanding officer.  "She held a knife pressed to Destiny's throat the entire time, with my sword at the wizard's back, and an innate understanding of how magic works.  Emily also bargained that, although Destiny would remain a prisoner, she would do so somewhere other than her cell.  I concurred with all her actions, and Wizard Destiny fulfilled her half of the bargain." 
 
    He didn't add, and because of these two women, you no longer lie paralyzed on your back, but Prichard imagined he heard something close in Ambrose's defence. 
 
    "Destiny didn't try to kill the King," Emily added in a soft voice, her stare holding Lord Alphonse captive.  "The Prince did.  Yes, Destiny made it possible, but only at the Prince's insistence.  Lay blame where it belongs, Councillor, and stop adding to crimes that don't exist." 
 
    "Insolent little wretch," Alphonse exploded, eyes wide and heated, hands fisted at his side as he leaned forward, ready to storm toward Emily.  Stefan sighed loud enough that Prichard had no difficulty discerning his annoyance and frustration. 
 
    "Enough," the King said wearily but with a bite.  He massaged the bridge of his nose, eyes squeezed closed, as though trying to evict a headache with a sharp pinch.  Then he dropped his hand and straightened to his full height, bearing proud and noble as he regarded those defending Destiny. 
 
    "Wizard Marcus attacked, you three evaded his spell through some forgotten magic forged into Destiny's fetters," Stefan summed up.  "Then Emily threatened and freed the prisoner, under strict guard, to undo Marcus' mischief.  Once achieved, Wizard Destiny acquiesced to resuming captivity and now calmly stands waiting to see if frightened men will praise or condemn her.  Do I have that aright?" 
 
    Ambrose's jaw clenched, Darien raised a stoic eyebrow, and Emily's lips twitched.  Destiny didn't alter her stance in the slightest. 
 
    "You do, Sire," affirmed Emily, her shoulders relaxing minutely.  Had he not watched for a similar indication, Prichard doubted he would have seen her relief.  The intrepid adventuress who had begun to emerge on their journey now peeked out from behind the shy and aloof librarian who hid behind the false perception of female frailty so as not to betray her fears.  Fred and the Councillors might criticize her, but King Stefan accepted her bold solution and brought to the fore the true Emily, the woman willing to risk all for Dalasham. 
 
    Stefan turned his regard to the man standing next to Destiny. 
 
    "Chief Librarian, we have another wizard cell, correct?" 
 
    "We do, Your Majesty," Darien replied. 
 
    "See to it that it's made ready to receive Wizard Marcus as its guest once we're through here." 
 
    "At once, Your Majesty." 
 
    Now Stefan's gaze landed on Destiny. 
 
    "Why did you agree to let Emily shackle you again?  I assume you could have taken the freedom she briefly offered, left her and Ambrose on the floor with the rest of us despite their blades, and disappeared.  Why did you not?" 
 
    Destiny studied the King in turn. 
 
    "I could have.  I thought of it.  But I recognised in your Emily an opportunity."  Her voice held a calm dignity, a measure of control and unconcern that put aside the fact of her captivity.  Then she sighed, and Prichard detected a weariness that went beyond the physical.  "I have run long enough.  Her surprising act of trust and ferocity, no matter how desperate, made me think perhaps here, with an opponent who understands the difficulties of navigating this world, of achieving a measure of respect we shouldn't have to fight so hard for, I might actually accomplish my goal." 
 
    "That goal being?" prompted Stefan. 
 
    "True freedom," Emily murmured, before biting her lip and lowering her head to avoid eye contact, having answered out of turn.  Interestingly, Destiny offered a wry little smile and a slight gesture of her chained wrists, as though to say, See, she understands. 
 
    Stefan regarded both women in equal measure, thoughts locked behind a stoic mask while his blue eyes flickered in contemplation.  Prichard suspected his King considered an action most of his Councillors would not like.  If Stefan's thoughts had travelled along the same lines as Prichard's, the master spy soon expected to stand in the centre of a controversy. 
 
    "She just admitted to refusing that freedom," Alphonse grated, drawn into the discourse almost against his will.  The old Councillor certainly had a blind spot when it came to his perception on the role of women, but he had a sharp mind despite his age, and had provided sound and insightful advice to the monarchs for years; first Stefan's father, and now Stefan.  His obstinacy at truly listening to either Emily or Destiny paled next to his staunch devotion to Dalasham.  "You cannot therefore claim freedom as her goal." 
 
    "True freedom," Destiny countered, sparing Emily the disapproving regard of the Councillor.  "Not just freedom from this minor inconvenience."  She twitched her bracelets dismissively.  "But from eternal persecution, from having to look over my shoulder for the likes of him," a jerk of her chin at Marcus, "or having to justify myself to the likes of you." 
 
    "The freedom to write her own destiny," Emily murmured.  Prichard hadn't heard her words so much as read her lips as the young woman glanced up. 
 
    Destiny drew in a sharp breath, her dark eyes narrowed as she stared at Emily.  She quickly regained her composure, gave a quick nod of her head. 
 
    "Freedom to exist," the wizard concluded in a softer tone. 
 
    "And you expect to find such freedom here?" Stefan queried in a tone equally low. 
 
    She met the King's gaze with direct challenge. 
 
    "I don't expect to escape justice for my part in Whillim's schemes, King Stefan," she stated.  "I do, however, ask that you honour your Emily's agreement and confine me elsewhere than the wizard cell." 
 
    Stefan raised an eyebrow before inclining his head in a manner that might indicate agreement.  Or a shrug, depending on one's interpretation.  Destiny chose to see agreement. 
 
    "Then I will offer a piece of advice," she said.  "Regarding this wizard and his disposition."  Again, a nod at Marcus. 
 
    Stefan narrowed his eyes―perhaps suspicion now―before opening his palm in invitation to continue. 
 
    "He clearly stated his intention to hand your kingdom over to Wizard Nathan.  While I don't yet see evidence that Nathan approaches your city, he might walk your lands.  I advise you learn what you can from Marcus, and make ready to defend yourself against a powerful wizard.  While Marcus might have planned to simply spirit me away for his master, I don't see how he could hand over your throne without that master making his presence known.  I'm sure Darien has expressed my concerns to you regarding Nathan learning of the potential of Dalashamites, but I will say again: don't let Nathan see the strength of your Lesser Magics." 
 
    Prichard winced.  Darien had described Destiny's wild claim of the existence of these Lesser Magics, a claim the Chief Librarian and Emily sought to prove or disprove in the histories, but that theory had not gone beyond Prichard himself and Stefan.  Before more than an uneasy murmur could arise from the Councillors, Stefan held up a silencing hand. 
 
    "That matter we will discuss later," he stated, command in his voice.  "For now, we have much to think on."  He gave a purposeful nod, an indication of a decision made.  "We will reconvene the matter of Wizard Destiny's trial tomorrow.  In the meantime, I charge the one who accepted responsibility for the actions of said wizard with her confinement and well-being."  The King's gaze pierced Emily.  "Ambrose will continue to guard Assistant Librarian Emily who, in addition to her other roles as outlined by Chief Librarian Darien in researching recently mentioned matters, and as scribe to Lord Prichard, will oversee the disposition of Wizard Destiny.  Do you accept this charge, Junior Assistant?" 
 
    Emily blinked owlishly, terror writ plain across a face devoid of all colour.  Prichard watched her visibly check herself from swivelling to seek Darien's guidance―or looking at Destiny―before swallowing hard enough that he wondered if she had just swallowed bile. 
 
    "I―" she glanced briefly at Prichard, at Fred, back to Stefan.  "I―" she tried again, the word strangled from her.  Stefan hadn't really given her a choice, despite framing it as a question, and Emily struggled to give the expected response.  She cleared her throat of her trepidation, drew in a deep, settling breath that brought a hint of resolve to her grey eyes, and bowed her head. 
 
    "I accept it, Your Majesty." 
 
    Stefan allowed his face to soften a fraction with his nod. 
 
    "So be it.  We will arrange for suitable accommodations."  Now he took in the Councillors with a sweeping look.  "We will adjourn until tomorrow, gentlemen."  To his guards and Darien, "Remove Wizard Marcus to his cell."  And finally, a curt, "Dismissed." 
 
    Stefan turned on his heel, strode from the dais, and then from the room, Fred following close behind after meeting first Ambrose's pale gaze, then Prichard's dark one.  So much said in just a glance.  No doubt Stefan would hear all manner of objections from his Captain, but Prichard knew the King had made up his mind. 
 
    Now Prichard regarded his fellow Councillors, milling uncertainly on the dais.  Keeping his tone light, as his foppish persona would, Prichard clapped his hands once and rubbed them together, trying not to grin at how the abrupt sound made most of the men jump. 
 
    "Well, that's that then," he said.  "I'm off to find lunch.  So much drama has awakened such an appetite." 
 
    He leapt from the dais and made his way toward the main entrance.  Behind him, he heard the other Councillors begin to take their leave, most following the direction Stefan had taken.  The guards at the door had moved to retrieve Marcus.  Prichard waited, watching while they removed the unconscious wizard, the soldiers following Darien to the wizard cells. 
 
    Which left only Emily and Destiny, guarded by the stalwart Ambrose.  Once the door had cleared, Prichard met Emily's stunned stare.  He briefly took in the room, assured only they four remained nearby, then offered Emily a reassuring smile, dropping all his airs. 
 
    "Stefan will have somewhere suitable set up shortly," he said.  He met Destiny's mistrustful stare, surprised her with a nod of respect as his grin faded.  "In the meantime, why don't you fill me in on what you didn't tell the others.  Including the other reason Lady Destiny knew not to cross you, for I don't believe a knife alone would have stayed a wizard's hand." 
 
    Both women rewarded his supposition with a shared look.  He smiled, then turned to escort them from the room. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Milos fought his way out of darkness and pain.  He slit open an eye that throbbed in concert with a fierce ache at the back of his skull, peered at the limited view provided without moving his head as he lay supine upon a soft surface.  Light flickered nearby, lanterns or candles, the subtle whiff of burning tallow suggesting either.  A more distant source of light gave the sense of windows lightly covered against the glare of late-morning sun.  Thick wooden beams stretched overhead, stone walls holding the roof aloft.  He lay on a bed in a stark room smelling of sickness, the perception of other beds, empty, to each side. 
 
    Milos dared move his head a fraction to confirm that he lay in an infirmary.  He had an impression of lost time, fragmented memories of having woken thus in recent days, though with far more confusion and far less presence of mind, informing him that more than a day must have passed as he lay insensate.  But what infirmary, and for how long? 
 
    He flexed his muscles surreptitiously, cataloguing his injuries―broken ribs, swollen face, lump on the back of the head, a loose tooth or two in a mouth that tasted of old blood, bound right arm that felt flush with more than the bite of a sword (infection seemed likely, it's heat not unfamiliar to the mercenary Captain), and a knee that screamed agony even though it felt like someone had shoved the joint back into place.  With that thought, memory slammed back to him, like the meaty fist of Captain Frederick of the King's Guard, whose furious final punch had stolen Milos' consciousness in a startling defeat of Prince Whillim and Lady Destiny, who had hired Milos and his Company in the first place.  The cushy job that had gotten out of hand when King Stefan had fled, led to safety by a common girl, an easy payday that ended in disaster.  The Destiny Seat, turning dark as it somehow restored memory, leaving Milos and his men at the mercy of those not inclined to grant it. 
 
    So why, then, did Milos still breathe, and apparently lie recovering in an infirmary?  Had Whillim and Destiny regained control? 
 
    Milos risked turning his head and opening both eyes to shift his gaze, hoping for answers.  A man stood watching him, ginger hair pulled back, green eyes sharp.  He bore the colours and arms of the King's Guard, but Milos didn't recognise him.  Meaning this man had not remained in the city, fallen under Milos' command after Stefan had escaped.  Only a handful of those elite guardsmen had evaded Destiny's spell, and every one of those had stood night watch and fled with the King before Whillim could seize full control of Dalasham.  Now one who had remained loyal, untouched by magic and cognizant of Whillim's machinations from the start, stood over Milos, watching without comment as the mercenary took in his surroundings. 
 
    Milos met the man's stare and managed to croak out a question, his normally rough voice made harsher by disuse. 
 
    "How long?" 
 
    The guard quirked a single eyebrow before answering quietly. 
 
    "Five days." 
 
    "King?" 
 
    A slight snarl at the lips. 
 
    "Stefan," the guard said.  "The Prince and Destiny stand trial." 
 
    Milos couldn't help the surprised snort at that.  Then he narrowed his eyes. 
 
    "My men?" he growled. 
 
    "Out of the city and secure," came the surprising response. 
 
    Milos shook his head, bemused. 
 
    "Why am I here, soldier?" he demanded, using a tone his Mercenary Company would jump to answer.  But the guard just twitched his lips in a wry smile. 
 
    Whether he would have answered or not, Milos didn't know, because a commotion down the aisle of beds to the right drew their attention, from where Milos could now determine lay the entrance to the infirmary. 
 
    A strange array of people began to shuffle in, turning into a small flood as the victims of Marcus' attack in the Greater Audience Chamber arrived, escorted by five soldiers.  A suddenly harried physician swept from a cubby of a room near the entrance to deal with this unexpected influx of patients; a couple of bloodied soldiers, a handful of commoners and noblemen with scrapes and broken limbs, and two Councillors, one cradling an arm, the other limping badly, blood darkening his light trews in a spreading swath.  The physician called for a page, sending the boy who popped his bewildered head into the room to fetch additional aid. 
 
    Milos' guard shifted as though to offer assistance, but then Milos saw he had put himself in a position to block easy sight of the man he guarded.  Milos might have laughed that the ginger-haired man thought Milos could pose a threat to others in his current state if he hadn't feared the action would elicit more pain.  Five days may have passed, each one healing the mercenary a little more, but Milos doubted he could stand without assistance, and every breath felt an ordeal.  The guard needn't have worried about Milos causing trouble. 
 
    The physician began sorting out people, arranging beds for those in more dire need regardless of rank, an assistant rushing in to assist moments later.  This concern for need over station didn't sit well with the Councillor holding his broken arm.  That didn't surprise Milos in the least when he recognised the snarling man, refused a bed in favour of a soldier who could barely move without a supporting arm, the warrior's face red and sticky from a wound that oozed profusely as he stumbled forward.  Sir Byndorf protested volubly, more so when the physician physically pushed him aside, demanding he wait his turn. 
 
    Byndorf blustered, his irate (and somewhat frightened) gaze sweeping the room.  It came to rest on Milos, and fear turned to anger. 
 
    "Why is this man here?" the Councillor shrilled, advancing on Milos' bed.  The ginger headed guard blocked him, drawing an indignant glare from eyes wide with conflicting emotions. 
 
    "Out of the way," Byndorf snarled, actually lifting a hand to shove the guard, though the man moved not an inch, holding his position against rage. 
 
    "This man lies under the protection of King Stefan, Sir Byndorf―" 
 
    "While wizards cast their unnatural curses at honest men?  He stood with that bitch while she gloated over her puppet Prince, lording it around as though he could stand equal to a nobleman, and you would protect him?" 
 
    "I follow the orders of my King, Sir Byndorf.  He has a use for this man that does not include additional harm coming to him.  Whatever Destiny has done, Captain Milos has not left this room in nearly a week." 
 
    "She didn't do anything, this time," the second Councilman said with a grimace from two beds down as the physician's assistant cut away his ruined trews to reveal a gash in his leg that showed the suspicious white of bone broken through skin.  Master Jamison Goldsmith, face pale and glistening with pain sweat, avoided staring at his injury by scowling at Byndorf instead.  "As you no doubt heard when that madman spoke." 
 
    "What madman?" the guard asked. 
 
    "That other wizard you brought back from Bakaana, Corporal Joseph.  The one who thought he could hand over a kingdom to someone he called Nathan.  Or weren't you listening to his ravings, Byndorf?" Goldsmith sneered as he regarded his fellow Council member.  "Too preoccupied by your desire to see Destiny pay for what the Prince did."  Then Goldsmith hissed as his attendant prodded his wound. 
 
    Milos listened closely to the exchange.  Another wizard?  He vaguely recalled Destiny mentioning a wizard in the city after she had stolen Stefan's mind.  Had the King himself brought another magic user to his castle?  If so, it seemed he had made as big a mistake as Milos.  No more wizards, he promised himself.  If he ever escaped this kingdom (even this room, he admitted to himself), no more contracts from wizards, no matter how seemingly simple or lucrative the job. 
 
    "Filthy upstart merchant," Byndorf growled, lunging toward Goldsmith.  The guard―Joseph, Goldsmith had named him―tensed, but didn't move, and Milos suddenly understood that he hadn't stood over him to prevent an escape.  Or not entirely.  Joseph truly did guard Milos, preventing easy access to others who might intend to harm the mercenary.  Why, Milos didn't understand, but weak as he felt, the protection made him embarrassingly grateful. 
 
    One of the soldiers who had escorted these men to the infirmary intervened before Byndorf could do more than send the assistant stumbling to his knees with a curse.  Joseph stared at Byndorf and Milos would have given a handful of coppers to see the Corporal's expression when Byndorf blanched. 
 
    "Escort Sir Byndorf to a bench outside until someone can see to him," Joseph ordered the soldier.  The man nodded crisply, took Byndorf's uninjured arm and led him away.  Part way to the door, Byndorf recovered enough to shake off the soldier's hand, then stalked from the room.  Joseph shook his head, his stance finally relaxing as he turned to face Milos again. 
 
    "Captain Frederick wanted a word with you when you woke," he informed Milos.  "But from the looks of things, he'll have his hands full with other matters for awhile.  Rest while you have the chance." 
 
    Milos stared at him, then around at the cacophony of chaos being held at bay in the infirmary.  He nodded in turn and lay back, closing his eyes.  Every good soldier knew how to find sleep under the poorest of conditions―inclement weather, strange and uncomfortable surroundings, the rustlings of foreign wildlife, the cries of the wounded―because he could never guarantee when another opportunity for rest might come.  Milos took this opportunity to reclaim what strength he could.  He had a feeling he'd need both mind and body at full capacity soon enough. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The day had started bright and clear, but as morning shifted to noon, clouds had billowed in, darkening the horizon.  On the cusp of those clouds, a bird had found its way to Nathan, released that morning from the hand of his minion in the north and enhanced to make all haste.  It's message buoyed Nathan, making the first thin appearance of drizzle that enjoined many to think about seeking shelter feel more like a cleansing mist to the wizard, the beginnings of a clean slate.  Marcus would take custody of Girl today, bringing her south to Nathan's justice.  Nathan debated between waiting here on the border in the comfort of the inn with its fine food, soft beds and supple serving wenches―restraining the less-than-willing red-head had become a favoured past-time of Tyrandel―or crossing into Dalasham to meet Marcus all the sooner.  If they pushed the horses and the carriage that would bear the weight of Tyrandel, strengthening the endurance of the beasts with a touch of magic, they could meet Marcus within a couple of days, assuming Marcus also travelled on horseback. 
 
    Nathan smiled fondly at the notion of Girl slung flopping and bouncing, trussed to the back of a horse, and Marcus proudly leading his prize back to its rightful owner.  Too long she had evaded him, but no more.  He would extract his vengeance slowly, painfully, pay her back for the slaughter done, and he would take his time in doing so.  Tyrandel and Marcus would help draw out her suffering. 
 
    And it can't come soon enough, Nathan decided as he finished the last of his mid-day meal, only slightly delayed.  He glanced over at his companion, the bulk of Tyrandel also leaning back with a satisfied sigh, his eye roving toward the pale and shaking red-head in the corner. 
 
    "We leave within the hour," he declared.  "Meet Marcus half-way, then bring Girl back here." 
 
    Tyrandel nodded absently, gaze slightly unfocused.  It sharpened quickly though, when Nathan unexpectedly cursed and leapt to his feet, dark eyes flashing as he glared in fury at nothing in the room, his attention drawn north.  He pushed his way to the door, throwing the barrier wide to smash against the wall.  Striding outside, heedless of the drizzle that had turned into a light rain, he concentrated his senses into Dalasham, barely conscious of Tyrandel coming to stand silently at his side. 
 
    Long ago, when Wizard Shelton had sought peers for his son, both to learn with (and from), and to share in the cost of wielding certain spells, he had bound a select few together.  Tyrandel and Marcus had stood among that small number, along with a third who had died as a result of Girl's actions.  Shelton had woven a spell into their blood, tying each to Nathan that he might borrow their strength in times of need, no matter the distance separating them or the interference of another wizard should he try to sever the link or block it behind a barrier.  Nathan could always feel that connection, an action that had become second-nature, as simple and obvious as breathing, something he never had to think about, didn't even acknowledge most days. 
 
    Until that link suddenly disappeared. 
 
    "He's gone," Nathan snarled.  Tyrandel's pale eyes widened in astonishment. 
 
    "They killed him?" he asked, his own face turning toward the expanse that led to Dalasham. 
 
    Nathan frowned, trying to make sense of the sensations coursing through him.  When Kavan, his third blood-brother, as Shelton had named them, had died, Nathan had felt a tiny piece of magic flow back into him, a retrieval of his own powers.  He didn't feel that now, only a strange absence of Marcus.  A slow shake of his head, rain slicking his face and dripping from his chin as he stared north. 
 
    "Hidden," he murmured. 
 
    "Impossible!" came Tyrandel's startled reply.  "Nothing can hide your link." 
 
    So Nathan had thought too, but Marcus had simply vanished; not injured into a comatose state, not dead, just―missing from Nathan's senses.  In a kingdom without magic.  His eyes narrowed.  In a land where Girl had taken shelter and where a king thought to hold her to account for some trifling indiscretion.  Could she have escaped, done something to Marcus?  Impossible, he found himself reiterating Tyrandel's sentiment.  Girl might know some tricks, may have bartered for power that didn't belong to her, but she couldn't possibly overcome Shelton's spell. 
 
    But someone had, leaving Marcus somehow trapped somewhere in Dalasham.  Trapped in a land that also held his nemesis, his prey, too long kept from his hands. 
 
    "Rouse the guards," Nathan finally snapped.  "Get them in the saddle immediately.  It's time to pay a visit to our neighbour in the north.  No more waiting.  We take back what belongs to us." 
 
    "And if they don't want to relinquish them?"  Voice low, eyes crinkling in contemplation, Tyrandel slanted a look at his companion, as though to gauge his reaction. 
 
    "I don't plan to ask," Nathan snarled, turning on his heel and stomping back to the inn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    We can't prove it, as Henri has grown surprisingly adept at covering his tracks, but we believe he arranged for the death of the Queen.  In no way can I construe her fall an accident―no more than Dancy's―and to suggest the Queen's frailties as a woman led to the unfortunate incident rankles beyond belief.  Yet somehow, Henri has convinced not only his followers, but also key members of the land that this 'misfortune' just proves that women lack the strength to hold power, that we need protection, coddling, and the oppression of a man's thumb to hold us down.  He has eroded our ability to safeguard the people, hiding his smirks behind a face grave with concern.  I wish to blame a spell he somehow devised, a corruption forced into their minds, but I very much fear his overwhelming charisma, combined with fear and greed, truly drive this new weapon.  A much more insidious and difficult foe to fight. 
 
    And now the King sends us away to report on and deal with rumours of an uprising in the east, leaving Henri and his supporters far too close to the throne and the ear of the King.  At least Alfred has convinced the King to send Wulfgang with us, to 'oversee how to govern amid turmoil,' ostensibly providing the young Prince with valuable experience.  Keeping the heir as far from the influence of Henri as possible has become our tantamount task.  If only we could open the eyes of the King so easily ... 
 
    King Wulfgang had ascended to the throne of Dalasham 186 years ago, following Henri's Rebellion, Em mused, rubbing absently at the ache in the back of her head.  She shook her head in amazement, so absorbed in Constance's journal and what it suggested about history that it took her a moment to remember she didn't sit here alone. 
 
    She tore her gaze from the book beneath her fingers to scan the room for her charge.  Destiny sat in the next chair, legs folded under her as she perused one of Dalasmar's rare books on magic with a scowl, her wrists still bound by the magic-inhibiting bracelets, though Darien had found a way to lengthen the delicate chain linking them.  Ambrose lounged on one of the settees, eyes sharp despite his deceptive air of relaxation as he guarded the pair.  The King had assigned another guard named Bartok to keep watch over Destiny.  A veteran just glimpsing his fourth decade, he now stood by the door, a perpetual glower of distaste etched on his face as he performed his duty.  Em had no idea where the Chief Librarian had disappeared to since last she had examined her surroundings. 
 
    Lord Prichard had deposited them in the sitting room near the library after King Stefan had charged Em with Destiny's disposition.  Em had reluctantly explained to the nobleman how her strange ability to see the threads of magic had added weight to Destiny's decision to help rather than attack in the aftermath of Marcus' spell.  The speed at which Prichard's look of astonishment had morphed into speculation at Em's ability to detect magic had alarmed the little librarian, and she knew the spy's thoughts churned through the possibilities this new talent might engender.  Thankfully for her peace of mind, Prichard hadn't returned to the sitting room in the ensuing two days, and it had become the gathering place for Em and her new companions instead. 
 
    An interesting two days, Em thought, gaze unfocused as it rested on the wizard.  First, a surprisingly honest and detailed accounting of Destiny's dealings with Prince Whillim as her trial resumed yesterday.  Then the declaration of Whillim's exile to Cranshaw Fortress, where the Prince would sit, not in the luxury afforded by his station, but in close confinement, attended solely by his valet and a single deaf-mute servant, the only concession to his royal birth. 
 
    King and Councillors, while they deliberated on how to fully deal with Destiny and the harm she had wrought, had decreed that the woman must stand ready to consult on adequate defences of Riverbend should Wizard Nathan follow his friend Marcus to the castle.  What they hoped to accomplish against someone like Nathan, especially given the fact that their own source of potential protection sat trapped by magical bindings, Em didn't know.  The rulers didn't trust Destiny―couldn't afford to even contemplate that notion in light of her recent transgressions against the kingdom―but they had finally recognised and acknowledged her role in freeing the courtroom from Marcus' spell, saving them from the unscrupulous clutches of outsiders, and that had afforded her some little leeway. 
 
    That Dalasham stood so easily exposed to magical attack, highlighted first by Destiny's work with the Prince and now brought into painful clarity by Marcus' actions, added a new layer of complexity to King Stefan's realm, one he needed solved quickly.  To that end, he had quietly charged Em and Darien to work with Destiny to uncover the truth behind the Lesser Magics and Henri's Rebellion.  The King reasoned that, if they could find proof of Destiny's hypothesis of a spell that redirected the flow of magic, that also caused an aversion in wizards to linger near the capital, then they might work to find a counter to that spell.  Or learn a way to harness the effect more profitably, see if they could turn their Lesser Magics into a defence against someone like Nathan.  While Destiny could help them research this, she couldn't bring any of her magic to bear in tests or explorations while so confined.  At the same time, no one would risk unleashing Destiny's powers for fear of her turning against them again.  Reasonable precautions, but limiting to what Stefan hoped to achieve. 
 
    Prichard had assured Em and Darien that he had a plan to test whatever they might discover in their research without relying on Destiny's magic.  Despite a slight furrow marring his otherwise optimistic expression at this pledge, Em had to trust that the master spy had set things in motion that, once they found an answer, they could act upon it.  She hoped she didn't misplace that trust, or only believe in it because of some Lesser Magic that Prichard employed without any conscious direction. 
 
    She gave a fierce shake of her head.  Reading about conspiracies, trying to understand historic events that countered what she had learned in the past, and hoping to find information on the creation and existence of Lesser Magics made her doubt too much.  Perhaps she needed to take a break. 
 
    Destiny glanced up, noted Em's air of dissatisfaction, and slapped her book closed. 
 
    "Your library has a strange collection of thoughts on magic," the wizard said.  "And nothing that pertains to your current situation." 
 
    "I know," Em admitted.  She chewed her lip, debating whether to tell Destiny about the Forbidden Texts in the Chief Librarian's enclave.  She had argued that allowing Destiny to see those books might help in their search, but Darien had hesitated at granting her access to what he considered potentially dangerous works.  Em felt Destiny likely knew most of the information regarding magic anyway, and had hoped they might study the more historical texts around Henri's time, but she had deferred to Darien's decision.  Now she worried she should have pushed harder.  Leaving Destiny in the dark didn't help their situation. 
 
    She glanced around the room again, but Darien hadn't reappeared.  Em set her jaw. 
 
    "Ask Darien about his special texts," she said, holding the twilight intensity of Destiny's stare.  "Maybe something like Magics of pre-Revolutionary Dalasham."  Em paused, regarding the other woman.  "Can you read Old Dalasham?" she asked, recalling the language used by many of those potentially useful texts.  Destiny shook her head, and Em sighed.  So much for that idea.  She glanced back down at Constance's journal and the pages she had transcribed from it.  Could Destiny help with anything from this? 
 
    Even as she considered, a shadow fell over her.  Em glanced up quickly, ready to pull back at the sight of Destiny now leaning over her, but the journal in her lap had captivated the wizard's gaze.  Destiny frowned before staring hard at Em. 
 
    "You can read that," she stated. 
 
    Em shrugged, looking up. 
 
    "Yes, it's Old Dalasham.  Her writing's a bit archaic and crabbed, but I've figured out her style well enough." 
 
    Destiny shook her head, sending loose tendrils of raven hair that had escaped their simple tie slithering over her shoulders as her eyes narrowed further. 
 
    "It's more than that," she said.  Em just stared in incomprehension.  Destiny sighed, dragging over her chair so that she sat closer to Em.  "And you don't even see it.  Or rather, you do."  Before Em could complain at her companion's cryptic remark, Destiny drew in a breath, ready to explain something seemingly obvious to her.  Then she hesitated, her head cocked to the side as she considered something. 
 
    "Can Darien read this?" she asked. 
 
    Of course, hovered on Em's lips, but then she, too, paused.  Could he?  Any time they had discussed Wizard Constance's startling unravelling of history, Darien had either referred to the pages Em had translated, or to Em's spoken words as they tried to puzzle something out.  Now that she thought of it, she couldn't remember Darien ever actually consulting the journal directly.  Her brow drew down. 
 
    "He can't, can he?" Destiny pressed. 
 
    "How could you know?" Em whispered.  Destiny regarded her in silence, gaze speculative. 
 
    "It's magic locked," she finally replied.  "Encoded, if you will.  Spelled so that no one can read it unless they know the key." 
 
    Em blinked down at the book, its writing clear to her, if in Old Dalasham. 
 
    "But―" she swallowed heavily.  "I haven't applied any key."  She met the other woman's eyes, surprised at the hint of sympathy there before cold calculation erased the emotion. 
 
    "You can see magic," Destiny said, reiterating her statement from when Em had described Marcus' paralyzing spell.  "See it, and look beyond to what lies beneath."  She glanced down to her hands clasped lightly in her lap.  No, Em realised, to the chains on her wrists.  "What do you see when you look at these?" Destiny asked quietly. 
 
    Em frowned, but remained silent.  After a moment, Destiny peered up. 
 
    "You knew how to release them," she said.  "How?  Did Darien show you?" 
 
    Without meaning to, Em flicked her gaze down, then back to Destiny's intent stare, her head throbbing gently in time with the thud of her heart. 
 
    "You can see the seal, what keeps them binding me.  Would it surprise you that I cannot?  That I only see a solid band of metal?" 
 
    Em's eyes widened, flying back to the bracelets.  To the mechanism she could clearly see which held them securely to Destiny's wrists. 
 
    "Is that how you knew how to defeat my Focus?" Destiny asked.  "You saw something of how the Destiny Seat worked and circumvented it?" 
 
    "No," said Em, then hesitated, forcing herself to remember those terrifying moments when she feared none of them would live to see the sunrise, at least not with their minds intact.  She collected her thoughts and spoke carefully.  "If I did, it lay in my subconscious.  I acted out of desperation, not knowing it could work, but unwilling to give up on the slim chance that recalling the Royal Proofs might help King Stefan."  She squeezed her eyes shut, again seeing Destiny's Sanctum lit by a lantern and magic, Stefan's empty gaze uncaring of the knife in Whillim's hands as the Prince stood over his brother, Fred's grim countenance as he regarded the unknown man at the mercy of Whillim, Destiny's quiet disdain as she awaited the Prince's decision, mingled with anticipation and validation that her spell had finally reached its conclusion. 
 
    The white quartz chair veined with rose and green hummed silently, its potential whispering in Em's mind― 
 
    Pale grey eyes flew open, that last vague sensation of communication between her and the Destiny Seat overlaying Em's thoughts as the present slammed back into focus, leaving her both frightened and elated by this new possibility.  The hearth fire painted a warm pattern over Destiny's right cheek, heightening a gleam of satisfaction that glittered in the dark blue depths of the wizard's gaze as she sat back, not taking her attention off Em. 
 
    "It called to me," Em whispered, not wanting to voice this revelation to the guards.  "More a feeling, really, an impression.  A possibility I explored with desperation." 
 
    "Your Lesser Magics, combining to overcome a wizard's Great Work."  Destiny shook her head, a frown returning to mar her attractive features.  "And used without any training, any foreknowledge, any preparation or concept of consequence.  Just desire and desperation."  She heaved a heavy sigh, then surprised Em by leaning forward and clutching Em's hands in her own.  Ambrose lunged to his feet, knife held ready as he saw a potential threat. 
 
    "Wait," Em said quickly, halting his forward motion, seeing not threat from Destiny, but intensity. 
 
    "This is why Nathan must never learn the secrets of Dalasham.  You have such power, such potential, and absolutely no idea how to harness it, how to hide it or guard against it.  How to protect yourself.  If he learns how to tap into the strength of your kingdom, no one will ever stop the spread of the ill intent our father drummed into him, and I will truly lose my little brother forever." 
 
    Em hastened to blink away her uncertainty, seeing a new fierceness in the woman before her.  Without pausing to consider any ramifications to her actions, she squeezed Destiny's hands in return. 
 
    "We'll stop him," Em vowed.  "Somehow, we'll stop him.  We'll learn what spell altered Dalasham and use it to our advantage.  You teach me how to guard these Lesser Magics, how to use them, and I'll help you regain your brother." 
 
    Destiny stared in stunned silence, too many emotions chasing across her face for Em to read any of them.  Then she gave a firm nod, though Em couldn't say for certain what Destiny had just agreed to, for the door opened, admitting two men and redirecting their attention.  The guard Bartok came erect, his hand on the pommel of his sword, but he kept the weapon sheathed, knowing if not expecting the first man, who afforded the guard a cautious nod. 
 
    "Well," Prichard said after a moment, having swept the room with a sharp, dark-eyed gaze.  He studied the women confronting each other in their chairs, hands held tight as nearly identical gazes of determination turned to face him, Ambrose a hesitant presence between the pair.  "You've obviously come to some sort of epiphany or arrangement.  Anything we might help with?"  He gestured to the shorter figure beside him, drawing his companion deeper into the sitting room.  Em's eyes widened in recognition as the stick-thin man peered nearsightedly at them, though she had no idea how or why he now stood in a room in Dalasmar Castle. 
 
    "Norbert?" she asked in surprise. 
 
    The wiry Administrator from Bakaana's Frontier School sketched a slight bow in her direction.  She didn't miss Prichard's wry smile at her consternation.  Obviously, the master spy felt he had used the last couple of days profitably.  Em hoped she could agree, if he decided to explain Norbert's startling presence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "When it became clear to me that Wizard Marcus had ulterior motives in his overly keen interest in Lady Destiny," Prichard spoke into the stunned silence, "it seemed prudent to ask for advice.  Darien informed me he had found reference to something called the Peace Accords, rules that govern undue influence of a magical nature upon those of us who do not practice such arts.  Lacking other magical resources that we could trust―for Marcus seemed, and proved, less than reliable―I wondered if someone from the Wizarding Schools might have some advice.  I sent word to Wizard Castillo in Bakaana, requesting information on his errant peer and suggestions on how to deal with a rogue wizard should Darien's cell not function as it ought for our guest.  And anything on the nature of magic that might explain how one would transfer power to many."  He heaved an irritated sigh, eyes pinched in frustration.  "Having no response, and a sudden new interest in learning effective questioning techniques rather than simple imprisonment to use with Marcus, I had planned to send a more detailed request for information when who should appear at the castle gates in response to my first query, but the Administrator to the Frontier School himself." 
 
    Prichard slanted a look down at the man beside him, the wiry man straining against a desire to interrupt in his eagerness to learn some answers of his own.  "Stefan has put Wizard Norbert into my care, and Norbert has expressed an interest to meet the wizard who spun so fascinating a ward about Riverbend." 
 
    Now Prichard met Destiny's stare as the formidable woman sat back, disentangling her hands from Emily's.  He raised a single auburn eyebrow, inviting the lady wizard to claim her prowess.  Destiny arched her own raven brows in sardonic reply. 
 
    "Some might find gratification in admiration from others," she finally replied.  "But when something starts as a matter of survival and evolves into a matter of course, one hardly looks for accolades, Lord Prichard." 
 
    Norbert frowned, peering nearsightedly at Destiny.  He took a half step forward before catching himself and turning with a frown to Prichard. 
 
    "I spoke in all earnestness, Lord Prichard, and you jest at my expense?" he spluttered, his voice reedy. 
 
    "I do no such thing, Wizard Norbert," Prichard countered.  "Wizard Destiny authored the ward, and much else besides." 
 
    Norbert shook his head violently, and Prichard saw Destiny's eyes narrow dangerously, though the Bakaana wizard didn't notice. 
 
    "I sense no magic in this room, active or passive, yet you suggest another wizard inhabits its confines." 
 
    "Wizard Norbert," Emily spoke up quickly, surprising not only Prichard―who knew her aversion to drawing attention to herself―and Norbert―who seemed to only now recognise the librarian as the recent companion to the King―but Destiny as well.  Emily pushed on, either oblivious to the scrutiny of all or just hopeful to make her point quickly.  "If you examine the bindings on Destiny's wrists, I believe you'll better understand your folly." 
 
    "I beg your pardon?" Norbert spluttered again, nearly apoplectic in indignation.  Destiny grinned, raising her arms with a little shake and drawing the other wizard's attention even as he drew in another breath of complaint.  Instead, Prichard watched the man's focus suddenly narrow as he took in Destiny's chains.  Norbert's habitual squint widened and he forgot his affront, hastening forward to drop to one knee beside Destiny.  He reached forward as though to grab at her bindings, but hesitated before he could touch them or her.  Destiny flinched, then held still, allowing Norbert to examine the bracelets. 
 
    "Remarkable," Norbert breathed, his hands caressing the air above the bindings.  Prichard watched Emily's intent stare, fascinated to see her reaction to whatever Norbert did.  If he had harboured any doubts about the young woman's ability to see magic before, the way her eyes tracked what he himself couldn't see laid that doubt to rest.  "I have read of this level of sophistication, but never had the occasion to see such cell bindings in person before."  He glanced up over his shoulder at Prichard.  "They truly hold her magic at bay?" 
 
    "See for yourself," Emily said, and before Prichard could do more than take a hasty step forward to stop her, she reached past Norbert and released Destiny's restraints.  "Perhaps you would care to check over your ward, Wizard Destiny." 
 
    Destiny sat frozen, as still as Norbert, whose only reaction showed in his suddenly wide eyes as he stared from a bare span away at what he now could obviously sense as Destiny spread her awareness outward. 
 
    "Hellfire," Norbert sighed out before Emily closed the bindings again. 
 
    Destiny sighed as well, a sound more of frustration than satisfaction. 
 
    "I wish you wouldn't do that," she grumped to Emily.  To Prichard's surprise, Emily just smiled lightly and sat back. 
 
    "It seemed easier and swifter than waiting for the otherwise inevitable objections and denials of a woman's abilities." 
 
    Destiny snorted while Norbert frowned, glancing between the two.  Prichard just shook his head before moving to the nearest unoccupied chair and dropping down into it. 
 
    "You crossed my ward multiple times yesterday morning," Destiny said with an amused glance to Norbert.  "Likely trying to determine its extent and origin." 
 
    "Satisfied?" Prichard asked Norbert as the smaller man slowly blinked, as though assimilating this new information.  To his credit, the Bakaana wizard didn't scoff or try to ignore what Emily had just shown him.  He slowly leaned back on his heels, then rose to his feet, regarding the women in turn once more as he found his own seat near the fire. 
 
    "Intrigued, if nothing else," the little man finally admitted, settling himself into the comfort of crimson cushions.  "It seems our information in certain areas is woefully out of date." 
 
    His gaze sharpened as he turned to regard Prichard, but the spy noticed that the wizard no longer excluded the women from the conversation. 
 
    "Tell me what has happened since you left us, and how you think I can help." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    More delays, more time wasted, more opportunity for his patience to wear so thin that it began to fade into obscurity.  But Nathan had to admit that Tyrandel had a point.  After seven years, one would think Nathan might have learned how to temper his expectations, gather his resources into an instrument more likely to succeed, rather then fling himself into action now that his goal stood within reach.  If he simply stormed across the border in a blaze of power in his eagerness to deal with Girl and retrieve Marcus, he ran the risk of having to contend with more than the potential of magical opposition.  These Dalashamites might mistake a blatant display of his prowess as a precursor to an invasion and feel obliged to try and stop him, wasting even more valuable time.  So Tyrandel had advised on a more subtle course of action, a 'rescue' backed by force of arms. 
 
    "Petition for their release into your custody yourself," his rotund companion had counselled when Nathan had wanted to move upon losing his connection with Marcus. 
 
    "Marcus already tried that," Nathan had objected, lips curled into a sneer as he paused outside the room he had taken at the border inn. 
 
    "He's but one man," Tyrandel had countered with a single shake of his head.  "Meet these Dalashamites on their own turf, but with more to back you up than just our strength." 
 
    Nathan remembered frowning at his friend, his fierce expression demanding a more detailed explanation. 
 
    "They know nothing of magic," Tyrandel said, his pudgy hands rubbing together slowly as they did when he plotted something cunning.  "But they've had to endure whatever Girl perpetrated upon them, which will make them leery and mistrustful of wizards.  Even so, two men with a handful of guards will hardly give them pause, except to strengthen their defences and put them on their guard for unknown compulsions. 
 
    "Facing a much larger troop of soldiers, however, will turn their suspicion and efforts to the military might they have experience deflecting, not to the two wizards in the midst of a small army.  Give them a distraction with our presence so that they don't even consider how we might seek to turn their gaze from our more simplistic plan.  While we have a soldier bluster our demands, keeping their attention focused elsewhere, we slip past all defences, snatching both Girl and Marcus from beneath their very noses while they try to come up with a solution to the might of arms." 
 
    The delay chafed, oh yes, but Nathan had admitted Tyrandel's plan had merit.  So now he waited, determined to give his guard captain another handful of days to recruit a suitably sized force before taking back what belonged to him.  From where the man would recruit soldiers, Nathan didn't care. 
 
    "Hire mercenaries, take farmers from their fields, conscript thieves and murderers, it doesn't matter, so long as they can carry a weapon and march," he had told his captain.  The captain knew how to deal with adding numbers to create a sizable force―eager or recalcitrant, it didn't matter to the master who could magically tamper with a mind long enough to ensure compliance for a given task―and Nathan could deal with any cost incurred later. 
 
    "Five more days," he growled now to Tyrandel, curbing his impatience after already waiting for two evenings.  "Then we move, and if an army follows in our wake instead of marching beside us, so be it." 
 
    Tyrandel grinned before swinging away from his companion to search out a certain battered red-head with whom to pass the time.  Locating the girl's current hiding place just added to the fat man's amusement.  Nathan didn't know whether the serving wench had failed to realise that she dealt with a wizard who could cast a locate spell as easily as breathing, or if she merely took the only form of protest available to her.  The town only had so many hiding places, and Tyrandel could ferret them all out.  The innkeeper had ceased any complaints regarding their actions two days ago when Tyrandel first convinced Nathan to wait, and if his vacant, mindless need to obey the two wizards bothered anyone, those others simply took their patronage elsewhere.   
 
    Nathan left Tyrandel to toy with his victim, knowing that by the time they finally left and crossed into Dalasham by week's end, the wench would find herself as mindless as the innkeeper.  Assuming his friend left anything of her whole.  Perhaps Girl would also soon find herself in a similar position, a mindless husk, prey to the whimsy and lusts of those who owned her.  After all, hadn't Father described that very use for her?  To take whatever power she harboured and make it his own, slaking any thirst he desired. 
 
    Abomination, a tiny voice screamed in the back of his head.  You mustn't. 
 
    Nathan ruthlessly shoved that aside and stood.  He forced a smile, then turned to find something to take his mind off this deplorable wait.  Surely something in this little town could divert his attention for awhile. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    One more thing to occupy my time, Stefan thought with a hint of irritability.  Not enough that he still found himself unravelling some of Prince Whillim's machinations, that he had a hostile wizard locked in a special cell after threatening to turn Dalasham over to an equally unscrupulous man, or that he must justify the relative freedom of another wizard who had spread contention among his people―though Destiny had acted against Dalasham, she did not stand as a citizen of his realm and so could not, legitimately, receive punishment without possible reprisals, a fact his Council chose to ignore in their thirst to blame others.  Nor could he reveal Destiny's claim that many under his rule possessed some form of the very aspect that so frightened his people.  His Councillors might riot if they learned that many of their neighbours, if not themselves, might have a trace of Lesser Magic in their blood, so trying to explain why he needed Destiny to help research the origin of said Magics―and under the supervision of mere librarians (who also carried Lesser Magics)―rather than keeping her imprisoned or worse became counterproductive.  Those concerns on top of the usual ruling of his kingdom threatened to give Stefan a headache on the best of days. 
 
    Today didn't sit as one of his better days.  A messenger from the north had arrived to inform him that he had less than a week to prepare for the arrival of his bride-to-be, a time-frame his Councillors reaffirmed, finding themselves chagrined to learn that, yet again, they had misremembered Willi's edicts as Stefan's own.  The betrothal didn't come as a surprise―Stefan had set things in motion there long before Willi had tried to usurp his position―but he hadn't expected Bash to move so quickly once the two kingdoms had reached a mutually beneficial agreement, suggesting either Willi had failed to negotiate well for Dalasham, or that Bash had ulterior motives for such haste.  As Willi hadn't bothered to fully disclose to the Council the details of his clandestine meeting with Representative Tolnar, uncle to Princess Mantinou of Bash and a keen diplomat, Stefan suspected the former.  With Willi on his way to Cranshaw, soon to find himself under guard from the very mercenaries he himself had hired―themselves under the strict eye of Stefan's lead general until Milos fully recovered and could remove his Company from Stefan's lands―only one person in Dalasmar Castle knew the full details of a union that should have taken more rounds of negotiation to achieve.  That same Lady Destiny, whose presence caused such discontent even as he hoped it might lead to a discovery that would save his land from the influence of people like Nathan.  And herself. 
 
    "You're sure you should go to her, Sire?" Fred asked as he walked through the halls beside Stefan.  "I can have her brought somewhere secure―" 
 
    "The less anyone sees of her, the easier to fool themselves into forgetting her presence," interrupted Stefan.  "And this way, we also learn what Darien has discovered, if anything.  Better one trip for me than traipsing to so many meetings that others might feel inclined to invite themselves to." 
 
    "Easier if you just explained this possibility of Lesser Magics." 
 
    "Easier, but fraught with dangers, Fred.  Besides, what if Destiny's wrong?  These Lesser Magics might simply constitute an unusual phenomenon in Dalasham.  Or she might see something that doesn't exist and has no other way to describe it." 
 
    Fred scowled and clumped along in silence for three whole strides. 
 
    "You don't believe that, any more than I do," he accused in a low tone, not that any of the other three King's Guard accompanying them would overhear.  "Darien and Emily both believe her too." 
 
    Stefan suppressed a sigh. 
 
    "I know," he admitted.  "But they have no proof that the Council would understand.  Until I see a solution to this problem that no one else has known to exploit before, I see no reason to further frighten my advisors.  They're skittish enough with the notion of outside magic finding its way into our kingdom, let alone learning that natives likely use it everyday without realisation.  If Nathan or someone of his ilk shows up to challenge us, then I need to know how to answer his threat.  Leaving the librarians and wizard to find part or all of that answer is the only course I see, and the faster they do so without constant interruption, the better.  So we go to them." 
 
    Fred inclined his head in acknowledgement, though his dark eyes remained hooded with concern. 
 
      As they entered the sitting room he had instructed Prichard to set aside for the use of those librarians and wizard to gather and do research, Fred leading the way and signalling his men within to warn of the arrival of royalty, Stefan heard raised voices engaged in fierce debate. 
 
    "Impossible!" a wiry man with wavy chestnut hair brushed back from his olive toned face exclaimed from his seat near the fire, dark eyes so intent on the two women sitting in matching red-brown chairs across from him that he didn't notice the King's entrance.  Recognising the Administrator from the Frontier School, Stefan recalled Prichard's intent to seek further assistance from the western Schools of Magic.  Though Prich had indicated such help had arrived, he hadn't mentioned in what form.  Stefan remembered Norbert as a man dedicated to his records in the archives, as well as in his devotion to Wizard Castillo, head of the school.  He certainly hadn't expected to see that same administrator in Dalasmar Castle now. 
 
    Neither Emily nor Destiny paid Stefan's entrance any attention either, the former scowling in a way he recalled when she believed her audience misguided, the latter sitting forward, hands clasped tightly as she frowned fiercely, both intent on the foreign wizard.  Ambrose leaned next to the mantel, arms crossed as he watched over Emily while Bartok hovered closer to the door Stefan had just entered.  Prichard sat back in his own chair, keen eyes taking in everything.  Norbert, meanwhile, continued his objection. 
 
    "No such wizards graced Dalasmar's halls in any capacity of authority.  We have no records―" 
 
    "And do your records include Henri as a wizard?" Emily interrupted.  "They may have listed him as Heinrich, but I assure you, by whatever name, Henri knew the arts of wizardry, as did Constance and Alfred and all these others she's named." 
 
    "And that's part of the problem," Destiny added.  "You have no record of them because they altered the nature of reality." 
 
    Norbert shook his head, lips pursed in a firm line as though to keep his impatience from leaking out. 
 
    "Our records do not come from without; they are kept from within.  To suggest any could tamper with them―" 
 
    "Would admit that a Great Magic might have occurred without your knowledge," Destiny snarled.  "Come, Wizard Norbert, at least admit such could come to pass, no matter how improbable." 
 
    Norbert spluttered, but he didn't answer either way.  Perhaps sensing the other wizard wouldn't commit to something he'd had no time to research, Destiny waved a chained hand in a cutting gesture, pushing this argument aside for the moment. 
 
    "It doesn't matter whether or not you agree that Constance had any power, let alone used her abilities for the benefit of Dalasham.  It doesn't even matter at the moment whether you believe a woman capable of wielding complex magic.  We need to address the issue of Lesser Magics, however they became so prevalent in this land.  Emily―hellfire, everyone in Dalasham with a hint of Lesser Magic in their veins, could we but identify them―must learn how to shield themselves from power-mad wizards such as those likely to come seeking to learn the fate of Marcus." 
 
    "The likelihood of so many able to claim a Lesser Magic in one place is too far-fetched a notion―" 
 
    "Test it," Destiny challenged, again cutting off Norbert's words.  His face darkened further as irritation exploded into a growl.  Fred shifted at Stefan's side, and the King turned his head to see the Chief Librarian come into the room on silent feet, a small pile of books in his arms.  He took in the scene before him, coming to stand on the far side of Fred. 
 
    "Seems I've missed something," Darien murmured. 
 
    "Or you're just in time for more fun and games," Fred grunted, though careful not to draw the attention of the three arguing by the fire, none of whom seemed to have noticed their audience. 
 
    "I've already told you," Norbert spoke from between clenched teeth as he tried to keep his tone even, "I sense no magic users here." 
 
    "And that's the only defence they currently have," nodded Destiny.  "You cannot sense their Lesser Magics, but you can see them at work, and from there, you can feel them as they influence you.  The more you know where to look, and for what, the more you begin to recognise their prevalence.  I'm hoping, from there, we can learn why we don't sense them, and how to keep any initial attention away from them." 
 
    Stefan watched Norbert's jaw unlock, curiosity beginning to chase away frustration, though disbelief still lurked in his eyes.  If she can't convince another wizard of the existence of these Lesser Magics, Stefan pondered, how should I broach the subject to those less versed in arcane matters?  How would I keep panic at bay among the Council when learned scholars dare not stretch their understanding? 
 
    "You ask me to take their Lesser Magic on faith?" Norbert's voice softened with consideration.  "To trust to a sensation that you've now put in my mind, so that I won't know whether I feel an outside influence at work or an imaginary touch conjured by your supposition?" 
 
    Now Emily leaned forward, a battered black book held carefully in her hands, a frayed cord dangling past its spine.  She opened it seemingly at random and turned it so that the contents faced Norbert.  Confusion written on his face, the wizard glanced down at the pages, then up into Emily's earnest face. 
 
    "Can you read it?" she asked. 
 
    Norbert looked down again, his brows drawing into a frown after a moment. 
 
    "It's spell locked," he said.  "Useless without knowing the key." 
 
    "I can read it," came Emily's surprising reply.  "Without a key," she added, making Norbert's eyes widen.  Stefan saw Prichard's lip quirk minutely before returning to stillness.  He didn't think such a revelation surprised the master spy. 
 
    Then Norbert frowned again, his gaze flickering over to Destiny. 
 
    "As I can neither confirm nor refute this claim, it fails as a test."  He looked back at Emily, a hint of sympathy colouring his expression.  "Even if you read it to me verbatim, how can I know you don't make it up?  This cannot stand as your only proof to your access to a Lesser Magic." 
 
    "Two, actually," Destiny said, drawing Norbert's attention.  "She holds two Lesser Magics."  Now Destiny shifted her gaze toward Stefan's group, making the King wonder how long she had known of their presence.  "As does another in this room." 
 
    Emily followed her glance, then shifted back to stare at Norbert. 
 
    "Three people sit or stand here now who have Lesser Magics," the librarian corrected.  "Three that we know for certain." 
 
    A raised brow from Destiny as she brought her focus back to Norbert, no doubt wondering, as Stefan did, to which third party Emily referred. 
 
    "As the magic cares nothing for tracing family lines, discerning exactly who can do what and with what level of skill becomes problematic," Destiny explained.  "I have seen it in all walks of life here, from the smallest trace, easily dismissed as an everyday talent like creating exceptional meals, to something more extraordinary, such as the ability to resist or see through magic.  It appears in people regardless of station, rank, or gender, from servants to guards to librarians, amongst nobility right through to royalty.  And in such abundance that, as you say, it becomes difficult to discern if what one feels comes from intuition or imagination.  So, what proof can we offer that you will accept?" 
 
    While Norbert seemed to consider her words, one phrase circled in Stefan's thoughts.  Amongst nobility right through to royalty.  Did she refer to something she saw in Stefan, or something she had experienced with Whillim?  He opened his mouth to demand clarification, then paused as Darien stepped forward.  He set his books down on one of the side tables before perching on the arm of Emily's chair, his face set in a pleasant expression as he turned his regard on Norbert. 
 
    "Greetings, sir, and my apologies for the interruption.  I'm Chief Librarian Darien.  Do I understand correctly that you, like Lady Destiny here, can claim the status of wizard?" 
 
    Norbert inclined his head briefly, expression puzzled by the newcomer, but willing to include him in the discussion. 
 
    "Wizard Norbert," he introduced himself.  "Administrator to Wizard Castillo at Bakaana's Frontier School." 
 
    "Here from so far?" Darien raised his brows, impressed.  "How did you find the journey?  Have you had a chance to refresh yourself?" 
 
    "Lord Prichard saw to my needs, thank you." 
 
    "And now you find yourself in an unexpected debate with surprisingly strong-willed opponents."  Darien smiled, drawing a half-smile in return.  "I often found myself in spirited discourse with my predecessor, often without the advanced benefit of full knowledge of or research into the topic at hand.  This must seem similarly unnerving, especially in a kingdom you learned had little to no magic at its heart." 
 
    "Indeed, it's ... unsettling," Norbert agreed with a slight shiver.  "The concept of magic spread so widely throughout the peoples of the land rather than concentrated among a few men who might train to become wizards ... and to suggest such a feat came about at the hands of unknown wizards in a Great Magic that I can scarce comprehend seems so incredible.  Had I not felt the strength of her magic, I might mistake Destiny's insistence on the existence of these Lesser Magics as a wish to draw upon the strength of others.  As it is, I don't know how I can believe her, though the concept intrigues me." 
 
    "Is that something you would normally reveal to strangers?" Darien asked in open curiosity.  Stefan noted Destiny's smile, Prichard's nod, and Emily's intent concentration, all aimed toward the wizard. 
 
    Norbert blinked, taken aback at the question.  Then he frowned, staring hard at Darien. 
 
    "No, it's not," he said, voice hard. 
 
    "Darien has a talent for inviting confidences," Destiny admitted quietly. 
 
    "I merely invite honesty," Darien refuted, though without rancour.  "If we can prove any aspect of our Lesser Magics, would you then consider the possibility of someone creating them through a Great Magic that altered our understanding of history?" 
 
    "I suppose it's possible."  The frown that still marred Norbert's face shifted from disquieted to contemplative.  He glanced at Destiny.  She met his gaze evenly. 
 
    "You felt it that time, didn't you?" she queried.  "You're wondering if it's your imagination, but you felt it." 
 
    Not sure what she meant, Stefan watched as Norbert slowly turned back to Darien, who just smiled in a benign manner. 
 
    "I don't influence thoughts," said the librarian.  "I just make it easier for someone to share their concerns with me.  Until now, I've never actively tried to engage this skill I hadn't realised I had until Destiny's theory prompted me to do some research." 
 
    "A formidable skill that invites a closer study," Norbert agreed, then scowled, first at Darien, then at Destiny.  Finally, heaving a sigh somewhere between angry and rueful, the wizard allowed one firm nod. 
 
    'It seems I have much to consider; far more than I anticipated when I answered your summons." 
 
    "Why did you answer?" Emily piped up, drawing a surprised expression from Norbert.  "Why you, of all wizards?  Surely Wizard Castillo could have spared someone less expendable." 
 
    Norbert snorted, perhaps amused at her near flattery. 
 
    "I never trusted Wizard Marcus, and because of that, he's not likely to influence my opinions.  And, despite recent evidence, I'm more open-minded than many of my colleagues, who might consider sharing any information of a magical nature to mundanes as beneath them.  That combination allowed me to argue persuasively for Castillo to endorse providing Dalasham with additional support, and that I stood as the best candidate to deliver said aid." 
 
    Prichard laughed. 
 
    "Qualified and willing.  I'm guessing you stood among the few Castillo had to choose from." 
 
    Norbert smiled thinly, acknowledging this with a small tilt of his head. 
 
    "I did indeed." 
 
    Before they delved down that path deeper, or any other line of inquiry Stefan could see marching across both Prichard's and Norbert's face, he stepped forward, drawing every eye to him. 
 
    "As fascinating as I find this discourse," he said, "I've come for a different purpose.  I require the Lady Destiny's presence alone for a moment." 
 
    "Of course, Sire," Prichard said, rising to his feet with a small bow.  Norbert's brows winged up, his eyes wide as his mouth worked to produce sound.  Emily also stood, Ambrose her ever-present shadow, and with a soft, "Your Majesty," she gave them space, Darien following them out of the room.  Belatedly, Norbert gathered himself and found his feet, a quick glance to Prichard, who watched him with a twisted grin. 
 
    Of course, Norbert had only known them as scholars, and while he had likely surmised Prichard's subterfuge in their recent adventures in the west, the Lord had clearly kept Stefan's real station to himself, leaving a very surprised wizard now in the presence of royalty.  Stefan would leave the spy to disclose what he felt Norbert needed to know; right now, the King had his own blanks that required filling. 
 
    With only Fred looming at Stefan's shoulder―Bartok and Stefan's other guards standing attention near the door that Prichard had just ushered Norbert through―the King regarded the lady wizard who hadn't moved from her chair.  Destiny had drawn herself up, perched on the edge of her seat, but she hadn't stood, perhaps as a reminder that, while Stefan had a certain power over her, he did not stand as her King.  Or she felt herself more than his equal.  He chose not to take offense, having more pressing concerns and little time; time he had already stretched by listening to wizardly debates. 
 
    He took the chair Emily had vacated, settling himself to face Destiny.  He allowed a moment of eye contact, from which neither party flinched, but before he could launch into what had brought him here, Stefan addressed a new concern first. 
 
    "You told Norbert you have experienced Lesser Magic even among royalty."  A sudden intake of breath from Fred at this unexpected topic, then silence as Stefan waited for Destiny's slow nod.  "As you know, I have sent my brother into exile," he continued.  "Do I need to worry that Whillim might harness some latent talent, as Darien just demonstrated, or do my people remain safe from any further interference from him?" 
 
    Destiny sat regarding him from eyes gone deepest blue, taking time before formulating a reply.  Gathering her thoughts and determining what to reveal, in Stefan's opinion.  Finally, she drew in a breath, sitting even more erect as she confronted the King. 
 
    "I hardly had a traditional upbringing in magic, so I don't have first-hand knowledge of the workings of identifying and nurturing youth with potential.  However, I do understand that not all children access power in the same way.  On occasion, the flow of magic will meet a blockage, or become twisted in some way within the child.  Wizards who examine likely students can detect such flaws and work to overcome them, or, in rare cases where allowing continued access to magic will grow dangerous, to sever the talent entirely. 
 
    "Dalasham has no such observers, so any child whose magic ... malfunctions has no recourse to safety.  I believe your brother's Lesser Magic―if indeed he has one and I didn't simply witness a vain, ambitious yet lazy man―developed along these lines; a magic twisted without knowledge on how to treat the malady.  If so, any magic he might possess remains stunted and harmless to those beyond himself.  I do believe, however, that it manifested by warping his mind, turning into an exaggerated hatred and envy of you.  Do I think he can learn any mastery over a Lesser Magic?  No.  Do I believe him harmless even in exile?  Unlikely, but without access to resources, his malaise should remain impotent, centred around the corporeal, not the magical." 
 
    Stefan stared at her, trying to digest that.  A sickness of the mind, brought about by a magic none of them knew to look for.  What kind of magic could twist a child into a monster?  How many others might have suffered something similar, the kingdom's ignorance of magic and shunning of wizards dooming children with incurable madness?  And could they find a cure if they learned the secret to this Great Magic that supposedly altered the flow of magic in the first place? 
 
    Another question for wizards and librarians, Stefan realised, hopefully hidden somewhere in journals apparently only Emily could read.  So much riding on the shoulders of the young woman and those she had unwittingly gathered into her circle.  Such as this wizard sitting before him, an enemy turned reluctant ally, or so he had to hope.  Helping them find answers for as long as it suited her.  Or rather, he thought, his gaze dropping to her chained wrists, for as long as they held her captive.  An ally, but not by choice. 
 
    He brought his attention back to her face.  He must leave such matters of magic to others.  Matters of state, however, he could work on. 
 
    "Tell me the details you and Whillim arranged with Bash," he said, finally broaching the topic that had brought him here.  By Destiny's slight start, he knew he had surprised her.  Obviously not what she had expected.  He wondered briefly what she had feared he had come to say, for a flash of worry had sparked deep in her gaze despite the stoic mask she had donned, now dispelled by his demand.  A question for another day. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    He thought he had hated it here before.  Now, trapped in a cell with no access to his powers, bereft of the illusion of superiority―how did a kingdom lacking even the semblance of magic manage to subdue and incapacitate a wizard?―Marcus felt a lack he had never dreamed he'd encounter.  On the cusp of victory, both Girl and Dalasham in his hands, ready to hand to Nathan as the greatest gift, somehow Marcus had failed. 
 
    That cursed librarian's fault, he snarled to himself as he prowled the confines of his strange cell ceaselessly.  Stride, stride, stride, stride, then the slap of his hand against the wall before twirling to pace in the opposite direction.  All had gone so wonderfully, especially given the suddenness of his brilliant plan, every person in that room vulnerable to his awesome magics.  And then .... 
 
    Somehow, that Emily had resisted his efforts, pulling away from him as he crouched to retrieve his prize.  A blinding pain that consumed him in darkness, and ... he had woken up here, confined in a stone cell that somehow stole his magic. 
 
    Impossible, he had initially berated himself, but nothing he did would affect the outside world.  He could feel his magic, pent up somehow behind an impenetrable barrier.  He didn't know how long he had battered uselessly against what bound him, searched for some flaw, desperately sought any unguarded edge to his confinement, but he had finally conceded defeat.  Whatever restrained his magic and kept him imprisoned truly held him captive.  These weak Dalashamites had somehow captured him, and all because of that damned librarian, who clearly had unseen depths to her. 
 
    Marcus snarled again, his only comfort in knowing that Nathan at least knew where to find him.  Whether he would effect an escape for Marcus or lose himself in his revenge upon Girl, Marcus refused to contemplate.  Nathan would come, and Dalasham would tremble. 
 
    In the meantime, Marcus prowled his cell, almost looking forward to the next time Stefan sent someone to question him, if only to alleviate the sameness of his days now.  Boredom (mixed with helplessness, though Marcus wouldn't allow himself to admit just how powerless he felt stripped of magic) held an intriguing aspect as a means of torture he hadn't considered before.  That he might look forward to seeing someone―anyone―just to change the scenery let Marcus know he had, perhaps, relied too much on the presence of others, no matter how subservient to his strength.  Of course, they hadn't resorted to actual torture yet, only questions he had refused to answer, so perhaps the introduction of pain would change his desire for a voice other than his own. 
 
    As though in answer to his desire for a break to this monotony, Marcus heard something from beyond the dark confines of his cell.  The flickering of the torch in the hall that sent the only source of light to penetrate into his darkness danced fitfully as an outer door opened, bringing a subtle change in the air.  Boot strikes beat the floor in the corridor, approaching.  Certain this presaged someone other than the silent guard who shoved in a plate of food twice a day―he had already devoured the meagre contents of the morning meal and knew not enough time had passed for an evening one (assuming his sense of time hadn't utterly failed him, having no daylight to truly discern day from night)―Marcus turned to face the door, hands on his hips and a scowl on his face.  If he couldn't intimidate through his magic, he could at least use his bearing and features to express his superiority.  He refused to cower, even as he yearned for company. 
 
    The door opened, revealing a silhouette holding a lantern, backed by two other shadows.  Marcus blinked to hasten his eyes' adjustment to the welcome light as the figure hung the lantern on a hook by the entrance, then stared in stupefaction at the wiry man who stood revealed in the door, his arms crossed and a smug expression on his olive toned face as he squinted down his nose at the captive wizard.  Marcus quickly revised his notion that he would accept any company.  Of all the people Dalasham could have sent to his prison, Marcus wouldn't have even thought to include Norbert, the annoying little administrator who worked under Wizard Castillo.  Why does an office clerk stand at my door, acting as though he has any right to judge me? 
 
    Marcus stared over the man's shoulder, almost expecting to find Wizard Castillo standing behind his subordinate, but he didn't see the large man with his salt and pepper hair and silver beard who could have hidden three Norbert's in his bulk.  Instead, he recognised Lord Prichard, the man who had posed as a scholar's aide when he travelled with Marcus yet who turned out to hold a seat on the Council.  Beside him stood a pale-haired stranger.  No, not a stranger, Marcus noted with a shock, but the man who had brought Girl to the Greater Audience Chamber when Marcus' triumph had turned to failure.  His lip curled in derision to hide his discomfort and uncertainty.  What did these three men have in store for him? 
 
    "Well," Norbert finally spoke, his reedy voice dripping disdain as he leaned a shoulder against the door frame.  "It seems you've made an even bigger nuisance of yourself here than in Bakaana.  Only here, I see you've committed an offense grievous enough to warrant imprisonment."  The little man swept his gaze over Marcus' confines, the slight widening of his dark eyes the only evidence that he found this strange cell interesting.   
 
    At that moment, Marcus actually wanted to sense what the Administrator did, to know how this stone room confined his magic.  Armed with that knowledge, surely Marcus could find a way to free himself.   
 
    "And quite the predicament, locked in here, helpless as any ordinary citizen," Norbert continued.  "At the whim of mundanes." 
 
    Marcus clenched his fists, teeth clamped tight enough to make his jaw throb.  Stoop to insults would he?  Did he honestly expect Marcus to lose his temper at the reminder of how these un-magical people had somehow captured him, or did he simply express his contempt for Marcus' situation?  Either way, Marcus refused to give the annoying bureaucrat the satisfaction of a response.  He fastened his eyes over the small man's head and controlled his breathing, trying his best to ignore this officious reminder from Bakaana.  It took longer than he liked for his hands to relax at his side again. 
 
    "I admit, it did surprise me," Norbert said when Marcus held his silence, "to hear that you had volunteered to take on a high level wizard with prowess in multi-layered spells.  Of course, when Wizard Castillo informed me your usefulness would likely expand only to bindings and wards in this matter, I figured you just wanted any excuse to show off to those who might not know better than to marvel at your one area of expertise."  Marcus' eyes narrowed, and he could feel the left one twitch as he tried to contain his outrage.  How dare this useless man scoff at him?  Norbert sat holed up in an office all day, surrounded by men of might, while Marcus― 
 
    For the first time, Marcus wondered how much strength Norbert had.  He had only ever heard him referred to as Administrator, never Wizard, but then, he realised, he had basically dismissed the little man as unimportant next to the likes of Castillo.  It had never seemed important before, and honestly, how much magic could an administrator possess?  Marcus suddenly suspected he wouldn't like the answer to that question, and he began to worry.  Where did Norbert's talents lie?  What strength curled in that wiry frame?  He wanted to scoff at the idea that this man held any threat, yet something lurking in those too-perceptive eyes as they bore down on him warned Marcus that perhaps he had overlooked a dangerous enemy. 
 
    "Now I understand you had an ulterior motive, not just for coming here, but, I suspect, for your arrival and tenure at the Frontier School.  Tell me, Marcus, how long have you hunted for Wizard Destiny?" 
 
    The effrontery of the man, refusing to grant him his earned rank of wizard while bestowing the very same on a Girl who had stolen both strength and life from a man far above any in this accursed place!  Had Marcus had access to his magic, he would have shown this pompous fool just what powers Wizard Shelton had taught those privileged to study with his son.  One area of expertise indeed.  In lieu of that possibility, Marcus satisfied himself with thoughts of what Nathan would do to these people when he arrived.  And that brought a twisted smile to his lips that made Norbert pause. 
 
    Sadly, not for long. 
 
    "What spell did you use to incapacitate Dalasmar's leaders?" he demanded.  "And how did you expect any paralysis to last long enough for help to arrive?  I'm told you expressed your intent to give King and Council over to one Wizard Nathan, yet I have strong assurance that this Nathan has not approached Dalasmar, doesn't stand within a day's ride out, likely doesn't haunt Dalasham at all.  So how did you expect to keep a room full of dignitaries subdued for hours, let alone days, without someone noticing?  And how did you plan to circumvent the strictures of the Peace Accords?  Or did you bother to think past the moment at all?" 
 
    Marcus tried to ignore the goading and bluster.  Norbert couldn't know Nathan's whereabouts or intentions, and he certainly wouldn't know Nathan's mind.  His friend might stride through these very halls in the next moment, come for his comrade and his prize.  Norbert wouldn't know what to track so couldn't possibly know whether Nathan approached unless― 
 
    Unless the ward surrounding Dalasmar warned Girl of his proximity.  Could these mundanes now rely on the very person who had so nearly overthrown them?  Did Girl's ward still stand and could she still sense it?  He had assumed the woman these Dalashamites had so keenly wanted to put on trial sat in her own cage, likewise blocked from any magic (not that she could possibly do as much as he when he found freedom).  Now he must entertain the possibility that they had released her, perhaps only having the one strange cell that now housed him. 
 
    Not his concern, Marcus decided.  If they let Girl walk around their castle unfettered, that just made it easier for Nathan to grab her when the time came. 
 
    "If Nathan is as careless as Marcus," Lord Prichard spoke in an aside to Norbert, but Marcus had no difficulties hearing him, "perhaps all we need is an intrepid librarian to foil his plans.  If he comes here at all.  Emily and Destiny defeated Marcus handily enough; surely Nathan will fare little better." 
 
    Norbert snorted while Marcus seethed.  That damnable librarian again? 
 
    "Nathan will eat that child alive, whether she's a conduit or not," Marcus snarled.  "Use her up and spit her out.  He will take Girl from your very clutches and avenge our master, and then, if you're very lucky, he'll let you live long enough to see your pitiful kingdom fall.  And I will stand at his side and smile." 
 
    Three pairs of eyes stared at him, contemplation rather than shock or fear etched on each face.  Their casual dismissal of his sincere claims only angered him further.  No pity for fools too ignorant to understand their peril.  Which would make Nathan's conquest all the sweeter.  Marcus swept a hand at the trio in a disgusted gesture of rejection as he turned his back and slumped down on the hard stone bench these mundanes expected him to sleep on.  Let them suffer their fate; he would walk free at Nathan's side soon enough. 
 
    "It seems Lady Destiny had it aright when she affirmed he wouldn't see Emily's gift for truth," the pale haired man said to his companions, the lantern picking up shades of blue and green in his hard gaze.  "But a conduit?" 
 
    Norbert shook his head briefly. 
 
    "What do you think Nathan will do if he comes here?" the little man asked.  "Do you think Dalasham will stand unprepared?  Do you think they learned nothing from Wizard Destiny?  Or from your own unthinking stunt?  What could your Nathan possibly do that others haven't tried?" 
 
    "Nathan will squash you and barely have to lift a finger to do so," Marcus scoffed, leaning against the stone wall and presenting an image of utter confidence and comfort, despite the cold and unyielding surface behind him.  "His power surpasses any that Bakaana could ever offer and his ambition knows no bounds.  You hold what he wants, and he won't stop until he's taken it from you." 
 
    "How?" the unnamed man asked in a quiet voice.  Marcus found himself turning to look at him, for some reason willing to provide an answer to this question asked so earnestly. 
 
    "Tyrandel accompanied him to the border, and while the fat sloth enjoys his comforts, he also has a keen mind.  I imagine he will council a modicum of prudence, so you're unlikely to see Nathan approach in a blaze of glory.  He will come when you least expect it, perhaps even hide in plain sight, steal through your defences to his goal before you even know he's arrived.  Girl's ward can only tell you he nears; it can't protect you, or her.  And an administrator from a wizarding school hardly has the necessary skill to counter a Level Five Prime adept, let alone two wizards of the highest order." 
 
    "An arrow or unexpected sword thrust has ended many an unsuspecting hero," the man said, a hint of sorrow and, perhaps, sympathy deepening his voice.  "How would your Nathan prevent that if he keeps his eye too fixed on the prize and not on the journey?" 
 
    "Bah," Marcus waved his hand, sweeping the thought aside.  "In the unlikely event that any found a way to neutralise Nathan's defences―I assure you, his magical shield has as much potency as his fist backed by power―Tyrandel would protect him.  And barring that, he has his guards, ruthless in their own way, even if they lack the gift of magic.  When Nathan arrives, nothing will stop him from claiming what belongs to him." 
 
    "And you feel certain your Nathan would want to claim more than just you and Lady Destiny should he reach Dalasmar?" 
 
    "I don't see why he should limit himself," Marcus said.  "I can't speak with utter certainty that he would bother with taking your little kingdom, but you have no defences to stop him should he turn his eyes to your throne." 
 
    "And you believe he will enter in secrecy, using his powers to thwart any who might resist him, up to and including the authority of the King.  In effect, declaring an act of war upon us." 
 
    Marcus shrugged. 
 
    "As I said, you won't see him coming, and you won't keep him from taking what he wants." 
 
    "What of the Peace Accords?" the pale-haired man asked, head tilted to one side as he pondered Marcus' words, reintroducing Norbert's question.  "Surely Nathan won't so blatantly act against the rules which protect non-magical kingdoms such as ours." 
 
    "Who would stop him?" Marcus demanded, leaning forward and holding the man's blue-green gaze with quiet intensity.  If the man knew Nathan as Marcus did, he would understand the sheer strength his peer could command, and thus understand the futility of making any attempts to stand in his way.  Only one had ever opposed Nathan, and she would soon pay for that effrontery. 
 
    "The Enforcers who keep the Accords won't sit by while a wizard tries to steal power," cautioned his questioner. 
 
    "Bah," Marcus waved away the objection.  "By the time any Enforcer deigned to trouble us with his presence, Nathan would already hold sway.  Or have abandoned the project as too troublesome, whichever he saw fit.  Either way, nothing you do will stop Nathan.  He's too powerful." 
 
    The man frowned, his features pinched tight, before turning to look at Lord Prichard and Norbert.  Prichard didn't return the glance, his eyes glued to Marcus. 
 
    "Then perhaps we owe you our thanks for the warning," the nobleman said.  Marcus blinked.  Warning?  He hadn't meant it as such.  A niggling thought pressed against his mind, but Prichard turned his back before Marcus could explore it, and he lost the moment. 
 
    "I think we've heard enough for the moment, gentlemen," Prichard said, gathering his companions and the lantern.  "Let's give Marcus some space." 
 
    Without a backward glance, they shut the cell door, locking Marcus in with his thoughts and the renewed darkness.  Marcus nearly lunged up off the stone slab, an urge to call them back if only for the company dying on his lips.  Instead, he forced himself to sit back and consider what had just happened.  Prichard had given the impression that he thought they had learned something important from him, but what?  He had only expressed his firm belief that Nathan would come, and surely they had known that before.  You told them about Tyrandel, a small voice sneered at him.  About Nathan's shields and guards.   
 
    So what? he snarled back at himself.  They had never seen Nathan in a rage, nor truly understood his vendetta against Girl and the lengths he would go to to reach her, Peace Accords notwithstanding.  Marcus hadn't given any real details on what Nathan could do.  Let them think they could plan for the storm that the greatest wizard in the world would bring to their doorstep.  Nathan would sweep these mundanes and their paltry ally from the planet.  No amount of forewarning could change that. 
 
    And Girl? demanded that small voice. 
 
    She wouldn't have the element of surprise this time, and Nathan would retrieve her stolen magic.  After all, who in this non-magical kingdom had the ability to stop him? 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    It chafed, oh it chafed.  Bad enough to face exile from court, but a lifetime trapped at Cranshaw Fortress?  Whillim seethed, his only consolation being that Stefan hadn't exiled him to some other barbarous land; although in a foreign country, he might have better luck gaining a sympathetic ear.  Here, he had his valet Otto.  No other servants to tend him save a deaf mute who delivered his meals―horribly common fare that the garrison cook slapped together for the soldiers stationed here―and a hall guard who shadowed his every move outside his chambers, and that enraged the Prince.  Such disregard to one's person hardly befits royalty! 
 
    He wouldn't find himself in this humiliating situation if the Destiny Seat had worked properly, or if that little commoner hadn't told the whole Council about Whillim's stipulations to Desi about how he wanted her magic to unfold.  Of course Stefan should have died to seal Whillim's reign; what man in history hadn't eliminated such an obvious threat to secure his power?  But that Emily had spelled it out, deflecting blame from Desi back onto Whillim, pointing out that Prince and Wizard had stood as equals in their plot against Stefan, and so should suffer equal punishment.  Why the voice of a simple librarian should carry such weight, he couldn't fathom, but the Councillors had accepted her tale and proclaimed Whillim exile. 
 
    What they had done with Desi, the Prince didn't know, other than that she hadn't come to Cranshaw with him. 
 
    So now he fumed, already tired of his environs.  Yes, Cranshaw served as the King's private retreat and thus had many amenities (other than additional servants to wait upon Whillim, even the cook barring access to his domain), but stone walls, no matter how well decorated with tapestries and gilt, kept him enclosed.  Refused even the pleasures of hunting or riding, Whillim had only the inner courtyard as a retreat from oppressive hallways.  All of three days here, and he felt he might go mad with boredom. 
 
    Or he would, if Otto hadn't helped him plot the beginnings of a new plan, an escape from this prison Stefan had forced him into.  Otto had more freedom than Whillim, and both men sought to use this oversight to their advantage. 
 
    "Milos' group sits here waiting for their Captain to return," Otto had reported on his reconnaissance of areas the other servants haunted.  "Held without pay and under guard, though a clever man might make forays into their ranks, determine feelings.  Any merc denied access to funds long enough will start to seek other forms of entertainment.  Might be we can find one or two eager for a change." 
 
    "And how would we pay them?" Whillim had demanded.  Otto had merely glanced around at the wealth of Cranshaw with a raised brow. 
 
    Whillim gave his valet (and oft times co-conspirator) permission to put out some feelers, try to find someone willing to aid their former employer out of a tricky situation.  He didn't need much, just a diversion.  While Stefan had sat at Father's hand to learn the rigours of ruling whenever they had come to Cranshaw as children, Whillim had more often slipped away to explore.  Anything to avoid the undue responsibilities Father might try to foist off upon his younger son.  On days where adverse weather curtailed any ideas of riding or other outdoor pursuits, Whillim would wander the lower halls; storage for the most part, but enough nooks and hidey holes to occupy a mind determined to slough off duty.  So he well knew the layout of every entrance and exit to the Fortress, including those lesser used ones in the bowels of the retreat.  Guarded still, yes, but by far fewer men than elsewhere.  A diversion orchestrated at just the right time and place, and Whillim might find the opportunity he needed to escape. 
 
    While leaving Otto behind to cover such a feat would give Whillim more time to flee (where, he hadn't considered yet―he had to get away from this ridiculous exile first), he had already determined the man had more use at his side.  The Prince could admit to himself, if no one else, that he needed his wily valet.  Whillim could hunt, and had watched how to build and stoke a fire to cook the meat, but he didn't have the knack of creating the spark to light the flames, nor the skill to properly prepare a fresh kill.  And one simply couldn't expect a Prince to carry his own belongings or see to their care. 
 
    Otto would procure suitable mounts and provisions, arrange to have them ready but out of sight for their escape.  Assuming he found an amenable mercenary and they could execute a well-timed diversion; something that wouldn't lead back to the Prince right away, giving Whillim as much lead time as possible before anyone thought to launch a search.  Much hinged on finding the right man to help which, based on Whillim's experience with mercenaries, depended mainly on how much of Cranshaw's wealth would soon change hands.  As this exile likely spelled the extent to which Whillim would ever hold any of said wealth, he had no compunction about spending as much as it took to find freedom once more. 
 
    Otto found him as the deaf mute removed the remains of lunch.  When the pair stood alone in the chamber intended to hold Dalasham's Prince for the duration, the valet spoke, two simple sentences that stretched a wide grin on Whillim's face. 
 
    "It's all set.  We leave tonight." 
 
    "How do we get past the hall guard?" Whillim demanded.  In response, Otto tossed him a sheathed dagger, purloined from somewhere in his wanderings.  Whillim snatched the blade from the air, studying its heft and balance.  He met Otto's eyes, gave a firm nod, and tucked the forbidden weapon behind his belt, draping a fold of tunic over the handle to disguise its presence.  Only he, Otto, and the deaf mute might see the dagger before he brought it into play this evening, but Whillim didn't intend to take any chances that today, of all days, someone new might cross his path.  With new hope to slip free of Stefan's clutches a very real possibility now, Whillim took his first breath unencumbered by ire. 
 
    "Let's make sure we have everything covered," he crooned, and the Prince and his valet settled down to a long afternoon of detailed planning.  They must leave nothing to chance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cristof had arrived at Cranshaw Fortress two days before Prince Whillim had.  Lord Prichard made the arrangements before the outcome of Whillim's trial when the nobleman felt certain the Prince would suffer exile here, King Stefan in full accord.  Cristof had one simple task; keep an eye on the Prince.  In the guise of a deaf mute (not only could he speak, but he also had exceptional hearing), Cristof would watch over the disgraced royal and hopefully have advance warning of any troubles the wily Prince would inevitably concoct.  Unfortunately, Whillim only allowed Cristof into his inner chambers to deliver meals and then remove all traces of said food once consumed.  He and his surly valet spoke but little even in the presence of a supposed deaf mute―though Cristof felt certain he overheard more than any others at Cranshaw.  Thankfully, Cristof could read as much into body language as actual words. 
 
    Which let him know the Prince planned something.  His disposition had undergone a marked difference between the meal at mid-day and the evening repast, even taking into account the man's mercurial moods.  A light of anticipation had entered his cold eyes and he held himself in place as though his entire body would rather launch into motion as Cristof had cleared away the supper dishes.  But Cristof had to maintain his mask.  If he broke character too soon, his usefulness to Lord Prichard and King Stefan would falter. 
 
    So Cristof had gathered the plates and silverware without undue haste or fuss, as he had the past few evenings, and seemingly unaware of the hushed words of Prince and valet.  Nothing stood out in their quiet conversation, yet the air of action put on hold didn't lessen.  The past five days had seen a routine, first so that all would stand ready and flow smoothly once the Prince arrived, then with trials put into actuality.  All food came from the garrison cook, healthy and hearty fare, if simple, shared by Prince and soldiers alike.  A servant would bring a covered platter intended for Whillim to the service entrance of the kitchen, delivering the meal into Cristof's hands.  The 'deaf mute' would then convey the tray up to the Prince's rooms, inspected by whichever hall guard stood duty―Ansel had the dawn to noon shift, Trantor from noon til dusk, and Jensen guarded overnight―for anything he thought Whillim might try to use as a weapon, before allowing entrance to the Prince's chambers.  Cristof would then set up the meal in the receiving room before withdrawing to a quiet corner as far from Whillim as possible.  Once Whillim finished and ordered the remains removed, Cristof would clean up, returning the spent dishes to the kitchen and the waiting guard who had brought the food from the garrison. 
 
    This evening, Cristof had left the chamber and carted his tray with some haste down to the kitchen entrance that opened into the receiving yard.  Whillim's demeanour suggested the man might test his bonds tonight, probably some time after Jensen came on duty, and Cristof intended to ensconce himself in a dark alcove, ready to add his eyes to the watch on the exile's chambers. 
 
    He hadn't expected the distraction to come from outside, nor so quickly. 
 
    The man who should have waited to retrieve the evening dishes did not appear.  Cristof frowned, at first merely annoyed at the absence, knowing the man liked to flirt with the two maids who kept Cranshaw spotless.  Annoyance turned to unease as he heard a distant commotion.  Obviously, a deaf mute couldn't cry out a question, and with no one visible to wave down, Cristof had limited options.  He took two steps down the path toward the barracks when his sharp ears caught the whinny of horses, quickly followed by pounding hoof beats.  Shouts rose, confused and angry.  He could just see the torch-lit outline of the barracks in the gathering gloom of evening, and before the stone walls, shadows mixed and danced across the courtyard.  Some chased fleeing horses, somehow freed from the stables, while others fought with fists and curses.  He didn't see or hear the clash of steel yet, but a devolving into actual sword fights would not surprise Cristof. 
 
    He stopped, holding himself very still as a frightened horse charged toward him before veering off, a pale-faced groom in hot pursuit.  Then, with a growled curse no one would hear in the growing din, Cristof tossed his tray aside, spun on his heel, and dashed back into the Fortress.  He sprinted back up to the Prince's chambers, all too aware of the lost minutes between now and the last time he had seen the sly glance from Whillim's anticipatory gaze. 
 
    Sure enough, the Prince's door stood unguarded.  Cristof shouldered his way in, nearly tripping on the still warm body of Trantor, blood seeping from the man's armpit where a blade had seamlessly slipped in to claim the guard's life.  Cristof drew his own wickedly honed dagger from concealment and searched all three rooms with efficient swiftness, even knowing the Prince had already fled.  Whillim and Otto had left no obvious signs―other than Trantor's body―giving Cristof almost nothing to work with to track his prey. 
 
    A well-timed diversion, and one which depended upon outside assistance.  Cristof had to find the Prince's ally―likely a mercenary, given the gaudy knick knacks he had noted missing from the rooms―and learn how much Whillim had shared of his plans.  Cristof suspected an inventory of Cranshaw might turn up more pricey and portable treasures missing from Otto's earlier exploration of the Fortress, small items easily converted or exchanged for goods or services.  He had warned Lord Prichard of Whillim's valet, and while the nobleman had agreed that the sneaky man required close scrutiny, Prichard had not provided additional instructions to Cristof regarding the man.  He hoped the spymaster had another's eyes on Otto, but he didn't waste time to find out. 
 
    A search of the Fortress didn't reveal Prince Whillim or his trail, but once the garrison had restored order, Cristof managed to learn two important facts.  Two horses, complete with tack and extra saddlebags, had gone missing, and one previously eager mercenary lay more beaten and bloody than the rest.  Mercenaries did not like one of their own using them to his own benefit. 
 
    Cristof pieced together that this Petrov, one of Milos' most recent recruits, had goaded some of the garrison guards and his own fellow mercs until tempers, already high between the two groups, boiled over and broke out into a riot.  Petrov had then slipped away to the stables in the confusion and opened all the paddocks, startling the more skittish mounts into a stampede.  The commotion had not only gained Cristof's attention, but also that of a couple of bored guards supposed to stand watch over a seldom used door to a storage area on the south side of the Fortress, around the corner from the barracks.  Although the men hadn't totally abandoned their post, they had moved far enough out to watch the chaos, apparently just far enough to allow Whillim and Otto to slip past them unseen. 
 
    By the time Cristof had found the impression of the escapees' trail heading south, precious hours had passed, giving the Prince a good head start.  With clouds obscuring any hint of star- or moonlight, and only a torch to guide him, Cristof couldn't risk losing that tenuous trail by setting out in chase in the darkest part of night.  So he made preparations to head out in the hour before dawn, procuring his own mount and gathering supplies and funds in silence.  No one made to stop him after meeting his hard gaze. 
 
    One last thing, he thought to himself, composing a carefully worded missive to send via messenger bird to Lord Prichard at Dalasmar Castle, a contingency made clear at the outset of this assignment should Prince Whillim attempt to escape his fate. 
 
    Treachery flees south, wrote the assassin to the master spy.  Will follow and act according to circumstances. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I wonder if history will remember this as our rebellion, or our war.  I imagine the victors will make such determinations, assuming any emerge victorious.  With what we plan, I fear both our success and our failure, for either will change the fate of Dalasham forever. 
 
    Henri has slipped far too easily into the vacuum created by the death of the King, aided by those of our brethren who lust for power over conscience.  Having refused to countenance Wulfgang as the true heir given those in the Prince's encampment (chief among them, Alfred and myself), and having gained the support of the Council, Henri and his coterie have taken Dalasmar in an iron glove.  They dare to twist their magic with vile depravities, siphoning off the life force of what Henri now calls 'mundanes' to fuel their spells, creating an endless supply of stolen strength and leaving empty husks in their wake while they grow more powerful.  He will drain the strength of every citizen in his mad lust for ultimate authority before he surrenders, thus turning his rebellion into our war. 
 
    I sometimes wonder if we missed some hidden shadow in his magic, a sliver of darkness left to warp his mind, but Alfred believes this the work of a skilled sociopath, a driven man who managed to hide his true intentions until his goal lay in sight; we saw the dangers too late. 
 
    It matters not, for Henri's actions have brought us to this, one final act of desperation.  To counter his spell which bleeds vitality not his own, and break his hold upon the land, those few of us with wizard training who remain loyal to Wulfgang and his gathered army sworn to safeguard the kingdom have one last ploy.  Already Henri's corrupted forces tear into our numbers, leaving us little time, and yet haste will spell certain doom.  A Great Magic of this scale, a spell we cannot test but must achieve, needs infinite care and precision.  If it works, none will know our sacrifice, but Dalasham will live free of Henri and others of his ilk―wizards who seek to manipulate the masses and rule through might bereft of wisdom or compassion.  If we fail, none will remain to oppose our oppressors, and I fear Dalasham will fall into endless chaos.  We must not fail. 
 
      
 
    Our goals: 
 
    To restore power to the peoples of Dalasham, freeing them from Henri's transmutations 
 
    To preserve the natural flow of magic in the land by creating new channels 
 
    Protect the kingdom from unscrupulous wizards―to, in fact, keep Dalasmar and its surroundings free from the interference of any wizards, foreign or national 
 
    Our proposition: 
 
    Reverse the flow Henri has created, diffusing the very strength he steals back to its source and spreading the potential for magic to all 
 
    Mask all interference so that Henri cannot undo what we have wrought 
 
    Create a barrier that discourages any wizard to linger near Dalasmar Castle 
 
    Future difficulties this might birth: 
 
    None will remain to train and nurture talent, nor monitor how magic will manifest in unsuspecting minds 
 
    Masking our actions requires that we remove any memory of its achievement―we will make it possible to end the war once Henri loses his connection to magic, but we may also lose the memory of why we fight, leaving the potential for history to rewrite the past 
 
    If any wizard should breach the barrier in the future and infiltrate into the heart of Dalasham, outside parties will be loath to offer assistance to a land ignorant and dismissive of magic.  The creation of Peace Accords and Enforcers to protect non-magical kingdoms will mitigate this to a degree, but will ultimately only hold the semi-honourable in check 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow morning, Wizards Mirim, Johannas, and Tercel will erect a ward of concealment to shield what Alfred and I attempt, while Wulfgang's army faces Henri's mere kilometres from the very walls of Dalasmar.  We will create a Dual Great Magic the likes of which Dalasham has never seen, made up of many complex layers that will require most of the day to interweave and two of the strongest wizards Wulfgang has to write and braid the spell together.  Daunting enough to grasp the very source of magic and force it into a new form among so many; add a soft-walled barrier of discouragement and overlay that with a memory spell that will encompass the world for decades to come....  We have already spent much of our vitality to curb Henri's ambitions, and this, I fear, will take everything we have left, but we must not falter. 
 
    The Chief Librarian, ever the keeper of our most dire secrets, will know what to do with these records detailing the final days of this era.  Regardless of the outcome of our conflict, Erich and those who succeed him will maintain their sacred charge as Keepers of Information, for that ancient magic will not alter.  However, if our spell works, future Chief Librarians will not remember why they must safeguard the Forbidden Texts.  I envy them not. 
 
    I write this as a final testimony, a record of our last defence, even knowing that the likelihood of someone having the skill to decipher my words will become remote should we prevail.  I pray that, should this knowledge become needful, one will find it and discover a way to use it, even as I hope it stays buried forever, unnecessary to the survival of our beloved kingdom.  Good luck. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "How was this achieved?" Norbert had asked when he had seen what remained of the Destiny Seat.  Once shimmering white quartz veined with rose and green, now a hulking black rock that seemed to pull warmth and light into its hard depths, the ruined chair had somehow become both more and less ominous.  At least, that's how they described it to Destiny, not daring to allow her access to the remnants of her Great Magic.  No one had an answer for Norbert's question. 
 
    Now, Emily having finished translating Constance's journal and her account of the incredible Dual Great Magic she and her brother had wrought, the Bakaana wizard had the same question.  Destiny had the same lack of answer, but at least her captors made her party to the discussion this time. 
 
    "The layers required to augment such a thing staggers the mind," he went on, voice hushed in awe, "let alone the far-reaching consequences."  The wiry man met Destiny's gaze with wonder, seeing not a woman or a rival at the moment, but a fellow magic user, someone who could truly understand the enormity of Constance and Alfred's achievement, the audacity of so desperate a plan.  "To erase history not only here, but abroad?  I cannot think of a single female wizard in the histories with even a portion of the power she apparently possessed, save perhaps the greatest mystics from beyond Haemat.  Yet she writes as though such a thing were commonplace until Henri's conniving swayed those who wanted power over truth.  If we can believe her words, they achieved the impossible!" 
 
    "Unfortunate they didn't remind people that women could stand equal to men before completing their spell," Destiny mocked.  To her surprise, Norbert's expression turned even more serious. 
 
    "Unfortunate, indeed," he agreed.  "Nearly two centuries lessened because of men's fears.  Think of all we have lost because of misconception." 
 
    Destiny blinked at him, certain he spoke from his heart, yet unsure how to reconcile this turn of thought with the arrogant wizard who had initially scoffed at her―and Emily―based solely on gender.  How could a lifetime of ingrained behaviour alter so rapidly?  And dare she trust someone so quickly swayed? 
 
    As though reading her thoughts, Norbert gave her a crooked grin, wry and self-deprecating. 
 
    "This is at least the third time in as many days that I have encountered female ingenuity and strength.  I would make a poor scholar indeed if I ignored evidence that keeps pointing to a fallacy in my thought.  I can, at the very least, entertain the possibility of alternate pathways." 
 
    Destiny's jaw dropped as she gaped at him.  From the corner of her eye, she saw a similar expression flit across Emily's face before the little librarian schooled her features and timidly cleared her throat. 
 
    "Why would they have enforced Henri's beliefs?" Emily asked softly, a slight pinching of her eyes letting Destiny know her companion nursed a headache.  "Why not remind people of the role women played before he contrived to lessen their impact?" 
 
    "Because Henri didn't use magic to alter thoughts," Destiny replied slowly.  "He used guile, greed and fear.  Their spell shifted the flow of magic and the memory of its existence, erecting a barrier to both contain and repel its potential; they had nothing left to shift thoughts as well." 
 
    Norbert nodded. 
 
    "Very likely," he agreed.  "Two separate problems: the influence on thought patterns through negative reinforcement―claiming a weakness in a subset of powerful people, heightened by lies and misdirection―and the manipulation and theft of energy from those unable to defend themselves.  Perhaps Constance had hoped that, by opening a path to eliminate the threat posed by Henri and his followers, the populace and rulers could then revert back to the previous mindset of equality.  Sadly, when one group tastes a supposed superiority over another, too often they grow reluctant to relinquish the benefits of their new power.  We must surmise that their Dual Great Magic destroyed the siblings and their protectors.  Surely, the amount of power they must have drawn upon would grab the attention of Henri and his coterie, making the source of the spell a prime target.  With the Queen already dead, and now Constance and her compatriots likely gone too, what female remained to remind the world that they once shared power?  Young Prince Wulfgang must have had his hands full subduing Henri and his army after the spell, followed by establishing his rule with his father dead.  He would have had no time to spare to remind his people of the strength of women." 
 
    "And no women left in any position of power to assist him," Destiny murmured.  "The Great Magic had removed any memory of who or what had made his victory possible, leaving only a clash of armies, man against man, as a testament to those who struggled for peace." 
 
    "But how did that belief permeate beyond the borders of Dalasham?" asked Emily, a frown marring her plain features.  "And how did the role of women disappear from the histories?  Bash has a long history of subduing women, back to myths of their Goddess bowing to the superior authority of their God, from which I surmise Henri borrowed as an example to erode the power of the Queen.  But I cannot think of a similar recording from other countries."  She looked at Norbert.  "When did Bakaana start to shun women as inferior?  Wizard Castillo reluctantly admitted women can perform magic, acknowledging that some even had surprising talents, enough to at least attain the class of witch.  King Stefan found records listing wizard families through the male line, save where one might call ancestry into question, and so required a mother's name to establish familial connections.  When did that start, and what happened to records prior to that time?" 
 
    Norbert's gaze went unfocused as he pondered that, but finally he shook his head in consternation. 
 
    "I admit that I have studied the history of wizards in far greater detail than the history of the ungifted, yet even so, I cannot recall any instance that would enforce the concept of women as lesser.  They simply do not appear in any records of relevance, itself a surprising and disturbing detail I have never before noticed, but that now I must question." 
 
    "What do your Royal Proofs have to say about the monarchy before Wulfgang's rule?" Destiny asked, her gaze intent on Emily.  "What of his mother, whom Constance believed Henri assassinated?" 
 
    "Queen Daphne of House Ahm, Ostem Province," Emily answered.  "Like every Queen, the Proofs list House and birthplace to establish nobility, nothing more.  Every male is highlighted, and every King traces back through the male line.  Women, including any daughters, show in smaller print, unadorned and subsidiary." 
 
    "How far back do those Royal Proofs trace?" Norbert asked. 
 
    "To the founding fathers of Dalasham, some six hundred years ago." 
 
    "And every Queen or Princess pales in the presence of men," Destiny said, her lip curling in distaste.  "Did the male line never falter?" 
 
    Emily's pale eyes had narrowed before Destiny had finished speaking, a frown carving furrows between her brows. 
 
    "Only according to the official records," she whispered, pulling her lower lip past her teeth to chew in thought.  "Records copied through the centuries, resealed with the coronation of every new King."  Her gaze sharpened.  "When Fred and Stefan suggested Prince Whillim would have the library staff alter records to show that Whillim, and not Stefan, had penned every decree made during Stefan's reign so as to support the lie created by the Destiny Seat, I had bristled, indignant that anyone would think Darien would allow such a breach of truth.  But what if that did happen, a practice started by Henri to erode first Daphne's, and then Constance's credibility?  Would they have destroyed the original records?" 
 
    "Or hide them for the future?" Destiny added, following the line of thought with rising excitement.  "Perhaps under the guise of Forbidden Texts?" 
 
    "Keeper of the most dire secrets," Norbert said, using Constance's words from her journal.  "An ancient magic whereby the Chief Librarian must safeguard the Forbidden Texts, though he remembers not why." 
 
    "And a journal masked by magic none should know how to uncover unless the knowledge become needful," Destiny finished, watching the colour drain from Emily's face.  "I cannot imagine how Constance might have triggered their spell to recognise when such a need might arise.  I can barely comprehend how they worked such a Great Magic in tandem―my sire certainly didn't impart any information on how to weave or braid magic with that of another to accomplish something so incredible that it changed the very flow of magic." 
 
    "It requires a level of trust few can master," Norbert said quietly.  "A trust and cooperation so complete that even an instant of hesitation would reflect back on the casters and destroy them.  Someone like Wizard Shelton could not possibly comprehend that level of trust, too consumed with hoarding power to himself to contemplate sharing it with someone else.  He wouldn't have bothered to learn it had he known of its existence, let alone pass along the technique.  Even those who can grasp the idea of absolute trust will find themselves loath to risk their life and sanity.  I surmise that Constance and her brother had a special bond, a unique talent that made such trust obvious to them.  She doesn't write as though a Dual spell appears foreign to her, suggesting they combined magic before.  I wonder if they shared the bond of twins?" 
 
    Destiny kept her features impassive, though she couldn't stop the painful flash of thought that seared through her mind.  Had she escaped with Nathan before Shelton twisted her brother's mind, might they have achieved a similar bond?  Could anything bring back the potential destroyed in a four-year-old boy forced to watch his mother's blood flow across the cold stone floor of a dingy kitchen? 
 
    What good a five-year-old Girl's memories when trauma dictates the future?  She shook her head in exasperation.  What, truly, could she do if―when―she faced Nathan with all his awesome and terrifying strength?  What good understanding Constance's Dual Great Magic if the knowledge couldn't keep her brother away?  And what use exploring how or why someone rewrote history? 
 
    None of it mattered; it just wasted their time. 
 
    "Could you decipher how Constance created this spell?" Emily asked, glancing first at Destiny, pulling the wizard from her dark thoughts, then at Norbert, drawing his squint to focus on her.  "If we found records stating where they enacted the shield, would examining the physical site give you any information?" 
 
    "Like what?" Destiny spat, feeling the futility of following useless leads.  "Mass graves, maybe?  A battlefield of death to add to your nebulous histories?" 
 
    "A nexus to alter the spell," she replied firmly, startling Destiny and forcing her to look past her dark thoughts.  "Some means of determining whether you can adjust the parameters to keep someone like Nathan at bay, perhaps by erecting a more physical shield.  Or a way to instruct those of us who hold some portion of the altered flow of magic in a means to protect ourselves from manipulation.  Might we devise some form of defence from the residual energies?  Or ... Or could we ..."  She paused, then huffed out an irritated breath.  "I don't know," she scowled.  "You're the wizards; surely you can learn something useful from what Constance did.  Like you said, Destiny, that I can read Constance's journal when no one else can suggests that the knowledge has become needful.  So how do we use it?" 
 
    Destiny stared at her, a renewed respect for the young woman transmuting into a spark of hope.  The sensation warmed her yet left a not entirely comfortable weight on her chest, conflicting emotions roiling in her gut, like so many unexpected experiences lately.  Captivity in Dalasham had taken her on a strange journey. 
 
    Speaking of captivity ....  Destiny's gaze dropped to the bracelets confining her magic.  Before she could say anything, though, Emily spoke again. 
 
    "Wizard Norbert, do you have a spell to bind an oath?" 
 
    Norbert blinked three times in quick succession, as though ordering his thoughts. 
 
    "Yes," he answered cautiously. 
 
    "Wizard Destiny," Emily pressed on.  "Would you consent to Wizard Norbert using such a spell on you?" 
 
    "To what end?" Destiny demanded slowly, her suspicion flaring. 
 
    "If you would consent to not use your magic to harm Dalasham or its people, would in fact work to help us, and will allow Norbert to enforce that promise with a spell so that others will have less reason to fear you, I will release you from your chains." 
 
    By the door, both guards, silent until now, shifted uneasily.  Ambrose narrowed his eyes with a grunt before looking away and subsiding.  Bartok growled and shook his head sharply. 
 
    "You can't free the witch," he said, voice like gravel scraped across stone.  "You got no authority." 
 
    Emily never took her eyes off Destiny, though she nodded to acknowledge the guard's words. 
 
    "Would you consent?" she asked again. 
 
    Destiny held the younger woman's steady regard, believing Emily would keep her intent if she could, knowing the librarian had little power to see her desire through.  But the chance at freedom soared through her, and Destiny wanted it fiercely.  Harming the people of Dalasham had never motivated her.  Whillim had wanted Stefan to suffer, and she had used the Prince's selfish interests to her benefit, but causing pain and discord hadn't driven her. 
 
    She had set out to try to reclaim her brother, restore a measure of his innocence, or at the very least, divorce herself from his retribution so that she might live her life without fear of his heavy hand finding and smothering her.  Such a goal seemed fantastical to her now.  Somehow her thoughts now revolved around stopping Nathan from surpassing the cruelties of their sire, by whatever means necessary.  If that meant protecting Dalasham and her people while looking to her own safety, Destiny could live with that. 
 
    But not if she remained helpless. 
 
    "I would so consent," she vowed. 
 
    Emily breathed a sigh of relief and smiled.  She rose to her feet. 
 
    "Then I will request, in the interests of peace, that such a thing come to pass as quickly as possible." 
 
    She took a single step toward the door before she paused, even with Destiny's chair.  Craning her neck back to meet Emily's serious eyes, Destiny heard the girl's whisper. 
 
    "Left to me, I'd free you now and get on with protecting the kingdom.  But you know how men are." 
 
    And with that quip, she hurried from the room, accompanied by Destiny's startled laughter.  A strange young woman that Destiny couldn't help but admire, even if her odd blend of innocence, intellect and cynicism would likely hurt her in the end.  Why Emily trusted Destiny as much as she did, the wizard couldn't fathom, yet Destiny found herself wanting to live up to that trust.  She would have liked to blame that desire on the influence of some aspect of Emily's Lesser Magics, but deep down, Destiny understood the woman herself simply elicited such confidence.  A novel concept for a Girl raised to fear and mistrust the charisma of others. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    One thing led to another, and Stefan found himself yearning for the kind of escape he had experienced when he had fled west to Bakaana, that brief taste of freedom.  He could do without the threat of losing his mind along with his kingdom, but those times when only a handful of people gathered round him and the most dire decision lay in whether Fred or Prich would end up cooking over the campfire of an evening called to him with a certain nostalgia. 
 
    Better than the ridiculous turmoil over wedding preparations truncated into weeks instead of months.  The steward had sent out the appropriate invitations as soon as Stefan had confirmed with the Council Whillim's proposed date―though given the timing, many nobles would arrive well after the bride, expected in just a couple of short days―and the kitchen busily prepared for several rounds of banquets and parties leading up to the actual event.  Stefan didn't know why his brother stipulated two months between his agreement and the nuptials, nor why the Bashites had agreed.  He could only imagine that Whillim had wanted to consolidate his rule quickly and acted in eager ignorance.  Why Tolnar had acquiesced with little fuss Stefan planned to ask when the man arrived with his niece. 
 
    Stefan had married before, his wife and unborn child dead of a fever some eight years ago, shortly before his father's death and his own ascension.  He still remembered the fuss leading up to the wedding, the infinite details he had happily left to his mother―herself dead three years now―and soon-to-be bride.  The pair had planned enough festivities, decorations, flower arrangements, place settings, and other myriad minutiae he would have never considered to set his head spinning.  Now Stefan had to oversee many of these details himself, at least until Princess Mantinou arrived.  Still, he had capable people to assist―most notably his steward and his mother's senior lady-in-waiting, drawn out of retirement for the occasion―and had this served as his only additional diversion, he might have more tolerance for it. 
 
    But he had other matters that lay far more heavily upon him.  Emily's request, for one, brought to him via Lord Prichard. 
 
    Her argument to unshackle Destiny under the geas of Wizard Norbert had merit, especially in regards to Destiny's ability to sense when someone crossed her ward.  With Marcus locked up and Destiny still under guard within Dalasmar, Stefan believed a confrontation with Wizard Nathan inevitable, and the kingdom had little in the way of defence against one such as he.  But Stefan had to find a way to make the Council agree to the stipulation.  He wouldn't free Destiny, per se, but rather gain her aid in a more useful manner.  The problem lay in trusting yet another foreign wizard to ensure that the woman who had so easily blinded the proud Councilmen could cause no additional harm; would, in fact, work to the advantage of Dalasham, incredible as that sounded.  Yet Emily had extracted her promise, and if Norbert could enforce it to the satisfaction of the Council, Stefan fully intended to see Destiny's frightening skills employed for the safety of his people. 
 
    Even that daunting task, however, didn't occupy his mind as fully as the dismaying news from Cranshaw.  Willi had escaped, a hunter on his trail.  Stefan hadn't expected his brother to move so quickly, though he and Prich had discussed the ramifications should such an event occur.  Though Willi hadn't shied from the thought of fratricide, Stefan found himself loath to take that final step, hence Prichard's man set to deal with the matter.  To further the possibility of still achieving a less-than-lethal solution, Stefan had arranged this next meeting immediately upon learning of Prichard's report, received via messenger bird from Cranshaw just this morning, followed closely by a less cryptic detailing of the events that allowed the Prince to slip away unseen, penned by the garrison Captain.  It seemed Willi had found a way to bribe one of the mercenaries into creating a diversion, likely with the assistance of his wily valet, whom the Council had deemed necessary to the Prince in exile, though Stefan had warned them not to underestimate the man who had shared in Willi's pranks for more than fifteen years.  That he hadn't received a report from the man set to watch Otto did not bode well for the well-being of the erstwhile spy. 
 
    The mercenaries had dealt with their fellow who had initiated the diversion, beating the man into unconsciousness, but that told Stefan only that they hadn't appreciated not sharing in the spoils.  He wouldn't mistake their enthusiasm for chagrin for allowing a high-profile prisoner to escape from under their noses.  After all, Milos' Company, though enjoying more freedom than intended for Willi, nevertheless remained confined pending the release of their Captain. 
 
    A release to which Stefan must now attend.  With stipulations. 
 
    A knock on the door to his private study announced the arrival he awaited.  After a nod from Fred, standing at the King's side, the guard at the door―Kato this morning―admitted two men.  Corporal Joseph ushered in Captain Milos.  The mercenary Captain held himself carefully erect as he approached Stefan's desk, cushioning healing ribs with his right arm, immobilised in a sling.  He almost succeeded in disguising his limp, though he couldn't hide the sickly yellow and green hues of the fading bruises on his face.  In fact, it almost seemed to Stefan as though his jutted chin and hard gaze served to emphasize those bruises, badges of pride displayed in a silent statement: I survived.  The man even tilted his head toward Fred, an acknowledgement between equals.  Fred scowled, but finally returned the greeting with a curt jerk of his chin.  Only then did Milos meet Stefan's regard with quiet equanimity. 
 
    Stefan indicated one of the chairs set before the great oak desk across from him. 
 
    "Sit," he said. 
 
    Milos glanced down at the cushioned seat, the pinch in his eyes the only indication of his surprise at the comfort provided.  His gaze flicked to the tall man sprawled in the second chair, dark eyes piercing despite his relaxed demeanour.  Lord Prichard made neither sound nor movement as Milos slowly lowered himself into the proffered seat, Jo taking up station just behind the merc's shoulder.  When the mercenary met Stefan's eyes again, the King spoke. 
 
    "We've held your men outside the city until you could rejoin them.  Given the confusion caused by the Destiny Seat, you will understand how men-at-arms learning they had cooperated with mercenaries, and not King's soldiers as they had believed, could lead to bitter feelings.  Initially, we needed your Company out of Riverbend to reinforce the peace you and my brother had cracked, yet not roaming our kingdom at will, especially leaderless.  With you incapacitated, and your lieutenant dead, they lacked a certain discipline, though not as much as feared once we provided barracks space instead of prison cells. 
 
    "Circumstances have changed." 
 
    Stefan watched the dusky man's eyes, saw them turn speculative at his men's confinement, hard at the casual mention of his lieutenant's death, and finally wary with the bite of Stefan's last sentence.  The man let no other emotion cross his battered face, waiting for Stefan to proclaim the fate of those under Milos' care.  The King doubted the merc would expect his solution. 
 
    "The Council, in its infinite wisdom, sent Prince Whillim to Cranshaw Fortress, placing him in exile surrounded by luxury," Prichard drawled, drawing Milos' attention.  Stefan felt his eye twitch at Prich's disdain, but he didn't admonish the man; he even agreed with him to a point.  Willi would have learned nothing under such confinement, but most of the noblemen refused to consider the indignity of harsher conditions for a Prince.  Now they would pay the price for their folly, forcing Dalasham to suffer along with them unless Stefan and Prichard could resolve this quickly.   
 
    "Same place they sent your men," Prich continued, studying his nails in apparent unconcern, his air of nonchalance tempered by the steel in his voice.  "Still, put two disparate powder kegs together, even kept separated by space and intentions, and it takes but a spark to blow the whole thing to shreds." 
 
    "The Prince escaped," Stefan snapped, bringing Milos' focus back to him.  "Aided by one of your men." 
 
    Nothing showed on Milos' face, neither pleasure nor worry, his stoic expression remarkable only in its total lack of emotion.  A rock would impart more information, though Stefan suspected the mercenary's thoughts spun along many avenues.  He just had to direct those thoughts to travel the path he wanted. 
 
    Stefan leaned forward, hands clasped before him on the desk, gaze direct. 
 
    "This man acted on his own in such a manner as to apparently offend the rest of your company, given the report I received regarding his present dubious state of health.  Nevertheless, he allowed the Prince to escape and made a fool of the rest of your men.  I propose a method to restore the confidence of your Company in a way where all your members benefit, not just one misguided lad." 
 
    Milos' right brow lifted slowly and the fingers on his good hand twitched slightly. 
 
    He only said, "I'm listening," voice rough from years of shouting orders.  Stefan sat back in his chair, clasped hands still on the desk. 
 
    "We have someone following the Prince.  I'm told you have an excellent scout in your ranks.  I propose you utilise his skills to find and assist our man as he tracks Whillim south.  As you journey, you will watch for signs of another man potentially making his way north; fit build with black hair.  A rotund man will accompany him, along with a small host of ruthless guards.  I need to know if they approach Dalasmar, how quickly, and in what numbers." 
 
    Milos frowned. 
 
    "You want us to scout your land?" 
 
    "I want to hire you to find this man if he has found his way into my kingdom.  You will begin this search by helping to reacquire the Prince." 
 
    "Why?"  Now Milos leaned forward, his gaze flicking briefly to Fred.  "You have your own soldiers, men already gathered with the intention of forming an army against us, unless you've since dismissed them.  Why would you turn to a Mercenary Company instead of your own troops?" 
 
    "Because you understand the dangers of going up against wizards, whereas my people only understand enough to allow fear to rule their actions.  I need accurate information, not fear-induced accusations against the innocent." 
 
    Milos' face grew ashen, making the healing bruises stand out in lurid detail.  He pulled himself back in his chair, the sudden motion forcing a hiss of pain past his teeth as broken ribs protested. 
 
    "I won't work for a wizard again," he insisted. 
 
    "No," Stefan agreed.  "You would work for the true King of Dalasham.  I don't ask you to go up against these wizards, merely to scout out their location and report on their progress.  Assuming they aim for Riverbend at all." 
 
    "Both Marcus and Destiny agree he'd come here," interjected Prich, all pretense of being a fop erased as he studied the merc Captain.  "Pride and arrogance will allow nothing less." 
 
    Milos stared at Prich. 
 
    "You would send her with me?" he asked, incredulous, paling even more so that Stefan feared he might pass out. 
 
    "They both remain under guard here," Stefan assured him.  He wondered at the extent of the hard-bitten man's distress and couldn't help but compare it to Emily's strangely calm acceptance of Destiny.  How much animosity and agitation came from experience in dealing with Destiny, and how much from expectation?  Stefan suspected Milos and his men had initially underestimated her, seeing only Willi's plaything, and that the powerful woman would have responded with some impressive show of strength.  Emily had seen a wizard first, respecting the position and ability without paying any heed to gender, something that allowed the librarian to see both threat and potential when others hadn't seen past the wizard's sex and their false assumptions based thereon.  That reversal alone gave Emily an unusual power over Destiny that no man would ever achieve.  Or did Destiny simply play a game of manipulation, biding her time until the only person who might trust her secured her release? 
 
    Not a new thought for Stefan, but one he must push aside until he finished dealing with the man seated before him. 
 
    "You go with your Company, Corporal Joseph, and a talisman fashioned to identify the presence of a wizard."  Stefan had spoken with Norbert, and the small man assured him he could create such an object, its sole purpose to indicate the proximity of someone who had mastered how to harness multiple layers of magic.  That a wizard could imbue an object with the ability to sense any prowess in magic gave Stefan the shivers and made him glad that no one would care to look for the presence of a Lesser Magic (at least, according to both his 'experts'), else every one of his subjects would become a target.  Two wizards, ostensibly aiding Dalasham, being cognizant of his peoples' unique grasp on magic gave Stefan nightmares enough. 
 
    "You will keep control of your men," he instructed.  "See to it that they do not harass any subject of Dalasham in any way.  That includes the women."  Stefan remembered the report on how the mercenaries had treated Emily at the gate when she, Sargent Sim, and Farmer Tox had returned clandestinely to Riverbend for supplies.  Though Emily had made no complaint, Sim had expressed his concern had the young woman travelled alone.  "No harassment, no theft, no plundering of any kind.  You will pay fairly for any extra supplies you require along the way.  Failure to hold to these stipulations will result in forfeiture of all monies owed.  If you can't control the baser desires of your men, you will leave them behind." 
 
    Milos spluttered. 
 
    "I won't leave hostages in your hands," he grated. 
 
    "Then you should have no problem curbing their behaviour." 
 
    "No confrontations, no heroics," Fred spoke up, his deep voice a growl of barely suppressed threat as he kept the man slightly off balance.  "You're useless if you're captured or killed.  Scout and report; a simple payday." 
 
    Milos snorted, somewhere between amusement and derision as he shook his head. 
 
    "This whole mess started out as a simple payday," he said.  "And look where that's put us."  But he stared hard at Stefan, a soldier making plans.  "What payment do you propose?" 
 
    Stefan kept his sigh of relief silent.  He had the mercenary Captain where he needed him.  Now to loose his arrow and hope it flew true. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Standing in Darien's private enclave with only determination to guide her in her search for knowledge had both intimidated and elated Em.  She had felt mildly foolish, the Chief Librarian a silent and trusting presence at her back, as she closed her eyes and thought about Constance's final spell.  When the tingle in her fingers led her to reach for a tome bound in scuffed black calf-skin, anticipation and dread mingled in her blood.  My magic or that of the Chief Librarian's enclave? she had asked herself, surprised at how comfortable the concept of owning her own magic had become, then worried that that comfort didn't bother her. 
 
    The book, bearing the signature of Chief Librarian Erich, contained a brief summary of dates and events to mark those days as significant.  It began in the year leading up to King Wulfgang's coronation, and a swift glance through presented details of Henri's Rebellion, and the actions taken on both sides.  Em would have liked to give the details a much closer examination, but her hands seemed to move of their own accord, fingers flipping through the pages until she reached the final entry.  
 
    The writing clear, yet obviously rushed, she read the man's last words: 
 
    Constance and Alfred have entrusted me with this final testament, a record of Dalasham's desperate attempt to reveal the tyranny of Henri and to restore the kingdom to its rightful ruler.  Look to find their last great contribution on the Fields of Erinnerung. 
 
    With that location, things had progressed swiftly.  King Stefan had arranged for members of the Council to witness Norbert bind Destiny to the oath of not harming the people of Dalasham―happily, Em had avoided standing witness to what Destiny had called "frightened and superstitious spoiled men desperate to believe what they couldn't understand," instead spending her time in the library with Darien to learn what they could from the Forbidden Texts. 
 
    Following the oath binding, the King and Lord Prichard had made arrangements for a contingent of soldiers to accompany the wizards to the Fields of Erinnerung.  Still not comfortable revealing the full extent of the presence of magic in Dalasham to a wide audience prone to panic in the face of the unknown, Stefan had described the excursion as a means for Destiny to widen her ward of warning, and for Norbert to add his own protections.  The King had explained the likelihood of Wizard Nathan marching on Dalasmar to free Marcus from his imprisonment―everyone at Destiny's trial recalled Marcus calling on Nathan's name and his intentions to hand over the governance of the kingdom to his peer―and how, with Destiny's pre-existing spell, they might gain advance warning of Nathan's approach.  While Destiny would take the opportunity to expand the circumference of her ward with Norbert's aid, only a select handful knew their real purpose in riding to Erinnerung; to locate Constance's nexus of power and determine whether they could use it in any way. 
 
    One of those trusted with the full truth now stood next to Em, a few kilometres south-east of Riverbend.  Em didn't know why King Stefan and Lord Prichard had chosen to confide in Sir Pietor of Merchant Hill, but she had no problem bowing to their expertise. 
 
    Sir Pietor, one of the three knights who had aided King Stefan on the night of the riots when they had fled Prince Whillim's plot, and who had later raised troops in answer to Stefan's summons, gazed over the wide, grassy plain of the Fields of Erinnerung, the reins of his grey gelding held loosely at his side.  Lord Prichard stood to his right, Destiny and Norbert to Em's left, with Ambrose and Bartok a step behind them.  Pietor's men milled beyond the group, led by a capable man named Reinhardt, who kept the soldiers out of easy hearing-range. 
 
    "Dalasham really had wizards?" Pietor marvelled, his eyes sweeping across the plain.  "And they cast a monumental spell right here?" 
 
    Em heard wonder, not fear or condemnation, in his voice.  Perhaps such ready acceptance had prompted Prichard's trust.  Then, surprisingly, the knight turned to Em. 
 
    "And Lesser Magic flows throughout the people of Dalasham?" he asked her.  "Perhaps even in my own family?" 
 
    Em blinked in shock at his eager grin. 
 
    "Ah," she temporized, not knowing how to respond.  He laughed softly, looking back over the field again. 
 
    "I travelled the caravan routes as I rose through the ranks, Assistant Librarian," he said.  "Magic doesn't sit strangely in my household.  I've seen wonders and horrors most in Dalasmar would shudder to hear.  Knowing that some of those so averse to what, in reality is simply another skill set, might have a piece of that skill within them amuses me."  His mirth faded slightly.  "Though I admit, understanding how and why our olden wizards twisted magic to flow thus, altering our very makeup along with the remembrance of history, daunts me."  He glanced at Destiny, then quickly away.  "As does the notion that one once set against us might assist in our protection now using the very forces our ancestors wielded." 
 
    Em peered uncertainly at him, wondering why this obviously erudite man shared his thoughts with her.  Until a few months ago, she had only known of magic in scholarly terms.  He had, by his own admission, seen it first hand many times.  Ought he not speak with learned wizards rather than shy librarians?  She had thought her only role out here today lay in her ability to see magic―someone had to watch Destiny, make sure she didn't cast any spells beyond that which would widen her ward of warning, and King Stefan had insisted on Em keeping an eye on the lady wizard rather than just Norbert.  Em hadn't expected engaging in spirited discourse with a knight whom she had only met in passing twice.  She wondered how much of her thoughts had crossed her face when Sir Pietor gave her a wry smile. 
 
    "You'll forgive my impertinence, I hope, but I do enjoy a lively debate with learned persons such as yourself, young librarian."  His gaze turned to the landscape once more, though he continued to address her.  "Without your research skills, we wouldn't stand here, and without your persuasive arguments, we wouldn't have two wizards to assist us, even if one has further to go to earn our trust than the other." 
 
    Em tried not to gape at him, knew she had failed when Lord Prichard smothered a laugh after glancing past Sir Pietor to see her expression.  She felt her face flush and found herself furiously studying the grass at her feet as she tried to hide her flustered thoughts.  Unused to such acknowledgement of her contributions―she had just done her job after all, and argued for what seemed needful to achieve any chance of success―she retreated to her accustomed ploy of hiding behind her hair. 
 
    "Our Emily has wisdom and perception beyond her years," Prichard said.  "But I wonder, where would she suggest we go from here?" 
 
    Em jerked her head up, eyes wide as she stared at the master spy.  She quickly turned to look for the advice of Destiny and Norbert, hoping they might have ideas now that they had arrived, seeing as they searched for the remnants of magic.  But both wizards regarded her silently in turn, Destiny with a kind of bitter amusement pinching her features, and Norbert with open curiosity.  She wondered if the Bakaana wizard tested her, or whether he merely also awaited her thoughts. 
 
    She looked out over the field, pulling to mind what she had read of battlefield tactics and attempting to translate those into the wide plain that stretched out in front of them.  Where would Wulfgang's army situate themselves most effectively to meet Henri's charge?  Where would a group of wizards gather to enact an arduous and powerful spell?  Somewhere an army could defend them, yet not present an obvious target.   
 
    Knee-high grass waved in an intermittent breeze, rising and falling with the gentle sweep of low hillocks that stretched toward the horizon where the hills rose higher.  A few trees dotted the landscape, and she thought the distant white and brown dots near the hills indicated the presence of sheep, though she saw no shepherd set to watch them.  The river they had followed from where it tickled the south-east portion of Riverbend had narrowed to maybe ten paces wide here.  It edged the eastern side of the Fields, meandering into an oxbow perhaps two-thirds of the way toward the hills.  Would an army use that water for defence, or would it hinder movement?  Did the elements affect the efficacy of a Great Magic?  How much space would Constance and her brother have needed to set up their spell? 
 
    With an irritated puff of air, Em glared at a grinning Prichard before she smoothed her face to a blank expression, realising her newest mentor definitely tested her.  Instead, she gathered her courage and spoke up. 
 
    "Where would an army find the best defence here?" she asked him.  Then with her next breath, she swung around to Destiny.  "And where would a wizard best employ a far-reaching spell without worry of disruption?  If we find the most probable crossing of those two requirements, we'll find the nexus point." 
 
    Both Prichard and Pietor nodded at her perception and solution.  Destiny snorted her contempt for the game they played, but she added her voice to the discourse as Em drew back and let those more versed in the actual implementation of such logistics find the answer. 
 
    She let her gaze roam over the deceptive calm of the field where the horrors of warfare had taken place 186 years ago, but her imagination filled in the shadows of fighting men where nature now flourished.  She could almost see the lines of men sweeping across the plain, swords and shields flashing, blood flowing, screams rending the peaceful silence of the air.  And somewhere in the expanse of greenery ahead, cradled in that oxbow, a tent encircled by a small ring of wizards, urgently holding a protective shield of magic around the two wizards sheltered within the canvas they guarded.  Out of that tent, after long hours of desperate casting amid the roar of armies circling in torrents of rain, the crashing of thunder and slashing of lightning, would have come an immense shaft of power reaching to the sky and cascading down in a ginormous parabola that encompassed all of Dalasham, ripping the flow of magic from the few and spreading it to the many.   
 
    Em shook her head, dispelling the vivid image her mind had formed, and stared at a field swept free of history's remembrance on a morning bright with sunshine.  She found herself drawn to the section of field where the river cupped an area of land perhaps a dozen paces across―hard to tell from this far away.  Leaving the others to their discussion, she let fall the reins to her horse and made her way down the gentle incline that led into the field, wanting to explore.  She turned when she felt someone following, smiling when Ambrose fell in beside her and matched her pace without a word.  She didn't know why Stefan still had him guarding her; with Marcus imprisoned and no longer a threat, she had thought Ambrose would return to his post at the King's side.  But he had continued to show up at her door each morning, and she found his presence comforting. 
 
    As they made their way through the grass, Sir Pietor's men also ranging across the field as they kept watch, Em studied the ground, looking for signs of the long-ago battle.  She wondered how many hillocks actually stood as graves, and gave each a respectful wide berth lest she disturb the dead.  As she moved, she kept imagining Wulfgang's forces engaged with Henri's, almost seeing flashes of movement from the corner of her eye.  The third time she flinched from what didn't exist outside of her overstimulated imagination, she scowled and gritted her teeth, determined to see only what lay in front of her, concentrating fiercely on the patch of land she headed toward.  Thankfully, Ambrose didn't comment every time she jumped, though his concerned frown told her that he hadn't missed her strange behaviour. 
 
    She slowed her pace as they neared the oxbow of the river, suddenly taking note of the hollow sensation that had steadily grown in the pit of her stomach, unnoticed until she paid attention.  Stopping, Em lifted her gaze, aware of a headache growing behind her eyes.  A faint haze shimmered the air, and with a surprised understanding, Em realised the Lesser Magic that allowed her to see magic had flared to life.  Perhaps she shouldn't relegate all those shadows she had seen to her imagination; some might reflect the presence of spells. 
 
    "What do you see?" she whispered to Ambrose, wanting to know where the line stood that divided reality from what she alone could sense. 
 
    "An ideal location for wizards to work unhindered if they had enough men between them and an army," he replied, drawing her startled attention.  "A slight rise of land backed by water, far enough from concealment so that no archer could creep close without notice, no ambush or infiltration unit could sneak near unseen.  An ideal location to defend."  His pale eyes looked down at her.  "What do you see?" 
 
    She turned back to the distortion, vaguely aware that the others had followed them at a distance, though they had several metres yet before they reached them. 
 
    "It looks like a heat shimmer, barely there yet huge, almost touching the embrace of the river."  She took a hesitant step forward, and the shimmer strengthened, drawing a surprised gasp from her.  Another step and she could almost detect colours.  She only realised she had started to breathe quickly when her lungs began to burn, as though from great exertion.  Hand pressed to her heaving chest, Em took another step. 
 
    The scent of ozone tried to gag her while she nearly hyperventilated, a vicious wind feeling like knives as it suddenly swept past her exposed flesh.  Light exploded across her vision and a colossal weight seemed to drop on her, pushing her to her knees.  Startled exclamations rose to her ears as she toppled forward, an oppressive force stealing her consciousness.  She didn't even feel the arms wrap around her before the bite of the earth could slam into her cheek. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Destiny didn't know how to interpret how Sir Pietor and Lord Prichard treated Emily.  Indulgence, tolerance, a genuine desire to know her mind?  Destiny just didn't know, so she turned her attention instead to the question Emily had asked.  Where would a wizard best employ her spell in such a vast field?  Nothing Constance had written suggested a mix of elemental powers in her Great Magic, but adding the strength of nature to the attributes of magic and its flow made sense.  After all, magic manipulated the natural world, so to incorporate aspects of nature into the spell would heighten the effect.  Somewhere near the river then, she thought, dark blue eyes tracing the curves of the sparkling water. 
 
    "There," she said, pointing to the swath of land bracketed by the stream. 
 
    "I agree," Norbert said.  "The contours would bolster the power and create a focal point." 
 
    "Most easily defended and the hardest to get to if Wulfgang's forces already held the field," Lord Prichard added.  "Though also a trap if they lose the advantage and get cut off, unless the water lacks depth for a swift crossing." 
 
    "Where is she going?" 
 
    This last from Sir Pietor drew their attention.  Destiny noticed how the four of them had gathered close, her surly personal guard Bartok just out of arm's reach behind her.  Emily had moved off after asking her question, Ambrose her ever-present shadow, and what had looked like aimless wandering now had a definite purpose as the girl arrowed toward the very spot they had just surmised. 
 
    "If she'd already known our destination," griped Norbert, "why didn't she just say so?" 
 
    "I think she figured it out while we spoke," Prichard said. 
 
    Watching the librarian shy away from nothing as she walked, Destiny had another conclusion, surprised at the concern that swelled in her breast. 
 
    "She's following the magic," she breathed, pushing herself into motion.  The others quickly caught up as Destiny followed in Emily's wake.  Emily had no training in the use of magic, and while she believed that growing tired and battling a headache every time she spent too long reading Constance's journal a result of the effort of translation, Destiny recognised it as the price for employing magic.  Emily had had years to build up a tolerance and compensation for the Lesser Magic involving her memory; she had no such defences in place for detecting magic.  The level of power Constance and her brother would have drawn upon for their Dual Great Magic would overwhelm Emily, pushing her reaction far beyond mild pain and potentially causing great harm. 
 
    Without realising her intention, Destiny found herself running as Emily hesitated near the river, hoping to reach the girl before she stepped into danger. 
 
    "No," she called, gaining Ambrose's attention, but not Emily's.  "Wait!" 
 
    Emily staggered forward, then collapsed bonelessly.  Ambrose sprang to her side to catch her before her face smashed into the ground.  Destiny closed the distance between them a heartbeat later, lungs heaving as she fought for breath, unused to such vigorous exertion. 
 
    "Pull her back," she panted, trying to drag Emily away from the nexus.  In the next instant, she found herself flung back from the pair, Bartok's bare sword at her throat, Prichard standing protectively between her and Emily, threat in his stance.  Pietor stumbled to a halt behind Destiny and her captor, hands on his thighs as he struggled for breath.  A moment later, Norbert staggered close and collapsed next to Pietor, greedily drinking in air.  But no one moved Emily.  Glaring past Bartok's blade, Destiny sought Prichard's hard stare. 
 
    "Pull her back," she said again, ignoring the weapon etching her skin.  Tempted to disarm Bartok, show the chary guard his place―she had made hardened mercenaries blanch with a look, and to constantly suffer this guard's smug satisfaction at his ignorant certainty that he held a cowed woman captive galled beyond belief―she instead held back her ire, though she longed to scorch the man's hand as he so deserved.  Norbert's binding kept her from harming these people, not affecting their weapons, and a simple word could heat the pommel white hot.  But now that she had the use of her magic back, she would give them no reason to try to shackle her again, resorting to earning their trust instead of their enmity.  So she held Prichard's gaze and gave him a reason to listen to her. 
 
    "The remnants of Constance's spell has overwhelmed her Lesser Magic.  Without the ability to shield herself, her senses have overloaded.  If you don't pull her away from the nexus, it might kill her." 
 
    Ambrose scooped Emily up in a swift embrace and carried her toward Destiny, pushing past Prichard's unresisting form.  The ash blond man gently laid Emily down beside the wizard, then stood and nudged Bartok's sword away. 
 
    "Revive her," he demanded, but even as Destiny sat up, hand at her neck, Emily groaned and opened her eyes. 
 
    Then quickly squeezed them shut again, an arm thrown across her vision as the bright sun bore into a head no doubt throbbing in agony.  Magic danced sporadically in the air, either awakened by Emily's discovery, or as a lingering force swirling untouched for nearly two centuries.  Destiny suspected the former. 
 
    "Get her some water," she said.  "Something to eat." 
 
    Emily's other hand rose to cover her mouth and she groaned again.  Destiny smiled grimly, remembering her own share of suffering the backlash of magic's unshielded use.  Whereas she, at least, comprehended the origin of the drain on personal stamina, Emily didn't yet understand the cost of using magic.  Kalima's sake, the young woman didn't even know when she used magic, let alone overused it.  Norbert, aware of Emily's plight, silently pulled a piece of hardtack from a pouch at his waist and held it up, still lying on his back and trying to catch his breath.  After a moment's hesitation, Bartok reached for it, then handed it to Destiny. 
 
    Destiny hadn't anticipated the appearance of Emily's Lesser Magic today―I should have, she berated herself―so hadn't explained how to mitigate the effects of magic.  An oversight she would rectify now. 
 
    "Help me sit her up," she murmured to Ambrose, the young man's obvious concern for his charge speaking volumes.  They ignored Emily's protests, though Ambrose's hard jaw pinched in worry as the pale girl whimpered.  Destiny put one arm behind Emily's shoulder and held out the food in her other hand. 
 
    "Eat this," she ordered.  "It will help settle your stomach and ease your head." 
 
    Emily cracked her eyes open, peering at Destiny with a glimmer of understanding as she gingerly took the hardtack and pressed it to her lips.  Prichard knelt beside Ambrose, his intense stare demanding an explanation, though the firm line of his mouth suggested he'd allow Destiny time to make it.  He held a flask of water out to Emily, which she gratefully accepted. 
 
    "Magic, at its core, works through the manipulation of the forces of the natural world," began Destiny, trying to keep the concept as simple as possible.  "Whether by altering what already exists, or by using one's own will to shape what you want to exist.  Either way requires a cost, most often a piece of your strength." 
 
    Norbert snorted, rolling to his side before pushing up to sit with knees hugged to his chest.  Destiny scowled at him. 
 
    "Yes, that oversimplifies things, but we hardly have time for an in depth analysis of magic manipulation and its effects.  Suffice it to say that you must balance the use of magic with an increased intake of energy.  Food or drink to replace what you have expended in the arcane."  She met Emily's gaze.  "Reading Constance's journal would give you a headache, yes?" 
 
    Emily's jaw stopped briefly before she resumed chewing with a nod. 
 
    "Using your Lesser Magic without precautions drains your energy, resulting in an imbalance.  Headaches, hunger, nausea, lack of stamina, exhaustion―all possible indications of magic seeking additional fuel." 
 
    "Why now?" Emily croaked.  "I mean, I can understand how walking into that,"―she waved a hand toward where she had fallen―"would affect me, but I use my memory, which you call a Lesser Magic, all the time with no adverse effects.  So what changed?" 
 
    "You've developed natural protections with your memory.  As you grew, so did your magic and your body's ability to compensate for its use.  But how often have you had the opportunity to see magic?  It's all around you, yet you haven't had to recognise it as something other, something your power had to work at to understand.  Unlocking the journal, seeing Marcus' spell, finding the nexus; all outside your daily experience with magic, whether your mind recognised it as such or not.  It's a lesser developed skill, this secondary Lesser Magic, and so you have little to no immunity built up, requiring more counter-measures until you can either learn how to recoup the drain, your body finds its natural balance, or we teach you how to shield.  For now, fuel for your body will help feed the depletion of your mental magic." 
 
    Emily considered that for a moment, taking the time to finish the hardtack and take another swallow of water, which she then passed back to Prichard. 
 
    "So those of us who unconsciously use our Lesser Magic on a more or less daily basis have protections already in place," she pieced out, but Destiny forestalled her with a firm head shake, following her train of thought. 
 
    "You have a system in place to keep you from harming yourselves, but it won't do anything against a malignant force.  Your body's natural compensation techniques cannot protect you from someone like Nathan trying to harness your energies." 
 
    Emily nodded, then pushed to her feet, Ambrose's supportive arm giving aid.  Destiny and Prichard rose with her.  Pietor straightened from his crouch, and Norbert, after puffing out a hearty breath, stumbled upright in turn, the whole group forming a semi-circle facing the nexus. 
 
    "Then we need to figure out what Constance and Alfred really did here, and find a way to turn it to our advantage," the little librarian stated, gaze slightly unfocused as she stared at the remnants of a complex power that Destiny could barely grasp.  "So, where do we start?" 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    They might have had horses, food and canteens for water, saddle blankets and sleeping rolls, but Otto had failed to procure a tent, and its lack made the petulant Prince more irritable by the day.  That first night, it hadn't bothered Whillim overmuch, too busy running and gloating over his escape.  Even the second night, temperate enough with Otto keeping a fire stoked while Whillim wrapped himself in both sleeping roll and blanket―the latter's distinct aroma of horse less than pleasing despite the added warmth―had only elicited mild complaints.  But this morning, first assailed by a light drizzle, then compounded by cool temperatures and a biting wind, had thrown Whillim into a full rage. 
 
    "A Prince shouldn't have to suffer such indignity," he had fumed. 
 
    To which Otto had calmly replied, "Then perhaps the Prince should have taken more time to plan." 
 
    Never mind that Otto had wanted to quit their absurd exile as much as Whillim, but the man did enjoy needling his charge.  Then the man had surprised Whillim by setting aside the hare he had just finished dressing for breakfast and staring intently at the golden-haired Prince. 
 
    "You're not a prince anymore, Will," he said.  "Not while we run and hide.  If you go flaunting your identity, Stefan will track us that much quicker.  Incognito, remember?  That means you have to behave as any common traveller, and damned few of them would have good horses and decent supplies, let alone golden trinkets to barter.  What's a missing tent in light of that?" 
 
    Whillim had grumbled, but conceded the point.  He didn't have to like it, though.  They had travelled this back road south a few times before on hunting trips―most recently when he had met Desi last year―so he and Otto at least knew the best secluded locations for setting up camp.  Though he had had more men to see to the work and transport equipment like tents those times, Whillim at least knew he and Otto wouldn't lack for water and a plethora of game to hunt and consume.  A full belly would mitigate to some degree the lack of canvas walls to hold the elements at bay. 
 
    Now, with the afternoon waning toward another shelterless night, Whillim had to remind himself he didn't have it too bad.  Least I'm not sitting on my arse stewing and hoping Stefan forgets about me.  They had the freedom of the road, the ability to go where they wanted (well, maybe not the capital, or some place where someone might recognise him, but anywhere else), no schedules to keep or duties to uphold.  And with luck, they'd reach the border to Innosvar before long where they could trade some of their pilfered goods for real shelter and some longed for comforts. 
 
    With that cheerful thought tempering his ill-humour, Whillim pushed his way through a clump of undergrowth that led to an ideal, wide meadow with a little rivulet that they had used as a stopping point before ... and stumbled into a camp he would have sworn hadn't existed a moment ago.  He drew to an abrupt halt, staring at the rough group of men setting up tents and fire circles gathered before him.  Maybe sixty men, at least half unshaven and brutish-looking, each sporting boiled leathers with a smattering of crude armour and weapons, stared back at him as Otto jerked to a standstill at his side.  Their horses chuffed behind them as Otto's grip on their reins tightened. 
 
    Whillim's first thought of brigands melted beneath the orderliness of the camp.  A large white tent dominated the makeshift compound, ringed by a handful of hard-bitten guards in black and burgundy uniforms.  Cruder yellowed shelters slowly sprang up around the large one, the spruce trees at the edge of the meadow serving as both windbreak and border to the camp where a dozen sturdy mounts and four pack horses stood picketed.  Two men had just stepped from that pristine tent.  One, tall and dark haired, his imposing presence somehow demanding attention despite his obvious youth, pinned Whillim with a penetrating glare.  The second man, short and rotund, his slovenly aspect and child-like face a disarming mask, weakened the Prince's knees as the weight of his regard fell upon him.  For some reason―maybe a camp appearing out of nowhere with two domineering people obviously in charge?―they reminded him of Destiny, and he recalled her words when they had first met: "A wizard hunts me."  One of these men, maybe?  If so, he had stumbled into something potentially more dangerous than a band of brigands. 
 
    In the brief time afforded Whillim to take in all these details, the nearest soldiers surged forward to surround himself and Otto, cutting off any chance of escape even before he had gathered his wits enough to consider that option.  In short order, Whillim found his hands trussed behind his back and himself shoved rudely by gruff soldiers toward the two wizards.  Surely wizards, he thought, trying to devise how to capitalize on the situation.  After all, one wizard had already worked with him.  How difficult to enlist the aid of two more, if he could offer sufficient incentive?  And a Prince could offer quite a bit―if he could reclaim the power so recently stripped from him. 
 
    He stilled his motion and glared at the two in charge, but before he got his mouth open to propose any deal, the dark-haired one uttered a word Whillim had heard Desi use before, and his feet started to move of their own accord, shuffling the Prince forward despite the furious objection elicited by his mind, silenced by magic.  The spell dropped him roughly to his knees, jarring the breath from him.  An instant later, Otto fell beside him with a grunt. 
 
    Even as Whillim drew in a fresh draught of air, the fat man leaned forward and grabbed his chin in stubby yet strong fingers, startling Whillim into indignant shock.  He quickly swallowed his protest when he met the man's strangely pale eyes, alight with contempt, disgust, and an eerie compulsion. 
 
    "How did you find us?" he hissed.  Whillim found he couldn't pull away from the man's grip.  "How many in your party?" 
 
    "Just us," Whillim answered, proud his voice didn't shake despite the quivering of his innards.  "Looking for a camp we've used before.  We certainly didn't mean to intrude." 
 
    The taller man crouched on his heels, dispassion clear on his arrogant face as he studied his prey. 
 
    "Shall we kill them?" he asked, inflection as calm as though he asked after the weather.  His eyes, though, caught Whillim's attention more than his chilling words.  The dark blue of the deepest ocean, he had seen that gaze before, only in shades of frozen twilight. 
 
    "You're like her, aren't you?" he blurted.  The words had come unbidden, his thoughts pouring through his lips before he could draw them back.  The man's attention sharpened and his long fingers snapped forward to replace those of his companion in a painful squeeze, whipping Whillim's head around so that he stared into cruel anticipation, more frightening than any bladder-weakening glare that Destiny had ever imparted.  He desperately wished he could take back his words. 
 
    "You've seen Girl?" the tall man demanded in a deceptively mild tone, but Whillim had heard Destiny use a similar tactic right before she did something dramatic.  Best not to antagonize this person, but damned if he'd allow himself to openly cower before him. 
 
    The Prince licked his lips, putting his mind to how to turn this deadly foe into a valued ally.  He had used Destiny's skills; why not try to find a similar compromise with this man?  The secrecy of the camp suggested they had a clandestine goal in mind―Riverbend, perhaps?  Surely he could use that to his advantage. 
 
    "Sire," Otto murmured in warning beside him, ostensibly for Whillim's ears alone, but with a hint too much volume so that the wizards couldn't help but hear the whisper.  Whillim kept the guile from his eyes, knowing Otto's mind as much as the valet knew his in turn.  Ever his willing accomplice, Otto had just named him as a person of power and means, someone not easily dismissed.  They might have agreed on the importance of anonymity before, but having a royal title would afford him a certain level of protection now, and Whillim planned to use it.  He gave a curt jerk to his head, as much as possible given the iron grasp of the dark-haired man's grip.  But the imperious negation to silence his man, feigned or not, ought to give their captors pause, intended to create a link between their secrecy and his own.  Then he met the cold dark eyes, drawing in an air of regality despite kneeling in the dirt. 
 
    "I presume you mean Wizard Destiny," he intoned.  "She crafted a spell for me, but it failed, overcome by a strange twist of fate.  To my knowledge, she still languishes in Dalasmar's prison, as does the man who had hoped to secure her release." 
 
    To his surprise, the grip at his chin tightened even more until Whillim feared the man would crush his jaw.  His eyes bulged and an agonized gasp slipped through his teeth as nails dug into his cheeks, drawing blood. 
 
    "If Marcus lives, why can I not sense him?" the man snarled, his eyes fierce as they darkened even further. 
 
    Whillim had no answer to that, having only heard of Marcus' exploits third hand through Lord Dondar, who had so unsuccessfully pleaded Whillim's case, but he couldn't pull away from that horrible grip. 
 
    "The King imprisoned Wizard Marcus, not Prince Whillim," Otto said hastily, trying to diffuse the wizard's ire.  Instead, it brought Otto to the attention of the fat man with his dull mop of brown hair. 
 
    As the dark-haired man shook in rage with Whillim's jaw in his grasp, the rotund blob casually stepped behind Otto, thrust his sausage-like fingers into the valet's curls, and yanked his head back, exposing Otto's throat.   
 
    "Servants who speak out of turn must learn their place," the tubby wizard intoned, his alarmingly blank expression at odds with the morbid ecstasy radiating from his eerie eyes. 
 
    Whillim suddenly found his head pulled around by the dark-haired man's grip, then held securely by long, strong fingers so that he couldn't miss Otto's scared wide eyes, the white showing all around, his beaked nose pointing to the sky like an exclamation point.  His throat bobbed as he tried to swallow, and with an unconcerned motion, the fat man drew a blade in a swift line across Otto's throat. 
 
    Whillim stared in shock as the skin parted and blood poured down Otto's neck.  Otto's mouth gaped, a gurgle of disbelief slipping free.  With his hands tied behind his back, the valet couldn't even brace his fall as the round wizard shoved him forward to fall to the trampled grass, those disturbing pale eyes watching as Otto's shudders slowed, every frenzied beat of his heart hastening his death. 
 
    Finally, Otto lay still, eyes wide and glassy, pain and horror forever etched into his still visage.  Whillim couldn't tear his gaze from his long-time accomplice.  What had just happened?  How could they have killed Otto?  Why? 
 
    A small voice in the back of his head belatedly noted, no wonder Desi feared and fled from this man. 
 
    When Whillim managed to jerk his attention up to the fat man, the placid, almost satiated look the wizard returned quelled his outrage and loosened his bowels.  Trying to master himself, Whillim swung his glare to the wizard holding him, but again, fury found no purchase in light of the inhumane face staring back at him. 
 
    Any thoughts of trying to trade on his royal status obliterated into terror; his new ambition now turned to escape with his life by any means possible.   
 
    "My brother sent me into exile, but I escaped.  I don't know how long until pursuit finds me.  But if your goal lies with finding Desi and Wizard Marcus at Dalasmar Castle, then I can help you reach it unseen." 
 
    "And why would we need your help?" the fat man asked softly, wiping Otto's blood from his knife before sliding it back into a sheath at his waist.  "We can conceal ourselves well enough." 
 
    "The tunnels!" Whillim blurted, his voice pitched frighteningly high.  "The secret tunnels beneath the castle.  I can take you there while avoiding the more travelled roads!" 
 
    He didn't know how to find those tunnels, nor where they led, but these wizards wouldn't know that, and he couldn't think of any other bargaining chip these ruthless men might accept.  Until he could escape, he would stick to the bluff and pray for any form of deliverance.  Curse it all, Otto, why did we leave Cranshaw? 
 
    So close to the border, and now his only hope of survival lay in a lie told to soulless men.  If they believed him, he would again lead wizards to his home.  Only this time, he feared he might not arrive safely.   
 
    Might I live long enough to see this man take Stefan down? he thought suddenly, the possibility sending a brief thrill through him.  The man holding his chin saw it and his demeanour subtly shifted.  He released Whillim, speculation in his gaze as he crouched at the same level as the Prince.  With an unreadable expression, the wizard glanced up at his rotund companion before rising to his feet.  The pair turned and walked away. 
 
    "Tie him to one of the trees," the dark-haired one called back over his shoulder.  "If he gets me and Tyrandel close to Girl and Marcus without a great expenditure of magic, all the better.  And if he lies, his mutilated body will serve as a warning to any who oppose us." 
 
    Whillim didn't bother to stifle his shudder of relief as gruff men hauled him unresisting to his feet and dragged him away from Otto's body.  So they would tie him to a tree like a prize pig, so he would likely suffer further humiliation and degradation, a prisoner and not a Prince, so he would have to grovel and try to avoid drawing the attention of immoral and callous wizards and the scum who worked for them.  He yet lived, and while he lived, he had a chance that Stefan's men would find him and effect an escape, and for that, he needed a clear head.  Because if they reached Riverbend and found out that Whillim couldn't find those tunnels, they would kill him without compunction. 
 
    A sad irony that his only hope for survival rested in discovery by someone sent to bring him back to a life of exile. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A right royal mess, Cristof thought shakily as he slowly backed away.  To have come so close only to have his quarry snatched away frustrated the assassin spy. 
 
    Prince Whillim and his valet had made surprising progress in their first night of freedom, gaining several more kilometres in the dark hours than Cristof had expected, long before Cristof had even set out in pursuit.  By the time he had realised their resourcefulness and his own error in underestimating them, they had already secured a second day of freedom.  But Cristof had made steady progress on the pair and had calculated that he would reach them by the evening, determining to steal into their camp unawares to retrieve the errant Prince once they let down their guard.  Rather than keeping to the main roads, they had taken a lesser-used route, one Cristof felt certain they had used before.  It made them more confident of avoiding other travellers, and so less inclined to expect interlopers.  The perfect opportunity for someone like Cristof. 
 
    Except others had found the Prince first, and no matter his skills, Cristof couldn't prevail against sixty-some soldiers and the callous duo who led them.  After the startling murder of Otto, witnessed from the outskirts of a strange camouflage that masked the camp while somehow keeping himself hidden from the rough men handling Prince Whillim, Cristof retreated to regroup and devise a new strategy. 
 
    He headed back to the little copse of trees just off the path where he had tethered his mount, and that's when he encountered those pursuing him.  Rounding a tree, he came face to face with a short, wiry man sporting two red braids.  Both of them dropped to a defensive crouch, eyeing each other.  Cristof already had a dagger in the hand held behind his back, and he suspected his counterpart held a similar weapon just out of sight.  But then the other man held out an empty hand, palm facing Cristof as though asking him to wait. 
 
    "You Cristof?" he asked, and Cristof paused, balancing on the balls of his feet as the man continued in a low voice.  "King Stefan sent us to find you, and the man you track." 
 
    At that, Cristof scowled and rose from his crouch, mirrored by the red-head, though neither man relaxed.  Had Lord Prichard sent this man after him with new instructions?  Although he had two small homing birds caged with his horse to send messages, he had no way to receive missives until he slipped into one of the villages equipped to handle Prichard's network.  No way other than another operative tracking him, though he didn't recognise the man facing him. 
 
    Before he denied or confirmed the man's query (although his posture surely spoke volumes), the ginger pursed his lips and gave a sharp whistle.  Cristof braced himself, mapping out his escape if it became necessary even as he held himself still, waiting for the arrival of whomever the man had just summoned. 
 
    He hadn't expected Captain Milos, leader of the mercenaries who had briefly ruled the streets of Riverbend, nor, and more surprising, Corporal Joseph, one of King Stefan's own personal guards.  Although he had never interacted with Joseph, nor the Corporal with him, Cristof had made of point of knowing everyone close to the King.  He could hardly serve Lord Prichard as clandestine guard, spy, or assassin among the royals if he didn't know those around the men he secretly served.  Joseph's presence here now with members of a Mercenary Company piqued Cristof's curiosity, even as he flexed his wrist to feel the comfort of the concealed blade up his sleeve.  He trusted King Stefan's man, but he trusted his own ability to stay alive more. 
 
    Members of the merc company, perhaps three dozen men, gathered behind their Captain, subdued and orderly.  Still, Cristof spared a quick glance over his shoulder, hoping they stood far enough from the enemy camp that no sentry would hear or discover them.  While the odds had strengthened in his favour―assuming the King had indeed sent these men and he didn't face a trap―Cristof didn't want to pit these forces against each other without a more certain outcome. 
 
    Milos followed his glance, then dropped his gaze to a ring on his left index finger with a frown.  A gaudy bauble with a large round stone, the ornament pulsed an angry maroon.  Cristof had never seen the like, certainly not gracing the hand of a mercenary, but a feeling of unease settled deep in his bones.  The red-head flicked his eyes toward the ring, then back to Cristof. 
 
    "We followed the tracks you followed," he said softly, reading Cristof's cautious stance.  "You returning empty-handed coupled with that," a head tilt to the signalling ring, "tells us that the spoiled brat met with someone unexpected?"  The question in his words heightened Cristof's curiosity.  What kind of trinket did Milos wear? 
 
    With a voice coarse from years of bellowing commands during the heat of battle, the dusky Captain spoke, his hand with the ring closed into a fist and held at his side. 
 
    "A fit man with black hair and a fat friend perhaps?" 
 
    Cristof slid his gaze to Milos and inclined his head slightly, his wariness increasing as his muscles tightened in fight or flight mode.  How would the mercenaries know who stood with the Prince in that meadow unless they worked together?  Only Corporal Joseph's presence with the group gave him pause as he awaited an explanation that didn't involve treachery. 
 
    "King Stefan sent us to aid you," Joseph said, accurately reading Cristof's doubt.  "But more, he sent us to scout for an incursion by two wizards and their guard, men intent on finding Wizards Destiny and Marcus, possibly using their imprisonment as an excuse to cross into our lands to cause mischief." 
 
    "Mischief," Cristof snorted.  A laconic man to begin with, making his guise as deaf-mute all the easier to maintain, Cristof felt words bubbling up his throat now if only to share the horror that he had just witnessed.  Not the fact of Otto's death―Cristof had seen plenty of blood in his time, had shed a fair amount with his own hand―but the utter callousness of the unnecessary act.  The fat man―wizard?―hadn't needed to kill the valet, but he had wanted to.  The death served no purpose beyond intimidation.  More useful to keep the man as hostage to the Prince's good behaviour, even as a slave; but to slit his throat with impunity, giving no warning, not even really intending the act as a means to control Whillim (though of course, the fear engendered would keep him in line), spoke to a mind lacking remorse, void of restraint.  And that man wielded magic.  The mischief he and his companion could cause if left unchecked staggered the assassin.  "Two men who can hide the presence of an entire camp of more than seventy soldiers and trained guards until one blunders into it within the borders of Dalasham, who kill a citizen of the kingdom without a second thought, and the King calls it mischief?" 
 
    "Actually, he called it scouting," Milos said bitterly.  "They've killed the Prince, then?" 
 
    Cristof blinked at him, then shook his head. 
 
    "Otto, his valet.  Prince Whillim offered to lead them to the heart of Dalasmar through secret tunnels while he pissed away his courage.  Save his life, betray his people." 
 
    "Same old toad," Milos agreed. 
 
    "But he doesn't know how to get into the tunnels," Joseph said with a frown.  That got Cristof's attention. 
 
    "They're real, then?  Not just rumour?"  The assassin hadn't attended the trials, already prepping for his job at Cranshaw, so he hadn't heard the full details, just snippets and surmises. 
 
    "Yes," confirmed Joseph.  "I've walked them myself.  Whillim hasn't, nor does he know how to find them." 
 
    "Then it seems the Prince has found a bluff to placate his captors," Milos drawled.  "I wonder how long it will last?" 
 
    "You're sure he doesn't know how to find them?" Cristof demanded, his attention firmly on Joseph.  "Certain enough to risk the life of the King?" 
 
    Joseph hesitated only an instant, just enough to send prickles up Cristof's spine. 
 
    "He knew enough to lie in wait, though he never entered the system," the guard admitted.  "I'd bet my life; no one bets the King's life." 
 
    "Lady Destiny tracked the librarian, not the tunnel," Milos admitted.  "She had us look for likely outlets to watch, but had no luck figuring out how to open any." 
 
    "Could these wizards succeed in finding a key that Destiny missed?" Cristof pressed. 
 
    "Hellfire, I look like an expert on magic?" Milos' broad shoulders hunched as though cushioning against pain.  "If these wizards have power enough to best Lady Destiny, the shite's gonna fly, and I won't stick around for that, no matter what Stefan pays." 
 
    "We can't take the chance that the Prince will lead them undetected into Dalasmar," Cristof stated.  "Even if he can't find these tunnels, he knows the streets of Riverbend, the defences, the weaknesses."  Just as he had at Cranshaw, aiming for the most vulnerable exit.  "If we can't take him back from this enemy before they reach Riverbend, then we must eliminate the threat." 
 
    "Kill the wizards, or the Prince?  Which threat would you eliminate?" Joseph asked quietly, his guarded expression telling the assassin he well knew the answer.  Cristof didn't flinch from his green-eyed stare. 
 
    "No confrontations, no heroics," Milos said, a hard bite to his words.  "Direct from Captain Frederick's own lips.  You feel free to get yourself killed going against someone who thinks he can best Lady Destiny.  Me and my men have our orders, and they don't include suicide.  Scout and report only.  So once we've had a little look around their camp, we head back to Dalasmar Castle, get our full pay, then get the hell outta this shitty kingdom." 
 
    Cristof nodded, then gestured behind him, back toward the hidden camp. 
 
    "Mind the concealing mist," he said.  "Unless you want to join the Prince." 
 
    Milos eyed him, then the path Whillim and Otto had made.  He glanced back at his men, holding the gaze of the red-head. 
 
    "If it's a magic mirror," the braided man said, "I'm more likely to stumble through it than stop in time." 
 
    "Then we pull back, set up our own watch, and wait for them to move out in the morning," decided Milos.  "They might hide their camp, but moving men cause a ripple, no matter the skill of the wizard.  Scout and report, but from behind."  He studied Cristof.  "Your birds go to the King?" he asked. 
 
    Cristof inclined his head.  In a round-about manner, he amended to himself. 
 
    "Then we report what Cristof saw now, confirm it in the morning." 
 
    As Cristof had planned to send his own message, he didn't object to Milos' assumption that he now commanded the assassin and his resources.  Their goals, however, differed.  If Cristof found the opportunity to remove Whillim from his captors, he would do so, even if that removal involved a knife to the Prince's heart.  The safety of Dalasham came before the safety of a traitor, and it most certainly came before the well-being of one of the kingdom's enforcers.  If Cristof had to sacrifice himself in an attempt to remove the threat of Prince Whillim, he would not hesitate.  But he could hope circumstances didn't become that dire. 
 
    Unfortunately, Cristof didn't believe in fairy tales. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Shades of black danced in the depths of the chair, the circle of light from the lantern glinting on the polished quartz.  Em stood riveted by the sight, wondering at her strange sense of calm and well-being as she shared space with the altered Focus, the device that had nearly changed the kingdom she called home. 
 
    A device which had changed Dalasham, though not in the way Whillim and Destiny had originally intended.  For without the Destiny Seat, and the forces Whillim had hoped to employ (not the least of which currently slept under guard next to Em's own empty bedchamber as the night slowly stretched into the pre-dawn hours), none of them would have known about Lesser Magics, the truth behind Henri's Rebellion, or the fear of battle backed by magic should Nathan come to claim his sister.  This last had prompted Em to push aside her exhaustion and leave the warmth of her bed in search of answers. 
 
    Although she had accepted the small group of people who now surrounded and conferred with her on a daily basis, by nature Em preferred the peaceful solitude she currently found only at night.  No Chief Librarian helping her search out old records; no wizard made her responsibility because she had argued for the woman's fair treatment; no spymaster curious about her insights―whether at Council meetings where she scribed and listened to the discourse of those in power with the unique opportunity to share thoughts that might reach the ear of the King, or in a secluded sitting room trying to find a solution to the strengths and weaknesses afforded by Constance's Great Magic.  Not even her own personal guard, who inexplicably continued to show up at her door each day in time to escort her to breakfast.  For the few brief hours between retiring for the night and waking the next morning, Em had complete privacy.  Unfortunately, too often of late, she had simply fallen into a bone-weary slumber, unable to truly appreciate the aloneness. 
 
    Not so on this very early morning.  After returning yesterday afternoon from the Fields of Erinnerung and the remnants of power spent there, Em had allowed the discourse of how to exploit the spell to flow around her, knowing she had little to contribute that two wizards, a world-wise merchant noble, a master spy and the Chief Librarian wouldn't already consider, Darien having joined them on their return.  Her thoughts had turned instead to a promise she had made to Destiny.  You teach me how to guard these Lesser Magics, how to use them, and I'll help you regain your brother, she had told the woman.  Thus far, they had explored the nature of those Lesser Magics, yet they had no plan on how to deal with Nathan beyond the nebulous concept of make sure he doesn't learn what we of Dalasham can do. 
 
    Em had pondered what Destiny had created in the form of the Destiny Seat, wondering how the woman had hoped to adapt the spell to work on Nathan.  It seemed unlikely that she had intended her brother to actually sit on the quartz throne―the spell involved a specific false memory meant to usurp the King, not a general spell to affect memory―suggesting she had intended this particular Focus as a model.  The form of something the size of the chair made sense for the complex scope of Whillim's spell, the curve of the seat able to contain and amplify the magic's focus (or so Em believed, based on the scant resources on magic she had found in Darien's private enclave), but overall unnecessary for one recipient with fewer layers on the spell, as Destiny surely intended for Nathan.  So what Focus would work on Nathan? 
 
    Em had fallen asleep wondering whether Destiny could adapt some part of the Destiny Seat into a smaller Focus object, which led to her memory of having shifted the purpose of the spell, reinstating the truth over Whillim's lie in order to save King Stefan.  She had woken with a desire to see what her actions that night had wrought.  Like Destiny, she had only heard about the transfigured appearance of the Destiny Seat through the recounting of others; unlike Destiny, Em had freer run of the Castle and had determined to take a look for herself. 
 
    She hadn't recognised the man set to guard the door to Destiny's former Sanctum, but after a nervous moment under his careful scrutiny by the combined light of the wall sconces and her own lantern, to Em's great surprise he had allowed her access, keeping the door to the room open to watch over her and the hallway both.  Otherwise, he allowed her privacy. 
 
    So now she stood, staring at an object once imbued with strong magic, trying to decide why the dark mass didn't fill her with dread.  She made a slow circuit of the Seat, her lantern stretching the chair's shadow long before her as she moved.   
 
    She remembered the chill menace of the white quartz when she, Stefan, Fred and Dari had first encountered it, the eerie way her attention had both slid from the contraption yet kept coming back, as if the Seat tried to bend her sight away even though her mind clearly saw the Focus.  The hard edges under her shoulder when she had tried to topple it pinched her now in memory, and the reverberation stinging her arm when she had struck it with the King's sword echoed with phantom sensation along her right arm. 
 
    Yet the Seat now almost seemed to greet her, its malevolence transformed into welcome despite its darkness.  Whatever had allowed her to counter Destiny's spell, Em fancied that the Destiny Seat now somehow recognised her, and the strange sensation of welcome from an inanimate object raised goosebumps on her flesh. 
 
    Pushing such imaginings aside, Em tried to think how Destiny had intended this experiment to morph into something that would regain her the brother she had lost. 
 
    "Not an altered memory," she mused aloud, working out her thoughts verbally as she stood in front of the chair again.  The guard in the hall barely stirred at the murmur of her voice. 
 
    Em set her lantern on the seat, then stood back, hands on hips as she talked to herself, her usual style when working through a problem.  "Nothing with false pretenses.  She doesn't want to change Nathan's memory so much as restore it, make him remember the little girl who tried to protect him, not the abused woman who killed their father.  So how do you go from an intentionally false memory used to fool thousands to a true memory meant to reawaken a single person's past?" 
 
    Em found herself circling the broken Destiny Seat again, her hand reaching of its own accord to gently touch the crown at the back of the chair as Destiny had done to trigger her spell.  The darkened quartz hummed warmly beneath her fingers and Em jerked away, startled.  The Seat almost felt alive, and she stared at it with wide eyes.   
 
    "Have you attuned yourself to me in some way?" she whispered, rubbing her fingers together.  Did the Seat glow slightly, an aura wavering beneath the perception of her Lesser Magic?  Or did she imagine the subtle flavour of power, mistaking the reflections cast by her lantern as facets of magic?  Heart beating a rapid rhythm in her breast, Em hesitantly stretched her hand forward again, daring to brush her fingertips across the crown once more.  When nothing strange happened, she breathed a sigh of relief, attributing the weird experience to an overtired mind seeking answers when it should lie dormant in bed. 
 
    But something had brought her to Destiny's Sanctum in the early hours of morning, and she shoved fatigue aside to chase her thoughts.  Something she had muttered to herself tried to claim her attention now and she frowned, struggling to place the thought. 
 
    "Restoring a memory," she whispered.  "Not trying to create a false one, nor changing an existing one, save in correcting a misconception.  Could we use a part of you, some fragment of your surface re-cut as a new focus for a reinstated memory?"  She chewed her lip, her hand falling away from the Destiny Seat as she stared at nothing.  "But how do you erase years of misguided belief?  How do you reconcile the truth against an ingrained fabrication?  Experience will match the illusion, not the truth, so how do you fashion a spell to take into account the error perpetuated by alternate memory? 
 
    "How do we make Nathan remember his true relationship with Destiny?  And would that knowledge actually change his behaviour, or simply give him a wider breadth of understanding?  Wizard Shelton may have warped his thinking, but his experience made him what he is; would giving him back the memory of Destiny as his sister make any difference in his intentions?"  Em shook her head, her eyes fastened on her lantern.  "Foolish to think restoring that memory would help Destiny in any way, not with so much animosity fuelled by years of hatred.  So what did she hope to accomplish with a memory spell?" 
 
    With an irritated exhalation of breath, Em took up her lantern. 
 
    "Better to just ask the woman than have wasted a night of sleep," she griped.  She took two brisk strides toward the door, head down as she absently wished she could ask Wizard Constance about her spell as easily as she could ask Destiny for her own thoughts, before her steps suddenly froze.  Em spun, staring at the Destiny Seat, using the quartz as a tangible focal point for her sudden cognizance. 
 
    "Bright Spirits on high!" she blurted out, corralling the onrush of possibilities swirling through her newly stimulated brain, trying to sort out this potential insight.  Constance's Dual Great Magic had changed the nature of magic in Dalasham, but it had also changed people's perception of the force.  Yet had she literally wrested magic away from Henri and his ilk and given it to the people, or had she merely made the other wizards forget they had such power in the first place while realigning the flow of magic to affect future generations?  Could Constance's work already embody elements of a memory spell that they could manipulate? 
 
    What if Destiny and Norbert used the power of the nexus now to restore the memory of magic as a skill, not something to cause fear?  If all of Dalasham remembered magic as a tool, something once used by many to help govern and safeguard the land, would they also recall those who had used it, and why?  Or would that knowledge, the abundance of magic, spur someone like Nathan into trying to harness it faster? 
 
    "Would the real histories reveal themselves, or would such a dramatic revelation unbalance us?" Em wondered.  "Could we spread the knowledge of Lesser Magics, but in so doing, teach how to shield against the unscrupulous?  Can we use a spell like that once intended for Nathan to protect ourselves?"  The Destiny Seat sat silent to Em's questions as she stared at it, for which she breathed silent thanks.  She didn't think she would handle it well had the Focus suddenly pulsed, even if only in her imagination. 
 
    She patted quickly at her abdomen where the pockets of her smock would normally rest in search of her charcoal stick and a bit of parchment to note down her thoughts, then glanced down in chagrin when she remembered she hadn't donned the smock when she hastily dressed earlier.  Instead, she smoothed her skirt and turned for the door with these new ideas, wanting to write down the questions, the possibilities, see if they still made any sense by the light of day.  She brought her gaze up to the entrance, door still open for her, and froze again. 
 
    A woman around Em's own age with tanned, unblemished skin crowned by waving deep auburn hair brushing her silk-draped elbows stared back at Em from the threshold.  Shadows behind her indicated an escort, but the woman gave the illusion of confronting Em alone.  Her head canted to one side, she gazed at the librarian from dark slanted eyes in a beautiful face, her expression otherwise hidden by shades of night. 
 
    "I wish hear more of your musings," she said, her heavily accented Dalsh as much as her complexion marking her as from the north.  She flicked a glance to her escort, then looked back at Em.  "You no speak as servant though clothes lack richness, yet you grace halls of Ambassadors.  As we bear same gender, is permissible for us to converse, whatever you rank." 
 
    Em felt her mouth drop open and forced herself to close it even as she paled.  She had known the contingent from Bash had arrived at Dalasmar Castle shortly after she and her group had returned from Erinnerung, but she had never imagined encountering one in her late-night foray, let alone Princess Mantinou herself wrapped in a silken robe.  How much did she hear?  Bash did not embrace magic users, but more, they seldom recognised the existence of women save through their relationship to a man, ever kept secluded save for specific court functions.  So why does their Princess roam the halls before dawn? 
 
    Em dropped into a curtsey, the simple linen skirt she had worn yesterday, donned in the dark and without thought to encountering anyone, clutched in nervous fingers as she set her lantern down. 
 
    "Princess, you honour me, but I hold no rank," she said in passable Bashite, a language she had learned several years ago.   
 
    "No?" Princess Mantinou raised an elegant eyebrow as she replied in her own language.  "Yet you speak my tongue.  I did not expect to find any so learned, let alone one of my own.  Come," she gestured suddenly, turning to walk away.  "I will have discourse with you, even though you lack a title." 
 
    Em had little choice.  She rose from her genuflection, snatched up the lantern, and followed the Princess, dread hastening her steps and sitting like lead in her belly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A maid rekindled the fire in the outer sitting chamber of Princess Mantinou's lavish quarters while two guards took up posts in the hall, all of them Bashite, and all three having accompanied the young woman and Em back from Destiny's Sanctum just four doors down.  Two other Bashite guards had stood outside the next suite of rooms, likely belonging to Representative Prince Tolnar, and while one had frowned deeply at Em's presence, neither had spoken or moved to stop the small group. 
 
    Mantinou had folded herself gracefully into an elaborately carved oak chair near the hearth, a deep green velvet cushion softening its seat.  She gestured to its companion chair with an upturned palm, waiting until Em settled into it nervously before dismissing the maid to the inner chambers.  Em had doused her lantern and set it by the door, leaving only the dancing flames of the fire to illumine the room and its royal occupant.  The librarian still had no idea why the Princess had chosen to walk the halls at this late hour―her only escort one maid and a couple of guards, unheard of for someone from a country both protective and dismissive of its women―let alone why she wished to speak to Em.  She very much suspected her uncle, Prince Tolnar, would have forbidden any such explorations had he known of them, and wondered whether Mantinou had chosen the late hour to escape scrutiny or as an act of rebellion.  Will I ever know? Em wondered, knowing better than to speak first, and not knowing quite how to ask anyway. 
 
    "So," Mantinou finally spoke, her Dalsh stilted but clear.  "No rank have you.  Who is?" 
 
    "I―" Em hesitated, then switched to the Bash language.  "If it eases you to converse in your native tongue―" 
 
    Mantinou held up an imperious hand, demanding silence with a curt shake of her head. 
 
    "I practice want," she stated, again in Dalsh.  "Understand much, but cannot find words.  You answer Dalsh.  Yes?" 
 
    Em ducked her head in a quick bob of comprehension.  While Tolnar, as a long-standing representative from Bash, well knew the Dalsh tongue, he would return home after the royal wedding.  Not so for Mantinou, and she stood at a disadvantage, obviously knowing some of the language, but likely having little opportunity in the past to speak it.  Em didn't know how much Bash King Stefan might know, but she suspected few if any of the other nobles who resided near Dalasmar Castle could hold a conversation with the Princess―soon Queen―leaving the young woman as even more of an outsider.  Unless she knew enough Dalsh to truly fit in. 
 
    Of course, feigning ignorance while attaining fluency would give her an advantage too.  People would underestimate her intelligence if they thought she couldn't understand their words, and Em could see the intelligence shining from Mantinou's dark and exotic eyes.  Even though thoughts of Lesser Magics, Wizard Nathan, the potential of the Destiny Seat and Constance's nexus clamoured for her attention, Em pushed them aside and, for this moment, devoted her time to helping a woman equal in age, but vastly different in experience and expectation. 
 
    "I am Emily," she offered.  "Junior Assistant to the Chief Librarian." 
 
    "Librarian?  What is?" 
 
    "I help in the care of keeping books." 
 
    The Princess frowned. 
 
    "You clean?  A servant?" 
 
    "No," Em shook her head, her words clear and concise to aid in the other woman's understanding.  "I study them.  Read and write.  Help others with research."  Have claimed the role of scholar with the King at my side.  "I help keep the flow of information."   
 
    Mantinou drew back briefly, slanted eyes wide, before leaning forward, hands on her knees.  "You have book learning?" she breathed softly, a mix of wonder and denial in her voice.  "Is permitted?" 
 
    Em winced but nodded.  "The other librarians are men," she admitted.  "As a female, I cannot rise any higher than Junior Assistant,"―although I might attain the title of Chief Librarian if Darien has his way―"but I have worked in the library for ten years."   
 
    "You teach?" she asked.  "How read, how write?" 
 
    "I have not," Em replied, seeing a hint of disappointment in those slanted eyes.  "But Chief Librarian Darien, or one of the tutor librarians can." 
 
    "No," Mantinou said decisively, sitting up straight in her chair.  "You teach.  I find librarian.  Tomorrow.  After break fast.  You teach." 
 
    Em gaped at her, aghast. 
 
    "I can't!" she choked out. 
 
    Mantinou's eyes narrowed. 
 
    "Why?"  Her voice had lowered, become dark and dangerous. 
 
    "I have to go to the Council meeting," Em said, hearing her own voice as a meek squeak.  And also work with wizards, try to understand Lesser Magics, research Forbidden Texts with Darien.  She frowned to herself.  How had she become drawn in so many directions, parcelled into so many different roles?  A bare two months ago, she had seldom stepped out of her beloved library.  Now ... what have I become?  She glanced up at Mantinou's moue of displeasure.  "I sit as scribe for Lord Prichard," she quickly explained.  Even if I do suspect he used a Lesser Magic to get me to agree to the position.  "I take notes that he may peruse later." 
 
    "A woman, in Councils of men?" she scoffed, and Em shrugged uncomfortably.  How to describe her apprenticeship to the master spy? 
 
    "Lord Prichard has some ... eccentricities that the other Councillors indulge.  One such allows him the dubious honour of having a female scribe."  One privy to the machinations of governance and able to share her thoughts as though they mattered.  The idea, the daunting possibilities and trust, as ever, surprised her.  But she could say none of that to the Princess. 
 
    Mantinou continued to frown at her. 
 
    "Lord Prichard," the dark woman said, eyes flicking in thought.  Then they widened in recognition.  "With many rings?"  She wiggled her fingers with the word.  "And ... strong? ... clothes?  Thinks much of himself?" 
 
    "That's the one," Em smiled.  Strong clothes indeed; she imagined he had worn something outlandish to the welcoming feast, brightly coloured and ruffled.  Or perhaps overly layered. 
 
    Mantinou waved a hand dismissively. 
 
    "He no miss you.  Scribe his own notes." 
 
    Em's smile vanished. 
 
    "Ah," she hedged, feeling for Mantinou's situation yet already stretched too thin for another responsibility.  "King Stefan usually asks for a copy of my notes.  I don't know if he will appreciate my absence on such short notice." 
 
    Mantinou's gaze flashed to Em's face, studying her plain features, her discomfort. 
 
    "You know King?" 
 
    "We've spoken," she replied cautiously.  Dangerous ground, she thought, wondering how she could extricate herself from the young woman's intensity.  The Princess would marry the man, and must have a great deal of curiosity about him, but Em didn't think Stefan would want Em to share their recent exploits to the west with Mantinou, let alone their efforts with Destiny in regards to magic. 
 
    Mantinou waited in silence, and Em fought the urge to fidget in her chair, clenching her fingers together to keep their tremble from giving away her unease.  I'm too tired to deal with this now.  But until Mantinou dismissed her, Em sat trapped by protocol.  And no one knows where I am, she thought.  Except maybe the guard on the door to Destiny's old room. 
 
    "What is like?"  Mantinou's hesitant whisper pulled at Em, and she saw not a proud Princess sitting before her, but a frightened young woman in a land not her own, trying to find her way.  Raised knowing her role as a political tool, she nevertheless must find herself in an uncomfortable position.  Wed to a stranger twice her age in a foreign land; she wanted reassurance, not intrigue.  Em softened.  In the back of her mind, she could almost hear Fred scoff at her succumbing to a cliched tale, the girl using her plight to garner sympathy and gain information.  She fondly pushed aside the imagined rebuke and faced the girl in question.  Defining Stefan's character to his betrothed would harm no one. 
 
    "King Stefan is a wise and generous ruler," Em said.  "Hard if necessary, but compassionate.  He tries to listen to all sides before making a decision, but he won't tolerate foolishness and will hold firm to what he believes is right."  Even if that leads to his brother's escape.  "He cares for his people, their well-being and safety, whether noble or base born.  He is an expert swordsman, but a mediocre cook."  Em stopped, biting her lip hard.  Yes, Prichard had taken over cooking on their journey after a near disastrous attempt by Stefan to make a meal, but how could she explain that to Mantinou?  She quickly pressed on, hoping the girl would overlook her flush and not mistake it for anything other than embarrassment.  "He will treat you well." 
 
    "Indeed," Mantinou raised a delicate eyebrow, regarding Em with speculation. 
 
    "Um," Em said, fighting off a yawn and struggling to distract the woman.  "It grows late, Princess.  Please do not let me keep you up should you wish to retire." 
 
    Second eyebrow joining the first, Mantinou simply stared at Em.  Em tried not to squirm, but the fatigue she had managed to keep at bay seemed to slam into her, and she knew if she couldn't escape now, she might say something the King wished kept quiet.  Still, until Mantinou gave her leave, Em felt trapped.  Just get up and leave, a part of her begged. 
 
    "You are strange, librarian who scribes for King, " the dusky woman said.  "You have much liberty for woman, yet little skill with etiquette."  Em cringed even though the Princess had veiled her rebuke with a mild tone.  "I not heard all of musing I wish yet.  You answer before dismissed." 
 
    Em bowed her head, waiting, fearing what Mantinou would ask.  She tried to master her exhausted mind, knowing she would need her wits to keep secret that which she must not reveal. 
 
    "Who is Nathan you name in empty room and how do spelling affect history?"  Em's chin jerked up, surprise writ plain across her face as she stared at the Princess.  The other woman acknowledged Em's shock with a slight nod.  "What is meaning of Lesser Magic?  And what means unscoople?" 
 
    The last confused Em as much as Mantinou, and she chose to concentrate on it first.  Unscoople?  What had she said in the Sanctum?  She frowned as she tried to recall. 
 
    "Unscrupulous?" she asked hesitantly, her shoulders relaxing a degree when Mantinou nodded. 
 
    "Spreading knowledge to shield against unscrupulous," Mantinou cited, repeating the word carefully.  "What is?" 
 
    "It means those without morals.  Those who seek to advance themselves with no thought or care to how their actions might harm others.  Nathan is such a man." 
 
    "Is enemy?" 
 
    "We believe so." 
 
    "Believe?  Not know?" 
 
    Em shifted uncomfortably.  They might not know Nathan's whereabouts, if he even headed for Riverbend, but Em firmly believed it a matter of when, not if, the man came for Destiny and Marcus, and woe to anyone who stood in his way.  As did Destiny, Prichard, and King Stefan himself.  But did that make him an enemy of Dalasham, or simply a very dangerous person wherever he went?  Had Destiny stood in another kingdom, Nathan would still hunt her―had hunted her.  Dalasham standing behind Destiny made Nathan an enemy, but the man probably didn't care what border he crossed to find her. 
 
    "We harbour that which he desires," she finally replied.  "Which I suppose makes Wizard Nathan an enemy of circumstance." 
 
    "Wizard Nathan," murmured Mantinou, eyes creased in contemplation.  "I know not title.  What means?" 
 
    Em felt herself pale.  I have too little experience in limiting information, especially with too little sleep. 
 
    "Ah, it refers to―"  She stopped.  Mantinou would have had no reason to learn any Dalsh words or concepts relating to magic. Bash openly persecuted magic users; they wouldn't teach their Princess foreign terms dealing with the abhorred subject.  How then to explain a wizard in the Dalsh tongue? 
 
    "Forgive me, Princess," she finally said in Bashite.  "But for this, I doubt you will have encountered the Dalsh equivalent, and I wish no misunderstanding as I explain." 
 
    Mantinou's eyes narrowed in displeasure before she gave a curt nod of acceptance. 
 
    "Wizard refers to a type of magic user.  I know Bash shuns magic, but I will assume you understand the concept?" 
 
    Mantinou had drawn back in disgust at the word. 
 
    "Corruption," she spat.  "Men who do evil with unnatural forces." 
 
    Catching her lip between her teeth, Em wondered if she should bother explaining further.  But when the woman wed into Dalasham, she would encounter magic―at least she would once the prevalence of Lesser Magics became known―and if she adhered to such ingrained repugnance based on flawed knowledge, then many would suffer. 
 
    "Magic is a tool, a skill," Em tried.  "A natural force some can manipulate.  Some, like Wizard Nathan, choose to use this tool for their own gain, twisting it for evil purposes.  Others employ magic to the betterment of others.  By itself, magic holds neither evil nor goodness; it simply exists as any tool or ability.  When immoral people use it, we see corruption, but magic alone does not corrupt." 
 
    "That is heresy," affirmed Mantinou. 
 
    "That is truth," declared Em.  "That Bash teaches intolerance does not change the fact that magic has no inherent qualities on its own.  It exists, and only the purpose to which we employ it can determine its properties, whether it hinders or advances civilization as a whole.  It's a natural skill, a talent that some people possess, much like a trained lutenist can bring music to life where a soldier would bring disharmony to the strings.  To think otherwise is to blame the carpenter for ruining the soup."  She hoped she had used that common Bashite phrase correctly, and judging by Mantinou's dark frown―irate though pensive―she thought she had conveyed the concept she wanted. 
 
    "I will concede we have different views," the Princess finally said, "but I will reserve judgement as to the veracity of your claim." 
 
    "Fairly spoken, Highness," replied Em. 
 
    "Now," Mantinou switched back to Dalsh, "Wizard Nathan is enemy of sort.  Unscrupulous man.  What do with history?  And what is Lesser Magic?" 
 
    Em's shoulders slumped and her head throbbed.  How had it become her place to explain these things to Mantinou?  It's not, she realised, drawing herself up straighter.  Moreover, she followed King Stefan, not Princess Mantinou.  Not yet, anyway.  If Stefan wanted his bride to know these things, he would arrange for someone more qualified than Em to teach her.  Now to convince the woman of that. 
 
    "Forgive me again, Highness," she said with a small shrug.  "Some things I may not speak to.  I regret that you heard my musings out of context,"―and just why had the Princess roamed the halls so late and barely accompanied anyway?―"and I will accept the blame for speaking out of turn.  But those answers I may not reveal without permission." 
 
    "May not?" Mantinou asked, an edge to her voice. 
 
    "These are delicate matters that King Stefan has me researching."  A yawn threatened, and Em tried to swallow it.  "Until we understand more, we must remain circumspect with the details." 
 
    The tanned woman suddenly smiled. 
 
    "Confidential," she said.  "This I understand."  Her smile slowly faded, a flower furling for the night as the sun faded.  "Matters will change, then we speak again."  A Bashite woman might have no voice without the leave of a man, but Em would do well not to underestimate the Princess.  The woman obviously had a keen mind, and a thirst to explore her boundaries.  Em felt trapped and out of her depth. 
 
    Whether she saw Em's discomfort or had also found the limit of her own endurance for this early hour, Mantinou finally relented.  She rose, the firelight draping her in cavorting shadows as she turned away from the warm flames.  Em hastily followed her to her feet. 
 
    "Mistake not patience with capitulation," warned the foreign woman.  "I will have answers." 
 
    Em could only nod to that, unsure whether she had made a friend or an enemy, or perhaps something in between. 
 
    Mantinou indicated the door with the slightest motion of her chin.  Em bobbed a hasty curtsey with a murmured, "Your Highness," then hurried to the door, trying not to make the relief of her escape obvious.  She kept her pace even until she reached the stairs, then fled to her room, knowing sleep wouldn't find her any time soon. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Malcolm paced the hall outside the Council Chambers, his brooding steps and expressionless face distressingly solemn to those more accustomed to Lord Prichard's usual flamboyance and carefree nature.  Yet after receiving confirmation from Cristof not only of Prince Whillim's whereabouts, but also those who now held him captive―within the borders of Dalasham and approaching the capital―Prichard found no levity.  Yes, they had discussed the possibility of Nathan's incursion into the kingdom, even planned some preliminary defences, but they had no real countermeasures in place.  Most of the Councillors allowed themselves to become too wrapped up in the Prince's scandal, or the presence of Wizards Destiny and Norbert, or the endless details and forthcoming banquets leading up to royal nuptials to truly consider the possibility of warfare.  They had merely debated an abstract as a means to avoid a frightening reality, and that shortcoming just might spell the doom of Dalasham. 
 
    Stefan needed to find a way to delay Nathan's march.  No more dressing things down to placate the frightened men of the Council.  The King would lay the terrifying seriousness of the situation before those who helped govern Dalasham at this morning's meeting, trying to convince them they had a plan, and that it involved using magic.  That it relied on a wizard many still feared and scorned would not sit well, but what else could they do? 
 
    They couldn't afford any more circular discussions, and today's session must reflect the gravity of their situation, not deepen the fear of impotent men.  If they didn't initiate concrete measures as soon as possible to safeguard the land, they would lose everything.  Stefan could fight off any normal army given time to assemble enough troops; what, realistically, could he do against two wizards backed by a fighting force seventy strong?  The nobles and knights had enough men within a day's ride―perhaps two―to erect a martial defence, but only if they sent out a call to arms immediately. 
 
    Prichard would leave the placating and coaxing of the Council to Stefan.  His own task involved working with wizards to somehow develop a tangible barrier against Nathan and his people, and for that, Prichard needed his liaison.  Of all the roles thrust upon the young librarian, Prichard suspected Emily least cognizant of how she stood as a kind of bridge between the magical and mundane people now surrounding her.  She saw herself as responsible for Destiny―and perhaps Norbert too―not as the voice to which others listened when they discussed matters of a mystical nature.  Even Chief Librarian Darien turned to Emily for her insights more often than not, and that man had an uncanny grasp of arcane forces.  Emily had become the glue that held them all together, able to see possibilities in both magic and might and, more impressively, able to achieve a fruitful discourse between both factions.  He needed that ability now. 
 
    When Emily shuffled into the hall outside the Council Chambers, parchment and quill held protectively in her arms, Prichard hurried to meet her.  Blood-shot eyes, darkly shadowed by fatigue, emphasized her pale, pinched features and Prichard's brows shot up in concern.  He met the pale blue of Ambrose's gaze, reading the worry within as her guard paced quietly behind the young woman.  Gently grasping Emily's elbow, Prichard escorted her toward the Council Chambers, now beginning to fill with chattering men.  He paused just long enough to whisper a request to Ambrose, sending the young guard hurrying away. 
 
    "Hard night?" he murmured, bending close to Emily to keep their conversation private as they made their way within the Chambers.  Emily's grey eyes, darker than usual, stared up at him through a haze of exhaustion before she blinked them clear. 
 
    "Couldn't sleep, but I had some interesting thoughts when I went to stare at the Destiny Seat," she answered.  Prichard nearly missed a step, curious at the workings of Emily's mind.  What had possessed her to venture into Destiny's Sanctum?  "Even managed to write them down after a bit of an intimidating conversation with Princess Mantinou, where I either made an ally or caused a schism when I taught her the Dalsh words for magic and wizard." 
 
    Prichard barely caught himself on the nearest table when total astonishment caused him to stumble.  Emily continued on without him, quickly finding their usual seats near the back and slumping into her chair gracelessly.  When he managed to join her, she gave him a wry little smile. 
 
    "You need to teach me how to extricate myself from awkward conversations with nobles and royalty with a modicum of dignity, maybe a little finesse that doesn't offend." 
 
    He gaped at her; he couldn't help it.  Where could he even start with that kind of plea? 
 
    "Any fires I have to put out right away?" he finally managed to ask. 
 
    Emily shook her head, cupping her chin in her hands, elbows supported on the table where she had dropped her scribing equipment. 
 
    "But you might want to warn the King that his bride might start asking some uncomfortable questions regarding Wizard Nathan, altered history, and Lesser Magics." 
 
    Prichard blinked at her, trying to sort out what kind of conversation she must have shared with the Princess, and how the two had encountered each other.  Then the direness of their present circumstances intruded, and he pushed aside his desire to learn more for later. 
 
    "We have bigger problems this morning," he intoned quietly, bringing her groggy attention away from her contemplation of the swirls of wood grain on the table before her.  "Did any of your thoughts as you communed with the Destiny Seat address the imminent appearance of Nathan and a fighting force of more than three score aimed at us, irate Prince in tow?" 
 
    "He―" she stammered.  "They―" she tried again.  With a steadying breath, he watched her gather her wits, pushing her obvious weariness aside to draw on reserves she didn't know she had.  "I need to speak with Destiny and Norbert about its feasibility, but I had hoped we might fashion a means to reinstate a collective memory using Constance's nexus of power.  If we alter her Great Magic so that we remember magic, could we also impart a memory on how to guard against it?  Teach those with Lesser Magics how to shield against Nathan, perhaps even how to hone our ability to work against him?"  She frowned.  "However, with the majority of the populous ignorant of the existence of Lesser Magics, such instruction and knowledge might hinder us instead of him.  Either way, it won't stop Nathan's advance, but it might give us a small advantage. 
 
    "I did have another thought, but it would require an uncomfortably close association with wary wizards and a lot of luck.  How close have they come?" 
 
    "They haven't tripped Destiny's widened ward yet, giving us a couple of days at most.  No more than that, as Nathan found Whillim last night within a half-day's ride from Innosvar, on the Dalasham side of the border.  It will depend on the pace they set. 
 
    "Stefan will stress the need for haste.  We don't have time for the Council to bicker and posture, but they'll try anyway.  You and I must convince them we have a viable plan, even if we mostly only have speculation at the moment.  We need to curtail the inevitable panic, not feed it." 
 
    "Malcolm," she hesitated.  "If he's that close, we don't have time to both argue with the Council and work out how to modify a spell nearly two centuries old with only two wizards and a bunch of guesswork.  I'm of no use here."  She started to rise, but he held her arm until she settled again. 
 
    "On the contrary," he disagreed as Stefan slipped in from his private entrance and called the Council to order.  "You're needed to help keep people calm when we explain our options.  You can plead for sanity, because they're going to implode if they only have the word of a woman who terrifies them." 
 
    "What―" she began, then turned at a commotion from the entrance.  Prichard smiled grimly as Ambrose courteously pulled Destiny into the room, the shorter stature of Norbert nearly lost behind them as he stood next to a perplexed Chief Librarian Darien. 
 
    "Now it gets interesting," Malcolm said, meeting Stefan's surprised glance with a firm nod. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sitting room near the library felt lonely to Destiny despite its four occupants.  A low fire flickered in the hearth, adding a gentle glow to the early morning sunbeams peeking through the windows, the lights mingling to paint shadows on the faces of Darien and the two wizards, while the guard Bartok lounged near the door.  Yet somehow, without Emily, or even Lord Prichard, the room lacked a sense of welcome.  Strange to think that Destiny might actually miss her interactions with the young woman. 
 
    After having extended her ward yesterday while they walked the Fields of Erinnerung, pushing the perimeter spell out an extra day and adding a pulsing wave to slowly sweep the land beyond even that to detect encroaching powers―a technique Norbert had explained and even helped her to enact―Destiny found herself feeling a little more secure.  She had no doubt Nathan would come, but even an extra day of warning to prepare better defences might spell the difference between utter panic and the possibility of surviving whatever her brother would bring to Dalasham.  That Norbert had offered to instruct her in a magic unfamiliar to her had surprised Destiny; that he had done so with no expectation of reciprocation astounded her.  Never before had she encountered someone willing to teach magic with no strings attached.  Even the wizarding schools she had attended expected something for their services.  Granted, Nathan showing up at Dalasmar Castle would affect Norbert so long as the Bakaana wizard also graced the halls, but Destiny suspected he had helped her modify her perimeter spell more to see her work than for the added security the widened spell would afford.  That he had known a method that would work on the existing spell rather than having to dispel it and invoke a new one had saved her time and travel that the King likely wouldn't have allowed.  It also promised an unexpected wealth of knowledge on spell adaptation, something they needed if they hoped to work within the pre-existing constructs of Constance's magic.  Although Prichard had introduced Norbert as an administrator, Destiny suspected the man held untold depths of arcane mastery hidden in his deceptively innocuous frame. 
 
    This morning, without the presence of Emily and Prichard, Destiny and Norbert had gathered to discuss possibilities for how to alter Constance's nexus, exploring what unforeseen effects might spring from trying to modify a Dual Great Magic.  Destiny had found a brief scrawl in Emily's hand next to her usual seat, adding the young woman's own questions and possibilities regarding restoring the memory of magic through the nexus.  Chief Librarian Darien, despite having no background in the study of magic, nevertheless added useful insights backed by the information in the special texts that Emily had mentioned. 
 
    The last words of Emily's note, obviously added as a hasty afterthought, confused Destiny.  It read simply N's memory of magic?  She would have to wait to hear what Emily meant by that. 
 
    They hadn't sat for very long when Bartok suddenly straightened, hand on the hilt of his sword, as the handle on the door turned.  He relaxed only marginally when Ambrose walked in.  Before Destiny could fully wonder why Ambrose didn't stand with the woman he guarded―she had grown so used to his ash blond head hovering next to Emily's auburn locks that seeing him stand alone almost seemed to diminish him somehow―his pale blue eyes found hers and he spoke. 
 
    "Lady Destiny, Lord Prichard has requested your presence in the Council Chambers."  His gaze swept the others.  "All of you, actually." 
 
    "What's happened?" Darien asked as he rose. 
 
    "Lord Prichard didn't specify, just indicated that he'd like you all there."  Ambrose inclined his head slightly in thought.  "If I had to guess, I'd say he's hoping for something dramatic to spur the Council members to a course of action.  But that's just a guess." 
 
    Destiny stood and glanced at Norbert, who met her stare. 
 
    "If it's Nathan, he hasn't crossed my ward yet," she said. 
 
    "It's only a matter of time," Darien replied darkly, to which Norbert nodded his agreement. 
 
    Destiny turned back to Ambrose. 
 
    "Let's not keep them waiting then." 
 
    With a nod to Bartok, Ambrose turned and led them from the room.  While Bartok kept close to Destiny, he didn't crowd her, allowing her some space as she walked between Darien and Norbert.  As they passed the staircase near the Council Chambers that led to the Ambassador quarters above, Destiny noted a swirl of autumnal colours descending.  She had a moment to recognise the dusky complexion beneath the red hair of the richly dressed man as the Prince from Bash that Whillim had had her enspell in the Destiny Seat, a moment to watch eyes hard as obsidian first widen in surprise, then narrow in anger, before Ambrose took her arm and drew her away from the Bashite's scrutiny. 
 
    Ambrose ushered her into the wide empty aisle at the rear of the Council Chambers a step ahead of the others, just on the heels of King Stefan calling the Councillors to order.   
 
    Rows of benches, seating two or three people each at narrow tables, fanned out in four tiers to face a slightly raised dais with five deep-set chairs, the King in the middle.  Narrow desks fronted the paired seats to either side of Stefan, but the King sat without encumbrance.  When Whillim had taken that seat, he had raised the central chair by another step.  Stefan had since had that added height removed. 
 
    A few heads turned at their tardy arrival as the door shut behind them, and an explosion of whispers spread to alert the rest of the room.  Destiny watched the subtle interplay between the King and Lord Prichard, Stefan obviously not expecting her arrival.  Beside Prichard, Emily looked both exhausted and frustrated.  The little librarian scowled at Prichard even as the older man allowed a brief smirk to cross his features, then Emily stood and beckoned to Destiny. 
 
    "What is the meaning of this?" Sir Byndorf demanded in a high-pitched voice, the obnoxious Councillor rising from his seat near the centre of the room to demand the attention of all.  His right arm rested in a sling, but that didn't stop him from flinging out his left hand in an exaggerated manner to point out Destiny before she could take more than one step in Emily's direction.  "Remove this creature at once!" 
 
    "Byndorf," Stefan reprimanded, his voice nearly lost amidst the cacophony the other Council members continued to emit.  Bartok slipped in next to Ambrose, and the two guards herded Destiny, along with Norbert and Darien, to the suddenly empty table next to Emily at the back of the room in the farthest corner. 
 
    "You will allow this?"  The wheezy question came from the old man seated to Stefan's left.  Lord Alphonse hadn't approved overmuch of Destiny when Whillim sought to rule, and the old man's opinion had soured even further as he sat at Destiny's trial, but the senior-most Council member would follow the King's lead, even if it meant he had to suffer Destiny's presence now.  Like most everyone in the Chamber, Alphonse didn't know what Destiny might offer to these proceedings―Destiny herself didn't know, though she suspected Ambrose had come close to the mark when he suggested Prichard wanted something dramatic―and he awaited some instruction.  Not many others did, each trying to outshout their neighbour instead. 
 
    Sir Pietor, who had accompanied them to the Field, sat quietly, his look of concern not aimed at Destiny, but rather to Prichard, then to the King.  Beside the merchant noble, the Peacekeeper knight Sir Edvard, who had evaded the Destiny Seat for so long, also kept his peace, as did Prichard.  The rest of the Council quibbled like schoolchildren. 
 
    Stefan finally just shook his head and sat back, pushing dark blond hair from his face as he darted a glare over his shoulder.  As though that summoned him, Captain Frederick, a shadow behind his King until that moment, stepped forward. 
 
    "Silence!" the large man bellowed, the huge sound of his voice stunning the room to stillness. 
 
    Quickly shattered as someone wrenched the door open.  The Prince of Bash took two steps into the room, sweeping the occupants with a haughty glare.  The foreign dignitary noted the King's shock, the flush of anger darkening Stefan's blue eyes, before turning to find Destiny in her corner. 
 
    "Your Majesty," the foreigner intoned, his Dalsh clear though shaded by fury.  "I must insist you remove this witch immediately!" 
 
    Stefan slowly drew himself to his feet.  He looked the image of self-contained dignity wrapped in ultimate authority. 
 
    "Prince Tolnar," he answered, his tone cordial yet rimed in frost.  "You stand within the Council Chambers of Dalasham, not the halls of Bash.  While we respect your voice, it has no place here." 
 
    "Nor does that witch," Tolnar curled his lip, drawing his own royalty about himself.  "Or perhaps Dalasham does not realise the perfidy perpetrated by this devil spawn?" 
 
    "We know precisely what this wizard has done," Stefan spoke stiffly, surprising Destiny with his defence of her title.  "Her past crimes, perpetuated with the open aid and command of our brother, have led to a position where aiding us now will help her own cause.  Her knowledge, in conjunction with that of Wizard Norbert from Bakaana, will serve us presently as we seek to defend our border.  As you remain ignorant of our current situation, we will this once forgive your discourteous actions and allow you to hear of our councils in this matter, in deference to your niece who will soon have Dalasham's ear.  If you cannot maintain your silence, we will have you removed.  Is this understood?" 
 
    Tolnar opened his mouth, thought better of voicing a reply, and instead inclined his head minutely, crossing his arms to show his ire.  He pierced Destiny with a dark frown, then found an empty chair about a third of the way to the dais  upon which Stefan watched through narrowed eyes 
 
    The Councillors began to murmur again, anxious to discuss this unheard of action―one did not permit foreign dignitaries to sit in on a Council Session, no matter their rank in their own country, or the future rank of a relative.  Stefan refused to allow their mumbling to grow for long.  He slapped his hand on the table to his right even as he found his chair again, making more than one man jump with nerves. 
 
    "You will all sit and listen,"―this directed mostly to Byndorf, who had yet to regain his seat―"as we have no time for further theatrics.  A wizard marches on us with the intent to crush us should we not bow to his demands, Prince Whillim his unexpected guest and potential ally." 
 
    Whether the thunderous silence that followed came as a result of Stefan's warning against dramatics, or through genuine shock, Destiny couldn't say. 
 
    "With the aid of a well-timed diversion, Whillim escaped his comfortable exile from Cranshaw," the King elaborated, his countenance guarded.  "Suspecting this possibility, we had a man set to watch and follow him.  In conjunction, I had sent men to watch for Wizard Nathan should he enter our realm.  You will all remember the words of Wizard Marcus and the warnings of Wizard Destiny regarding Nathan. 
 
    "These two parties, the man following the Prince and those searching for Nathan, crossed paths yesterday when Whillim entered Nathan's camp, a day's ride north from the Innosvaran border.  No longer an exercise in precaution, we have confirmation that two powerful wizards have entered our realm and march toward Dalasmar with a company of three score and ten, along with Prince Whillim who has offered to lead them to our gates in exchange for his life." 
 
    Sir Edvard, near to the front of the Chambers, rose to his feet in silence, regarding the King.  Stefan considered briefly, then nodded to the man, granting him permission to speak. 
 
    "Can we negotiate with this man?" 
 
    "Unlikely," came Stefan's immediate response.  "I have convened us this morning to discuss the disposition of troops, not to seek a diplomatic solution.  Should one arise, I will endeavour to take advantage of it, but I do not anticipate such a scenario.  Nathan does not march openly, preferring to hide behind a kind of concealing mist called a magic mirror."  His blue gaze found Destiny for a moment, surprising her yet again with an unexpected knowledge of magic, before turning back to Edvard.  "Had our man not caught up with Whillim when he did, likely we wouldn't have this information.  That does not suggest a man who will negotiate." 
 
    "Yet you mentioned demands," Lord Alphonse said, rising slowly to his feet and facing the King.  Although Stefan hadn't opened the floor for others to speak, he allowed the elder member his voice.  Edvard ceded his place and returned to his seat.  "What does he seek?" 
 
    Destiny went still, felt herself pale though she held her expression close.  She knew very well what Nathan wanted, knew that Stefan knew also.  Why wouldn't the King rid himself of Destiny, someone who had worked against him, to save his kingdom?  Despite all the discussions in the sitting room with Emily and her people about Lesser Magics and how to modify Constance's spell, Destiny had dreaded this moment, when a man must weigh the lives of his countrymen against that of one former enemy.  She might have determined to finally stop running from her brother, but the shiver of dread icing her veins let her know that she truly didn't want these people to hand her over to Nathan's mercy, for he had none. 
 
    She braced herself for Stefan's answer, felt her jaw drop when it came. 
 
    "Nothing I will give him." 
 
    The King let his gaze rest on Destiny again, gave her a grim nod.  She returned it as well as she could, pressing her lips tight.  So much more noble than his brother, she thought. 
 
    "Nathan wants both Wizards Marcus and Destiny," Stefan said.  "I will give him neither." 
 
    "Even to save your kingdom?" Alphonse wheezed, his snowy brows rising to his balding pate in bewilderment.  "Your Majesty, surely their lives matter less than―" 
 
    "Giving Nathan what he wants will not save us," Stefan interrupted with iron in his tone, an imperious hand pointing the old Councillor back to his seat.  Alphonse went ashen, his hands shaking as he gripped the table before him to steady his descent.  Stefan swept the room with eyes grown colder than a winter sky.  "Marcus demonstrated a distressing ease of incapacitating most in this room with a single spell.  I will not release such a man into the custody of someone far worse so that they might plot together how to overthrow a kingdom.  Nor would I release one of only two people within our land with the knowledge and ability to potentially defend us from this wizard into the hands of an enemy. 
 
    "You continue to see Lady Destiny as a threat rather than an ally.  This must stop if we wish to survive." 
 
    Several murmurs, cut off into barely contained sounds of distress, emerged from around the Chambers.  Destiny kept her focus on Stefan, not wanting to read the expressions of those around her. 
 
    "Wizard Destiny, please remind the Council why you helped Prince Whillim." 
 
    "For sanctuary," she responded promptly, receiving the slightest nod in return.  "He promised a safe haven where I could create and construct a specific spell away from the prying eyes of other wizards, and in return he wanted a spell to erase all memory of you." 
 
    A few muted grumbles met her statement, but none dared claim ignorance.  Perhaps Prince Tolnar of Bash hadn't known the full details of Whillim's bargain with her, but enough information had come out in her trial, to which every Councillor had had access, that most everyone knew Destiny had traded the power of the Destiny Seat for security.  They didn't know the status of the spell she had tried to fashion to use on Nathan, nor, in Destiny's opinion, did they need to know.  In all honesty, she had spent far too much time and effort on Whillim's behalf that her original intent hadn't received enough attention.  Her experiment into memory spells that she could adapt to suit her purpose didn't give her full confidence that such a spell would work on Nathan, and she couldn't afford a failed attempt.  She didn't think she'd survive it. 
 
    Not that the Council needed to know that. 
 
    "You suggest we rely on this wizard to defend us against the invader?" Sir Byndorf asked, again on his feet.  Destiny must have missed Stefan giving him leave to speak, but the King didn't object to the question.  Instead, Stefan waited for him to continue.  "This woman whose power has already failed to achieve the goal she set out?  You would entrust her to safeguard us?" 
 
    "How do you imagine she failed?" Prichard drawled beside her.  Destiny glanced at him, saw through his feigned air of nonchalance to the dangerous cunning and irritation flashing in his dark eyes.  She had come to recognise in this noble, who put on aspects of incompetence others scoffed at, a brilliant mind with a devious nature.  More to this man than meets the eye, should any look carefully enough to see it. 
 
    Byndorf tossed a contemptuous look over his shoulder, barely hiding a sneer. 
 
    "I see my King before me, not his upstart brother.  Destiny's spell failed in the end.  Dare we risk placing ourselves in her hands again?" 
 
    "Her spell didn't fail," Stefan said softly, yet with enough force to draw every eye.  "Every one of us in this room fell prey to the Destiny Seat save for Wizard Norbert, and even he would have felt its effect had he sat it.  If Emily hadn't found a way to break the spell, Whillim would have succeeded completely.  Do I trust Wizard Destiny with my life, given her past actions?"  Stefan met her gaze, held it.  He inclined his head the smallest degree.  "Perhaps not.  Do I trust her to do all in her power to stop Wizard Nathan from reaching Riverbend and subjugating my people?  Absolutely." 
 
    Destiny blinked her surprise, then felt herself smile slightly. 
 
    "Why?" Byndorf sputtered, the back of his leg knocking his seat as he stumbled in shock, dropping him unceremoniously down into his chair. 
 
    "She has a vested interest in evading Nathan's grasping clutches and in keeping Dalasham's secrets safe." 
 
    "What secrets?" demanded Tolnar, his fierce eyes glued to Stefan.  The King gazed back placidly.  Destiny took a risk. 
 
    "Secrets involving magic," she said, seeing Stefan's eye twitch as he turned to look at her.  "Secrets my brother would destroy this land for, uncaring of whom he warped or killed in his lust for power."  Stefan's irritation morphed into one of wary understanding.  Destiny had twined her secret with his, and waited to see which would pique curiosity first. 
 
    "Brother?" Lord Alphonse ventured, and Destiny breathed a silent sigh of relief, no doubt shared by Stefan. 
 
    "Wizard Nathan, sired by the same loathsome Wizard Shelton who fathered me in an effort to augment power not his own.  The same cruel and abusive Wizard Shelton whom I killed in a desperate effort to survive, for which Nathan has hunted me for the past seven years." 
 
    Destiny bit her lip hard, tasting blood.  She had certainly not intended to reveal that, yet now that the words had emerged, she refused to take them back, daring any to catch her eye with an unrepentant glower. 
 
    "Wizard Shelton held the title of a Level Five wizard in the records of the Schools of Wizardry," a reedy voice piped up beside her.  She turned her head to stare in astonishment at Norbert.  The wiry man went on in a thoughtful voice, his near-sighted gaze seeming to search the air for confirmation, though Destiny sensed steel behind his words.  It seemed Prichard didn't stand alone in cultivating a false image of an innocuous persona. 
 
    "He listed his protege, one Wizard Nathan, at Level Five Prime, a position reserved for those of exceptional prowess.  That Wizard Destiny could defeat a Level Five wizard at such a tender age, and evade a Prime for so long, suggests she holds considerable skill.  You would do well to cultivate a healthy relationship with her rather than a continued animosity based on prejudice and fear." 
 
    "Level Five," scoffed Byndorf, who didn't bother to lift his lazy arse from his chair this time.  "Hardly seems worth the effort of all this fuss." 
 
    For a moment, no one said anything.  Destiny wondered how long Norbert would let them sit with the misconception.  But a tiny voice spoke up instead. 
 
    "A solid year of study and decent inborn skill might see a wizard achieve Level One status," Emily said.  "Think of a Level Five wizard as something more akin to a master swordsman, someone who has studied and practised for years to sharpen skill and instinct.  A Prime goes one step beyond that, his aptitude and experience putting him among the rare elite." 
 
    "How many levels exist in this system?" Stefan wanted to know. 
 
    "Five," Darien replied, the Chief Librarian adding his knowledge to Emily's.  "Putting Wizard Shelton in the top tier, his son surpassing him." 
 
    "To put that in context," Norbert clarified, "Wizard Marcus, whom you said incapacitated the room with one spell, can claim a Level Three status on his good days.  Certainly he has more proficiency with wards than layered spells, which gives him an advantage.  But in comparison to Wizard Nathan, assuming Shelton did not exaggerate his skill, Marcus has middling ability.  Rather like a low-ranking soldier going up against the Captain of the Guard.  Both possess skill, but in general the Captain will out-master the Corporal." 
 
    "What Level do you hold, Wizard Destiny?" Sir Pietor asked quietly from his place in front of where Destiny sat. 
 
    She snorted softly, dropping her gaze to the table top under her lightly fisted hand. 
 
    "I had rather unconventional training and never received an official Level of wizardry," she admitted, refusing to let years of unnoticed hard work hinder her accomplishments now.  "However, I surpassed Nathan before I reached puberty." 
 
    Pietor smiled and nodded, as though he had expected nothing less. 
 
    "And you, Wizard Norbert?" he turned his gaze to Destiny's companion.  "What position do you hold?" 
 
    "I keep the records at the Frontier School," Norbert replied serenely.  "And I assist the head of that School in most matters.  Suffice it to say that I know the abilities of all wizards listed in our archives, and with Wizard Nathan and his companion quickly approaching, you stand in very real danger." 
 
    Destiny noticed that Norbert hadn't actually answered Pietor's question, saw by the speculation on both Prichard's and Emily's faces that this oversight hadn't escaped their attention either.  For his part, Norbert merely blinked innocently as he squinted toward the front of the room.  He and Prichard could give each other lessons in subterfuge, she thought, then decided that what they didn't know or couldn't find out between the pair of them wouldn't fill the pages of a decent-sized book.  Just how much power do you command? she wondered as he pushed a lock of wavy chestnut hair from his olive-toned face, hiding a tiny smile behind his hand. 
 
    "Wizard Destiny," Stefan's voice suddenly carried an edge of command, cutting off the murmurs that had begun among the Councillors.  "Will you assist us in the defence of Dalasham against Wizard Nathan and his companions using whatever means necessary?" 
 
    "I will, Your Majesty," she answered over the distressed mumbling of those uncomfortable with the King's phrasing. 
 
    "Wizard Norbert, will you also so aid us?" 
 
    Norbert took longer to reply, but he finally offered a solemn nod. 
 
    "To the best of my ability, I will extend such aid." 
 
    "Then we must turn to how quickly we might gather strength of arms to counter what magic cannot," Stefan said. 
 
    Destiny lost whatever else the King added to that sentiment as twin flames of cruelty brushed past her perimeter ward, familiar presences both.  Her head wrenched south with a jerk, gaze unfocused, breath hitching in her throat.  The memory of pain and torment slithered down her spine, raising gooseflesh along her arms as she suppressed a chill.  A soul warped into a creature who enjoyed doling out exquisite torture in the search for power entered her perception, interwoven with the overwhelming ambition of her brother. 
 
    She blinked, saw them for just an instant―Nathan and Tyrandel riding companionably together; a bruised and bloodied Whillim trussed up on the back of a horse, unable to mask the horror glistening on his face; armed men surrounding them all as they headed north, the sun hanging like a dire warning on their right as they rode through a field―then darkness. 
 
    Destiny blinked again, found herself face to face with a pale Wizard Norbert.  Emily crouched by her side, hand curled tight around Destiny's arm.  Destiny glanced down at the concern in the little librarian's plain face, couldn't offer any consolation. 
 
    "He's crossed the ward," she whispered.  Bone-white and exhausted, Emily merely nodded, then stood, facing the King. 
 
    "We have no time left, Sire," she intoned. 
 
    "Do what needs doing," Stefan instructed, then began to outline what he required of his Council.  Destiny didn't hear his edicts, her gaze focused on Emily as the young woman pulled Destiny to her feet. 
 
    "Come on," Emily whispered, oblivious to the Councillors as she tugged on Destiny's hand and led their little entourage to the door.  "I have an idea." 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Cristof hadn't managed much sleep, but then, neither had any man with him.  Milos and his company had set up their own meagre camp a suitable distance from where the captured Prince sat in misery.  Not an ideal location, given their necessary proximity to an enemy, but close enough to that other camp to keep watch.  They hadn't dared a fire despite the chill to the air, wrapping themselves in blankets and shivering in the deepening night.  Better cold than dead, and Cristof had no illusions what would happen should Wizards Nathan or Tyrandel discover their presence―Milos had provided their names as he and Corporal Joseph had shared the King's concerns with the assassin as they settled in and the sun set.  The sounds of night had drawn around them as darkness deepened―crickets chirping as they sang to their companions, bats chittering as they winged overhead in search of insects, the distant mournful howl of a wolf.  But a disturbing lack of any auditory cues from the direction of Nathan's camp, hearing stolen as much as sight by what red-haired Victor had called a magic mirror, put Cristof on edge, an uneasiness shared by the mercenaries.  Not conducive to sleep. 
 
    Still, none had expected that other camp to break while full dark continued to rule the sky. 
 
    Cristof stirred from an uncomfortable torpor, his back pressed against the base of a tree, at the smallest breath of movement sliding past.  He identified the shadow who crouched to speak to Milos, propped against the adjacent tree, as the scout Victor by the twin braids falling down past the man's shoulders. 
 
    "Sound's changed, the mantle edging north" Victor spoke quietly.  "I'd a missed it if they hadn't crossed a patch of starlight." 
 
    "They're riding in the night?" Milos demanded in a subdued voice as he gathered himself and rose to his feet.  Cristof joined him, as did Joseph.  He felt, more than saw, Victor take in his presence before addressing his Captain. 
 
    "They can hide wizard light within a magic mirror as easily as men," Victor replied.  "Darkness won't hinder them, but it's a bitch to us.  What do you suggest?" 
 
    Milos cursed under his breath. 
 
    "How well can they see beyond their mirror?" Cristof asked.  "Would they detect a light following them?" 
 
    "Mirror works one way, for them and against us," Victor said.  "They see out, but we can't see in." 
 
    "They have no reason to suspect our presence, or anyone's," Joseph murmured.  "But they'd be stupid not to have lookouts." 
 
    "Kid's right," Milos said.  "We follow with light, they see us.  We wait for dawn, they have a head start, but we're still breathing." 
 
    Cristof chewed on that for a moment. 
 
    "How visible is this ripple their magic causes?" he asked Victor.  "Will it keep them off the main roads to avoid traffic, or could they push right past farmers with no one the wiser?" 
 
    "Depends on how much of a hurry they're in, and whether they care if someone sees them," the scout said. 
 
    "If it were me and I wanted to approach unseen," Milos mused, "I'd keep to lesser roads just in case.  Might take more time, but I'd have surprise on my side longer.  Moving with magic to light my way, I could mitigate any delays by travelling under the added cover of night and resting late in the day." 
 
    "Giving any who might try to follow them a disadvantage," Cristof felt his lip twist in a slight snarl.  "Unless we know where they're headed," he added, strategies realigning in his mind. 
 
    "What are you thinking?" Milos wanted to know. 
 
    "While they trample through farmers' fields beneath the stars, you can swing ahead and warn the King via the roads.  Perhaps still a race, but one I'm willing to bet you'd win." 
 
    "And what do you plan to do while we race for the safety of the kingdom?" Joseph asked. 
 
    "I'll follow behind the wizards, see what I can do to slow them down." 
 
    "You cross that ward, they'll know you're there," Victor warned.  "Giving them fair warning's a sure way to get yourself killed.  Wizards protect their hides so no arrow or knife can penetrate them." 
 
    "These ones especially, from what Stefan said," Milos confirmed. 
 
    "Princes don't," Cristof replied calmly.  He couldn't see any of them in the black night, but he could imagine Joseph's piercing glare.  "It won't stop their advance, but it will remove a source of information.  Without Whillim to guide their steps to the safest and swiftest paths, they lose an advantage and a hostage.  At the very least, having to deal with me, wondering how I found them, if I ride alone, will give them pause." 
 
    A moment of silence while they digested his words.  Whatever Milos intended, Cristof would follow his own instructions.  If he had to give these mercenaries the slip, he would do so; he just hoped they would send word to the King, for he feared he wouldn't have time himself.  He had but the one bird left.  Fast and durable, these special birds flew continuously once released, and while they would fly in the dark, as this last bird's companion had done the previous evening, they wouldn't start a journey with no light to guide them.  About the only limitation Cristof had ever encountered with Prichard's messenger birds. 
 
    He hoped to encounter the rearguard of Nathan's men as soon after dawn as possible, leaving no time to launch a message, even if he knew what message to send.  They had already warned the King of Nathan's little army; Cristof could only offer the confirmation or failure of slowing or eliminating the threat, and he suspected he wouldn't survive either outcome. 
 
    A pulse of maroon light suddenly flashed in front of Cristof's eyes, illuminating the outline of Milos' arm as the mercenary leader extended his hand, palm up.  In that hand, he held the ring with its large round stone, the gentle throbbing growing steadily dimmer as the wizards it tracked rode further away. 
 
    "Do what you must, I'm done with it," rasped Milos.  "We'll head to Riverbend, collect our pay as we deliver your warning." 
 
    Cristof slowly reached out and plucked the ring from Milos' fingers. 
 
    "Good luck," he said, then turned and followed the fading light to where they had picketed their horses, leaving the mercenaries behind to rouse the rest of their men.  Footsteps followed him.  He didn't turn around as he checked his mount's saddle, left loosely on the horse's back the previous night.  Unhooking the cage of the messenger bird to leave it near Milos' horse, Cristof flexed his wrist to feel the knife up his sleeve. 
 
    "I have my orders, Corporal," he said quietly as he worked.  "The kingdom comes first, even if a Prince must pay the price." 
 
    Joseph merely moved to his own horse, readying the beast. 
 
    "That's why I'm here," the ginger-haired young man replied, voice subdued and solemn.  "If you don't have to worry about watching your back, you're more likely to succeed." 
 
    Cristof glanced at him as best he could from the corner of his eye, but the ring barely lit more than his fist now.  He could read nothing of the waiting shadow at his side.  With a resigned sigh, he set foot to stirrup, swung up into his saddle, sensed Joseph mimic his action. 
 
    "Step carefully, Corporal.  I'll not wait." 
 
    "Lead on, Cristof.  We've a kingdom to protect." 
 
    Cristof snorted a surprised laugh, then nudged his reluctant mount into the night, a foolish young guard at his side. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Whillim couldn't see out of his left eye, but at least the blood had stopped trickling into his right.  He didn't think these brutish soldiers had broken any of his bones when they beat him, though his ribs ached abominably and he knew hideous bruises must decorate his entire body.  He had ceased to have any feeling in his backside as he rode, beyond a constant numbness that he suspected would blossom into the sensation of stinging nettles whenever his captors saw fit to haul him from the saddle.  Judging from the lay of the sun just brushing the tops of the trees as it crested in the sky past his right shoulder, that wouldn't happen any time soon, despite hours of riding. 
 
    Nathan's soldiers had tossed the Prince on his mount long before the sun had risen, hands bound tightly before him so that he could grasp the saddle's pommel and little else.  Whillim didn't know how many hours they had travelled under the eerie light of the fat wizard's magic globe before dawn had begun to chase away the shadows of night, but they hadn't stopped for more than a handful of minutes to give the unmounted soldiers a brief respite and to water the horses in the first few hours of pale daylight.  With only a dozen horses―plus Otto's―and the four mounts carrying supplies, the group didn't move faster than the steady jog which the soldiers maintained well enough, but they made steady and constant progress nonetheless.  Certainly better than Whillim could have managed on foot.  None complained about the pace, perhaps too winded at each stop to find a voice.  Or, more likely, simply wise enough to keep any dissatisfaction from reaching the ears of the surly wizards.  Whillim didn't anticipate their intention to stop overlong in the next few hours either, and he wondered if he'd resemble anything other than one huge blackened and blistered bruise before they finally made camp again. 
 
    Why had he left Cranshaw?  Had sitting around the comforts of the Fortress really caused that much stress?  Sure, he still languished under the thumb of his smug brother, but that beat jostling about in pain, his mind's eye constantly seeing the horror imprinted on Otto's face in a death Whillim would prefer to avoid.  Handing Stefan over to these wizards had seemed a decent compromise last evening before they had given him over to the fists and knives of their barbaric troops, but that slim possibility had grown hollow as the hours stretched.  Even the brief hope that pursuit would find him and effect a rescue had faded into a haze of despair.  None would find him wrapped in a shroud of magical camouflage, racing toward Riverbend in the company of murderers and thugs.  Who could stand against such men?  The only person he knew who might have a chance against these wizards likely languished in Stefan's dungeon, if she still lived, and even Desi had hidden from the dark man.  What hope did a Prince who sold his country with a lie to save his life have? 
 
    Whillim found his horse jerked to a halt.  He slowly rolled his shoulders and craned his neck up, blinking wearily through his good eye as he struggled to take in his surroundings.  Had they stopped to water the horses again?  He didn't see a stream.  In fact, it looked like they stood in the middle of a farmer's field, tufts of fresh green shoots floating on furrowed earth where their mounts hadn't yet trampled the ground.  Trees lay behind them, an open expanse of land ahead.  And two agitated wizards staring about themselves with disbelieving eyes. 
 
    The dark haired one―Nathan, the fat man had called him―raised a hand in a come ahead gesture and Whillim suddenly found his mount led forward by the soldier nearest him.  Without meaning to, Whillim dug in his heels as though he could spur his horse to flee.  The beast snorted in confusion and balked, but the soldier didn't let go the reins, dragging the recalcitrant animal forward until the Prince sat far too close to the wizard. 
 
    Whillim whimpered, hating the sound but unable to hide his fear.  If Nathan noticed, he didn't react, his eyes scanning the area with a sweep of twilight intensity. 
 
    "What is this place?" Nathan demanded. 
 
    Whillim frowned, his abused eye blinking through the glare of sunlight while a chill wind whispered past.  How the hell should Whillim know? 
 
    "It's a farm," he finally replied, not having any other answer. 
 
    A hand slapped the back of his head, causing Whillim to bite his lip.  Fresh blood trickled down his chin. 
 
    "Of course it's a farm, dolt," Tyrandel the Fat scowled as he circled to Whillim's other side, his  mount puffing under its heavy burden.  "What importance does it hold?" 
 
    Whillim looked around again, seeing nothing different.  He cringed as his terrified gaze swung between the pair. 
 
    "It's just a farm," he whined.  "There's nothing important here.  Farms make food, that's it." 
 
    "Then why ward it?" Nathan snarled, his own hand threatening Whillim's face.  The Prince tried to curl in on himself, his desire to avoid the next blow overcoming the screaming agony already setting his torso ablaze. 
 
    "I swear I don't know what you're talking about!" he cried out, bound arms raised as high as possible to shield his face. 
 
    Nathan hesitated, arm still drawn back.  He looked at Tyrandel. 
 
    "A perimeter ward, then?" he asked. 
 
    "To guard or protect, do you suppose?" Tyrandel wondered as he contemplated Nathan's question. 
 
    "You tasted the flavour?" Nathan's voice lowered in anger even as his hand dropped to his side.  Whillim could have wept in relief. 
 
    Tyrandel frowned, glancing back the way they'd come, then his eyes widened. 
 
    "Hints of yours and―" 
 
    "Father's," Nathan growled.  "Magic stolen by that bitch.  It's Girl's ward." 
 
    "If she knows we're coming―" 
 
    "How far to Dalasmar Castle?" snapped Nathan.  A slash of pain across his cheek told Whillim the wizard had asked him, not his companion.  Whillim struggled to focus, not truly knowing where they stood, nor how far they had ridden.  But Nathan didn't want to hear I don't know, so Whillim frantically scrambled in his mind for a mental map.  He tried to tally distances before either man could lay a hand on him again. 
 
    "Two days," he finally figured, "if you push the men hard.  Perhaps a day longer if you continue to wind through farmland instead of taking the road." 
 
    "This close, we're bound to catch her when she flees, whichever route we take," Tyrandel said.  "Stealth might still serve us best.  How far could she get?" 
 
    "She's run for seven years," Nathan countered.  "She'll run again.  We'll take to the road."  He turned a stare full of fervour on Whillim.  "Find us the nearest road, Princeling." 
 
    Whillim gingerly turned his stiff neck as much as he could, trying to place them.  Assuming this farm traded goods with its neighbours, it should have a road that would lead to a village, to a town, then eventually to the capital.  But where would he find that initial trail? 
 
    One of the mounted soldiers pushed his horse forward, briefly blocking Whillim's perusal of the landscape.  He scowled, trying to see past the man, then hesitated, his gaze drawn back.  Why did he look familiar?  Likely one who had taken to beating him, but Whillim couldn't help but wonder if his association didn't go further. 
 
    With a dazed realization, he remembered seeing that face above a different uniform.  Instead of the boiled leathers and battered armour the man currently wore, Whillim recalled livery in the King's colours gracing that surprisingly powerful form.  He briefly met the hazel eyes of the deaf-mute man he had thought a simpleton, seeing now a cold calculation meet his regard.  For one glorious moment, Whillim allowed himself to believe rescue had come, and he knew he dare not give his saviour away.  So he turned back to the wizards glaring at him and pointed vaguely with his chin to the left. 
 
    "Nearest road lies yonder," he said. 
 
    And then blinding agony slammed into his neck above his collarbone.  Whillim's jaw dropped as his eye bulged.  Not a rescue, he realised belatedly, but before he could curse Stefan for yanking away this one last hope, the Prince of Dalasham fell from his horse, deaf to the chaos around him as his life's blood seeped around the blade of an assassin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cristof couldn't believe his luck, daren't rely on it now even while he exploited it to the fullest. 
 
    He and Joseph had ridden through the dark early hours with only the nebulous glow of the strange ring Milos had given him to light their way.  He had pushed the horses as hard as he dared in the black of night, giving them their head whenever possible.  A few near-disastrous missteps along seldom trod paths had left hearts hammering hard against rib cages, but they had encountered signs of their quarry with first light―physical traces, not just the pulsing glow of magic tracking magic.  They had continued to follow the trail of hoof- and boot prints until the line of trees ended mere moments ago, a still steaming pile of horse dung speaking to the nearness of those they pursued. 
 
    Cristof had chosen that moment to make his move. 
 
    "They'll know we've crossed their boundary the moment we do," he had said to Joseph as they briefly pulled their horses to a halt.  "But they won't know our number.  Our only hope lies in surprise.  Last chance to change your mind." 
 
    "Let's go," the green-eyed man had replied without hesitation. 
 
    Cristof flicked two knives into his hands, saw the gleam of steel appear in Joseph's.  Heels slapped the flanks of horses in near unison, and the pair rode from the concealment of trees and through an invisible wall that shimmered to reveal a small army.  To Cristof's shock, no one noticed them.  The group ahead stopped, but they didn't look back for pursuers.  They seemed to stare about in confusion as the two wizards at the fore searched for something Cristof couldn't discern.  He didn't know what had distracted them, but he would take full advantage of the opportunity provided.  In a flash, he altered what little plan he had formed. 
 
    "Slow," he hissed to Joseph, sawing on the reins and causing his horse to snort.  At the sound, the single rear guard ripped his attention from the spectacle of his fellows leading Prince Whillim to the demanding wizards, his gaze finding the intruders even as Cristof's flung blade took him in the throat.  Before the rear sentry finished tumbling from his mount, Cristof leapt from his own saddle, cushioning the man and any sound his fall might have made.  Joseph crouched next to him, reins from three horses in his fist.  He raised an eyebrow in silent enquiry. 
 
    In response, Cristof hastily stripped the downed man of his leathers and armour, keeping a wary eye on the rest of the party in the near distance.  Without a word, Joseph helped him don the make-shift uniform, saying nothing when Cristof pressed the ring into his hand.  Cristof didn't need it any longer. 
 
    "Stay back," the assassin instructed as he finished dressing, the words less than the whisper of a gentle breeze.  "One approaching will raise less notice.  If they remain distracted, I might have a chance.  If I fail, find the King and tell him what happened." 
 
    The chance of either of them escaping alive narrowed with every second squandered, but Joseph didn't waste any time with arguments.  He merely frowned, then nodded and handed Cristof his reins, giving the assassin a quick salute, fist to chest, as he mounted. 
 
    "Luck," Joseph murmured when Cristof nudged his horse forward. 
 
    He'd make a decent recruit for Prichard, Cristof had thought, then blanked his mind to everything but the task before him. 
 
    He rode sedately past soldiers who didn't glance beyond his clothing.  After all, who would sneak through lines guarded by wizards?  For a brief moment as he approached his goal and Whillim met his eyes with a glint of recognition, Cristof feared discovery, tightening his hold on his weapons.  Then the Prince turned away, but not before Cristof saw the swell of relief play over the battered man's face.  He could almost feel pity for Whillim. 
 
    "Nearest road lies yonder," Whillim used his chin to point.  The wizards followed his gesture, and Cristof struck. 
 
    Feet already free of his stirrups, Cristof plunged the blade in his left hand into Whillim's neck, pushing off from his horse as he reached for a replacement weapon.  Leaping for the back of the beast beside the Prince's, leading with the wickedly curved blade in his right hand, Cristof aimed for the tender spot where Nathan's raven hair met his broad shoulder. 
 
    His dagger never landed. 
 
    Momentum carried him into Nathan, the force unbalancing the startled wizard.  Even while Cristof and Nathan fell from the back of Nathan's horse, Cristof twisted, throwing his last dagger at Tyrandel.  The assassin had time to note the blade glance harmlessly off the rotund man despite his perfect aim before Cristof smashed into the ground, a disturbingly fit and flailing wizard beneath him.  Cristof wasted no time dwelling on his own astonishment.  Danger flourished around any man with shield enough to stop a knife edge from biting into flesh, whether that shield came from armour or magic.   
 
    Cristof raised himself enough to grab one fist in the other and slam his elbow into Nathan's exposed throat with all the force he could muster.  It felt like slamming into solid stone, but it did cause Nathan to gag, if only for a moment.  Cristof let fly with a flurry of fists and knees until a crushing grip took hold of him, freezing his motions.  No hands held him, he realised with a certain amount of trepidation, only the iron cords of magic.  Whether from the furious wizard under his weight, dark blue eyes flashing nearly black with thoughts of murder, or from his large companion now yanking Cristof away with sausage-like fingers wrapped painfully in his hair didn't matter; they had rendered Cristof helpless. 
 
    Or nearly helpless.  He could move his mouth and grit his teeth, feeling the rounded edges of his last defence with his tongue against his cheek.  He needed only proximity to implement such a final act. 
 
    Tyrandel hauled Cristof upright, holding him still with his power and that fist ripping at his hair.  Nathan scrambled to his feet, hands jerky as he pulled his dishevelled tunic straight.  Half a dozen swords ringed them, each bared blade pricking Cristof and helping to pin him in place.  He might have laughed at the absurdity of the soldiers believing they had any influence over the next few minutes had fear not locked his throat as tight as a wizard's magic held his limbs. 
 
    "Who by Kalima is this?" Nathan roared.  One of the soldiers, an older man with a scar marring the left side of his face from temple to chin, better armoured than his compatriots, stared briefly at Cristof. 
 
    "Not one of mine," he growled.  "Leathers look like Orlan's though." 
 
    "An intruder waltzes through your men, and the best you can say is, not one of mine?" Tyrandel asked, voice deceptively mild though his pale eyes, nearly lost above the red pudge of his cheeks, glowed with an eerie anticipation.  Cristof had a very clear view of those disturbing eyes as the wizard pulled his head back using his fist in Cristof's hair as a lever. 
 
    "An assassin creeps into our ranks while you lot choose an open field to stop and argue with a pathetic turncoat, and you want to blame me?" the soldier countered, unwisely in Cristof's opinion.  Tyrandel's eyes narrowed and he pulled Cristof close, hand moving from Cristof's hair to the side of his neck.  He held Cristof tight against his side so that their cheeks pressed together and the pair of them faced the soldier.  The placement might have looked intimate in a couple, but Cristof suspected Tyrandel used it to intimidate.  The soldier blanched, giving Cristof a first-hand look at the efficacy of such intimidation. 
 
    When Tyrandel spoke, Cristof felt the vibration through his whole body, and he shuddered in revulsion. 
 
    "Take care with your words―" 
 
    "Enough!" Nathan snapped.  Cristof felt Tyrandel stiffen, but the corpulent man deferred to his peer.  The tall wizard stepped closer, staring intently at Cristof.  "You've cost us our guide, such as he was.  You will take his place."  Cristof managed a snort of derision.  Nathan's eyes narrowed.  "But first," the wizard went on as pressure crawled into Cristof's skull, "you will tell us who you are, what you planned by this mad foray, and who else lurks in hiding." 
 
    "I don't think I will," Cristof rasped, fighting the urge to do just that.  He had survived torture before, but never one induced by magic.  Tyrandel petting the side of his face as he hummed softly while keeping Cristof utterly bound by his power didn't help.  The assassin feared he had little time left. 
 
    "How did you plan to escape your ill-conceived attack?" Nathan crooned, fingers of magic digging into Cristof's brain like daggers fresh from the forge.  Nathan's handsome features began to grow hazy in Cristof's sight under the onslaught of his invisible assault, but they loomed close enough for one last attempt.  Cristof dare not allow himself to answer any question the man posed save one, and only one thing would keep his secrets and possibly take his foe with him. 
 
    Cristof felt for the small ball of poison he held under his tongue, rolled it between his teeth and bit down hard. 
 
    "I didn't," he answered, then spit as much of the freed venom into Nathan's face as he could, his saliva mingling with the deadly substance already numbing his lips and sliding down his own throat. 
 
    Nathan gurgled in horror, falling back with hands clutching his throat.  Tyrandel threw Cristof aside with a curse and flopped down next to his companion. 
 
    Limbs thrashing, breath bubbling with foam and blood, Cristof fell to his side, the magic binding him released.  He stared defiantly at his victim, a fierce elation almost making the sacrifice worth the pain.  Through a narrowing tunnel of greying sight, Cristof saw Tyrandel splay his chubby hands over Nathan's face, then watched with a sinking heart as Nathan stilled not in death, but in relief, the acid of the poison fading from him as Tyrandel worked his magic. 
 
    Cristof blinked burning eyes smeared with bloody tears, thought he saw a distant shape take to horse and gallop away unseen by anyone else. 
 
    Ride fast, ride hard, he thought at Corporal Joseph.  Someone had to warn King Stefan and all of Dalasham of the incredible defences of the enemy.  But even as the poison ate the last of his sanity, consuming flesh and organs, Cristof knew he had failed completely.  He had taken away Nathan's access to Whillim, ended any danger the Prince might pose to the King, but in the end, it didn't matter.  The power of magic would spread unstoppable into Dalasham, wielded by the harsh hands of wizards somehow impervious to any weapon.  What could possibly stand to oppose that? 
 
    Cristof shuddered one final time, then went still, his last breath a rattling gurgle that eased into silence. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    "Can you do it?" Em asked, staring intently at a whey-faced Destiny. 
 
    After her conversation with Princess Mantinou, Em hadn't managed much additional sleep despite her exhaustion, her mind continuing its whirl of thoughts, questions and possibilities instead of finding rest.  Many of those ideas seemed foolish when dawn found her and she had tried to commit them to paper, but some bore closer scrutiny.  She had left Destiny a brief note to ponder the most promising. 
 
    One thought, though, had circled in the back of her mind, a nearly substanceless notion that only sprang to life fully-formed as she had stumbled from the sitting room to the Council Chambers.  Even more than altering Constance's spell to remind Dalashamites of their own magic―how to use it, how to guard it, how to keep it―this idea might accomplish the impossible.  It might give them a real chance against Nathan.  If Destiny or Norbert could fashion what they needed. 
 
    "Craft an amulet to make my brother forget he has magic?" Destiny sputtered. 
 
    "Nathan and Tyrandel both," Em nodded.  "Marcus tells us an arrow or sword wouldn't penetrate their defence, but could something placed about the neck cut through where steel would not?" 
 
    "It's an interesting proposal," Norbert conceded, his fingers rubbing his chin in thought.  Destiny stared up at him with brows winging high. 
 
    They had retreated to their usual sitting room from the Council Chambers, but they hadn't moved far past the entrance before Em had blurted out her idea, which seemed to have startled Destiny enough that the wizard had fallen into the nearest chair while the rest of them gathered around her. 
 
    Destiny had created her Focus to alter a memory.  Em had somehow transformed the cold, unfeeling stone of the Destiny Seat into something new, something which drew welcome, not aversion.  She wanted to know if they might take a piece of the darkened quartz and fashion a new kind of Focus, one that still affected memory, but in a different way.  Em didn't have the first clue on how to construct a talisman, but the memory of the affability the Destiny Seat had shown her had wrapped itself around the notion of an amulet and refused to budge from her mind.  Perhaps an idea borne of a desperate need to believe they might truly find a weapon to keep Dalasham safe, but Em refused to discard it as nonsense.  That Destiny, curled into one of the chairs nearest the door, and Norbert standing beside her, hadn't dismissed the possibility out of hand gave Em hope. 
 
    "You do realise what you're asking, don't you?" Destiny finally posed quietly.  Em held the other woman's intense cobalt stare.  "Set aside for the moment whether I can refashion a segment of my Focus and imbue it with the proper essence to strip a powerful wizard of the knowledge that he holds such magic, let alone that I have less than two days in which to accomplish this.  How do you propose someone get past all their soldiers to within touching distance of either Nathan or Tyrandel, close enough to actively slip through their magical defences and throw an amulet around their neck?  You don't think they'd cut down the first person to try?" 
 
    "We draw them in by giving them what they want," Em replied evenly. 
 
    She saw Prichard shift from the corner of her eye, heard Darien's indrawn breath behind her, but she didn't shy from either.  Forcing herself to stillness in the face of Destiny's explosive curses as the lady wizard leapt from her chair, however, took more effort.  Before the terror lurking beneath Destiny's obscenities could swarm to the fore and drown them all, Em hastened on, lest the poor woman think Em actually wanted to sacrifice her. 
 
    "If Nathan thinks he has an opportunity to lay his hands on Destiny and Marcus both, he might let his guard down.  That doesn't mean we actually allow him to do so." 
 
    In the moment of silence that followed, Em watched with surprise as Ambrose ghosted back to stand next to Bartok beside the door.  When had he moved close enough to intervene should Em need protection?  She fancied she could still feel the fading presence of his warmth at her back, though she hadn't noticed it until she found herself bereft of its comfort.  Before thoughts of her guard could distract her further, Em pulled her gaze from his pale stare and addressed the agitated folks surrounding her. 
 
    "If King Stefan engages Nathan's troops in a field we choose, a field where it looks like Destiny and Marcus stand lightly guarded in the rear, might not your brother try to slip through, take you unawares?  Only, instead of finding a captive wizard and a cowering Girl, he'll face a disguised Norbert and a very competent Destiny, armed with amulets to make him vulnerable to attack?" 
 
    Norbert gaped at her while Destiny's mouth snapped shut with an audible click.  Prichard smiled encouragement with a nod, silently applauding the basics of her plan.  Inside, Em quaked with nerves.  It sounded like some tactic from a novel, maybe an audacious trick from the histories, but Em keenly felt the danger in her proposal.  She didn't read fact or fiction here, couldn't escape consequences with the turn of a page, nor appreciate the comfort of actions that didn't concern her, or that stood at a great distance; Destiny's and Norbert's lives hung in the balance of this foolish idea.  She waited for someone to argue against such a perilous undertaking. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing?" a voice bellowed in Bashite from the hall, making more than Em jump. 
 
    She hadn't realised that the door had stood ajar until someone hurried in, followed by a very small entourage, and then slammed the door with her back, holding it closed and peering into the room with wide and exotic eyes. 
 
    Em could only stare as Princess Mantinou drew in a startled breath at the swords suddenly pointed her way, blades swiftly blocked by those of her two guards as her maid-servant cowered beside the heaving royal.  Ambrose and Bartok didn't retreat from the threat, but neither did they press any advantage. 
 
    The pounding on the door broke the silent tableaux, followed by the booming voice of Representative Prince Tolnar calling for his niece.  Remembering Mantinou's clandestine thirst for knowledge, the girl's quick intelligence, and most of all, not knowing how much she had overheard, Em found herself striding for the door.  She touched Ambrose's arm gently.  After a quick glance at her, he lowered his sword, Bartok hesitantly following suit.  Em pretended to ignore the still bared blades of Mantinou's men as she firmly moved Mantinou aside so that she could answer the demands of the man on the opposite side of the door. 
 
    "Emily―?" Prichard ventured.  She silenced him by softly pushing him aside too. 
 
    Positioning herself so that Tolnar would see only her at first, Em opened the door.  She dropped a hasty curtsey, eyes downcast, praying the man would not look beyond her to see Destiny huddled in her chair, adding a fervent desire for Destiny to keep her tongue and not draw attention. 
 
    "Prince Tolnar," Em murmured subserviently from her lowered position to the furious man standing before her.  She peered up through her hair, noted the Bashite glance at her, then stare as though unseeing over her head.  "Forgive me for speaking out of turn as I know you may not hear my words,"―truly, Bash had less regard for women than any country she knew―"but know that your niece has honoured one so unworthy as myself to help her better grasp the Dalsh language.  She did not wish to trouble your exalted self with a task so far beneath you, so she enlisted my aid as one of such low stature that none would remark on any shortcomings in a Bashite's education.  I regret that you must stain your senses with my tardiness in admitting the Princess to this humble room that we might begin our lessons.  Should you require to hear these tidings from a true voice and not the unheard whispering of a foolish woman, this man who will guard our persons and our virtue can unsully your ears with his words."  She reached back, grabbed Ambrose's arm perhaps more desperately than necessary, and pushed him in front of her.  Mercifully, Ambrose kept any astonishment from his expression, facing Tolnar with a stoic countenance.  Em silently thanked him. 
 
    Tolnar's straining jaw eased only slightly in mollification. 
 
    "I understand my niece has found a tutor," the man addressed Ambrose through gritted teeth, his darkened face making the red of his hair more obvious.  "I will thank you for your discretion and expect her returned forthwith to her chambers upon the completion of her studies." 
 
    "Of course, Highness," Ambrose replied with a bow.  Tolnar frowned, wariness writ plain upon his face, then turned on his heel and swiftly strode away.  Ambrose closed the door firmly, glanced at Em with a heavy sigh, then turned to their unexpected guests.  Em followed his regard, meeting the dark, slanted eyes staring in astonishment from the beautiful face of Princess Mantinou.  She noted with some relief that Mantinou's guards had resheathed their weapons and stood flanking their errant charge. 
 
    "Why you defend me?" Mantinou asked, head cocked to the side in curiosity. 
 
    "It seemed prudent before tales spread that we'd prefer to keep quiet," Em replied, surprised by the bite in her words. 
 
    "How did you know how to appease him?" Norbert piped up from next to Destiny, who merely regarded Em in silence. 
 
    "I studied the cultures and customs of those of Dalasham's allies who would attend King Stefan's coronation, not wanting to give any offence should someone visit the library." 
 
    "I remember your angst that someone would discover you, barely twelve years old, and abandon Dalasmar in a fit of pique," Darien said with a small smile.  "You hid whenever you heard a foreign accent until the whole affair came to a close." 
 
    "Better than setting off a touchy Bashite with a feigned grudge," she replied. 
 
    Mantinou's stunning features furrowed into folds of puzzlement. 
 
    "You are strange, librarian who scribes for King," she decided. 
 
    "We don't have time for this," Prichard murmured, the angles of his face sharp in suppressed ire as he kept Mantinou in sight at the corner of his eye. 
 
    "Feel free to inform her of that," Em tossed back.  "You have a sweeter tongue than I." 
 
    Mantinou scowled, a tart retort on her lips that Em silenced with a glare.  She'd had far too little sleep and too many worries clamouring for her attention to deal with the wilful royal, even if she sympathised with Mantinou's confined circumstances and desire for expanding her horizons.  She pierced the Princess with a look demanding answers. 
 
    "What did you hear?" 
 
    Mantinou drew herself straight, a haughty mien exuding from every part of her.  Em sighed. 
 
    "Please, Princess, we don't have time to hedge.  We have too much at stake." 
 
    "Your enemy who approaches," Mantinou agreed with a sage nod, arms crossed over her ample chest.  "Closer than you want and no time to―" she hesitated, cursed in her native tongue.  "Organise?" she tried.  "Yes, organise.  No time to organise good defence.  I help." 
 
    They stared at her. 
 
    "Help what?" Prichard asked baffled, turning to face her fully. 
 
    "Help give time to draw in Nathan with disguise so amulet might work." 
 
    Em felt her jaw drop.  She had argued the merits of magic with this woman only last night, barely able to speak on the subject in the face of Mantinou's abhorrence.  To have the Princess now blithely refer to a plan involving magic ... unless she didn't understand that they spoke of magic?  Before she could dwell on that possibility, Mantinou continued, her attention fully on Em. 
 
    "Enemy has army.  Dalasham has soldiers, but not all here.  King needs men to hold back enemy while you lure leader into trap.  Is right?" 
 
    "Ye-es," Em stretched the word, not liking hearing their dilemma uttered so plainly, though it didn't change its veracity. 
 
    Mantinou nodded firmly, then tapped her chest. 
 
    "I have soldiers.  They help King, keep Dalasham safe." 
 
    "What?" Prichard nearly choked on an indrawn breath. 
 
    "Uncle bring honour guard; many men," Mantinou stated.  "They guard me.  I tell them guard my betrothed.  Marriage no good if land destroyed by evil.  Now King Stefan no so desperate for aid from afar, can concentrate on tactics, give you time to make amulets."  She paused, stared right into Em's eyes with a weight that took Em's breath away.  "You say magic a skill, no corrupt on its own."  Obviously she hadn't misunderstood their discussion.  "Prove now." 
 
    A bark of laughter sprang from Destiny, startling Em.  The tall wizard stood, gliding forward to join them.  Mantinou's guards stirred, then stilled when the Princess raised her hand.  Em wondered how much Dalsh they understood, if any.  Destiny stared at the Princess, glanced casually down at Em, then shook her head. 
 
    "You have more tolerance than your uncle, little royal, I'll grant you that," Destiny said.  "Though perhaps ignorance fuels your confidence." 
 
    Mantinou's eyes narrowed as she tried to gaze up at Destiny without making it obvious she had to crane her neck slightly to do so.  She managed fairly well with a haughty glower of disdain. 
 
    "If ignorance, is through incomplete education," Mantinou spat.  "Junior Assistant Librarian Emily suggests my country teaches intolerance to your magic to avoid truth.  I wish learn her truth, decide whether is right or wishful thinking."  She regarded Destiny, her frown turning contemplative.  "You is wizard?" 
 
    Destiny held up a hand; an orb of pale blue fire appeared on her palm.  "I am," she agreed with equanimity.  The Princess' guards stepped in front of Mantinou, blades half-way from their sheaths, before Mantinou pulled them back with a bark of command.  They settled, but with such an air of barely restrained fury that Em admired their mistress' control. 
 
    Mantinou looked not at Destiny as the wizard subdued her flame, but at Em.  She switched to Bash. 
 
    "Does she purposefully seek to antagonise them?" 
 
    Em shrugged, feigning a nonchalance that she certainly didn't feel. 
 
    "I believe she hides her nerves by playing with yours, Highness," she replied, likewise using the Bash language.  The merest hint of a grunt of agreement from Prichard confirmed that the spy knew both tongues as well, which didn't surprise Em in the least. 
 
    "She plays a dangerous game then," Mantinou said, speculation lighting her eyes. 
 
    "Who can say with a wizard?" Em said by way of agreement. 
 
    Mantinou met Destiny's eyes. 
 
    "You wizard Uncle hates," the Princess resumed in Dalsh.  "Made him grovelling puppy." 
 
    Destiny caught her lower lip between her teeth, apparently trying to bite back a surprised laugh, not unlike the one Darien almost managed to catch. 
 
    "How this not evil?" Mantinou demanded, doing a fine job of ignoring the suppressed mirth and ending thoughts of levity with her frigid tone. 
 
    Destiny inclined her head in acknowledgement of the accusation. 
 
    "It didn't kill him," she said softly.  Mantinou gasped in surprise.  Then Destiny sighed in resignation, seeming to grow smaller as she sagged.  "But I won't pretend the scope of that spell had many other virtues.  Prince Whillim wanted a tool to subdue his brother; I fashioned one for him.  He could have as easily requested a spell to safeguard his kingdom.  Magic lacks a mind of its own, much as a sword or shield.  One might use either to impale a foe or protect a friend.  The brother of that foe sees the sword as evil, the sister of the friend names the shield good, the wielder of either implement earning the same sentiment.  So too with magic.  Your Uncle, along with most of Dalasham affected by my spell, would likely term that magic evil, though Whillim did not.  The amulets Emily hopes I can create will serve to protect her land.  That makes the magic good in her eyes.  Not so to Nathan, who would see the loss of his powers as a truly vile prospect. 
 
    "To name magic as good or evil, corrupt or pure, gravely oversimplifies matters.  As Emily states, magic is a skill, a tool, a medium in which I have become quite proficient.  You must look to the practitioner, not the tool, to determine whether you deal with concepts so mundane as good or evil." 
 
    "You admit you use skill against Dalasham," Mantinou said.  "Now you help.  I no understand." 
 
    "Happily, Princess, I don't have to appease you," Destiny replied.  "Nor convince you of my intentions.  I have found a strange acceptance here, and I don't intend to lose it, so I will help keep these people safe to the best of my abilities." 
 
    Em blinked in wonder at Destiny's straightforward pronouncement.  Mantinou regarded the other woman for a moment in silence.  She raised a delicate eyebrow. 
 
    "Do you have answer for Librarian Emily?" she finally asked.  "Can you make such magic as she need?" 
 
    "Given time and the proper tools, I believe I can," said Destiny. 
 
    Mantinou nodded, her arms dropping to her sides. 
 
    "Then I help give you time, wizard.  I will make Uncle listen to my plea, and Bash will join King Stefan to keep Nathan's army occupied."  Her dark eyes grew flinty.  "Do not waste lives of my people." 
 
    Mantinou turned with a nod to her guards, waited for her servant to open the door, then with a quick scan of the hall, slipped out of the room.  Bartok firmly shut the door behind her. 
 
    "Well," Prichard opined.  "I almost regret not hearing that conversation."  Em glanced at him, met his regard.  "A formidable woman," he added.  Em sputtered out a laugh. 
 
    "No wonder they wanted her wed quickly and out of their hair," Destiny agreed, sharing a smile with Em.  "Far too open-minded and wilful for the fools in Bash to control.  Your King will have his hands full." 
 
    "He's had practice lately," Prichard said, his expression growing sober, his gaze heavy as it held Em.  "All to the best, affording another woman her due.  Though it might take time before others in the kingdom recognise the wisdom of judging people by their strengths and merits, and not their gender." 
 
    He clapped his hands and rubbed them together in enthusiasm as he shifted to face Destiny. 
 
    "So, Lady Destiny, what do you require to help Emily's plan come to fruition?" 
 
    "Access to my former Sanctum and the Focus within, to start," she said.  "And the assistance of those who can either work or see magic." 
 
    "Then let's be about that," acceded the master spy, his tone equal parts grave and excited, even as Em realised with a start that Destiny had named her and Norbert as her assistants.  She would have liked to protest, claim she had done her part in effecting a means that might keep Dalasham safe from Nathan's clutches, and simply retreat to hide in the library instead and find some much needed rest.  But then Destiny looked at her with a steady trust which failed to disguise the panic and fear underlying her outer confidence.  Despite her words to the Princess, it seemed Destiny had reservations about their chances.  If having Em nearby when the wizard reconfigured the Destiny Seat eased the woman's mind, Em wouldn't deny her the solace, even if it ate at her own peace of mind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Destiny had designed her Focus with a twist of aversion, something that wouldn't invite people to linger in the room even if they could overcome the cold menace emanating from the quartz.  What she faced now bore little resemblance to the original Focus, save still having the form of a crystalline chair.  Indeed, the Destiny Seat almost seemed to pulse in warm welcome when Emily walked into Destiny's former Sanctum behind the wizard.  One would think the blackened crystal should effuse more enmity than the white had, yet instead, it wrapped the chamber in something more akin to a soothing campfire on a summer's night than a blast of winter storm to freeze the day.  She couldn't fathom how anyone would accomplish such a transformation, let alone how Emily had done so with mere memory. 
 
    "Has it looked thus since ...?"  Destiny didn't finish the thought, but Emily understood the implication.  Since the night they had defeated Destiny and ended Whillim's ambitions. 
 
    "I don't know," Emily replied, barely above a whisper.  "I couldn't bring myself to investigate until last night."  She hesitated, chewing lightly on her lip.  She glanced at Destiny, weighing her words.  "I had imagined it might have attuned itself to me in some way, but surely 'tisn't possible." 
 
    "Emily, I have no idea how you could transform a Great Magic like this, but everyone agrees that it morphed from white to black under your influence.  Might you have changed it in more than just appearance?  I simply don't know."  A frown pulled Destiny's brow low.  "Attuned how?" she wondered, thinking about the word Emily had so deliberately used. 
 
    Emily held her breath long enough that when she finally released it, Destiny heard it as a gusty sigh.  The librarian moved behind the Seat, glanced at all those who had followed them to the Sanctum, then reached a hand to the crown.  Destiny had done the like so many times while employing the Focus for Whillim's benefit that she imagined she felt the cold stone beneath her own fingers. 
 
    She had seen the Destiny Seat cycle through a series of colours before―gold to rose to blinding white―but she had never encountered such a pulse of warmth as that which Emily invoked now with her touch, nor heard a contented hum resonate from the depths of the stone.  Glancing up, Destiny found Emily's pale grey eyes seeking her own, a silent plea to take away this strange power that neither librarian nor wizard could explain.  Destiny shook her head slightly. 
 
    "I may have created this Focus, imbued it with power and purpose, but I believe you have taken possession of it.  Or perhaps it of you."  Emily's eyes widened further in panic.  Destiny didn't soften her tone.  She might offer reassurance, but not comfort.  "I don't believe it will harm you, and it has obviously inspired new insights and possibilities in your mind.  I wonder, will it allow us to modify it further?" 
 
    "Allow us?" Prichard sounded apprehensive.  "You think it has a mind of its own?" 
 
    Destiny turned to find Norbert, the slender man standing just a little apart from the rest.  The Administrator knew more than he let on, and if anyone had knowledge of a talisman similarly altered in the past―whether from first hand experience or written in the annals of wizardry―surely Norbert had encountered the tale.  He met her regard, a small shrug his only answer. 
 
    "I think it listens to Emily, in its way," Destiny said.  "Perhaps in sympathy, perhaps as a strange form of sentience."  She sighed, pressing her fingertips to her closed eyelids.  "Or maybe we're all just imagining what we wish in our desperation and it just recognises hers as the power that altered it."  She pulled her hand away from her face, let it fall to her side, then opened her eyes to stare at Emily.  "Do you have a thought on which facets we'd use for amulets?" 
 
    "I know nothing of fashioning focuses," Emily said.  Her gaze dropped to the Seat and Destiny saw her pale.  "But perhaps these two areas."  She indicated the protrusions to either side of the crown with a shaking hand.  Destiny understood why when the Seat pulsated with flashes of golden brown before resuming its odd welcoming black.  She could only stare.  What had Emily wrought when she broke Destiny's spell? 
 
    "Not imagination, then," Darien murmured, stepping closer to better examine a device Destiny no longer understood.  He crouched, the blue-green of his eyes catching the sunlight streaming through the windows and animating the eagerness to solve a mystery that shone upon his face.  "Does it react to everyone, do you suppose, or only those who had a part in its creation?" 
 
    "Ask it a question," Prichard reasoned.  "See if it responds to you." 
 
    Emily had turned a sickly shade as she took a not altogether steady step away from the Focus.  Destiny sympathised, feeling rather faint herself. 
 
    "Once our good wizards fashion amulets from your surface, will you allow others to utilise them?" Darien wanted to know.  The Destiny Seat gave no indication of a response, remaining a steady black.  Emily put a hand to her stomach and swallowed hard.  Darien glanced up at her, concern carving gentle lines around his eyes. 
 
    "May I assume you at least acquiesce to our proposition to modify both your form and function?" Destiny asked.  She hadn't expected the Focus to react to her now that it had somehow identified with Emily, yet it emitted a single pulse of crystalline light.  Destiny blinked, her gaze rising to meet Emily's. 
 
    "Whatever change you authored," she mused to the little librarian, "it seems we now share responsibility for its future." 
 
    "And perhaps you two alone," Norbert said.  "Unless the Destiny Seat cares to name another as equal caretaker?" 
 
    No change, although Destiny thought she might have heard the slightest sound whisper from the Focus, as of a sigh of regret.  Emily stepped back to the Destiny Seat, her eyes contemplative as she regarded the chair.  Darien rose from his crouch and moved to her side, studying her face. 
 
    "I know that look," said the Chief Librarian.  "What have you figured out?" 
 
    "You know," Emily said slowly, her hand again reaching for the crown of the chair, "I didn't work the Focus alone that night."  She met Destiny's eyes.  "Faulk helped me trigger it." 
 
    The Destiny Seat flashed amber and hummed a brief tune of sadness as though in agreement.  Emily's jaw dropped, but no more than everyone else's.  Destiny found her equilibrium first. 
 
    "He had the ability to fight magic," she stated.  Out of the corner of her eye, Destiny watched Norbert nod in sudden understanding. 
 
    "Emily's memory added to Faulk's Lesser Magic of resistance combined to affect your Great Magic," the wiry man deduced. 
 
    "Combining forces, much as Constance and Alfred did, though on a far lesser scale," Darien added with a hint of awe. 
 
    "Lesser scale?" Prichard scoffed.  "Two untrained people acting on instinct and desperation effected a profound change that saved a kingdom from a power they didn't understand.  Surely that impresses as much as two skilled wizards creating a Dual Great Magic against a foe they well understood." 
 
    "Constance and Alfred created something entirely new," Emily objected.  "What Faulk and I did ... well, we just changed what already existed." 
 
    "With no guidance or knowledge," Prichard said.  "And now we're asking you to do so again, only this time, with the strength and experience of two wizards willing to assist." 
 
    Destiny almost snorted her amusement at Prichard thrusting Emily into a position of leadership once again, but the echo of a loud crack from beneath Emily's strained hands startled them all.  Emily stared at her hands, one to either side of the crown of the Destiny Seat.  Then she slowly turned them over, revealing two equal-sized shards of black quartz resting in each palm.  She blanched. 
 
    "Two wizards and a Focus with a mind of its own," Ambrose spoke from his spot by the door.  Emily swayed a bit as she looked up at the grim smile he offered, then firmed her grip on her newest burden, seeming to take refuge in the strength of her guard.  She turned her attention to Destiny. 
 
    "Now what?" 
 
    "Now we forge those into talismans to seal my brother's and Tyrandel's magic behind a veil of forgetfulness,"  Destiny replied.  "And we do so before the sun sets tomorrow." 
 
    She hoped no one heard her reservations at her ability to achieve that.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    When Jo had come riding hard into Riverbend the previous evening, his horse lathered and the man himself grey and exhausted, green eyes haunted, Stefan had braced himself for the worst.  It still hadn't prepared him to learn the full and gruesome details of his brother's death, nor of the assassin's, dead in his failed attempt to eliminate Nathan too. 
 
    Confirmation of Nathan's seeming immunity to most physical attacks didn't please the King either, nor the knowledge of the speed and efficacy of Wizard Tyrandel's defence of his companion in any attack that managed to penetrate deep into their protections.  It left Stefan far too reliant on forces few in Dalasham understood, despite the numbers Stefan and, surprisingly, Princess Mantinou, had assembled to stand against the soldiers Nathan had brought across the border. 
 
    Stefan recalled that singular encounter with his future bride.  He had stood in the map room with those of his nobles able to muster a collection of men-at-arms quickly enough to defend Dalasmar in the limited time they had available.  They examined the lay of the land spread across that map to determine the best place to meet Nathan in the field.  Though Stefan hadn't had the opportunity to study Darien's research into Henri's Rebellion at any great length, he had learned the merits of that final hitherto unknown battle from the Fields of Erinnerung.  It seemed somehow fitting that, based on the trajectory of Nathan's course when Jo had escaped, an enemy wizard would cross those Fields once again.  Stefan's war council agreed that Erinnerung had the greatest potential for defence. 
 
    A knock at the door had drawn their attention.  Fred exchanged words with Kato, who stood guard just outside, then sent a surprised glance to the leaders.  Curiosity piqued, Stefan had indicated that Fred let in the unexpected guest.  The King had anticipated perhaps Prichard or someone else from Emily's crew come with a desperately needed answer to their problem; maybe even one of the other Lords who had gathered at Dalasmar in the last week in preparation for his upcoming nuptials, hopefully with some strategy or plan that gave Dalasham the better advantage.  He had not expected the young, smooth-cheeked beauty with her exotic tanned skin and wavy auburn hair draped like a cloak to her elbows, carrying herself with grace and confidence as she swept into the room, capturing him with dark slanted eyes.  And he certainly hadn't expected any lass from Bash able to draw a scowling Prince of the Blood silently in her wake. 
 
    It had taken Stefan a moment to gather his wits.  He turned with a small bow. 
 
    "Your Highnesses," he greeted, a frown of consternation puckering his brow.  He straightened, gazing down at Mantinou.  A quick glance at Tolnar confirmed that the Princess' uncle didn't speak here; his niece did.  Curious, he had thought, supposing the woman had questions about wedding preparations that interested Stefan very little at the moment.  "While your presence brings pleasure, you must understand I have little time to spare―" 
 
    "You need soldiers," Mantinou interrupted.  "I have." 
 
    Stefan remembered drawing back, startled by her bald statement, let alone her desire to discuss anything of a martial nature rather than a marital one. 
 
    "Honour guard protect you as much as me," she went on.  "Need distraction so librarian who scribes for King and her wizard can work magic to weaken enemy.  Strength of Bash men yours to command in this fight." 
 
    Stefan didn't know what had surprised him more: Mantinou's temerity; Tolnar allowing a woman to speak in his presence (and successfully dictate the actions of soldiers assigned to watch over her); that the Princess obviously knew of Emily and Destiny and their plans; or a Bashite's ready acceptance of magic as not only a force, but a tool to augment strength of arms.  It hadn't taken long to accept the proffered aid, though he found himself profoundly grateful that she hadn't suggested joining the expedition herself. 
 
    The promised men had materialized this morning, added now to the vanguard of soldiers awaiting Nathan's arrival upon the Fields of Erinnerung as the afternoon began to stretch long shadows over the area. 
 
    Stefan had sent Jo out before dawn on a fresh mount, rested and fed, though still somewhat haunted.  Jo should have circled Nathan's hidden troops by now and hopefully found those who had once followed behind.  Whether Milos and his mercenaries would join the fighting, or even stood close enough to do so, Stefan didn't know.  The King had promised further payment―Jo carried a sizable retainer as incentive―if Milos engaged the enemy's flanks when the battle began, but knowing the mercenary's aversion to wizards, Stefan couldn't count on any intervention from that quarter.  He would welcome it, but he wouldn't count on it. 
 
    Norbert and Destiny had warned him of the likelihood of the enemy marching under layers of magical protection and strength, augmented for however many days Nathan had traipsed through land not his own.  While Stefan's wizardly allies had cast what limited aid over those fighting for Dalasham that they could―protections that would lack the efficacy of Nathan's enhancements simply due to time constraints―Stefan knew his men faced a perilous struggle against a foe with deceptively fewer numbers.  He had tried to instill a proper respect for the true strength Nathan's forces would bring to the fray, but Stefan suspected most of his men wouldn't believe the reality until faced with the superior might of those slathered in magic.  Especially those overly cocky, such as Sir Byndorf's troops, and those who openly scoffed at the concept of magic.  Which included every Bashite on the field.  Their Princess might entertain the existence of magic and its potential, but her soldiers would rather limit their concerns to what they could perceive with the naked eye.  Yes, they would make a fine stand, but ultimately, they merely protected those to whom the real trial fell. 
 
    Not that Stefan had informed those with no tolerance for the unknown that they acted only as vanguard and shield to forces they could neither see nor readily define.  Nevertheless, the real battle lay in the hands of two wizards and a terrified little librarian. 
 
    Stefan hadn't wanted to bring Emily to war any more than she had wanted to come.  He knew Fred liked the idea even less, but two factors had overruled good sense.  First, Emily's ability to see magic might spell the difference between a chance at victory and the certainty of defeat―Prichard's overly dramatic phrase, yet a sentiment Stefan couldn't rule out.  And secondly, the amulets Destiny and Norbert had created would only respond to two people: Destiny and Emily. 
 
    Stefan didn't fully understand why no one else could trigger them, though it had something to do with how Emily had transformed the Destiny Seat.  Wizard Norbert had assured him of the safety of modifying parts of the Destiny Seat into the required talismans, insisting that its original purpose wouldn't colour its new function.  Stefan had no choice but to accept those assurances, promises added to by both Prichard and Darien.  The King had to trust the confidence of a master spy and a learned librarian, else the last weeks of research delineated wasted time. 
 
    Still, knowing Emily stood in the rear, not far from Stefan himself presently, with only Ambrose and Prichard to guard her―and two wizards, Stefan reminded himself―didn't sit well with the King.  She had little skill to defend herself.  Once Nathan saw the image of his sister and a bound Wizard Marcus (Norbert's disguise had captured Marcus' arrogant smirk wonderfully) standing next to the young woman―once again dressed as a lad―and under limited guard, he would head right for them, putting Emily in the greatest danger.  Stefan suspected Nathan would find a way past the gathered might of the Dalasham forces―if one could term 150 fighting men the full of Dalasham's might―and he didn't know how to defend the helpless librarian.  Fred had taught her some of the sword forms in their previous travels, and she had mastered them surprisingly well, but even with sword to hand, Emily had limited experience with violence.  Hardened soldiers often blanched in pitched battle; how much worse for an untried woman who only knew warfare through books? 
 
    He had to trust to those who could guard her, and concentrate on his own role in the subjugation of an enemy who cared only about power and vengeance. 
 
    I'm trusting the skills of a wizard who helped my brother overthrow me, he mused.  In a struggle that only touches my land because that same wizard stands upon my soil.  Had he time to consider the irony of his situation, Stefan might have smiled in grim acceptance of the vagaries of fate, but he caught a slight stirring from those nearest Emily.  He turned to see Destiny wave a hand before her as though parting a curtain.  The woman's lips moved, but she stood too far for Stefan to hear her words. 
 
    Until she called loudly. 
 
    "The enemy approaches." 
 
    Stefan whipped his head back to the fore and watched as Nathan's men suddenly materialized in the distance, revealed by Destiny's spell. 
 
    "Magic," Fred spat beside him.  "I prefer to rely on what I can actually see."  His large Captain held his sword loosely in his fist.  He frowned over toward the wizards acting as bait.  "Still, if we have to put our fate in the hands of mystical forces, I'll trust those that our girl believes in." 
 
    Stefan knew he referred to Emily, and he found himself agreeing.  The fate of Dalasham in the hands of an Assistant Librarian.  They could do worse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Em swallowed hard, felt her gorge trying to creep up her throat, and swallowed again.  It didn't ease her terror any, but she supposed battling nausea gave her something to concentrate on besides the imminent threat of combat. 
 
    Em had fallen asleep last night curled up on a sofa in the sitting room as Destiny and Norbert toiled on imbuing the amulets the Destiny Seat had produced with a spell of forgetfulness.  She had woken with a blanket draped over her, the sky visible through the windows just beginning to chase away stars as it lightened with the hint of dawn.  Ambrose sat on the floor at her feet, his ash blond hair painted with deep oranges and reds by the low flame flickering amidst the embers of the fire in the hearth.  He had regarded her silently for a moment from solemn pale blue eyes, then asked quietly if she might enjoy going through some of the sword forms Fred had taught her. 
 
    "It might help take your mind off what's coming," he'd added. 
 
    She remembered the peace she had found in flowing through those forms on the road and had agreed, though she soon learned why he thought she might need a diversion. 
 
    As they rose to find room to move, Destiny stirred from where she had fallen asleep on an adjacent seat.  She blinked wearily at them, pushed up on an elbow, and spoke. 
 
    "They're ready." 
 
    Em had smiled, but something in Destiny's dark eyes gave her pause. 
 
    "But?" Em asked. 
 
    "But Norbert can't trigger them.  Nor, it seems, can anyone else, save me.  And you." 
 
    "Me?" Em had squeaked.  She'd cleared her throat.  "How do you know?" 
 
    In response, Destiny pulled something from the ground, tossed it over.  Em caught it in reflex.  An amulet fashioned from the black quartz of the Destiny Seat rested in her hand, feeling heavier than its size merited, a weight borne of Em's foreboding rather than any actual heft. 
 
    "Say, memdar," ordered the wizard. 
 
    Stomach clenched tight, Em did so, and watched the amulet flash white.  She nearly dropped it.  Ambrose sighed heavily beside her. 
 
    "It didn't react to anyone else like that other than Destiny," he said.  He glared at the wizard.  "I'd suspect she'd done it on purpose, but Norbert says not." 
 
    "I don't want her there any more than you do," Destiny snarled.  "Any more than I want to stand there, naked to his ambitions," she added bitterly.  "But it seems neither of us gets our wish." 
 
    "Where?" Em had whispered, knowing but foolishly hoping Destiny would prove her dread wrong. 
 
    Destiny held her gaze, eyes hard and cold. 
 
    "Wherever Nathan shows up," she affirmed. 
 
    Em had swayed, and only Ambrose's steady hand on her arm kept her from pitching face-first to the ground.  He sent an angry scowl at Destiny, then pushed something into Em's hand. 
 
    "Sword forms," he barked.  "Sword up." 
 
    Memory took hold, sweeping Em's arm up into the first form Fred had shown her.  She held Ambrose's dagger in her hand and latched onto his gaze with a desperation born of terror. 
 
    Terror that still gripped her hours later, as they stood cradled by the curve of the river near the nexus Wizard Constance had created in the Fields of Erinnerung, waiting for a power-hungry wizard to appear with his army.  It didn't help that the obscene amount of food Destiny had insisted Em ingest earlier to help her withstand the overwhelming sight of her Lesser Magic so near the nexus sat like a lead weight in her roiling stomach. 
 
    She tried to master her emotions, draw some semblance of peace like she had very briefly achieved working the sword forms with Ambrose, but feared she failed miserably.  What use hiding her trembling when those around her could likely hear her teeth chatter as she shivered, or sense the tremors from her quaking bones?  Even Ambrose's supportive arm about her shoulders did little to warm the icy finger of dread slithering down her spine. 
 
    She stared over the Fields, past the men King Stefan (and Princess Mantinou, for she saw Bash uniforms mixed with Dalasham crests) had assembled, swallowing hard again.  She wished she stood anywhere else. 
 
    Her mouth grew dry as she saw something strange appear on the horizon over the crest of the furthest hills.  She blinked, trying to clear her vision, but the haze of wavering light remained.  She stepped away from Ambrose, closer to Destiny. 
 
    "There," she whispered, though who she thought might overhear, Em didn't know.  "On the horizon.  Do you see that?" 
 
    Destiny squinted into the distance, much as Norbert did in his guise of Marcus. 
 
    "I see nothing unusual," Destiny admitted.  "Describe it to me." 
 
    "To the left of the low scrub, descending between those two hillocks," she pointed out, keeping her gesture low.  "A shimmer to the air, like a heat wave, but with a hint of red." 
 
    Destiny frowned.  Although she obviously didn't see what Em saw, she raised her hand and made a sweeping motion before her, murmuring something under her breath.  Em watched as the shimmer twisted then shattered like a mirror, revealing what it had held hidden.  Nathan's soldiers marching toward them. 
 
    "The enemy approaches," Destiny called to the King. 
 
    Em clamped a hand to her mouth, whether to keep in her scream or her breakfast, she honestly couldn't say.  Again, she desperately wished she stood anywhere but here.  The slight bulge of the amulet strung around her neck meant for Tyrandel hung like a lead weight beneath her tunic as it pressed heavily against her chest.  Destiny wore its twin more openly, the dark stone meant for her brother draped as though in challenge against the icy blue of the wizard's tunic.  Em fancied her talisman warmed in recognition at the sight of the approaching figures, but couldn't say whether it had in truth or just in her overly stimulated and paranoid imagination.  She refused to ask Destiny her opinion, fearing the answer.  Why choose me for your champion? she asked it despondently.  Why not choose a warrior instead of a frightened woman who'd much rather cower among her silent books?  Thankfully, she heard no answer to that. 
 
    There came a moment when the enemy realised that those of Dalasham could see them.  Nathan's forces pulled to a halt, looked to confer briefly amongst themselves, then reform slightly to meet the unexpected defenders.  Em watched a curtain of energy fold around them, shimmers of light encasing each soldier in a blanket of strength that sank beneath their skin.  She shivered, then related the sight to her companions. 
 
    "An additional layer of might or imperviousness, I imagine," Norbert guessed, his lips barely moving.  He no longer seemed surprised by what Em could see that others couldn't, though she herself still found her ability unnerving.  "As we've surmised." 
 
    "Would that we could spare anything more to do the like with Stefan's forces," rued Destiny, her eyes pinched in worry. 
 
    "Just keep them occupied once we've sprung the trap," Norbert said.  "I'll do what I can to strengthen Dalasham after that." 
 
    With a mighty roar and a dramatic burst of flame from brandished weapons, Nathan's army swept toward the gaping men of Stefan's forces.  Those who had scoffed at the possibilities of magic now faced a horde who thought nothing of utilising the benefits of arcane powers.  Em despaired that those who had clung to arrogant ignorance despite proof to the contrary would suffer for their folly now, and lamented that her King and country would pay for that wilful pride. 
 
    "Do you see him?" 
 
    Em blinked before realising Destiny had spoken to her. 
 
    "Nathan," Destiny hissed.  "Do you see him?" 
 
    Em frowned.  How could she determine one man from another across a field of battle, let alone pick out a man she had never seen before?  Nevertheless, she swept her gaze over the combatants as they met in a horrendous clash, the flash of swords meeting combined with the sparks of magic flying, all screeching together to raise a cacophonous din.  Yet that magic came from pre-existing spells, not the immediate machinations of wizards, making the locating of two mages impossible. 
 
    "I don't see―"  Her gaze swung violently to the east, just beyond the melee of the field.  Her eyes narrowed as her Lesser Magic picked out a veil shrouding six people on horseback circumventing the battle.  A dark-haired man whose intense gaze she could feel even at this distance, and a rotund man with drab brown hair, his labouring mount barely equal to the task of carrying its master, rode unseen at the edges of the fray, their destination clear despite their winding path.  Four burly men sporting black and burgundy uniforms trailed close behind, swords drawn and manic grins on rough faces. 
 
    Em swallowed hard, her voice cracking as she trembled violently. 
 
    "They're on their way," she managed as the blood drained from her face.  The predatory anticipation on those crazed faces, somehow highlighted in her strangely enhanced sight despite the rapidly closing distance that remained between them, sapped what little courage she had managed to scrape together.  "They're well protected," she whispered, seeing swirls of darkness shimmer around the pair in the lead.  Sparks of energy danced at temples and fingertips, the mind directing the power of magic into waiting hands. 
 
    And then, from behind her, Em heard an angry rumble.  Startled, she glanced back. 
 
    "Constance's nexus doesn't approve of them," she squeaked.  Not only did that towering inferno of barely visible energy not approve as it growled in menace, it wanted to actively oppose such an incursion; at least in as much as residual vestiges of a spell meant to restrict outside forces could offer an opinion.  A wave of ... something ... pulsed from the nexus.  It swept over Em's little group without effect before encircling Nathan and Tyrandel and their escort.  The cloak of concealment dropped away and their galloping horses faltered.  But the two wizards didn't seem to care.  They stepped from their mounts, barely a score of paces away, and approached, their avid intensity focused on Destiny and Norbert-disguised-as-Marcus.  It occurred to Em at the last moment that neither man knew their veil had vanished, nor that their guard had fallen behind to dismount. 
 
    In that moment, Em wrestled her fear aside, unlocked her frozen limbs, and threw caution to the wind as she took advantage of the slim opportunity afforded by Destiny's suddenly bold greeting when it stunned the wizard duo to immobility. 
 
    "Hello, Brother," Destiny said. 
 
    The little librarian launched herself at a man three times her size, the amulet pulled from beneath her tunic clutched in a tight fist. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The pounding of racing hoofs had alerted Milos to an approaching rider just shy of midday.  He had briefly considered that one of Nathan's soldiers had discovered their tail and circled back for a closer look, but quickly discarded the idea.  This rider didn't try to disguise his approach, and soon Milos saw why. 
 
    Corporal Joseph, his erstwhile guard and guide, slowed his mount, his ginger hair seeming bright against a very pale face dominated by haunted green eyes.  The Company had seen the twisted body of the assassin Cristof left unceremoniously on the path the day before yesterday near the dead Prince with his bloody necklace, so Milos could guess what had drained Jo of his verve.  He doubted the man had come to join his ranks, however, and the time gap strongly suggested he had reported back to Dalasmar while Milos and his men still headed for the capital.  That Jo returned now with grim determination hardening his jaw further suggested King Stefan had another offer.  Milos honestly didn't know whether he wanted to accept, given what they followed. 
 
    When they had parted company, Jo and Cristof had used the pale light of the tracking ring to guide them in the final hours of night.  Milos had waited for the sun and clear indicators of the direction the wizards would choose.  At that point, judging by Nathan's momentum, he didn't think his group had much chance of outpacing them, so they had continued to follow instead.  And later came across the bodies.  Victor had read the tracks and pointed out the solitary horse that had parted from the army.  Jo's, as Milos had silently hoped. 
 
    Now the man had returned, terse with details though generous with the King's coin in hand.  After conferring with some of his company, Milos had decided to proceed far enough to get a more accurate read of the situation, learn just how much aid Dalasham's monarch had already found and whether a meagre mercenary company would bring more favourable odds against a force backed by wizards.  He held on to Stefan's payment in speculation. 
 
    Victor rode to one side of Milos, studying the trail ahead, and Jo rode on the other, occasionally consulting the gaudy ring Milos had given him to sense the proximity of their quarry as the sun crowned overhead, then began its slow descent from the sky.  The almost harsh glare of maroon emanating at present from the talisman on Jo's hand gave as much evidence as the fresh horse dung and disturbed earth that, although Nathan's army might still benefit from its concealing mirror in fooling the eye, Milos' men practically trod on their heels. 
 
    "We get too close, we'll creep up their arse," Victor grumbled. 
 
    "Only a few kilometres to Riverbend," Jo said, glancing up from the magical glow on his finger.  "Almost to the Fields where the King hoped to engage Nathan." 
 
    Milos took stock of their surroundings.  The woods they had traversed for the past half-hour had thinned and the road rose to a crest ahead.  Jo nodded to the hill, slowing his mount as Milos did. 
 
    "Just over that rise, I'd guess we'll see more men than landscape." 
 
    "Then let's not give our presence away too obviously," Milos rasped, giving the signal to dismount.  He took Victor and Jo with him to have a look, leaving the rest of his company at the ready.  The three crept forward until they could see what lay beyond the hill. 
 
    Waves of grass painted low hillocks in greens and browns, and a distant ribbon of water ten paces wide caught reflections of sunlight to send sparkles of diamonds back into the clear sky.  A small army gathered near that stream facing the hill where Milos stood, the hill under which another, smaller army suddenly appeared out of a shimmer of air. 
 
    "Bloody hell," Victor cursed, low yet fervent. 
 
    The smaller group paused its forward momentum, a flurry of activity enveloping the riders at the fore while the foot soldiers waited in stillness. 
 
    "Don't think they expected to show themselves just yet," Milos remarked, studying the enemy. 
 
    "They don't seem overly concerned by an early reveal," Jo said.  "Irritated, maybe, but not afraid." 
 
    "Not much frightens wizards of their calibre," Milos opined.  "Especially when they don't expect much resistance." 
 
    "Then let's hope Lady Destiny and Wizard Norbert can surprise them." 
 
    Destiny had certainly frightened Milos upon occasion, despite his outward stoicism toward her.  He didn't know anything about this Norbert―other than his speculation that the man had fashioned the ring Jo held to track magic users―but those two wizards below made him wary.  He had listened to Cristof's description of their actions toward Prince Whillim and his valet; he understood the finesse required to keep more than three score soldiers invisible for days on end; he remembered that Councilman naming Nathan as the man to whom a wizard wished to gift a kingdom.  A wizard who could claim that kind of cruelty, power, and loyalty had little to fear from a captive wizard who had sought to overthrow the kingdom she now stood prisoner in and a man who could make tracking trinkets. 
 
    Unless, of course, both wizards standing with King Stefan had more talent than those they opposed, and enough freedom to use it.  Would Stefan have unshackled Destiny's hand?  Turned from aversion to some form of trust in light of this new incursion?  Stefan had given Milos few details beyond what to watch for, and he had no reason to trust a Mercenary Company with his plans.  Unleashing Destiny, unfettered, against Nathan might make for interesting watching.  Or terrifying nightmares.  But it didn't require the intervention of paid soldiers. 
 
    "They're attacking," Jo announced as a burst of flame erupted from the force below.  Nathan's army roared in defiance and swept into the field, ready to meet their adversaries with swords and other weapons drawn. 
 
    "Suppose the wizards augmented their strength?" Victor asked, his tone merely curious though his wiry frame nearly vibrated with suppressed tension. 
 
    Milos gave a half shrug. 
 
    "Don't know why they wouldn't.  I'm wondering what they wanted to hide with that useless burst of fire, though." 
 
    Jo glanced at him, then back to the beginnings of the melee.  After studying the scene for a moment, the King's man turned silently and went back to the waiting mercs, but only long enough to retrieve his horse.  He led the beast back to Milos and Victor, saying nothing.  Milos' company followed him far enough to see the field below. 
 
    "It's not my country," Milos said mildly to Jo.  "Not my war." 
 
    Jo smiled, put foot to stirrup, and swung himself up into the saddle.  He met Milos' stare. 
 
    "I know," he replied.  Then he nudged his mount forward, heading down the hill to the rear of both armies. 
 
    Milos shared a look with Victor.  His crazy northern tracker suddenly grinned.  Sweeping his braids from his shoulders, Victor clicked his teeth to call his own horse close and drew his sword. 
 
    "Imagine the reward if we live," Victor said, grabbing the reins. 
 
    Milos cursed.  He swept the remainder of his men with a searching look, then unsheathed his weapon with a hearty sigh, raising it high.  After all, he did hold the King's retainer. 
 
    "Left flank," he called, taking his own reins and mounting.  The company nodded grimly, still willing to follow their Captain.  "We're all mad," he muttered. 
 
    "Oh aye," Victor agreed cheerfully. 
 
    "Damn it all anyway," Milos spat before raising his voice to signal the attack.  "Let's make sure that brave fool doesn't get all the credit," he shouted to Victor as they raced after Jo and into the rear of an unsuspecting wizard's army.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    No more delays, no more waiting, no one to stand in his way.  Even without an exiled Prince to find them hidden tunnels to sneak into Dalasmar's dungeons, Nathan anticipated little resistance to the goal he could practically taste now.  That Prince had pointed out a suitable route with minimal traffic to reach his city; a pity that he could no longer lead them into the bowels of the Castle, but by no means a real impediment.  The assassin had merely spoiled a possible addendum to their plans, not altered their course.  Nathan spared the briefest moment to shudder in remembrance at the feel of the poison trying to eat through his shielding before Tyrandel had added his own resources to Nathan's, curtailing any adverse effects.  The final agony of his would-be killer turned the tall wizard's shudder to satisfaction as his little army rode beyond the confines of the woods, cresting a hill to look down into a wide field.  A field dominated by another small army. 
 
    "Well," he said. 
 
    At his side, Tyrandel snorted.  Nathan spared a moment to wonder how an army knew to find them on this path, then dismissed the thought as irrelevant. 
 
    "Looks like our troops get to play today," Tyrandel quipped with great levity.  "They can provide a healthy diversion while we pass by unhindered and unnoticed." 
 
    "Or we can simply all march past with no one the wiser," Nathan replied.  "Imagine their chagrin when we sweep by and right into their city, wrecking havoc where they don't expect us." 
 
    "We might march past, then sweep into their rear instead," suggested the man to Nathan's left.  His captain of the guard who had raised this force, a formidable figure for a mundane, shared a certain zeal with his masters.  "Eliminate the threat from a direction they won't anticipate." 
 
    Nathan liked the sound of that.  He let his gaze rove over the assembly before him as his soldiers rode and walked calmly down the hill.  There, at the back near the river, he finally saw something interesting.  An unexpected power source, an aura surrounding― 
 
    "Kalima's teeth," he swore.  Tyrandel sent him a startled look, then followed Nathan's avid stare. 
 
    "Well," the hefty man chortled.  "They've made it easy for us, haven't they?" 
 
    Nathan could hardly believe his eyes.  Not only had these Dalashamites brought Girl, humble and cowering, to the field; beside her stood a well-known figure, Marcus' finely groomed moustache and beard framing a haughty sneer as Nathan enhanced his sight to better see.  Nathan frowned.  Something seemed off about his long-time companion ... 
 
    Tyrandel's sudden curse snagged Nathan's attention, then both wizards pulled up short, halting their troops when they realised that, somehow, someone had snapped their spell of concealment, leaving the entire company quite visible to the army awaiting them. 
 
    "That changes things, doesn't it?" Nathan spat, his ire rising fast. 
 
    "It might give them line of sight on us," his guard captain disagreed, "but it doesn't alter our defences.  You've augmented us each morning for a week, my Lord.  Seems reasonable to test the depths of our strength now."  The man had benefited from like magical enhancements in the past and well knew their worth.  While those he had found along the way to bolster their numbers didn't have experience with just how easily they could overcome a force lacking such a magical assist, in truth they just needed to engage the enemy.  Nathan and Tyrandel could then aim for the true goal, leaving the hired soldiers to act as a distraction, just as Tyrandel had originally proposed.  Nathan chewed his lip in thought, dark blue eyes staring avidly at his destination. 
 
    "A bit of flash to put the fear of Kalima in them while disguising ourselves," he decided.  A glance to his captain of the guard.  "Your men raise a bit of a din, drawing attention and attack, while Tyrandel and myself circle around the edges, head for that little group lightly defended at the back, and take what we want." 
 
    "You take me and three other lads with you, and we can distract that light guard, smooth the way even further for you," the soldier countered.  Seeing the merits of that plan, Nathan nodded.  He looked to Tyrandel, saw anticipation gleaming from pale eyes as he shifted in a saddle modified to take his great bulk. 
 
    "Do we take her alive or kill her quick?" Tyrandel wondered. 
 
    "After all this time?" Nathan replied.  "You think I want her torment to end so easily?"  His mouth stretched wide, though calling it a grin underscored the ferocity of the expression, and the animosity behind it.  "Free Marcus, grab Girl, and the rest ... we'll see what kind of sport they might offer." 
 
    The guard captain looked over his shoulder. 
 
    "Give 'em hell, boys, and let the world know we're here," he bellowed, while at the same time picking three others with a subtle hand gesture. 
 
    The company roared its approval, brandishing weapons.  Nathan wove a concealing mist over himself, Tyrandel, and the four men who would accompany them, while at the same time Tyrandel covered their disappearance with a showy tongue of flame spread along the front line.  Then the two groups sprang forward; the army to face their foe on foot or horseback, the wizards to slip around to the rear. 
 
    Nathan kept his target in sight as they wound their way over the field.  He heard the crash of the forces meeting, the smack of bodies and horse flesh slamming together, the clang of swords and maces interspersed with the occasional twang of arrows launched from bows.  He scented the tang of blood on the air, savoured the screams of men surprised by the might and imperviousness of invaders, but he kept his attention tightly focused. 
 
    Seven years, Girl had evaded him.  Seven years, his father had gone unavenged while that slave had somehow eluded capture.  No more.  Today, he would take Girl in his own hands, mete out the bare beginnings of a punishment that might last months, or even years.  Today, he would have vengeance, and take the power Girl had stolen for his own. 
 
    He allowed magic to swirl to hand, held spells at the ready to incapacitate and injure, and arrowed onward, Tyrandel laughing at his side, his horse magicked to keep pace with Nathan's.  When both horses faltered, Nathan barely noticed.  He simply leapt from the saddle, so close that he could see Marcus' bindings, Girl's eyes―the colour of twilight―wide as they swept the field, the small handful of people flanking the pair.  Tyrandel landed beside him, matching his stride despite their discrepancy in size and stature. 
 
    Only at the last moment did Nathan realise that Girl's gaze didn't watch the battle behind them; she watched him, as though she could see him plainly.  A realisation confirmed when she spoke, though the words made no sense. 
 
    "Hello, Brother," she said, boldly meeting his astonished stare with eyes so like his own that he faltered.  He lost all sense of those around him, his entire being focused on the slave standing before him.  Unchained, he noted, finally becoming aware of the aura that exploded from her. 
 
    Like my own, a small corner of his brain announced, but he paid it little heed, still trying to reconcile her greeting, let alone her apparently unencumbered state among the enemy.  Did she actually help the rulers of this kingdom? 
 
    What does she mean, Brother? that little voice asked, keeping him distracted. 
 
    He blinked, trying to clear his mind, then scowled at her. 
 
    "Did you think you could run forever?" he snarled, ignoring what he couldn't face while flames of power danced around his fists. 
 
    "Did you think I would forget my family?" she countered.  "What that bastard stole?  What he did?  What he made you become?" 
 
    "What are you blathering on about?" he snapped, wondering why he didn't just take her now. 
 
    "Let me show you," she whispered, bringing up a hand.  Nathan flinched hard, taking a single step back.  That cowering kindled a spark of rage and he quickly reclaimed that step, using his height to intimidate.  It didn't work as well as he hoped, for Girl stood near his own height.  Her lips twisted into a mocking grin. 
 
    "Do you fear a little Girl, Brother?" she murmured. 
 
    "I fear nothing, slave," he retorted, drawing on his power, a spell of confinement on his lips, waiting for him to unleash it. 
 
    "Good," she said, and only then did Nathan feel a strange weight about his neck.  He glanced down at his chest in alarm, seeing an amulet resting against his tunic.  Even as he raised a hand to shed himself of whatever mischief Girl thought to ensnare him in, she spoke a single word, "Memdar," vanquishing his flames beyond memory.   
 
    He stared at her, wondering what she had hoped to accomplish, then grinned cruelly. 
 
    "I have waited a long time for this day," he told her. 
 
    "As have I," she said, voice suddenly soft and hesitant.  "Do you remember when he slit Mother's throat?" 
 
    Nathan blinked again, then once more.  For a moment, the grey stones of a kitchen replaced his reality.  He watched a raven-haired woman fall to the ground with a gaping wound in her neck, her fingers unable to staunch the crimson flow at her throat, his father standing over her holding a bloody knife, indifferent to the mewling sounds she made as she tried desperately to breathe. 
 
    A little girl held him tight, shielding his eyes with her slight body, calming his sobs with an off-key tune hummed under her breath, sharing his tremors as they shook in shock.  His father's hand slapped the girl away and took his scrawny arm―the arm of a four-year-old child―to drag him from the dying body of his mother.  And the sprawled form of his sister, who tried to crawl after them―after him―only to have their father kick her away. 
 
    "Think no more on them, son," Wizard Shelton had said, roughly drying Nathan's tears as he drew him from the kitchens.  "They have no further place in your life.  You, who will have more power at your beck and call then most even dream of.  Leave the frailties of useless women behind and embrace who you are meant to be.  Their pain means nothing to the glory you will become.  You will have power and strength equal to mine, son.  Comfort yourself with the truth of that." 
 
    And not knowing what else to do, Nathan had obeyed his father.  Shelton had used Girl to control him, punishing her for Nathan's transgressions until Nathan had learned to lock away all feeling.  And then he had made Girl Nathan's servant, his slave, to do whatever he demanded, for which Shelton would reward Nathan, until cruelty to Girl became its own reward.  Until the torment of his own sister brought him a sense of accomplishment. 
 
    Nathan shuddered, wrenching himself back to the present 
 
    "Lies!" he roared, throwing himself at Girl, wrapping his fingers about her neck.  His momentum took them both to the ground.  For a moment, he saw a nearly forgotten woman beneath him, blood oozing from her slit throat, instead of the woman currently under his vicious grip.  Until Girl captured his wrists with long, firm fingers, and squeezed in return.  She spat out an unfamiliar word, clearing Nathan's vision and sending searing agony where her hands touched him.  He reared back with a curse and jerked his arms away from her grip, staring at his wrists in confusion, seeing nothing there.  He glared down at her. 
 
    "Filthy whore," he swore, wondering what she had done, and how.  He drew back a fist and slammed it into her face, both appalled and satisfied by the meaty sound and the arc of red that sprouted from her nose as her head snapped to the side.  He raised his hand again, sneered at her narrowed eyes when she stared up at him, then swung his fist down again. 
 
    It didn't connect, halted mere millimetres from her face at the last moment by some invisible force.  He gaped at her, unable to comprehend how she stopped him, why he could do no more than physically assault this woman. 
 
    "What are you doing?" he demanded, hating the slight whine that had entered his voice.  He coughed it away harshly and tried to hit her again.  This Girl who had murdered his father, hurt him, then fled into the night seven years ago.  This Girl whom he had hunted, who should lie under his control.  This Girl who somehow wrapped him in unseen hands, holding him motionless. 
 
    And what power do I have? he suddenly wondered.  He looked around in consternation, met Marcus' impassive stare as the man he had grown to adulthood with stood watching him.  Then, with utter bafflement, Nathan witnessed Marcus' features melt away, leaving a thin, wiry foreigner with an olive toned complexion and dark eyes that matched his chestnut hair suddenly standing in his place. 
 
    "What magic is this?" Nathan marvelled, forgetting for the moment the woman he straddled who stared up at him with eyes so like his own. 
 
    "What magic indeed," the strange man said.  He took a step forward and kicked Nathan full in the face. 
 
    Nathan slid off Girl with a grunt, then, after another boot to the head despite the breathy protestations of Girl, he slipped into utter blackness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Em didn't know quite what she had expected when she'd leapt at Tyrandel and thrust the amulet around his neck, screaming the word Destiny had given her to trigger the spell to make him forget he had powers, but it certainly hadn't involved a meaty fist slamming into her face.  Tyrandel clutched her tight, holding her close as she lay limp in his arms, stunned by the blow.  He stared down at her, a cruel and twisted smile of pleasure lighting disturbing pale eyes and transforming his child-like face into a nightmare. 
 
    Em blinked rapidly, both trying to regain her senses and remain conscious.  Her head lolled, giving her a brief glimpse of the fighting around her.  Ambrose, Prichard, and Bartok had engaged three of the maroon-and-black clad guards who had stealthily approached with the two wizards, swords flashing, faces grim, sweat and blood flying as her friends fought against men enhanced by magic.  The fourth enemy soldier struggled against silvery-blue bands of power that slowed him to a crawl, as though he swam through some viscous substance, the only conjuring Norbert had to spare as he flung out incredible bursts of strengthening and shielding spells to aid King Stefan's troops.  It looked to Em's strange sight as though tendrils of green and blue snaked from Norbert's fingers, streamers of gold and red twining and twirling from head, heart and hands as magic erupted from the disguised Bakaana wizard.  The light and colour of his wizardry echoed in her head, almost keeping time with the throbbing ache in her face from Tyrandel's fist. 
 
    Em pulled her scattered wits back to the thick arms squeezing her.  Tyrandel grinned when he caught her gaze. 
 
    "Here I thought a scrawny lad wanted to take me on," he purred.  "Only to discover a slight lass wants to play instead.  The games I could teach you, wench." 
 
    He eased his hold only enough so that, when he slapped her, his punishing grip on her arm kept her upright.  Em tasted blood, tried to brace for another strike as she fumbled for the knife Ambrose had made her wear at her belt.  Her efforts only make Tyrandel laugh, a truly frightening sheen of lust beginning to cloud his eyes. 
 
    "Struggle, girl," he whispered, pulling her close enough that she felt his breath on her abused face.  "Your little weapons can't touch me." 
 
    Em had to believe that Destiny's amulet had worked, that not only had it stolen Tyrandel's memory of how to touch his magic, but that it also broke his connection to the spells that prevented blades from penetrating his flesh, spells which Norbert had surmised required an active link to that magic in order to function.  Else she would die in this demented wizard's grasp.  She would likely die anyway, but she refused to do so without a fight.  She had travelled potentially perilous paths with the King, had fled through dark tunnels and forests to escape fire and madmen, had even taken a sword thrust meant for Stefan, but never had she faced the prospect of death so keenly as she did now, locked in the crushing embrace of an unstable wizard hopefully cut off from his magic.  Terror transformed into desperation, and Em determined to survive as long as possible against those who walked her land with impunity, impartial to the deaths of her friends and countrymen. 
 
    Her fingers found the hilt of the knife, then Tyrandel's great bulk took her hard to the ground, and she feared she might not last long as her breath fled from her under his impressive weight.  Her hand, though, held tight to her little weapon, Fred's voice an urgent admonishment in the back of her mind: If you lose your sword in battle, you limit your defences.  Em struggled to breathe even as she fought to make her hand obey her wishes.  The knife moved far too slowly, and Tyrandel leaned down, his face pressed to hers. 
 
    "I'm going to enjoy this," he whispered against Em's whimper, then he turned his head and bit her cheek.  Em shrieked, her fist spasming, threatening to lose her hold on her weapon.  As tears of pain and shock trailed down her face, she forced all her strength into her hand, turned the blade, and jabbed it into Tyrandel's side.  No magical shield hindered its progress, yet the gross flabs of flesh cushioned much of the blow, turning something potentially lethal into a painful annoyance. 
 
    Tyrandel jerked back with a snarled curse, his hand enveloping hers where it gripped the dagger.  Fury lit his pale eyes as he pulled the blade free, grinding her fingers against the hilt.  Em screeched as unrelenting torment tore into her.  She spared a moment to wonder if he had crushed the bones in her hand, then had little presence of mind left for coherent thought as the corpulent beast straddling her viciously let fly with his fists. 
 
    Em heard the strike of Tyrandel's blows on her face and body, but she no longer felt anything through the screaming agony that had become her existence.  A bellow of outrage rang across the Fields, somehow overpowering the cacophony of warfare to her dwindling senses, but she couldn't identify the source or see anything past a narrowing tunnel of grey and black. 
 
    In utter defence, she retreated deep within ... and ended up somewhere completely unexpected. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Malcolm Prichard knew how to wield a sword better than most, yet these men who had ridden with Nathan and Tyrandel fought as though possessed.  Prichard knew magic aided them, and he found himself hoping that the amulets Destiny and Emily had managed to fling around the wizards' necks would reduce the man he faced to normal human strength.  Alas, that didn't happen, the powers augmenting his foe obviously not linked to the current state of those who had crafted the spells that gave strength and speed and a certain amount of invulnerability to the enemy.  Those of Dalasham and Bash could inflict harm to these foreign invaders, but it took an enormous amount of effort. 
 
    Prichard forced his mind away from worry over the rest of the battlefield and concentrated only on the man in front of him.  He put all his effort into keeping himself alive and doing what damage he could against a tremendous adversary, enduring an endless progression of thrust and parry, evade and attack. 
 
    He didn't know how long he crossed swords with the burly man, nor how many snarls and insults, nicks, cuts and bruises they had inflicted upon one another (he could bring to mind at least three instances where fists had joined swords, and had likely lost track of other times), but he finally saw the opening he needed.  Perhaps Norbert had assisted with a well-timed spell, or Prichard had merely encountered a stroke of incredible good luck.  Either way, his sword penetrated the soldier's defence, slicing the man from sternum to navel, much to the man's wide-eyed shock.  Panting with exertion, sweat and blood hindering his sight, Prichard pushed the body off his blade and peered about in exhaustion, amazed no other had engaged their little group.  He suspected Norbert had deflected more than a few sword strikes, both those aimed at him and those intended for the King's men, but even that mighty wizard could only spread his attention so far. 
 
    That attention currently rested with Destiny and Nathan.  Prichard hungrily sucked in air and swiped at his forehead, watching as a profusely perspiring Norbert, his visage and form just returned to his own as he dropped the disguise of Marcus, casually moved to stand over the brother-sister wizards grappling on the ground.  He said something to an astonished Nathan, drew his boot back, and kicked the enemy wizard in the face.  Prichard gaped at the man, then grinned as Norbert felled Nathan before reaching down to help Destiny to her feet. 
 
    A shriek rose over the din of battle and snapped his head around.  Prichard found his feet moving even before his mind had fully recognised Emily as the source.  Tyrandel's great weight held the little librarian pinned to the ground, and his meaty fists smashed into the distraught girl. 
 
    Prichard hadn't managed two steps before a bellow of outrage and heartache shattered his concentration.  Ambrose, downing his adversary with a brutal thrust, leapt over the still twitching body of a maroon-and-black clad soldier to Emily's side, his gore-encrusted sword shoved with a desperate fury into the unprotected back of Wizard Tyrandel. 
 
    "'Ware behind!" Norbert suddenly shouted, voice hoarse and weary hand rising in a complicated gesture.  Prichard checked his advance and spun to meet the charge of the remaining men who had come in stealth with Nathan and Tyrandel.  One limped badly, his right arm hanging bloody and useless at his side, a blood-stained sword held awkwardly in his left hand.  Behind him, Bartok lay unmoving, a gaping wound trailing his innards to paint the picture of his final battle.  The second man moved with more vigour, engaging Prichard with enthusiasm. 
 
    It took only a handful of heartbeats for Prichard to defeat both.  He stared amazed at his fallen foe, then met Norbert's brief nod.  Understanding dawned as he realised that the Bakaana wizard had restored the pair to merely human strength, eradicating Nathan's spells of enhancement.  When Norbert staggered forward and dropped wearily to his knees beside him, Prichard didn't dare hope the wizard had managed to spread that spell further afield to those embroiled with Stefan's other troops, but given Destiny's intense scrutiny over the King's men, he suspected that battle wouldn't last much longer.  Indeed, a hasty count of the numbers remaining in each force gave Prichard hope.  He saw more horsemen than he recalled Stefan assembling, but realised with further elation that additional troops had arrived to bolster the Dalasham forces.  By their dress, and the broad form of the man directing them―not to mention the signature red braids flying like flames from one of the other agile riders, thundering side by side with Jo―he knew Milos and his mercenaries had answered Stefan's plea. 
 
    Leaving them to it, Prichard returned his attention to those nearest him.  Most specifically, to the very still and battered form of the slight woman cradled in Ambrose's arms. 
 
    "She won't wake up," Ambrose despaired, his pale blue eyes desperate as they rose to meet Prichard's.  It didn't surprise Prichard, given the blood and discolouration marring Emily's pale features.  Had he not known whom Ambrose held so tenderly, he might not have recognised his protege.  His own heart felt heavy as he stared at her, the slight rise and fall of her chest the only indication that Emily still lived.  He gestured impotently, not knowing what to say, what to do. 
 
    He turned as someone else joined him, standing at his other side.  Destiny stared down at Emily, her expression unreadable, even to a master spy so versed in deciphering what others didn't want known.  After a moment, she moved closer to Ambrose and Emily.  Crouching down, she reached a slightly shaking hand toward Emily's abused face, hopefully to attempt some form of healing rather than bid a final farewell. 
 
    A speculative hum from the man kneeling next to Prichard brought his attention back to Norbert.  The small man had taken some kind of biscuit from the pouch at his belt, chewing it absently as he watched Destiny.  Prichard recalled the wizards instructing Emily about the importance of refuelling when using magic, and wondered how such a small morsel could possibly repay Norbert for the powers he must have expended to have taken him to his knees in sallow-faced exhaustion.  Perhaps he had a small feast tucked away in his pack, the biscuit merely an appetizer. 
 
    "Can you do nothing to aid her?" he found himself asking the foreign wizard, surprised at his own audacity.  After all, Norbert had already done much for a country not his own; to ask more seemed unforgivably presumptuous.  Even as he opened his mouth to beg forgiveness, Norbert sent him a wan smile and gentle shake of his head. 
 
    "I know you speak from concern and mean nothing untoward by it, Lord of Secrets," Norbert answered in a soft voice, shocking Prichard.  "But perhaps you might refrain from exerting any of your magic upon me just now." 
 
    Prichard's jaw dropped and he stared wide-eyed at the dark man studying him in return from eyes sparkling in amusement.  Lord of Secrets?  My magic?  Prichard didn't know what disturbed him more; that Norbert obviously knew something of Prichard's clandestine role in Dalasham, or that the wizard thought Prichard had his own Lesser Magic of some sort.  He suddenly remembered Emily's words in the sitting room when they had tried to convince Norbert of the existence of Lesser Magics in the first place. Three people sit or stand here now who have Lesser Magics, she had said, including in that list herself, Darien, and ... 
 
    "Ah," he managed to garble out.  Then, clearing his throat with a quick glance around to see if anyone else might hear the exchange, he tried again.  "What―" 
 
    Norbert presented him with a crooked grin. 
 
    "Your Chief Librarian Darien may invite confidences, but you, Lord of Secrets, have an uncanny ability with persuasion."  Norbert finished off the food in his hand and regarded Prichard closely, no doubt reading just how unnerved such observations made him feel.  "You needn't bother denying it or trying to convince yourself you have no such mystical talents to nudge people to your way of thinking.  Now that I know what to look for, the force of your Lesser Magic is quite unmistakable.  Besides," he thrust his chin toward where Destiny crouched with Ambrose and Emily.  "What can I do that Destiny cannot?" 
 
    Prichard gathered his wits, retrieved his jaw, and narrowed his eyes, seeing Norbert in a slightly different light.  After all, it often took someone with similar skills to unmask a spy and see truths that one didn't know to acknowledge. 
 
    "I imagine you can do quite a bit," he replied quietly.  "Just as I imagine that perhaps you didn't come all the way to Dalasham merely to investigate Marcus' fate." 
 
    "Ah, but I did come in regards to Marcus' fate, and Destiny's," Norbert said, pushing himself back to his feet.  "Though not entirely in a manner you―nor they―would expect."  Norbert sighed, glanced over the Fields of Erinnerung where Stefan's soldiers and Milos' mercenaries still engaged the last few men of Nathan's army who hadn't surrendered and, seeing they needed no additional aid, regarded Prichard. 
 
    "I know you're familiar with the Peace Accords that keep magical entities from interfering in non-magical lands," said the wizard.  "But are you aware of how we effect those Accords?" 
 
    Prichard shook his head. 
 
    "We send Enforcers," Norbert said.  "Specially trained men others easily overlook.  Men placed in positions one doesn't expect to find powerful and capable wizards, much as a spy might ingratiate himself in a position or with a persona seen as innocuous.  It makes it easier for us to hide in plain sight, and for others to let slip confidences they wouldn't otherwise share with known men of power." 
 
    Prichard acknowledged that with a slight tilt to the head and an appreciative lift to an eyebrow. 
 
    "When we find those who would use their magic to rule where they should not, and we cannot dissuade them to another course,"―here, Norbert inclined his head to indicate Nathan and exclude Destiny―"we take them somewhere appropriate and discipline them." 
 
    "Discipline?" 
 
    Norbert nodded, looking anything but the bland administrator he so often appeared.  Hiding in plain sight indeed! 
 
    "It is left up to each Enforcer's discretion to determine the best solution.  For Nathan, and Marcus, I believe I will start by heading with them to Bakaana." 
 
    "And once there?" Prichard wanted to know.  Norbert only smiled, the expression somehow cold, leaving an eerie void in his dark eyes that belied any affability the short man had ever exhibited.  In that moment, Prichard knew he would never want this man as an enemy. 
 
    "The rest she'll have to heal on her own," he heard Destiny say.  With some relief, Prichard pulled his attention away from these new insights into Wizard Norbert.  He watched as Destiny pulled her hand away from Emily, an uneasy frown painting her features as she remained crouched at Emily's side. 
 
    Ambrose used his sleeve to wipe some of the blood from Emily's face, then gently stroked her hair.  Destiny had managed to knit the worst of the breaks back together, and the bruising had faded so that the beating looked days old rather than so recently incurred.  But the girl didn't stir. 
 
    "Why doesn't she wake?" Ambrose asked. 
 
    "Healing like that takes a lot of her own energy," Norbert said, moving to stand beside his colleague.  Prichard followed, crouching on Destiny's other side.  "She might sleep well into tomorrow." 
 
    "That's not what keeps her quiet," Destiny's voice, strained by the bruising Prichard could see forming around her neck, didn't move beyond their little group.  Norbert frowned, dropping to his knees again, putting them all on the same level.  He stared at Emily, then at Destiny. 
 
    "What did you sense that I can't see?" he asked. 
 
    "She's in the nexus," Destiny whispered.  "And I think it's communicating with her." 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    "Will she hear us this time, do you suppose?" an unfamiliar voice asked. 
 
    Em struggled to orient herself.  She distinctly remembered the repeated blows from Tyrandel's fists, and while she knew an echo of that excruciating agony, she felt nothing now.  That lack of perception frightened her, for surely only death could have relieved her from physical sensations.  Her eyes flew open to blinding white light, and she squeezed them tight again to protect her vision, watching red lightning streaks arc across the back of her eyelids.  What matters sight if I lie dead? she wondered.  But then, if Tyrandel had killed her, why did she lie here thinking?  Small comfort, but she grasped the hope that she still lived tightly. 
 
    She opened her eyes to mere slits, allowing herself to acclimatise to the light before opening them more fully.  Tyrandel's great heft no longer pinioned her, and in fact she seemed to stand unencumbered by any weight, even her own, which puzzled more than alarmed her. 
 
    "She hasn't stepped out of the conduit yet," a second voice said.  "Perhaps she's the one we have waited for after all." 
 
    Em blinked in the bright surroundings, tears washing her eyes as the light at last resolved into a pervading whiteness, as though she stood upon a giant snowbank, or swallowed amidst an enormous cloud that surrounded her on all sides.  She peered around, trying to locate the speakers, finally coming face to face with a man and a woman, neither of whom she recognised. 
 
    "Who are you?" Em asked.  She gazed past them and saw only white with no differentiation between ground and sky, which left her stomach twisting in knots as she looked down to find her feet resting on nothing.  "Where are we?" 
 
    "She can see us," the man said on a sigh.  "At last." 
 
    Em regarded the pair.  The woman had hair the colour of pale honey, the man's curls a few shades darker.  Each wore robes reminiscent of Wizard Castillo's from the Frontier School in Bakaana, though of an older style, the indigo hue startling in its stark contrast to their colourless surroundings.  Deep lines etched their faces, giving the pair a haggard though somehow ageless appearance, and they bore enough resemblance to each other to suggest close kinship.  Em frowned, an outlandish concept forming in her mind.  Impossible, she chided her imagination.  She had stood on the Fields of Erinnerung when Tyrandel beat her, near to the nexus, where long ago, kin had died to save their King and country.  Coincidence, surely, that now she stood confronted by a likely duo in a fantastical yet featureless plane. 
 
    "We stand at the centre of an unfinished construct that my brother and I created," the woman said.  "One that we hope you will help us complete." 
 
    Em stared at her, mouth agape.  Surely not ... 
 
    "Constance?" Em squeaked, eyes wide in wonder and disbelief. 
 
    The woman jerked, obviously startled in turn. 
 
    "You know me?" 
 
    "Ah," peeped Em.  She cleared her throat, unsure how to proceed in a conversation with figments from her imagination, for how else to explain the presence of those she faced now.  "I read your journal." 
 
    "Of course."  The woman studied her a moment, speculation deepening the creases around her eyes and mouth.  "I wonder, will you share your knowledge with us?" 
 
    "What would you like to know?" Em asked, surprised by the question.  What could these two want to learn from her? 
 
    "What you have gleaned from my journal, and what you have done with the information that has brought you here, where we may converse." 
 
    "Oh."  Em considered, saw no harm in answering a few questions.  After all, she had many of her own.  "Certainly." 
 
    The pair stepped forward, each touching her elbow, startling Em enough to make her jump.  A flash of the past months swam through her mind, taking no longer than a couple of seconds.  They released her, retreating the pace they had taken, and regarded her with serious expressions.  Have they just read my mind? Em wondered. 
 
    "So you know what we attempted," Alfred said.  "When we braided together layers of power to help shield Dalasham." 
 
    "What you achieved," countered Em, unsettled by their casual show of strength despite their limitations on life.  Do they now know everything I know? 
 
    "Yes and no," Constance qualified.  Em stared at her aghast, until she realised the wizard referred to her spoken statement, not her unvoiced question.  She hoped.  “We have seen the effects of our Dual Great Magic from the limited capacity offered us in this limbo where we find ourselves," continued Constance.  "We ended Henri's revolt, altered the course of magic, and kept Dalasham safe from arcane interference, but only until a wizard pushed aside her aversion at our borders and braved the discomfort of life at Dalasmar.  Those who followed her have weakened our defences and placed you all in danger." 
 
    "But we've defeated Nathan and Tyrandel," Em objected.  "Dalasham is safe again." 
 
    "Until the next wizard comes along," Alfred disagreed.  "Your Enforcer can make an example of the trespassers, but how long will such dissuasion last?  And if the Enforcers refuse to intercede unless called upon―whether from ignorance or indifference―they lack the efficacy required to keep any land lacking magic safe." 
 
    "We didn't sacrifice so much to hand Dalasham over to a different tyrant in a time beyond ours," Constance added.  "Nor, I hope, have you come so far only to fall prey to those who understand what you yet do not." 
 
    Em regarded the older woman, wondering at what point she had stopped viewing this surreal encounter as a figment of her imagination, and seeing it for the truth: a chance to speak with figures from history whom she hadn't even known existed a couple of months ago. 
 
    "What do you suggest we do?" Em asked.  "How do you propose we come to understand this magic you imbued us with?" 
 
    "As I said, we want you to help complete our construct," answered Constance. 
 
    Em shook her head with a frown. 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    "The Dual Great Magic which altered the flow of magic had a secondary stage," Alfred said.  "But one which we, of necessity, could not implement." 
 
    "It also had the unintended side effect of strengthening Henri's insidious campaign of impugning the capabilities of women, weakening not only the efficacy of some of his strongest opponents during our struggle, but your voice now."  Little emotion coloured Constance's words, but a deep and abiding anger darkened her eyes.  "The effects of our spell meant to make Henri and his coterie lose their ability to touch magic―much like your own efforts to rob Nathan of his memory of how to cast spells―unfortunately twisted not only his memory, but somehow anchored his slanderous campaign in place.  Instead of merely altering his memory of magic, it altered everyone's memory, latching onto his belief of the limited role of women which he had intertwined into his prowess with magic.  Whether Henri accomplished this consciously as a final defence and revenge against our spell, or the magic mutated from some intrinsic part of his nature, we don't know.  The end result, however, stripped the land of both the knowledge of magic and the knowledge of the capabilities and accomplishments of women." 
 
    "Furthermore," Alfred added with a grim frown, "that aspect of the spell spread beyond our borders.  All records of Dalasham's ability in magic, and the role of her women, disappeared from history, and not just her history.  The altered effects spilled over into other lands.  While kingdoms like Bash and Moravin have long disparaged women, Dalasham and Kranor suddenly lost all recollection of the many achievements of women in their realms, their histories shrouded with an aversion to connect names with the appropriate genders.  Haemat alone, with its unique magical presence, retained its independent thought in regards to the value of both sexes." 
 
    "But how could the spell have countered preexisting texts?" Em demanded.  "Not only did the role of women here change, but Norbert cannot recall any instances where women stood equal to men in Bakaana either.  How would your spell rewrite the histories of other lands too?" 
 
    "It didn't," Constance said.  "But it somehow added an aversion to texts which might indicate the presence of magic in our land or disprove the fallacy that women stood inferior, creating a reluctance to research or remember Dalasham as once having magic or female practitioners, in essence negating the importance of women in any role, whether among the rulers, the wizarding ranks, or the commons." 
 
    "We built a safeguard into our Dual Great Magic," Alfred went on.  "Something that, if a time arose when Dalasham had the capacity to support the knowledge of magic once again, would restore the memory to the masses which we had to erase, and help them master the use of their Lesser Magic.  We hope that, by implementing this final stage, we can also remove the unintended stigma our manipulation caused throughout many lands regarding women, thus removing the unnatural barrier that holds women to a lesser role.  Unfortunately, we cannot risk simply imposing the truth as we knew it, for society and culture has changed too greatly to safely cushion a reinstatement of a notion that in truth no longer exists.  Henri corrupted enough in his time to his purposes that those in power looking for any advantage adopted his mindset even before our spell unintentionally set that belief in stone.  Too many minds would rebel at the behavioural shift now without someone first laying the groundwork for change.  This means people like you and Destiny, even Princess Mantinou―every woman who seeks to rise above artificially imposed strictures―will have a great deal of work to make your voices heard again, but no longer will magic work to inhibit the world recognising your value.  The original histories still exist, but someone must lead scholars and rulers to their presence and convince them that they contain many truths." 
 
    "And you can do this by modifying your original spell?" Em asked, hardly believing the complexity of what they discussed. 
 
    "The spell has a final trigger that will remove the cloud enshrouding the presence of magic and the aversion for magic wielders within Dalasham," Constance said.  "Those with Lesser Magics will gradually come to understand that their gifts have a basis in wizardry or witchcraft, something they can hone if they so desire, or leave to fade away.  It would behoove you to find those willing to teach basic control, perhaps creating some form of alliance with the Wizarding Schools as of old, or resurrecting the lessons the Universities of Dalasham once boasted.  Magic itself may choose to remain filtered among many, or it might trickle back more strongly into a few in a couple of generations, no longer content to spread itself thin.  A fickle creature, magic, and one wont to choose its own course once unfettered by our holding spell." 
 
    Em stared at her.  Constance spoke as though magic had its own sentience, a concept so foreign, Em didn't know how to wrap her head around it. 
 
    Before she could demand any clarification, the white plane flickered, overlaying a scene of the battle ending in the Fields of Erinnerung where her body lay while her mind traversed a pocket of magic in the nexus.  She felt the warm strength of arms encircling her, a hand gently brushing her hair.  The coppery tang of blood lay thick on her tongue and the stench of death clogged her nose while the screams of men and horses drifted from afar to disturb soft words of comfort murmured in her ear.  Darkness draped behind closed eyes, though she had the sensation of sunlight bathing her face, a strong source of life amidst Fields of death. 
 
    The white purity of what remained of Constance's world flickered back to fullness as Em forced her attention to return to her unearthly companions, but both Constance and Alfred glanced around the featureless landscape with new tension. 
 
    "Our time grows short and we have much to impart ere you can trigger our safeguard and give Dalasham back its best defence," spoke Constance. 
 
    "Wait," Em cried.  "Me?  You want me to trigger your magic?  Why not Destiny or Norbert?  I don't have any strength to affect something like your Dual Great Magic!" 
 
    "They can manipulate magic," Alfred explained.  "But you can see it.  Thus you can see us and we can speak now with you in turn.  Furthermore, with your primary gift, you will retain the necessary information where others without your memory cannot hold such complexity in mind, and given the short time we have left, we cannot spare any extra effort to repeat the instructions.  Neither wizard has these abilities. 
 
    "We must give you the knowledge needed in the language required, and you must then impart our instructions verbatim to your wizard friends who can complete our spell as we had always envisioned someone could.  In this way, you will start to make Dalasham strong again, and give voice to all who might lead the kingdom into a prosperous future." 
 
    The language required? Em wondered, suddenly recalling a day spent at the library in Augsden with King Stefan and a discussion about whether magic had its own language.  Perhaps Constance and Alfred intended to teach her some of that secret language now. 
 
    But instead of a lesson on vocabulary, syntax, grammar, or even basic phraseology, both wizards simply reached out, each placing a hand on Em's forehead; Constance's strangely insubstantial fingers to her left temple, Alfred's to her right, with both thumbs meeting in the crease between her brows.  They regarded her from nearly identical expressions, faces fierce with intent and eyes unnaturally bright. 
 
    Images and words bombarded Em's brain, overloading her with alien concepts and powers she, despite all her book learning, had no experience to withstand.  She could only absorb all they imparted, filing it into some semblance of order that her Lesser Magics might find a way to recombine later in terms Destiny and Norbert must understand far better than she. 
 
    And then the world exploded, and Em fell back into a reality that she recognised. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "She's coming to," Ambrose said, the relief in his voice almost painful for Destiny to hear. 
 
    Emily's eyes opened, and for a terrifying moment, Destiny feared Tyrandel had stolen her sight, for white filmed those orbs.  Then Emily blinked, her eyes returned to their familiar pale grey.  Emily stared up at the man who held her, tenderness and love written raw across his visage as he gazed back at her.  She blinked again, gave him a shy smile, then struggled to sit up, one hand resting on her guard's arm as he helped her. 
 
    That put her even with the rest of them.  It also gave her a better view of their surroundings, and Destiny sympathised when Emily flinched away from the grotesque form of Tyrandel, his raw wound payment for her pain and his discarded body slumped unceremoniously to the side.  Nathan lay in an unconscious heap next to him, his head bleeding slightly from the welt formed by Norbert's boot.  Norbert had bound her brother with cords of power to keep him insensate, and Destiny found only a sense of relief at Nathan's vulnerability.  Before she could delve any deeper into her feelings, or lack thereof, for the man who had, in one form or another, tormented her for most of her life, Emily's hand reached forward to grasp Destiny's fingers. 
 
    Surprised, Destiny met Emily's gaze, saw that the librarian had also taken Norbert's hand.  Emily opened her mouth to speak, and Destiny slipped from her crouch to her backside, staring at the other woman in shock. 
 
    Emily spoke to her―to them―in a language she couldn't possibly know; the language of magic.  Destiny exchanged a wide-eyed look with Norbert, gratified to see that he appeared as dumbfounded as she.  As the words took on meaning, Destiny understood that Emily spoke not just magic, but a spell, and she found herself frowning in deep concentration, trying to comprehend.  When she grasped the intent of Emily's incantation, she gaped in awe.  Glancing to Norbert again, she watched him shake his head in bewilderment. 
 
    "Incredible," he garbled out.  Meeting Destiny's eyes, he swallowed hard.  "It requires a great deal of finesse.  And trust." 
 
    "It does," she agreed.  She swept the area with a practised eye, seeing the nexus they knelt in as she never had before.  Whether because of Emily's instructions, or the touch of the librarian's hand, Destiny discovered that she could now see the constructs of Constance's spell.  And with this new trigger to an aspect of the spell they hadn't known existed in mind, she fully perceived the enormity of the Dual Great Magic that the siblings had created, and the final aspect left unfinished.  The last component to a work that went far beyond anything she had attempted or envisioned; a humbling masterpiece meant to benefit all, not cater to the whim of the selfish.  That wizards of another time now saw fit to entrust the completion of such a task to Destiny dried her mouth with dread, yet also elated some part of her psyche that she hadn't known hungered for something beyond herself.  It didn't matter that Dalasham hadn't birthed her.  The land had succoured her in her time of need, as had this unique woman holding her hand and consigning the fate of her kingdom to one who had once stood as her enemy.  Destiny found she very much wanted to repay that service. 
 
    "This might take a bit of time," Destiny said.  Norbert smiled at her, then extended his free hand.  With a snort of amusement, she accepted his offering of food and bit into it hungrily, replenishing some of the energy she had expended thus far. 
 
    "We'll need a bit of sustenance, I'll warrant, given that neither of us comes to this fresh."  He glanced back to Emily, his gaze also seeming to take in an altered awareness of the nexus.  "For I suspect we'll find no better time than the present to enact this little modification." 
 
    "Constance and Alfred both feel all stands in alignment at this moment," Emily agreed.  Hearing Emily speak of such arcane matters so matter-of-factly reminded Destiny of the many hours they had spent in the sitting room near her library, discussing history and spells and magic.  But sensing an influx of mighty powers swirling about her―the mystifying presence of two ancient wizards suffused Emily's body like ghosts―put this encounter on a whole new and disturbing level.  She wondered whether Emily suspected their presence. 
 
    "Then let us do this thing, my dear Emily," Norbert said.  "Guide our hands, and we shall follow." 
 
    Destiny glanced at Lord Prichard, saw his inquiring stare, and realised neither he nor Ambrose would know what they discussed. 
 
    "The nexus and its ... guardians ... have given Emily an answer to the protection of Dalasham and the unlocking of the secrets of your Lesser Magics," she explained.  "The spell they created long ago lacked one final component for its completion.  They have provided Emily with that last step, for some reason wishing Norbert and me to trigger it using Emily as our guide." 
 
    Prichard frowned so hard with suspicion, she feared he might injure himself. 
 
    "It's alright Malcolm," Emily said.  "If you trust me, we can put measures in place that will ultimately safeguard Dalasham from the likes of Nathan and hopefully usher in a new era of enlightenment." 
 
    Prichard turned his frown on her.  He glanced across the field to King Stefan, then brought his gaze back to Emily. 
 
    "Will you swear on your life, on his, that what you attempt will bring no harm to the kingdom?" 
 
    Emily held his dark regard with equanimity. 
 
    "I do swear it." 
 
    Prichard studied her a moment longer, then met Destiny's resolve, and finally Norbert's reassuring nod.  With a deep sigh, he inclined his head. 
 
    "It seems I ought to go make a report to the King then, lest he mistake your next actions." 
 
    Without another word, he rose to his feet and strode away. 
 
    "Where do you want me?" Ambrose asked as he knelt next to Emily, his arm gently supporting her. 
 
    "Best if you step away," Norbert said.  "But only far enough to ensure no interruptions.  I suspect that, once we're done, we might need some assistance." 
 
    "And a very long nap," Destiny added under her breath.  Norbert chuckled. 
 
    After the wizards had bolstered their strength with the last of Norbert's rations, the small group settled themselves as comfortably as the grass of the open field allowed.  Norbert drew in a deep breath and regarded his companions. 
 
    "Shall we begin?" he asked of both women.   
 
    With Emily's firm nod, each wizard placed a hand on her shoulders, Destiny on the left and Norbert on the right.  And then, following the enhanced sight and memory of a very unique individual, the wizards spoke a language not seen in Dalasham for 186 years, modifying a Great Magic meant to restore the land's forgotten magical heritage. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    It had taken Destiny nearly a week to fully recover from the incredible drain on magic and stamina from implementing the change to Constance's construct.  For the first two days, Emily had shared her confinement in the chambers set aside for the pair, the librarian looking pale and drawn.  The following three days, Emily had lingered often in between Council meetings and time spent in the library, usually accompanied by Ambrose who, it seemed, had finally made his interest in the young librarian known.  Chief Librarian Darien, too, had kept Destiny company, and even Lord Prichard had stopped by to monitor her progress.  She had heard that Norbert had dragged himself from his bedside early on the third day to reassure himself of the secure confinement of Nathan in the wizard cell next to Marcus', then had promptly crawled back into bed for another solid day.  She herself hadn't given much thought to the wizards locked up below beyond determining that neither could harm her or those she had so recently helped to protect. 
 
    Another week amid a flurry of wedding preparations which Destiny greatly appreciated having no part in passed where she found herself an unexpected voice in the King's latest project.  Stefan planned to resurrect a plethora of disciplines at the University at Dalasmar, reinstating classes on all manner of surprising subjects, including the instruction of magic.  He currently had workers converting an old warehouse to temporarily house this influx of alternate studies until he could have a new wing added to the University on the outskirts of Riverbend.  Destiny had walked through that University at the southern edge of the city where the river curved around to give the capital its name two days ago with an architect named Hestern.  She had identified a few rooms which had likely served as training rooms for young magicians given their unique shielding, currently serving as classrooms or storage areas.  Hestern had made copious notes and drawings to determine how best to design the new wing with magical requirements in mind.  They had then sat down together with Norbert in the sitting room they had so often used so that the Administrator of the Frontier School could add his insights and suggestions based on the construction and uses of the Schools of Wizardry.  Hestern had left that meeting with an eager bounce to his step and fire in his soul to design the finest facility for wizards, something he hoped to rival, or even surpass, those of other countries. 
 
    Norbert had made his farewells soon after, taking Nathan and Marcus back to Bakaana to answer for their blatant disregard of the Peace Accords.  Destiny had found herself profoundly grateful that she had escaped the Enforcer's retribution―she had known Norbert had secrets, but his role as an Enforcer hadn't crossed her mind―through her actions and remorse for her part in Whillim's scheme.  That she hadn't acted against a non-magical country in the hopes of asserting undue influence simply for her own gain, but rather as an attempt to find freedom in exchange for a service rendered went a long way in her favour.  Still, his judgement of extenuating circumstances mitigated thereafter by safeguarding those she had harmed left her breathless at such generosity.  She knew neither Nathan nor Marcus could expect such leniency.  Both men had sneered their contempt of Norbert as the King's men had unceremoniously hoisted the wizards atop horses and sent them, shackled both physically and magically, on their way west.  Somehow, she didn't think she'd have to worry about her brother or his companion ever again, not with Norbert to see to their punishment.  She could find contentment knowing that Norbert had care of those who had tormented her. 
 
    She had realised on the Fields of Erinnerung, while she strove so hard to reach the little boy she had once known as her brother, that the Nathan she wanted to rescue had died long ago.  The man left in his place had few, if any, redeeming qualities, and no interest in resurrecting the ghost of who he might have become.  That Norbert would take charge of the cruel and petty tyrant Wizard Shelton had created took a weight off her chest. 
 
    As did the presence of her companion today, a woman who, in large part, made it possible for Destiny to stand here now.  Without Emily's surprising trust and acceptance, Destiny would not have survived past her trial, nor found herself in a position where, given time, they might both find a place in the world that didn't hold them hostage to their sex while ignoring their abilities.  Moreover, she wouldn't have discovered a land that made her feel welcome, for now that Constance's spell no longer pressured wizards to avoid the capital, Destiny found herself enjoying her surroundings. 
 
    "I still can't quite believe we're here," Emily said as she looked around at all the construction.  The two stood near the entrance to the warehouse that would soon hold its first classes in strange and wondrous subjects―a phrase Lord Prichard had coined to spark the interest of both nobles and commoners.  It would take some time before the knowledge of Lesser Magics and their great prevalence sat comfortably with the people of Dalasham, but King Stefan intended to make the transition into the world of magic as easy and acceptable as possible for his citizens.  To that end, Prichard had designed various ways to make the notion more palatable, including such comforting and amusing phrases, with stunning success.  Already, people had come seeking assurances that what they now sensed flowing within them would not harm them or their loved ones. 
 
    Stefan had scheduled classes on basic control to begin next week, classes which Destiny had agreed to lead after a little persuasion from Lord Prichard and reassurances from Chief Librarian Darien.  Knowing each man had unconsciously exerted his Lesser Magic on her―or perhaps not so unconsciously on Darien's part―had amused the lady wizard.  She looked forward to explaining how to shield against such intrusions, but until then, she let each man think they had truly swayed her thinking with their charming arguments.  Lessons on the ethical use of power would quickly follow the learning of control, the irony of such a concept taught by a scion of Wizard Shelton not lost on Destiny. 
 
    She caught Emily's eye. 
 
    "I can hardly believe you're willing to stand at the front of a class," Destiny teased.  "You know you'll have to talk to strangers, right?"  If someone had told her a year ago that she would find such a fierce companion, or have the audacity to banter with someone like Emily with no gain beyond the sheer enjoyment of her company, she would have called them a fool.  Much had changed. 
 
    "It's just history," Emily murmured, though the slight quiver in her voice gave away her nerves.  "Darien will have a harder time explaining the political ramifications of the last couple of centuries in his classes."  Until they could recruit more teachers and wizards willing to come to Dalasmar―Norbert intended to spread the word at the Frontier School for volunteers―they had a limited number of people available to fill the University in the capacity of instructors.  Which left the Librarians as likely sources of knowledge with the ability to pass on their information.  "For me," Emily continued, "I intend to pretend I'm just talking to you or Darien instead of a room full of people who have believed a lie for 186 years.  How much trouble can I get in with that?" 
 
    Destiny stared at her a moment, then broke into a laugh when she saw Emily's quick grin.  It felt good to laugh. 
 
    "Look out Dalasham," she said.  "You have no idea what's coming."  And then, because she couldn't help the jibe, she peered sideways at her friend, mischief sparkling in her eyes.  "You do realise most of the Council will sit in on your first lessons, right?  Not just strangers, but people like Lords Alphonse, Byndorf, Castel ..." 
 
    Emily paled, a hand to her stomach.  Destiny grinned. 
 
    "And they'll have to listen to every word you say," the wizard added smugly.  Emily gave a little start, then managed a weak grin that grew stronger as she contemplated the implications of the powerful men of the realm taking instruction from a woman.  Looking around at the morphing construction site that would soon see waves of people wanting to learn, both women knew they would have challenges and successes aplenty.  Emily would teach folks forgotten history, Destiny would guide them in forgotten magic, and Dalasham would once again change.  Destiny found herself eager to see the future of her new country. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They had ridden for two days with little break.  The harsh pace irked Marcus, but not as much as the humiliation of finding himself forced to trail after an officious little administrator from a country not his own who thought he had some authority over him.  Over Nathan.  Ridiculous! 
 
    But Norbert had kept Nathan bound with restraints that mirrored Marcus' own, and a strange amulet besides.  While Marcus didn't know the properties of that amulet, he suspected it served a similar purpose as the magic-inhibiting bracelets, showing that Norbert at least had some appreciation for Nathan's strength.  It wouldn't help the Bakaana wizard much once Nathan figured out how to free himself from his fetters.  In the meantime, Norbert had kept his captives silent with a simple spell.  It didn't stop the glares, but Norbert ignored the hatred aimed his way. 
 
    Suddenly Norbert shivered and glanced around.  After another few paces, he nodded, glancing back at his unwilling guests.  He narrowed his gaze, eyes dark yet cold.  Marcus felt a brief stab of alarm at the lack of humanity in that inky stare, then forced the feeling away.  He would not quiver before an office clerk. 
 
    Norbert searched his surroundings, found a place to his liking, and led Marcus and Nathan off the road into a clearing.  He dismounted, stared at his recalcitrant companions, and raised his arms.  Marcus felt a band of air wrap around his middle, lifting him from the saddle, then drop him to the ground.  Nathan landed beside him with a grunt.  Norbert stood staring down at them, his face giving away nothing of his thoughts. 
 
    "You entered Dalasham, a country under the protection of the Peace Accords, with the intent of causing mischief," Norbert said, no trace of accent or inflection in his voice.  His eyes bore into Nathan's.  "Do you deny this?" 
 
    "I came to find a murderess and free a companion wrongfully imprisoned," Nathan spat, freed from his spell of silence. 
 
    "With an army at your back?" 
 
    "Diversion." 
 
    Norbert's eyebrows rose. 
 
    "A diversion augmented by magic, intended to sweep away all resistance." 
 
    Nathan grinned, his deep blue eyes wild. 
 
    "Any advantage to gaining what's mine," he said. 
 
    "You are aware that the Peace Accords forbid such a use of magic?" Norbert asked in a deceptively soft tone. 
 
    "Bah, it wouldn't have caused lasting harm." 
 
    "No lasting harm?" Norbert repeated incredulously.  "You invaded a foreign land, killing many of its defenders who had no experience battling against magic, and you think it didn't cause lasting harm?" 
 
    "They mean nothing to me," Nathan shrugged.  "Pissants in the way of reaching my goal." 
 
    "And you would do so again," stated Norbert. 
 
    Nathan glared at him. 
 
    "No one stands in my way," he growled. 
 
    Norbert nodded once, then turned away from Nathan to face Marcus. 
 
    "And you would have gifted a kingdom to this man," he said. 
 
    Marcus drew himself up proudly. 
 
    "If he had wanted it," he replied.  "And no, I wouldn't change what happened save to eliminate that wretched little librarian first.  Without her meddling, we wouldn't find ourselves here now." 
 
    Norbert nodded again.  He looked back the way they had come, and considered a moment.  Finally he turned back to the two men sneering at him. 
 
    "We have crossed Destiny's ward.  As far as she knows, her brother will continue on to face punishment for breaking the Peace Accords.  Thus ends my obligation to a wizard who in the end helped uphold what I have sworn to protect.  She will know no guilt for the judgement I have pronounced upon you." 
 
    "Judgement?" Nathan hissed.  "You have no authority over a Level Five Prime Wizard." 
 
    "Oh, but I do," Norbert's stare turned intense.  "I have every authority to Enforce the Peace Accords, especially against the likes of you." 
 
    Marcus felt his innards churn as he finally recognised their peril, but he could do nothing as Norbert turned a ruthless eye on Nathan. 
 
    Nathan suddenly stopped breathing, his beautiful face turning purple, then blue, his hands scrabbling uselessly against an invisible force.  Marcus watched in horror as Nathan fell, eyes distending in a gross parody of stupefaction, the light and life fled from the face of the only person he had ever cared about.  He turned in fury on the man who had so casually killed his companion, but then his blood turned cold as he found himself facing not an unctuous Administrator, but an Enforcer.  Without so much as altering his vacant expression, Norbert raised his hand. 
 
    "No," Marcus choked out, trying to back away. 
 
    "Yes," the Enforcer pronounced, passing judgement and retribution.  Marcus felt his throat constrict, his air passage blocked as thoroughly as his magic by an unseen hand of power.  He clawed at his neck, the accursed shackles binding his wrists mocking him in his impotence as he gurgled in panic.  Blood vessels popped in bulging eyes, introducing their own level of agony as Marcus fell heavily to his knees, then slowly toppled to his side until he joined Nathan in death. 
 
    No one saw Norbert set the bodies aflame, erasing any physical evidence of their fate and scattering their names on the wind, writ large for any who thought to follow their course: So suffer all who would challenge the Peace Accords. 
 
    The small wizard stepped forward a short time later to retrieve the magical bindings from the ashes that had held Dalasham's enemies quiescent, then turned away from the scene, his task complete.  He swung up onto the back of his mount, tied the spare horses to his saddle, and nudged the beasts into a gentle walk as the sun lowered on its journey to kiss a blush onto the horizon ahead of him.  He had a long way to travel before he reached Bakaana. 
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